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FOREWORD


First, I want to say a big thank you to everyone who has reached book 4! Your support of the series is what enables me to keep writing it.

Second is the usual disclaimer that I’m a UK author writing these books in US English. This is due to Amazon only allowing one file upload, and with the US being the larger market, it makes the most sense. I hope my UK readers will understand. For my US readers, some phrases or words that aren’t commonly used in US English may remain. I like to use archaic / British variations where I think it helps with immersion into a fantasy world setting. And I simply cannot use the word ‘pants’ for trousers – that makes my soul hurt.

I’ve had a lot of requests for a series Wiki. Developing a comprehensive Wiki is too great a task for me to do on top of writing the books and running a business, but a fan project to build it is underway. If you wish to take part, join my Discord server and ask the mods to join the project.

That said, I’ve written a guide that covers the magic system used in the series. Some parts of that are included in Reckoning (see the back of the book for this guide), but the full version can be downloaded for free from my website. Also included at the back of the book is a glossary for Ahari and Rashai.

As before, the chapters in Reckoning will sometimes shift between different character POVs and don’t always run in strict chronological order. While I try to keep things chronological, I will sometimes adjust the order where it benefits the pacing. You’ll also find there are stretches of one character’s story where I feel cutting away would kill the momentum. Holt and Ash get the most continuous story because, you know, it’s Holt and Ash.

Given we’re on book 4 now, I imagine assumptions that this series is a trilogy will be over. For avoidance of doubt, I intend for Songs of Chaos to be a five-book series, so we’ll have one more to go after this!

These books take me time to get right (what with running a business and life and all), so if you’d like to stay up to date on my progress, I’d suggest joining my mailing list (www.michaelrmiller.co.uk/signup) as that will always be the most reliable method. To sweeten the deal, you’ll receive links to two free novellas in ebook and audiobook form: one about Brode and Erdra and a bonus story from the world of my first series, The Dragon’s Blade. A print edition called The Last Stand of the Stone Fist, which contains both stories, can also be bought in paperback or hardback.

Last but absolutely not least, I’d like to plug the ‘Endless Editions’ of the series now available from The Broken Binding. These are affordable special editions that will never go out of stock as long as there is demand! Ascendant is currently available, and Unbound is due in November 2025. We plan to create the whole series in this format. With the ‘endless’ nature of these specials, you can save up for them or ask for them for Christmas – the main thing is you shouldn’t feel pressured to grab something limited. Whether you’ve been a fan of Songs of Chaos since the beginning or are getting into the series years after it’s complete, you can get a fantastic set of hardbacks as trophies for your shelf. You can find the Endless Editions on The Broken Binding’s ‘Dragon Hoard’ store.

Links to everything I’ve mentioned can be found on my website at www.michaelrmiller.co.uk.


AUTHOR’S NOTE – DON’T SKIP!


I have a special note going into Reckoning. If I’ve ever retconned something in my books, it’s been accidental; however, I have one official, small retcon to draw to your attention.

In Unbound, you met a character called the Speaker. She was the cult leader with an unhealthy loyalty to Thrall. She’ll be returning in Reckoning, but her appearance has undergone one alteration.

Originally, she had three scars on her face.

As of Reckoning, that is now a single scar.

You’ll find out why, and I trust something so small won’t be a bother. I’ll be updating Unbound to reflect this change going forward.


THE STORY SO FAR - RECKONING


This is a brief recap of the story so far, with heavier emphasis on the events of Defiant. By its nature, it cannot cover every nuance, but hopefully it will jog your memory if it’s been a while.

Holt Cook and his blind dragon Ash helped to save the Kingdom of Feorlen against impossible odds yet were banished as ‘role-breakers’. After scattering Brode’s ashes to join his dragon at Red Rock, they were reunited with Rake, who recruited them for a mission to kill Thrall, alongside Aberanth, Eidolan the illusionist, and Farsa and her dragon Hava.

Things did not go as planned. Thrall got away with five special hatchlings he favored, and the eggs in his possession were destroyed – other than one. During this attack, Osric Agravain broke free of his bond to Thrall to save Nox before reluctantly wintering with the group at Aberanth’s underground grotto. Eidolan took the sole surviving mystic egg back to his flight. That egg hatched into the dragon Yume, another illusionist with an unusually strong method of working her powers.

Those at Aberanth’s grotto honed their skills by training with Rake. Come the spring, Turro the wild emerald brought word that Talia had a mission for Holt and Ash. The team (minus Aberanth) went west and encountered the town of Silt Grave, which had been attacked by mysterious forces. There, riders of Falcaer found and clashed with them. Although emerging victorious, the group split up. Rake, Holt, and Ash continued on to Feorlen, while Osric and Nox entered the Fallow Frontier in search of Osric’s mother.

Talia tasked Holt, Ash, and Rake with destroying a scourge control orb under Risalia. On that mission, they encountered the presence of the Hive Mind, which tried to kill them by collapsing the chamber. Believing Rake to be dead, combined with news of the Life Elder’s death, Holt and Ash became desperate to seek aid against Thrall and the Hive Mind.

They traveled south to the volcanic realm of the Elder of Fire. The Elder bade them bring him the ‘Heart of Fire’ from an enemy called the ‘Parasite’ to bolster his strength for the coming war. Holt and Ash were escorted by the Warden of Wrath to confront the Parasite, only to discover it to be a phoenix. Rather than allow its power to be taken, the phoenix reduced itself to ashes. Fearing Wrath would kill them for their failure, Holt and Ash brought the ashes to Aberanth, who aided them in creating a new potion to empower the Fire Elder.

The Warden of Wrath voiced her misgivings to her Elder about the potion, but he drank it anyway. Greatly empowered, the Elder rewarded Holt and Ash by assisting them to forge a fallen star with Holt’s rider sword, combining the mighty spirit of the natural lunar steel into a blade with a will of its own.

Holt and Ash flew with the Fire Flight to take Thrall down. However, riders from Falcaer shadowed the flight’s movements and demanded they turn back. This angered the Elder, who thought it would be best to subdue the Order first. Holt and Ash escaped and rushed to save Aberanth from Wrath, who blamed the potion for her Elder’s erratic behavior.

They faced Wrath in the burning glade, surviving due to the rebirth of the phoenix from its ashes under the incredible heat of Wrath’s fires. Although Wrath was killed, Aberanth was severely burned. Holt and Ash took him to the closest settlement of Red Rock to recover. As the people asked for their help, Holt and Ash stayed to heal them of the blight and defend them from scourge.

Rake barely emerged from the chamber alive, and having sensed emerald magic in the Hive Mind, he sought answers. Rake picked up the trail of the Life Elder and the Emerald Paragon, which led first to the Northern Grove, then to the highest mountains in the northern Spine (where he met ice creatures called Kars), then to the Order Hall of White Watch. There, he found a scourge chasm like a hole bored straight into the earth and a blighted rider guarding it. Through this rider, the Hive Mind warned Rake that Thrall was planning to move against the Mystic Elder. Thrall became aware of this and sent forces to hunt Rake. Throughout his journey, he was accompanied by Gea, formerly bonded to the rider Orvel.

Rake and Gea rushed across the Dead Lands and the Fallow Frontier until they reached Redbarrow, where Osric and Nox were preparing the town for an attack. Against his better judgment, Rake stayed to aid in the defense. Gea died at the hands of the immensely strong ‘ginger brute’ – one of Thrall’s special hatchlings – and the ‘blood healer’, causing Rake to drink many blood elixirs to drive the blood healer off. Afterward, he accepted that his role in the fusion with his dragon Elya was his error, then rushed off east, hoping to warn the Mystic Elder of Thrall’s intent before it was too late.

Osric journeyed with Nox across the Fallow Frontier, offering his services as a guard to a man called Merchant, who turned out to be a member of a gang known as the Hounds. Merchant also hinted that a woman matching the description of Osric’s mother could be found at Redbarrow, the hideout of the Hounds.

At Redbarrow, Osric advised the leader of the Hounds – the Jackal – to evacuate, but he and his people wouldn’t listen. Osric stayed to lead the town’s defense for his mother’s sake, finally confronting her about his past. He revealed to her that he had killed his brother, Godric, and she, in turn, told Osric he was bastard-born and no true Agravain.

In the battle for Redbarrow, Osric and Nox managed to slay the ‘ginger brute’ and thus save the town. Afterward, the Jackal and his people saw sense and decided to evacuate and head south, intending to reach the Disputed Lands on the other side of the Fae Forest.

Talia Agravain was a princess and should never have been a dragon rider. But following the events in Ascendant, she took the throne of Feorlen to stabilize the kingdom. In doing so, she angered not only the dragon riders but also other great powers of the world. The realms of Risalia and Athra formed an alliance against her, while Paragon Adaskar, leader of the dragon riders, demanded she renounce her crown or submit to have her bond broken. Desperate to seek security for her kingdom, Talia formed a marriage pact with Prince Fynn Skadison, second son of Empress Skadi of the Skarl Empire. This alliance staved off invasion from her enemies, at least for a while.

However, her enemies continued mounting pressure, all but besieging the Toll Pass route into Feorlen and sending mercenary companies to ravage her uncle’s realm of Brenin. Worse, Fynn went to try and save the woman he loved from the terrible fate his mother forced upon her, leading to his capture at Stroef. Talia went to rescue Fynn and Freya, fighting a group of Drugar assassins during the attempt. With their bond stretched by distance and Talia wounded, Pyra mistakenly thought Talia had been killed and lost control of herself, burning parts of Stroef in her fury. This granted Talia’s enemies the excuse they needed to begin their war against her. Risalian and Athran forces assaulted the Toll Pass, and though Talia’s Master of War, Drefan Harroway, held the main fortress, he lost Ulrich, the man he loved, in the fighting.

Some in Talia’s New Order left, unable to stomach what was happening. Those who stayed accepted that if they wished to change how riders fought the scourge, they had to stand for what they believed in. Paragon Adaskar sent riders under the High Lord Dowid to bring Talia back to Falcaer, leading to a clash in which Farsa switched sides and joined the New Order.

War now rages in the west with Feorlen and Brenin against Risalia and Athra. The Skarl Empire is officially on the side of Feorlen and Brenin but has yet to send troops into the theater of war. Riders of the Old Order in Drakburg and Sky Spear fight against those of the New Order.

The Paragons, greatest of the dragon riders, also came to blows. Paragon Adaskar, as head of the Order, wished to stop the New Order from destroying control orbs due to the risk of opening tunnels, favoring the Order’s long-standing policy of containment. He summoned the Paragons to return to Falcaer in the hopes of gaining a unanimous vote to quash the New Order. However, each Paragon had their own agenda.

The Ice Paragon, Neveh, testified that Thrall was the greater threat. Guilt-ridden by her own role in the death of the Life Elder, she left to face Thrall and try to make amends. She sought the Elder of Ice for aid but was rebuffed, then pleaded successfully with the Mystic Elder. Together, they flew in force to confront Thrall but were betrayed by the Ice Elder, who revealed herself to be allied with Thrall. The Ice Elder helped subdue her mystic sister so that Thrall could break the Elder’s mind and drain it of mystic motes, swelling his power to new heights. In her dying moments, the Mystic Elder used her last power to warp time on Neveh and Nilak, appearing to slow the world around them so they could get away.

Vald, the Storm Paragon, held ambitions to one day destroy the Hive Mind and so was more open to the New Order’s approach and their alliance with the Life Elder – above all, Vald sought to advance and wished no distractions. Already in contact with the Elder of Storms, Vald went to the Storm Peaks to secure an alliance of his own. Sensing that the Elder intended to strike in the brewing chaos, Vald swore an oath of allegiance to the Elder, promising to bring the Order to him once he and his dragon, Raiden’ra, ascended beyond the rank of Lord.

Vald believed that the Order would naturally follow him, and by swearing in turn to the Storm Elder, he hoped to spare the riders from a devastating conflict. Vald and Raiden’ra understood that Adaskar would never willingly step aside to allow the Order to swear to a Wild Flight and so agreed they must defeat Adaskar and Azarin in combat. Vald managed to ascend beyond Lord, gaining a core of his own before flying with the Storm Flight to Falcaer Fortress.

Throughout all of this, Paragon Kalanta remained missing.

Paragon Adaskar feared the consequences of the radical changes desired by his fellow Paragons and the New Order. Yet with so many voices against him, he began to understand things could not remain as they’d always been. Before he could act, war erupted in the west, and the Fire Elder arrived at Falcaer to demand subservience. Adaskar led the greatest Lords and Ladies of the Order in defense of Falcaer due to Paragon Eso being trapped in one of his trance-like dreams. Eso awoke during the battle, joining in time to save Adaskar from the Warden of Pride. With the Fire Flight divided, the Paragons fought the Elder, managing to kill him at the cost of both their dragons – Azarin and Wynedd.

Adaskar ordered his protégé, the High Lord Dowid, to flee east with the survivors, leaving him and Eso behind. When Paragon Vald and the Storm Flight arrived at Falcaer, Adaskar refused to accept Vald’s offer. Having sworn an oath, he preferred to die rather than break it. As he tried to rise with his sword, Vald struck him down.

With three Elders dead, dragons fighting dragons, riders clashing with riders, and the western realms at war, the world has never been in more chaos.


IN THE DEPTHS


“Thou shalt be mine.”

The Beast Beneath, the Voice in the Darkness, what the Life Elder called the Hive Mind, said it over and over again.

Paragon Kalanta shuddered naked in the dank dark, drew rasping breaths, each one a deadly struggle as she slipped in and out of consciousness. No inkling of where she was, nor how long had passed since she’d been taken.

Markings akin to the draconic runes Eso and Wynedd used flickered sickly green high above, the bindings holding her were raw flesh, cold and slimy, their reek unbearable: this was all she knew. She’d tried fighting free, had once torn the fleshy coils and dropped down and down and down… only to hang in the darkness again.

Tanyksha was nearby, but Kalanta couldn’t see her in the impenetrable gloom, couldn’t hear her dragon’s breath, never mind her heart. She longed to be enveloped in Tanyksha’s limestone wings but knew she would never feel that pleasure again.

“Thou shalt be mine.”

“I’ve killed us,” Kalanta said over her dragon bond. She’d been the weak link, the one who’d suffered the most when they’d spiritually located the Hive Mind and drawn its ravenous presence, leading them to the Order Hall of White Watch to recuperate, leading them into a trap of traitorous riders and a sudden chasm spewing forth scourge and blighted dragons.

Together, they’d taken two of the traitors down before Kalanta had been overwhelmed, subdued, and dragged below the earth. Had she been conscious, she would have told Tanyksha to leave her behind, but she knew her dragon would never have done it. A bond made both rider and dragon stronger, and yet in this one way, it made them weak.

“We will die.” Tanyksha’s rich, heavy voice had turned gravelly under the strain. “But not in vain.”

The beast’s coiling power continued crawling through Kalanta’s body like slow poison, blighting it, turning it over to the scourge. Tanyksha’s core was much reduced – from scouring the Spine alongside the Emerald Flight, from the battle at White Watch, and from widening tunnels and passages to follow Kalanta into the depths. Half a Paragon’s power ought still to be vast, but it was only enough to slow the creature’s already sluggish assault.

“We will take it with us,” Tanyksha said.

Kalanta heard the whispers from her dragon as she spoke to the surrounding rock and the stone’s even softer replies. Down here, wherever ‘here’ was, Kalanta imagined she could feel a beat in the heart of the world – not unlike a soul. The world itself feared this creature but recognized the chance to destroy it.

“This time, Kalanta, you must shelter me. Resist this monster. Buy us time.”

Kalanta did, with every ounce of spirit remaining to her.

Keeping the creature at bay became like a sick form of meditation. She lost time, slipping in and out of a waking trance, and as she and the Hive Mind grew closer together, she glimpsed what passed for its mood. That was the worst part, feeling the creature’s endless hunger. No matter how much it took, it was never enough. Recently, it had been… happy? A disturbing form of joy, more a fleeting sense of satiety.

Sometimes, when the enemy was distracted, Kalanta wondered what sort of being it had once been. After meeting the creatures of ice magic called Kars, the Life Elder had become sure that the Hive Mind was some ancient lifeform, infected and magnified in power by the blight.

“With thy body I shall stride upon the surface.”

Resist, Kalanta thought, her granite will tested like never before, while Tanyksha muttered to the stone and the world wept its silent tears.

“With thy dragon I shall soar unto places hitherto beyond my reach.”

“Resist it…” Tanyksha said.

Kalanta fought, yet she felt herself succumbing piece by piece – first her nails, then a toe, her smallest finger. Her willpower shrank, sliver by sliver, as meaningless time crept on.

“Thou shalt be mine!”


THE FALSE AUTUMN


Paragon Vald stood over Rostam Adaskar’s corpse. Blood ran from the end of his jagged gray blade, and as the last drop hit the soot-stained ground, Vald felt the crack. It ran through the world, through his flesh. Hardest of all, through his heart.

Raiden’ra arrived by his side, staring at their fallen student. Rostam’s hair had been partially burned away, his face buried beneath blood and ash.

“It had to be done,” Raiden’ra said.

The tornado bridge connecting their souls whirled, strong as ever. They’d come to realize that Azarin and Rostam needed to be removed. Only then could the Order be lifted to new heights; only then could the scourge be defeated for good.

“But not like this,” Vald said hoarsely. “Not like this…”

The clash they’d envisioned would have been terrible but fair, a demonstration of the veracity in advancing beyond Lord, but the sickening truth was, had it come to a real fight, they would have lost.

“We have been fortunate,” Raiden’ra said.

“Fortunate,” Vald rasped in echo.

“We must ensure it was worth it.”

Vald looked inward to his acorn of a core. Its size would have been of little consequence were it not for the cruelest twist of fate – he could no longer draw upon Raiden’ra’s magic. Two cores had long been their dream. Two cores, double the power. Two cores, yet Vald was now weaker than ever.

It wasn’t what they’d envisioned.

Standing at the precipice of the Great Chasm, the shame and irony almost sent Vald toppling into its putrid depths. He wavered over the abyss. Then, with great effort, he pulled away, turned his back on Rostam, the chasm, and the ragged wound in the sky to the permanent night. The Storm Elder waited nearby, his metallic body reflecting the charred rubble, his starlight eyes tracking Vald’s every step.

A storm rider approached and reported in a trembling voice that Eso had been found. Vald followed, stepping through the debris, around the corpses of the Fire Flight, the fallen dragons of the Order, and the broken bodies of riders. He spotted Wynedd amid the ruins, then Eso curled up beside her, sobbing, rocking, and clutching his staff as though clinging to life.

Vald went to him, dropping to his knees, but nothing could be done for Eso, not now, not while it was so raw. Vald’s blackened fingertips prickled with heat, so terribly he wanted to rip the skin away and break the bones beneath. He channeled that urge into clenching his fist so hard that his nails drew blood from his hand.

This wasn’t what they’d envisioned.

Not even close.

In the days that followed, the dead were gathered. Even from the depths of the Great Chasm, the Fire Elder was retrieved. The Storm Elder helped to lift his brother’s corpse himself, and then he, his Wardens, and Raiden’ra used lightning on the dead.

Vald did not assist. The strength of his fledgling core could hardly stir the breeze. He’d been able to hide his weakness at first, for little had been required of him while they flew across half the world to Falcaer. Now, however, the naked truth was laid bare for all to see.

He could at least help Eso stand upright as they watched Wynedd, Azarin, and Rostam’s pyres burn. A high wind swept up their ashes to who knew where.

When it was done, the Elder said, “Chaos has come. I must learn of all that has gone wrong.”

Vald sent riders out with the wild dragons to fly fast and learn.

In the weeks that followed, news both confusing and ominous arrived. Ice dragons fought each other in the Deadlands and the White Wilderness. Feorlen, Brenin, and Risalia warred in the west, with riders clashing on both sides. The Mystic Flight appeared to have suffered some blow, for their numbers were reduced, the scouts thought, although they could still feel the Elder within the Grim Gorge. There were more riders than there ought to be in Ahar and the Stretched Sea, and Vald judged Adaskar’s loyalists had fled to his heartlands, to Alamut and Squall Rock.

At last, the Elder of Storms summoned Vald and Raiden’ra, and upon the grassy plains beyond the ruins of Aldunei, they knelt before their new master. Vald felt the Elder inspecting his fragile core and fought the urge to wince.

“You have a promise to fulfill,” Storm said with a sly bite. “Raiden’ra, mightiest of Paragons, deliver what remains of the Order to me.”

Vald had never felt so powerless. Storm would most likely have dispatched him had Raiden’ra not remained useful, and it was his dragon who answered on their behalf.

“We shall send messengers to every Order Hall, carrying word of our ascension, of the Fire Flight’s crimes, and the need to follow your greatness, Revered Elder.”

Storm scoffed, a scathing sniff of a sound.

He knows, Vald thought in bitter shame. Storm knew, and Vald knew that he knew, and yet they said nothing.

“My Wardens shall join your envoys to ensure there is no misunderstanding.”

They’d made an oath to the Elder of Storms, and those binding words placed pressure on them. They could not refuse outright. Heads bowed, Vald and Raiden’ra said together, “Yes, Elder.”

“The world needs me to steady it.” Storm faced east. “We were told that Ice and Mystic were joined in alliance, yet Ice now wars among her own kin, while Mystic skulks and licks her wounds.” He sniffed again, this time in amusement. “Clearly their union fell apart.”

Vald was not so certain. No hint had been found of this so-called Sovereign who controlled the scourge. Vald believed Neveh’s testimony, so where was he?

“I shall visit my cowardly sister personally,” Storm went on. “Mystic is an indecisive worm, but still an Elder for all that. She deserves the chance to follow willingly.”

“She will, Revered Elder,” Raiden’ra said. “My rider and I shall head into the heart of the Bitter Bay, where the weather ever rages. There, Vald can grow his new core, the better to serve you.”

Storm snorted. “Do what you will.”

Without a backward glance, the Elder took off with his Wardens of Tempest and Thunder, along with a contingent of dragons, while the Wardens of Lightning and Rain remained behind as escorts – no, as watchful eyes – among Vald’s riders.

Vald summoned a Lord and Lady to him: Rufus of Athra and Antonia of Mithras.

“Fly to the Order Halls. Tell them that Paragons Eso and Vald have declared for the Elder of Storms, and that all riders desiring the salvation of the world should do the same. Tell them I have broken the last boundary and welcome all to follow along the path.”

Antonia looked uncertain. “What if they refuse?”

Vald hesitated, then took her by the arm and drew her close. “They must not, else more rider blood will be spilled, and only the scourge wins then.”

He assigned Antonia the eastern Halls of Alamut and Squall Rock, and the Warden of Lightning insisted he be paired with her. Lurid blue of body with an actinic glow to his eyes, Lightning’s raw power, along with the bulk of the wild dragons left behind by the Elder, would help dissuade resistance.

Vald then tasked Rufus to fly with a smaller group first to Angkor, far away on the southern continent, before working around the remaining Order Halls: Oak Hall, Drakburg, and Sky Spear. He would be escorted by the Warden of Rain, a blue-gray dragon whose scales rippled like a pond speckled with rainfall.

“The world is parched,” Rain said in a pitted voice. “I am pleased to bring about this change.”

Vald only hoped the world would acquiesce. Those riders remaining with him flew west for the Bitter Bay. Eso sat with Vald on Raiden’s back during that journey, limp and lifeless, casting longing looks toward the ground and then the dark, angry sea.

Vald kept a tight hold of the old Paragon. He would not lose anyone else.
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Osric led the column of Redbarrow refugees as they trailed through the Fae Forest. He’d used to distrust woodlands, for an ambush seemed only a tree away, and yet his old fears had receded.

“I love it here,” Nox said, their bond thrumming as she crashed through piles of auburn leaves and bounded between the endless shadows.

Osric found himself agreeing. The shadows were comforting to him now, and cooling, although the world seemed to be turning cold. A harsh autumn this one, more like the turn of winter, though that should have been weeks if not months away. He’d fear for the well-being of any men marching in such conditions, never mind worn-out refugees. But he’d said he’d take them to the Disputed Lands, and so he would.

Do the job and do it well.

They trudged on, heading south, following the ‘roads between the trees’. Generations of Arborists, Jacks, Forresters, and Rangers from Coedhen had hewn the trees, pulled the roots and weeds, and planted thickets to keep wandering wolves, bears, and boars from stumbling onto them.

South they went until the susurration of the Bright Wash came within earshot, and they settled down late one afternoon near its banks. Osric sat to attend to Nox’s core, putting his back against a tree so massive that one of their wagons could have moved through its trunk. It was likely some distant kin of the great Terwyn Trees that formed the city of Coedhen. Terwyns had metallic-like bark in copper and bronze, but this one was milk-white with spindly silver branches.

It still pained Osric to draw on magic, but he pushed through that feeling of grit in his veins for Nox’s sake. She needed to be stronger, and while it hurt him, it wasn’t as bad as before.

A snapping from nearby broke Osric out of Cleansing. Clumsy footsteps followed, and though he couldn’t see more than the trail of campfires in the dark, he knew the Hounds were watching him. They did so each night and about as subtly as the great dogs the Jackal favored might.

Osric’s own watcher was far more adept.

“They’re leaving,” Nox informed him.

She meant the Jackal and his closest men. Trickles of Redbarrowers had peeled off since entering the forest, seeking refuge in the outer settlements and logging camps they passed. Perhaps the Jackal no longer felt responsible for those supposedly under his care.

Well, it wasn’t Osric’s task to force anyone to remain on the march, nor was it his business if they decided to try their luck elsewhere.

“What about—” Osric began.

“Yes, she’s going too.”

“Hmm,” Osric intoned, finding he lacked any desire to chase after Petrissa.

It wasn’t his concern what she did either.

Not anymore.

That tear in his soul felt closed. Tight and strained like scar tissue, but closed nonetheless. He and Petrissa had nothing more to say to each other.

He wasn’t an Agravain.

He was… Well, he wasn’t sure yet. A general without an army, a soldier without a country, little more than an axe for hire.

But whoever he was, or whatever he was, he had his mission, and he was determined to see it through.
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The Speaker sat within Sovereign’s mighty core-scape. It had grown vast since he’d broken the Mystic Elder’s mind and gorged on the motes within. Every column in the cavernous hall towered in blood marble, and the heavy black chains shone as though made of jet stones. Alas, a little dirt still tarnished the hall’s floor, but it was the Speaker’s utmost pleasure to Cleanse it.

When she’d been a Squire at Squall Rock, she’d scoured dirt from Master Caspian’s brigandine without thanks. Now the work itself was reward enough. Sovereign’s black chains enveloped her, soft and warm as blankets, yet at length, she began to shudder. Opening her eyes to reality, she discovered her teeth chattered and her heart raced.

The day was wearing long in Grim Gorge, the light turning orange to match the falling leaves. Already, trees were bare, and winter seeped through her cloak. She’d lost track of time in the core again: her stomach felt hollow, her limbs weak.

Yet Sovereign looked out for her.

He trickled motes across their bond, and she gulped them gratefully into her body to fight the hunger and the chill. The magic tasted like marzipan, like the little boat-shaped treats she’d coveted as a child.

She looked up, and he met her gaze. Praise Him. Oh, he looked magnificent now, transformed. No longer bloodshot, his oaken eyes glistened, full of power and affection; her own passion reflected in their depths. His wings had regained a taut, youthful vigor, his spinal ridges were pearl white, and his scales shone like garnets.

“Thank you, Master.”

Sovereign sniffed in acknowledgment. “Perform your duties.”

They sat within an enormous circle of slanted standing stones ringing the hilltop. The Mystic Elder had once held her court here, and now Sovereign did the same. One Warden of the flight had died with their former Elder, but the Wardens of Body and Mind had accepted Sovereign’s ascension.

There were still mystic holdouts farther south in the gorge, some even hiding in caves, and the Speaker also had reservations about the Warden of Soul. Dark as a fig, Soul sat at court with the others, but the Speaker could sense the disloyalty in him. She could always sniff it out.

But you missed it in General Agravain, a high, nagging voice cut at her.

The scar on her face itched fiercely. She scratched but to little relief. Agravain was gone – gone, gone, gone. She’d taken his place. She was favored now. She was loved.

The Speaker exhaled. All was well. Disloyalty would be rooted out.

Sovereign’s favorites from Windshear Hold were also at court. Brullock had been slain in the Frontier, but four remained: Sol, the golden dragon; rusty-scaled Hemaron, who worked blood magic; Sylth, the crystalline dragon, who could shift in and out of physical existence; and Nerisara, teal, web-footed, and strongest in water.

Still no emissary from the Ice Flight, the Speaker thought darkly. That She-Elder tests the Master’s patience, but she will learn.

Tension rippled through the court. First the Wardens, then the lesser mystics, and finally Sol and the favored braced on all fours, wings thrumming in agitation.

Sovereign snarled, and his thoughts and emotions, normally so closely guarded, spilled into the Speaker.

Storm dared to fly here so brazenly and make demands? His arrogance would be punished.

Consume.

Consume.

Consume!

The sky to the west turned black.

Sovereign bellowed, and then he and his court took off as one, heading to meet the approaching storm. Only she and the favored four remained behind. Panicked, the Speaker ran to the edge of the hilltop as though she might leap to her master.

“Please,” she begged over their bond, “take me with you.”

“You will stay, Elettra.” It was a sweet, suggestive voice, and she realized what good sense it made. “You and Sol must be kept safe.”

The voice faded as the miles between them weakened the bond, turning it faint and fuzzy before it became as good as closed. Oh, how she yearned for it to reopen. The long years she’d served him unbonded felt like the jarring memories of infancy.

Sovereign and his court were soon lost to her fragile human sight, but two dragon riders arrived upon the hilltop and explained that they were there to guard her and the favored four. They called her back, but the Speaker remained at the hilltop’s edge, watching the darkening sky, waiting, yearning for Sovereign to return.

Jagged silver and blue power warred against violets and colors she could not name: a thousand flashes came before the bangs rolled in loud as mountains breaking.

The Speaker shivered, but her faith was strong. Her master would win this fight, just as he had beaten two Elders before.

Out of the blinding west, two great mystics returned to the gorge, but something was wrong. They were tussling, hurling breaths at each other.

The Warden of Soul was fighting the Warden of Mind.

More dragons surged up the gorge toward them, clashing with each other, dragon on dragon, mystic on mystic. The Warden of Soul pulled out of the brawl, beating his wings and heading south while Mind fell spiraling to the valley floor.

“Treachery!” the Speaker shrieked. “Treachery!”

A strong arm wrapped around her from behind, lifted her from her feet.

“No!” she screamed, kicking and thumping her fists against the rider, whoever they were, as they pulled her back from the edge, back inside the ring of stones. Three mystics swooped down from unseen heights, bombarding Sol and the others, until a dragon rider intercepted and scattered the trio.

How dare they! They would rue this when her master returned. She only wished she could share in this triumph with him. The final triumph.

For when he won this fight, there would be no power left in the world to stop him.
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Rake peered out from the cave. Mystics warred, warping the Grim Gorge with arcane powers. His run from Red Barrow to warn the Elder had proved futile, arriving after Thrall had already taken charge, but he’d at least been able to find Eidolan. The old illusionist had abandoned his art cave in the north, but he’d only managed to make it so far south before Thrall’s grip on the flight tightened.

“Time to go,” Rake called.

“But a moment,” Eidolan beseeched. “Yume, go to Rake. Go on, now.”

A blueish-pink mystic the size of a large pony scurried out of the dark, blinking her wide, butter-yellow eyes at him. Yume’s presence tapped at Rake’s mind, and he let her in. Wordless, Rake saw an impression of Eidolan nosing paintings, making fretted whimpers and fussy growls.

“Eidolan? I’m not joking!”

“Keep your tail still, I’m coming.”

Finally, Eidolan emerged, head stooped and holding the loose material of a heavy cloth sack between his teeth. The contents were suspiciously rectangular.

“Leave the painting.”

“Gideon made this for me!”

“We’re about to run through a battlefield in case you hadn’t⁠—”

His magical senses screamed in warning. Rake turned and raised his Barrier ability at the mouth of the cave, just as screaming purple magic slammed into the shield. It must have been a wayward ability or breath, but every second they remained was perilous.

Rake rounded on Eidolan. “Drop the painting or I’ll slash it.”

Eidolan stepped back. “No…”

Rake raised his polearm, but Yume rushed in between them. She conjured a phantom of Eidolan in Rake’s mind, showing the old dragon setting the sack down.

Rake had no idea what imagery Yume used to convince Eidolan, but he gave a hearty sniff, lowered the painting to the cave floor, and when he spoke, he sounded older than ever.

“Let us hurry, then.”

Rake Lifted his mote channels to guard his mind, Yume growled squeakily, and Eidolan made a throaty roar.

Then they rushed out into the madness, running below the fighting raging in the sky. Eidolan conjured dragons above them as cover, and they headed south as dead mystics and even storm dragons fell like rain, striking the valley floor hard enough to send broken wings, tails and bones careening across the earth.

Two brawling dragons flew right through Eidolan’s phantoms, breaking the illusions and their cover, while ahead, two pink mystics lumbering on the ground like thugs – their wings injured – came stampeding toward them. Rake braced for a fight, but a cloying sensation slithered around his neck, began to squeeze, and he felt naked, watched, as though Thrall’s presence had found him.

Roaring, he swept his polearm, added spirit, and willed the Soul Blade to rush the mystic on his left before turning toward the dragon on his right and Blinked. Enhancing his Blink to travel beyond its standard twenty feet, he reappeared near the mystic’s front foot and thrust his polearm up, deep into its chest.

He dropped and rolled – a tail whoomphed through the air where he’d been – and came to a stop on his back. Hardly a winning position.

The remaining foe gathered a breath, yet suddenly it faltered and began roaring in such pain Rake thought it would tear its own throat. For no discernible reason, the dragon writhed and stumbled until it keeled over, eyes popping in horror at a perfectly healthy leg.

“Yume!” Eidolan said in alarm.

Rake jumped back to his feet, found Yume swaying where she stood. “Come on,” he called, running to her. “Keep moving.”

He reached her, steadied her, feared for her as Yume’s eyes shifted in and out of focus before, with a jerk, she took a stumbling step, then another, and started running again. They left the screaming dragon behind.

Impressive, Rake thought, but he told her, “Staying on your feet is more important right now, d’you hear me? Save your strength.”

Miles later, once truly free of the carnage, Rake told Eidolan and Yume to take flight and bank hard over the mountains into the Fae Forest.

“Do as I say.” Before Eidolan could protest, he pushed on. “They can’t sense my core, I’ll be fine. I’ll find you.”

As his two charges took off and Rake took his first steps up the mountainside, he felt that coiling sensation around his throat tighten, like snakes with iron skin. Whether memory or something more sinister, Thrall’s voice echoed in a rasp.

“You stole of her power… You stole her life.”

No… I made a mistake.

In the utter depths of his soul, Elya’s presence fluttered.

When Rake crested the heights and saw the far distant edge of the forest, he glanced back into the gorge to find mystics fleeing south in a clear rout, many bleeding, some halting in midair as if treading water as a dark haze formed around their necks. Rake raised a hand to his own throat, could almost feel the iron snakes there like physical things.

Stepping down the other side of the mountain, away from the gorge, he found he could grip the snakes and rip them free. The creeping sensation lifted from him, and Elya’s flutter picked up to a soft beat.

Ta-thump… ta-thump…

‘You hold on,’ he told her. ‘I’ll learn and I’ll make it right.’

Thump.

He’d find a way; he’d never give up. And, fueled by that certainty, he picked up his speed, dreaming of the day he’d fly upon his dragon again.
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Talia and Pyra hovered over the battle, watching Harroway’s plan unfold. Don’t let us down, Drefan, she thought, as the Athran heavy horse charged across the muddy river flats. Awaiting them were dense yellow and white-blue ranks presenting spears like huge hedgehogs.

From so high, neither Talia nor Pyra heard the screams of the horses as they plunged into hidden pits, blunting the charge, and those riders that made it through found little give from Drefan’s formations. Feorlen horns howled, Brenish trumpets blared, and the spears thrust.

The Athrans wore red, their banners were a palomino horse on red, and all this red and the dark mud obscured the blood. Behind the Athrans, the black-clad Risalians marched under their driving drums, but whether Drefan’s plan worked out, whether he won the battle below, that was his job.

Talia’s battle lay in the sky.

Farther back from the Risalian lines, the town of Vittlinburg sat assuming on the land, with remnants of the Old Order circling above it. Riders from Drakburg, but there may have been riders from Sky Spear with them too. These days, it was all a muddle, all chaos and blood.

Even now, Hava and Farsa would be trying to communicate with the Drakburgers, telling them they need not fight, that the New Order would never openly attack mortal men⁠—

Arrows rose from the Risalians as a hail of black specks. Pyra dove, leveled out in a spin, and burned the arrows to cinders. Faint cheers from the Feorlens, but an Ice Lord of the Old Order was already heading their way. Talia had come to conclude that the Old Order needed only the flimsiest excuse. They wanted her stopped and would seize at any opportunity.

Hava and Farsa shot past in a gray blur, trying to force the Ice Lord to veer aside, but they were already pulling up. A feint, perhaps, to test what the New Order would do, yet any hopes for that were dashed as the Old Order flew as one.

“You two stay away,” Hava ordered.

“Not likely,” Pyra snarled as she banked hard to the east.

“That’s an order, Champion,” Hava tried again, already so far ahead that her telepathy was straining. Pyra, of course, ignored the order, drew on magic to empower her flight, and sped after the Flight Commanders.

Both sets of riders flew from the river flats of Vittlinburg, keeping their distance but trading abilities and dragon breaths as if warming up, every second bringing the New and Old Order closer to real blows.

Talia hated it, hated that they were pushed into this lunacy.

Her circlet grew hot on her brow, but not searing as their fires in the Toll Pass had. Fueling flames with love and passion was powerful, but it was harder. Anger was a far easier thing to summon.

Still Pyra flew on, and as they closed the gap, they entered the range of the Battle Chant sung by the mystics Hugon and Enhadyr of the New Order. The chant bolstered their spirits, and Talia Floated her mote channels to raise her magical armor, screaming under the rush of blood and magic and bond as they joined the clash in the sky.

Her world shrank to a writhing crush, swiping talons, sweeping tails, and beating wings. Thick smoke spilled from Pyra’s nostrils as she twisted and turned, snapping her jaws at any enemy in reach. Talia lashed the fiery cord of her whip around the snout of a storm dragon, stopping its breath from forming before one of their wild emerald allies barreled into the enemy. Talia lost sight of them as Pyra flew through an opening, swerved hard⁠—

Light flashed; her world spun. Talia lost moments, found herself spinning downward, the earth rushing to meet her. Their bond turned white hot under Pyra’s raw fear, but she was stuck clawing in the crush. Talia pulsed back that she would be alright, faced her open palms down, blew fire through her hands – a technique she’d learned from Aymeri, their new Exalted Fire Champion – and her fall slowed.

Landing, Talia threw herself into a roll over the wet earth, bones protesting, but at least she didn’t shatter. Sheer momentum brought her back onto her feet, where she swayed, head splitting, colors popping in her vision. She patted herself down, her hands squelching the mud, and found the elixirs along her baldric broken. She still had jerky, though, and ripped a pouch of Grounding pieces open, caught a few as they spilled, then chewed them fast. Cycling to the same effect, her body snapped free of the shock and pain.

Other riders and dragons were landing too, though whether from injury or not, she couldn’t tell. But she knew for a fact that the ice rider running at her wasn’t on her side. No note of the Battle Chant emanated from him. Talia huffed smoke and ran, drawing her sword to meet the ice rider in a shriek of steel, while far away, men fought and screamed and died in the Risalian mud.
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Neveh woke to soft snow, a blissful cold, yet her body felt leaden, and hunger beat inside her like a dragon bond. Her first thought was to find Nilak. He lay behind her, sprawled out with a front leg stretching out toward the mouth of a cave.

She dragged herself upright before wobbling, suddenly aware of the precipice. They were upon a mountain shelf, so high that she looked down at smaller peaks and a blanket of thick clouds hiding the rest of the world.

In an awkward half-walk, half-crawl, she went to Nilak and tried to wake him. His breathing was shallow, and Neveh became aware of how her own chest starved for air. When Nilak did not stir, she ventured off alone.

There was no pathway down, only rocks and snow and narrow ledges. Her sword shifted loosely, the straps of her baldric sliding along her shoulder. She pulled it as tight as it would go, but it didn’t help. At one point, the ledge narrowed such that she pressed her back against the rock and shuffled sideways in fretful movements. All the while, her head throbbed, her stomach moaned, and she forced herself not to look down.

You are a Paragon of Falcaer, she told herself. You fear nothing.

A spasm of pain shot through her soul. A lie. She did fear, though she could not remember why.

At length, she came upon a clearing of spruce trees hugging a mountain lake. Slender silvery fish darted in the clear waters. Neveh reached for Nilak’s core, tried not to think about how depleted it was, and drew upon a little power.

She drew on her spirit next, her soul stiff as her body, but desperate need helped her weave magic and spirit together to form ice beneath a group of fish and raise them on a block above the water. As the fish flopped around in the open air, Neveh made a set of frozen stepping stones and gingerly hopped across to collect her catch. Only then did she even consider a fire. Wood she had in abundance, and she was relieved to find pieces of flint were still in a pouch on her belt.

Night fell as she finally set the fish – speared on branches – over open flames. She didn’t wait long before tearing into them. The flesh was underdone, bland and watery, but it was food, and for the first time in countless years, Neveh welcomed the warmth of a fire.

She sat with her knees to her chest, arms curled around herself, and must have slipped into sleep, for she awoke again at midday with a heatless sun high overhead. She caught more fish and cooked them until their scales charred black before she ate like an animal, tearing fast, heedless of bones and the hot juices rolling down her chin.

Neveh rocked by her tiny fire, slowly feeling human again, and she began to remember.

She and Nilak had flown with Mystic against Thrall. The Life Elder had been there too, a risen blighted drudge under Thrall’s magic. She’d driven a lance of diamond-hard ice into his heart, granting him a second death. Had there been judgment in his eyes, or was that only her imagination?

Then Ice had come.

Thrall’s rattling laughter mingled with the Elder’s sneering words. “You have been my most useful servant.”

And she had. Grievous indecision had gotten the Life Elder killed, and then she’d led Mystic unwittingly to her doom.

We were manipulated… deceived…

But Neveh knew that was being too kind to herself.

The moment when Ice clamped her jaws around Mystic’s throat played out over and over again, and then Neveh recalled how everything had fallen still. The battle had halted, yet she and Nilak could still move. The Mystic Elder had emptied her core to grant them a means of escape, but once her power had faded, it had taken all their strength just to keep their eyes open and stay aloft. They’d sought refuge on the slopes of the eastern Frost Fang, intending a short rest before flying to Falcaer. How long had that ‘rest’ dragged on for? Perhaps weeks, if her emaciated body was anything to judge by.

Anger returned to Neveh.

It was not the burning anger of Adaskar, nor the wildness of Raiden’ra when roused. Hers brought a cold focus.

Rising, she procured more of the silvery fish and made her way back up the mountain to Nilak. Depositing the fish in the packed snow by his snout, she sat at his side and began to Forge. Cleansing could come later.

At some point, Nilak stirred, sniffing furtively at the fish. He scooped them out of the snow with his tongue, then returned to sleep. All the while, Neveh worked. For three days and nights, she worked on Nilak’s core, raising the iceberg up from the black depths.

When Nilak finally woke again, the same cold fury ran through him.

“We flew with Mystic to right our great mistake,” he said.

“Instead, we made a second.”

It was unlike Nilak to snarl, but he snarled now. “There will not be a third.”

Once Nilak felt capable of stretching his wings, Neveh got on his back and guided him down to the lake to eat.

“We’ve lingered too long.”

“We incurred a great debt of time from the Mystic Elder. We had to pay it back.”

“Let’s hope there’s still time to act.”

Adaskar and Eso needed to be warned. Kalanta needed to be found and dragged out from the rock she was hiding under. The Order must gather in full and fly at once to Thrall and Ice’s heinous alliance – this time, there could be no debate. Neveh would make Adaskar understand.

They took off for Falcaer.

When they’d gone to meet the Mystic Elder in the Grim Gorge, the trees there had been reddening. Now, many were bare, and hard rain and fiercer winds assaulted them as they passed over the Athran plains. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have said that autumn was already over.

They couldn’t have lain on that mountaintop for months, could they?

When they came within sensory range of Falcaer, Neveh thought they’d somehow gone off course. They sensed no cores. Not a Novice, not a single Lord.

Falcaer was abandoned, the ruins of Aldunei ground to dust. They found charred, decaying remains of fire dragons with lightning burns and others with their heads removed.

A spiritual pull drew them toward the Great Chasm. Close to the edge of that dreaded place was an ancient forum in which the citizens of Aldunei once gathered to vote. Great mounds of rubble dotted it now with rider weapons – swords, spears, and hammers – standing atop them like sentinels.

Over the largest cairn, she recognized Adaskar’s blade.

Nilak threw back his head and howled in grief, but Neveh simply stood there, unable to think or move. Nilak’s bellows echoed over the devastation, shaking what little remained of Aldunei until, somewhere in the ruins, a last surviving column came crashing down. As both the stones and Nilak fell quiet, Neveh wrenched herself away from the tombs.

“Drakburg will know what happened.” The cold fury kept her voice steady, whereas Nilak’s came brittle.

“Whoever did this shall pay.”

This was one of those rare occasions when Neveh agreed wholeheartedly, without a single contrarian thought.

“One reckoning at a time. We have a lot of enemies to kill.”
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LIFE AT THE TOP


Scourge rushed into the red canyon, the ghouls and bugs thrumming like ghostly reverberations to Holt with his bandanna down. Crouched behind a pillar of muddy-red stone, he spiritually reached out to his sword amid the swarm and willed it to wax. He didn’t see the blast of stored light but enjoyed the anguished howls it caused.

Ahead of the little swarm, Ash emerged to check their advance with his heavy moonbeam breaths, while Holt darted out from cover into the midst of the flailing scourge and laid a Consecration beneath them.

A dazed juggernaut noticed him, swept two ghouls aside as it turned on him, only to be slowed as the burning light of the Consecrated ground took effect. Holt wasn’t without a weapon. He drew his lunar-steel cook’s knife in a backhanded grip, infused it with motes, then slammed it into the juggernaut’s side.

The knife could not fully pierce such thick carapace, but it didn’t need to. Holt blew a Shock through the gash, the mutant beetle slumped dead, then he wove through the blinded enemies to retrieve his sword. It hummed eagerly as he drew it from the ground, and Holt went to work, blade in one hand, knife in the other.

Grounding his body made him stronger, more agile, as did the boost from fighting on Consecrated earth, but the sword helped too. It spoke to his instincts, helped him time a swing beyond what conscious thought allowed, seemed to know the battlefield as though it could view it from above.

With Holt in the melee, Ash cut his breath and bounded into the fight. “Save some for me!”

They took down the mantis-like flayer together, and so ended another skirmish. Now the fight was over, the scourge blood and bile hit Holt with full force. It reeked of rancid fish seasoned with bread mold and the overripe, gag-inducing sweetness of blackened fruit.

Lifting his blindfold and cutting his sense-sharing with Ash offered relief. To just his human nose, the smell remained awful, but not staggeringly so. How Ash handled the intensity all the time forever impressed him.

“Are there any more out there?”

Ash rumbled, raised his head, and pricked his ears. “That’s them all.”

That’s a shame.

The sword would do this sometimes, using its spiritual power to touch lightly upon Holt’s soul and body to leave an impression of its will.

“That seemed like a small group.”

“They’ve been getting smaller for a while.”

“I don’t think the world is running low on scourge. Let’s stay to make sure – but not too long. I still want to Forge.”

Above them, the half-moon shone like a thick wedge of white cheese. The thought of cheese sent a pang of longing through Holt. When had he last eaten? He and Ash hadn’t returned to Red Rock for days, flying further afield, Cleansing and Forging for long sessions.

The people of Red Rock had little in the way of luxuries, but they did keep a flock, and they made rather good cheese from their milk. It was creamy, nutty, salty, and had a nice bite to it.

His stomach knotted. Even a High Champion had to eat sometimes.

Ash rumbled as a human might titter. “I thought I was the hungry one.”

Holt tsked and reflected on that change in Ash. During his rapid growth phase, he’d been ravenous as a puppy, but that seemed to have burned out, leaving him smaller and weedier than most dragons. Now, food occupied less of his thoughts.

Holt, the human, had to consider it more often.

“I suppose I can always Forge back in town.”

“Yes, I think you’re capable of that.”

Realizing he still held his sword and knife, both dripping with green blood, Holt purged them with pulses of lunar power. He sheathed his knife but kept his sword in one hand. Far more than just metal, the sword needed a name, though try as he might, Holt hadn’t found one it liked yet.

“Are you Blight Bane?”

A sense of deep indifference from the sword, almost a huff.

“Moon’s Edge?”

The sword’s presence grew weary, as if rolling its eyes.

Ash’s rumbling intensified. “Naming things isn’t your natural talent. Remember Lunar Quake?”

Holt frowned with good humor. “I named you, didn’t I?”

“You did. I’m sure you’ll get there.”

The sword gave him an encouraging sort of bump. Holt sheathed it, and it rattled in its scabbard as though settling into bed.

“Back to Red Rock, then.”

They returned to town in time for breakfast. Much of the cooking of Red Rock took place publicly around the twisting spire of golden stone. The people here paid homage to Erdra, Brode’s dragon, by adorning the spire with dragon wings of green cloth.

After landing, Ash headed off to check in on Aberanth through a winding pass to the north, leaving Holt near the grills. The smell of rendering fat made his mouth water.

He’d barely taken three steps when a woman hurried to offer him a skewer of lamb cubes, onion, and chunks of taro root. He accepted it and then another, but by the third, he began to feel guilty.

“I’m fine,” he said. “No, really,” he added, for the people looked crestfallen and nervous. “I can cope with less.”

Yet they did not seem reassured.

“Janek says we’re to see to your every need, Honored Rider,” one aging woman said. “Don’t want ’im leaving, he says.”

“You was gone for ages, sir rider,” said a boy, maybe fourteen years old, helping his mother cut onions and taro.

Perhaps it was the kinship Holt felt with the lad or the desperation in the whites of all their eyes, but his mouth turned dry. A few days had probably felt like an eternity to them – he and Ash might have abandoned them for all they knew.

“We go hunting the scourge sometimes,” Holt told them. “Don’t worry, we’ve got no plans to leave.”

A little guilt wriggled through him. He never lied outright to them, but the hard truth was that whether in a week, a month, or a year, at some point, he and Ash would have to go. They’d come primarily to give Aberanth a place to recuperate; they’d stayed because the people had asked for their help, which had been a nice change from the usual haste to get rid of them, but this came with its own pressure, one he wasn’t used to.

A crowd gathered. Holt sensed the familiar air about them, of working up the nerve to speak to him, to offer him praise, to beg for his help or wisdom as if he had all the answers. He made excuses, saying he was going to check on Aberanth, which they always accepted, then followed in Ash’s wake through the clefts to the densest area of the settlement. Here, the shanty huts with their patchy paintwork were packed in upon tiered shelves of rock.

Aberanth lodged in a hut at ground level, and Ash sat in repose outside it, his blindfold askew. Holt adjusted it, marveling at its luck in surviving the fiery peril of the Warden of Wrath but noting its many frays and tears.

“We’ll need to get you a new one. Maybe a red one. That could look fearsome.”

Ash rumpled his wings. “So long as you get a red one to match.”

Holt considered this. The women of Red Rock typically wore muddy-red shawls, and Holt tried to imagine himself wearing a strip of that over his eyes.

“No, I can’t hold my opinion,” Aberanth said, now standing in the open doorway of his hut. “Black suits you both. Anything else would jar against your scales and your armor.”

“Fair enough,” Holt said. “I wasn’t suggesting we get pink cloth.”

“Hmph, just as well,” Aberanth said with a little shudder. “Janek was asking for you again. His men will be training today.”

Janek, the descendant of Fiona whom Erdra had blessed, had fallen into the position of de facto leader of Red Rock.

“It’s better for Janek if I’m not there, I think.” Whenever he was, the budding militia looked to Holt instead. Moreover, the intensity of their looks made him uneasy. Trying to change the subject, Holt asked Aberanth, “Has someone brought you water today?”

“Yes, yes.”

“And have you been drinking it?” Holt asked pointedly.

Aberanth shuffled awkwardly. “I might have got distracted…”

Holt sighed and pushed past the little emerald into the hut. There wasn’t much to see. A bedding space of woolly mats, a low table, and two large pails – one with the mixed remnants of mushrooms and boiled taro, the other filled to the brim with water.

“Aberanth,” Holt tutted, “you said the water contains things that help in healing.”

“I said I ‘think’ it might. The water here has a higher concentration of various sodiums. It’s plain to the taste and helps with hydration, but it’s also rich in iron – hence the reddish stains on the cloth.”

Aberanth’s ‘distractions’ lay out on the low table – pieces of stained cloth and small bowls containing different levels of water.

“And I suspect there’s a higher zinc content too that would assist in healing, yes, hmph, but I haven’t a hope of confirming that without my full laboratory.”

Holt’s stomach experienced a familiar lurching sensation. Large patches of Aberanth’s wood-brown body remained pink and glossy, the scales pulled taut.

“You’ve improved so much already. I’m sure with enough time…”

But Holt trailed off as Aberanth slumped over to the pail and lapped up mouthfuls of water.

“I know you’re trying to help me,” Aberanth said while drinking, “but we need to be realistic.”

Holt made a weak smile and gestured to the cloth and bowls. “Good to see you back at experiments.”

“Hmph, nothing too exciting, I’m afraid. I’ve reached the limits of what I can test by staining, so I’m seeing what residue the water leaves as it evaporates.”

Aberanth left his pail, narrowed his eyes, and a spindly vine rose from the ground. It gingerly grasped one of the ceramic bowls, tried to lift it, trembled, then Aberanth gasped, and the vine withered.

Holt caught the bowl.

“You see the… the residue?” Aberanth said, sounding breathless.

Holt did. A dusting of a chalky substance coated the bottom.

“It’s not exactly stimulating research. But I try to keep busy while you’re both away.” Aberanth screwed up his features again, clearly intending to take the bowl back to the table using a vine.

“I’ll do that,” Holt said, hastening to place the bowl back on the tabletop.

“You should let Aberanth try,” Ash said over their bond. “It’s the only way he’ll get better.”

Holt understood the wisdom in this, and Rake would have said much the same thing, but all the same…

“I just hate seeing him like this.”

“Me too,” said Ash. “Even with the simplest tasks, his heart hammers.”

Aberanth had continued chattering, unaware of Holt and Ash’s private conversation.

“—visited the enclosed paddies where they grow their crops. I’m pleased to report that my suggestions have improved the irrigation. Maybe, with enough patience, we can even tap more of the underground water sources.”

Holt smiled. “I’m sure you have a few ideas.”

“Hmph, yes, but their equipment—” He scoffed. “Shoddy to say the least.”

“If you need help with⁠—”

“Oh no, Holt. You and Ash have enough to worry about. I have other helpers here, perhaps too many, hmph. A few of the ‘children’,” he said as though speaking of something slimy, “treat me like a large dog. Sticky hands,” he added with a shudder.

“Give them a good growl next time. That should make them think twice.”

Back outside, Ash tilted his head, the way he did when listening intently.

Heart skipping a beat, Holt asked, “Is it scourge?”

“No. More people are gathering. They want to see us. Some want to give us gifts.”

They shared a weariness.

“Back to the nest?” Holt asked.

“Back to the nest.”

Their ‘nest’ was just a sheltered perch overlooking Red Rock where no one could reach them. Ash fell asleep right away, but Holt lay awake, his breath rising toward the gray sky. He was warm enough in his sleeping roll with wooly mats to comfort his back and boulders to break the wind, yet sleep eluded him.

His mind fretted over everything and nothing. He sat up to Cleanse, but he’d been vigorous in doing this lately and Ash’s nightscape was already clear of impurities, the moon pearl round and bright, the constellations vivid.

Itching for something to do, he took out the family recipe book and leafed through its pages. Much like Ash’s blindfold, it was a marvel the book had made it so far. Holt bound and wrapped it well, but even so, it had gone with him where no book should, into the smoking domain of the Fire Flight, through the Great Chasm itself, and suffered only bashed corners and scuffs to its leather cover.

While at Red Rock, he’d added notes about the food here. The black-coated rice that grew in the waterlogged paddies was a staple. Holt’s first attempt to cook rice in Ahar had been disastrous, and this tougher variety had been even trickier until he learned the trick.

Barely cover with water and no more. Steam gently with the lid on until their black jackets crack open. It should smell like woodland when ready.

The rice didn’t taste as interesting as it smelled, but it was surprisingly satiating.

Another staple of Red Rock was taro. One of his notes exclaimed, ‘Toxic unless cooked!’ In truth, he’d grown tired of it. While not bad as far as root vegetables went, it could be a stodgy chore to eat if just boiled and mashed.

Best sliced very fine and fried in butter.

He’d used his lunar-steel cook’s knife for that, cutting with such fine precision that the slices were semi-transparent before dropping them into foaming butter. Unfortunately, butter was hard to come by at Red Rock, for the yield of milk from their flock was limited.

He hadn’t made notes on much else since skewers were hardly unique to Red Rock. Holt fancied he could still smell the charring onions and meat even now, though that might have been his imagination.

Glancing through the couple of pages he’d added, he became aware of how his soul had benefited from his time at Red Rock. Defending the weak and healing the blight very much felt true to who they were. So why, then, did Holt feel more and more like he wanted to escape to a high nest, as though he didn’t belong, as though he were an outsider even in a place full of outcasts?

The presence of his sword twinged, and it shook gently in its scabbard where he’d laid it down. He drew it out, finding the warm hilt comforting in his hand.

Is this our fate? he thought. To always be on the outside?

The blade pulsed, a ripple of light running through its starburst patterns.

Holt’s soul lifted, started to turn. That rising in him stirred Ash, who awoke with a rumble of excitement. The sword beat alongside their dragon bond as though spurring Holt on.

Being given the cold shoulder back in Sidastra had hurt. Funny how he faced the opposite problem here and found it just as disheartening. At least he understood Talia’s plight better now; she’d handled such weighty responsibility with far more grace. One small taste of it and Holt wanted to spit it back out.

I’m not a leader.

His spinning soul bloomed outward, the lunar-steel sword hummed with satisfaction, and another name sprang to Holt’s lips.

“You’re an outsider, like us,” he whispered to the blade. “You came from far away. Are you a Stranger?”

The sword glowed, seemed to screw up its presence in deep thought, then relaxed, dimming into a soft no. Holt lowered the sword, and it was a mark of the mood that Ash didn’t rumble in amusement.
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THE LAST PARAGON


As Nilak descended toward Drakburg, Neveh tried to recall the last time she’d visited the Risalian Order Hall. She failed to dredge up a memory, but then so much had happened of late that her life, her goals, her world of even one year ago seemed as distant as the day she’d bonded to Nilak.

The day was dark, the sky darker, matching the mood of Drakburg’s three great towers. While not as pitch-black as Sable Spire, their stone had the appearance of volcanic rock left ashen and weathered over long centuries. Each tower was connected by covered walkways and serviced by a sprawling town of dark-slated buildings.

Neveh took stock of the cores present and found far fewer than she’d expected.

“Only one Lord,” she said over her bond. “Am I wrong?”

“I sense the same.”

They shared a tension between them. What else could have gone wrong?

Adaskar had emptied the Roaring Fjord, Claw Point, and Sable Spire of its riders to make a point against the Agravain girl. Since then, Falcaer had been abandoned too, so Drakburg ought to have been teeming with more riders than it could house.

The moment they flew within telepathy range, Nilak hailed the Ice Lord. Even for their type, his response was cold with stiff courtesy, but he came to greet them as Nilak swooped into one of the high nests. Neveh knew him: Jocquel, formerly from a Brenish baronial family of high status. He had a weasel face with small eyes, a pointed nose, and a mind as sharp as his tongue.

“Revered Paragon,” said Jocquel without bowing. “It is an honor to receive you.”

“Lord Jocquel,” Neveh acknowledged. “There is much I must tell you, and you me.”

And so Neveh learned of all that had befallen the Order since she’d parted from the Paragons, of storm riders leaving with Vald, of how Adaskar and Eso had declared both Vald and her as traitors and breakers of The Pact. This news she had to cajole out of Jocquel, but it explained the hesitancy of the riders at Drakburg. Her presence here unsettled them. She could feel it in their souls.

She learned that the Fire Flight had attacked Falcaer Fortress, that Paragons Adaskar and Eso had led the defense, slaying the Elder of Fire at the cost of Wynedd and Azarin and many Lords and Ladies of the Order. Then Vald had arrived and slain Adaskar by his own hand.

This terrible news had come from storm riders and dragons sent by Vald, proclaiming all riders were now beholden to him and he, in turn, had sworn to the Elder of Storms, greatest power in the world. Wilder still, if the messengers were to be believed, Vald had achieved the impossible.

He had formed his own core.

Frankly, Neveh wasn’t sure what to think. She’d known the news would be dire, but for a fellow Paragon to murder another… They were like brothers to her, ones she tussled and argued with, yes, but also ones she loved. Only those of such high rank could hope to understand each other, yet time and again, they failed to do so.

Neveh retired that night to the Paragon’s high nest, the cold fury inside her crystallized into adamantine ice, but Neveh and Nilak struggled with where to begin in seeking their revenge.

The Ice Elder. Thrall. And now Vald and Raiden’ra.

“Another wrong we must right,” Neveh said, sitting by her dragon.

“The greater threat to the world is still Thrall.”

“And if the Storm Elder demands we submit to him?”

Nilak rumbled. “We both know you’d never do that.”

“Never,” Neveh said. Still, she and Nilak could not defeat all these threats on their own.

They could not fend off the world.

Tired and in need of rest, Neveh bathed in a deep tub of cold water, scrubbing at her skin and scouring her hair. Afterward, she caught herself in the mirror, hardly recognizing the woman staring back at her.

Her cheeks were pinched, her ribs visible. The bronze in her eyes was tarnished, and ashen strands ran through her black hair, which felt brittle to the touch, and the once crystal-blue ribbon of hair had turned white as milk.

Over the following days, they uncovered more bad news, and what they couldn’t wheedle out of Jocquel, they learned from those of lesser ranks.

The riders of Drakburg had battled the so-called New Order in southern Risalia at a place called Vittlinburg. Jocquel had taken them on that mission, leading some to their deaths. Neveh was assured that the New Order had suffered losses as well, but unlike the others, she found no comfort in that knowledge.

We’ve torn ourselves apart, and our enemies roar with delight.

She and Nilak would have to piece the Order together again, and she would have to do so fast. Thus, Neveh summoned the riders of Drakburg to join her in the great hall.

Gray light peeked in from high, narrow windows, catching dull on the rider weapons hanging on the wall behind the Paragon’s table. Neveh stood upon that table and spoke brusquely.

“This war against the Agravain girl is a foolish distraction⁠—”

A spiritual shudder ran through the ranks.

“On this, Adaskar was blinded. All hostilities are to cease at once. The true enemy is a mystic called Thrall who controls the scourge⁠—”

Already there were mutterings.

“And,” Neveh pressed on, “his ally, the Elder of Ice.”

The spiritual shuddering began to undulate.

“Nothing else matters. Nilak and I shall fly east to rally the riders of Squall Rock and Alamut. While I’m gone, you must make ready to fly to the true battle in the east. Send word to Sky Spear and Oak Hall.”

With that, her address ended, but not with the oomph she needed.

The hall remained silent. Only the lesser ice riders met her eye, while Lord Jocquel seemed intent on staring at her feet.

Did the others hold Adaskar’s pronouncement of her to be true? Perhaps it was just shock from her declarations. By the time she returned with Dowid and the remaining might of the Order, the truth would have sunk in.

She was still a Paragon. The last true Paragon.

They must follow her command.

That was the way of things.
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ADULT SUPERVISION


Victory at Vittlinburg lay behind Talia, but the war was still ahead. Presently, she stood on the well-paved Wismarch Road, a morning mist curling around her boots. The same mist veiled the gatehouse of the Norval Bridge down the road, where even now, King Roland of Brenin would be leading fresh forces over the Red Rush into southern Risalia to join them.

Pyra sat to Talia’s right, Fynn and Drefan Harroway on her left. Eadwulf and the rest of her crimson Queen’s Guard were arrayed behind her, though even their rear ranks were obscured by the haze. Pyra’s presence ought to have burned the worst of the mist off, but this chill sank deep. Talia cycled fire to warm herself, aware that the others could not do the same.

As though putting voice to her thoughts, Fynn said, “We seemed to have skipped autumn.”

“The days aren’t short enough to be true winter,” Drefan said somberly.

No, Talia thought, but they are dark enough.

Since they’d left the Toll Pass, Drefan had become a man of blunt facts and hard words, the inverse of Fynn, who still forced himself to seem jollier than Talia knew him to be. Grief never emerges the same way. When news of her father’s death had reached her, she’d been all fire and fluster, although in this bitter cold mist, it was hard to recall that heat.

A silence fell, and the fog pressed closer.

Drefan sniffed and scratched the puffy skin of his maimed ear, then at the growing beard on his face. Fynn fiddled with his lute strings, tightening them for what seemed the hundredth time that morning. Eadwulf stood so still he seemed frozen in place. Only Pyra seemed at ease, yawning and stretching languidly.

“Why are you all so tense?” Pyra asked over their bond. “Seems to me that we’re winning this war.”

“We won one battle,” Talia said firmly. She refused to fall foul of overconfidence.

Thus far, the campaign had gone smoother than it had any right to, in part because the Risalians and Athrans had split their forces to face the oncoming Skarls from the north. A rapid agreement with the Fornheimers had allowed their warbands to march through the province. A hasty marriage between Leif, Empress Skadi’s eldest son, and Britta Grayhart, daughter of the Kongur, the ‘Earl of Earls’ of Fornheim, had sealed the pact. And for once, Talia found herself grateful to her mother-in-law.

So the war was going well, but there had been losses even among the riders. At Vittlinburg, the New Order had lost one Ascendant, and Champion Galasso’s dragon, Liliane, had also fallen. Her wings had only just recovered from injuries fighting the scourge in the Mort Morass. And it was far from over.

Hence the tension.

“Perhaps a song?” Fynn asked. No enthusiasm arose, but no objections either. “Something calming,” he added sagely, then lifted the panpipe from his neck and began playing.

The music sounded weary yet comforting, a lullaby for heavy hearts. Just as Talia began to hum along, the sound of bright trumpets blasted through the mist. Risalian horns answered, and before long, the Brenish vanguard emerged from the fog.

King Roland was among them, riding a white horse caparisoned in checkered white and blue cloth. An oversized golden buckle held his cream tunic and velvet surcoat tight against his lean frame, and his red hair rose like sea foam above the rim of his royal circlet, a silver crown bejeweled with white gems.

He dismounted, and Talia moved to meet him. She hadn’t seen her uncle in many long years and was struck by his resemblance to her mother, although where Felice had aged with beauty and dignity, Roland had hardened. Hardest of all were his eyes, and his lips, a shave too thin for his face, made his smile seem tight.

“It’s good to see you, Uncle.”

“You’ve stirred up an awful lot of trouble, Niece.” Roland seemed stern, but then he grunted a laugh. Throwing open his arms, he added, “Come here.”

She embraced him, her head barely reaching his shoulder. When they parted, she ushered Fynn and Drefan closer and made the introductions, starting with her Master of War. Roland clasped Drefan’s hand and offered him congratulations on his victory. When he turned to Fynn, he said, “Ah, so you’re the Skarl princeling I owe new trade routes to?”

They shook hands.

“I’m thankful to have been of some small help,” Fynn said.

“Help?” Roland said, as though unsure of the word. His smile vanished. “Did it help when you got yourself taken hostage?”

Fynn’s next words caught in his throat. Pyra huffed, her displeasure crossing the bond to Talia. As she cycled the heat, allowing flames to flicker on her circlet, Pyra started growling.

“You’re not that upset, are you?” Talia asked privately.

“Not him. Scourge have been sighted. Hava has just told me. Riders are flying.”

“Then we should go,” Talia said aloud.

Roland, unused to these seemingly random outbursts, frowned deeply.

“They’ve already gone,” Pyra said. Talia couldn’t feel them in her perceptions. The riders tended to fly far from the ponderous armies, scouting for scourge and Drakburg riders and begrudgingly providing intelligence on the Risalians and Athrans. “Hava said,” Pyra went on, as if gritting her teeth, “it was more important for us to deal with the King of Brenin.”

It was true, in a way, but it was also a good excuse. Hava and Farsa didn’t want them to fight; Ethel had been cagey on it as well. As queen, it made sense; as a member of the New Order, it still reeked of being half in, half out: only part a rider, only part a queen.

Harroway’s clipped tones broke the unease. “Is it the Risalians?”

“Riders are dealing with a scourge sighting,” Talia said. “Nothing to worry about.”

“The scourge are at large here?” Roland asked.

“Remnants of the bugs set loose by fissures in Risalia earlier this year.” That this had been caused by the Hive Mind’s attempt to bury Holt and Ash underground and that she’d sent them on that mission, she held close. “There’s much to discuss, Uncle. Shall we be on our way?”

“Yes, let us ride and talk. The sooner the end, the better, especially in this abominable fog. I’ll expect Risalian ambushes at every milepost.”

Fortunately, no ambushes came, but unfortunately, the fog remained for another day. When it finally withdrew, it seemed to strip the leaves early from the trees and sap the last warmth from the air. Breaths steamed from every person, dragon, and horse in their host, but their pace returned to something almost reasonable until two days of endless rain washed mud and stones across the road and brought their supply lines to a halt. And ahead, they encountered worse. Sabotage. The Risalians had smashed the Wismarch Road with enough holes to slow their baggage train back to a crawl.

With spirits declining, King Roland indicated he would very much welcome a private dinner with his niece, and knowing this would be no pleasurable conversation, Talia extended an invitation to her uncle to join her and Fynn in their pavilion. The table was laden with simple fare: bread, strips of bacon, dried fruit, and cheese so hard you had to mind your teeth when chewing it.

As they spoke of everything and of nothing, Talia braced for Roland’s true purpose. He’d asked for this time away from their generals and officers for a reason, yet he seemed content with polite conversation and stories, regaling them of a recent episode of one of his Barons mistaking his betrothed for her twin at their wedding. As the laughter died down, Talia made to refill Roland’s wine cup only to find he’d barely drunk it.

“Well, this has been a pleasant evening,” Roland said, the chuckling fading from his voice. “A less pleasant march, it must be said. I had hoped to have Conrad on his knees by the end of autumn, but it seems we’ve already passed that and, alas, the Archduke remains upright.”

Talia met Fynn’s eye. It was fast becoming a habit. ‘Careful, now,’ he was urging.

“Drefan is hard at work on plans to take Wismar,” Talia said. “He’s proven himself quite capable, so I’m sure⁠—”

“Mmm,” Roland tutted, swirling his wine. “This whole affair has been quite trying already. My Barons are anxious to see the situation turn around. Many believe I’ve supported you at nothing but great cost to Brenin. First, Adaskar pulled the riders out of Sable Spire⁠—”

Talia made to interject, but Roland raised a hand to stay her. “I quite blame him, naturally. Falcaer should not have responded like that, but nevertheless, that proved troublesome until your riders cleaned up the Morass⁠—"

“The New Order – they are not mine, Uncle.”

“And then Athra choked off the grain supply,” Roland said, as though she hadn’t spoken. “And the Mithran fleet disrupted the sea lanes, hampering that deal we made with the Empress.” He gestured his wine cup toward Fynn. “What with less food and roaming scourge, people have been hungry, dying – not to mention those mercenary companies that ravaged our northern settlements.”

The Stricken Souls and Frayed Banners had even managed to sack the trading town of Evoire close to the Toll Pass. The companies were reportedly now withdrawing east with the fleeing Athrans, doubtless following their paymasters.

“That was foolish of the Archon,” Roland went on. “It hurt, yes, but it gave me something to rally the Barons against. They want their pound of flesh in return now.”

Talia was still braced, still tense for the hammer to fall. All this was known to her, so where was he leading? Indeed, perhaps it was time for her to ask the question she’d been meaning to since Roland had arrived.

“Given your troubles, Uncle, I’m surprised you’re here and not back in Laone.”

His genial veil fell now. The uncle vanished, and the king reigned. “I’ve come to bring experience and deftness to our joint venture. You’re so young – your beloved Master of War has barely put down his training sword.”

Talia was about to retort when Fynn squeezed her arm beneath the table and said, “I’m no tactician, King Roland, but it seems to me that the war has been going well.”

“There’s been good fortune, yes – but fortune can turn as quickly as the weather has. Were matters different, I might suggest we entrench in southern Risalia, keep what we have, and strike anew come spring. But I cannot afford to wait. What zeal my Barons have will burn low over a long winter, and I’ll be left trying to explain, yet again, why they must needs sacrifice for longer in the service of my niece.”

His Barons would sacrifice, Talia noted, not the people. She wondered what Holt would make of that.

“Who,” Roland went on, “should never even have become a queen.”

Talia had felt this barb enough times that she’d grown hide against it. “What’s done is done. I am a queen.”

“The Red Queen,” Fynn said with a smug smile.

“Indeed.” Roland sucked air through his teeth. “What’s done is done. And there is no good option for us now, only the least costly.”

Talia still failed to see the point. “What would you have us do differently? Turn back?”

“No, we can’t turn back now. But this notion to assault Wismar… Well, it’s out of the question.”

“Drefan thinks⁠—”

“Ealdor Harroway is out of his mind if he thinks we can storm Wismar. It’s built to withstand swarms.”

“But this needs to end, Uncle, you’ve said so yourself. And not just for the sake of your Barons, but for everyone – for the world. The real war is against Thrall and the Hive Mind of the scourge.”

She’d spoken to him of these issues at length during their slow march. She almost rattled on further, almost said, ‘and our dream beyond a dream,’ about making a new world, but that was still between her and Fynn. And Pyra.

She wasn’t sure what she expected Roland to say to this, but she hadn’t expected him to groan as though he were dealing with a child, and he groaned loudly.

“You can’t be so bloody idealistic, Talia. If this business is ever to be ended, you’ll need to make compromises, probably pleasing no one. Here’s a chance to do so now. We march on Wismar, dig in, build what equipment we can to let them see the threat, but wait – wait for the Skarls to arrive.”

“What if they lose in battle?”

“I’m counting on them not,” Roland said. “So there’s my gamble. Skarls are used to this miserable weather, and they’ll be both numerous and ferocious. Better to gamble with their lives than ours. When they join us, it means the Risalians will have been defeated in the field for a second time. Conrad’s forces will be scattered and unable to do much to stop us from taking whatever else we like. The Margraves might be stubborn and wish to fight on, but his Landgraves won’t wear the threat. They’ll clamor for peace, and we can even get ourselves compensation for the trouble. The Athrans have all but pulled out after the humiliating beating they received at Vittlinburg⁠—”

“Which Drefan gave them,” Talia said.

“And which could have easily gone the other way,” Roland said. “General Volumbre turned white as a sheet when he heard what Ealdor Harroway pulled. Had the rain not made the ground so favorable and the ford so perilous, our men could well have been swept into the Red Rush.”

“We needed to march that way if we were to take the northern side of the Norval Span and rendezvous with you, Uncle.”

Fynn cleared his throat again. “Are not the finest hours in any battle made on the knife’s edge? Vittlinburg will make a grand song once I’m finished with it.”

Roland was having none of it. “Now it is I who must feign polite ignorance, for I am not a poet, but I understand that all the great songs embellish the truth. Most victories are not won on sheer daring or a dice roll. It is logistics, it is food and fodder and warmth, and above all, it is with a route to fall back and try again. We will march on Wismar,” he said, sloshing some of his wine, “but from here on out, Brenin will be taking the lead, and Volumbre will assume supreme command of our forces.”

He did not need to say ‘or else’. Feorlen was the smaller of the two kingdoms and already depleted by wars and a scourge incursion. Without the Brenish, Talia and Drefan had nothing. And what could she do? Insist that her Master of War continue running the alliance? All fine when the Brenish troops with them from the Toll Pass were equal to their own, but now…

“It would seem,” Talia said, “we have little else to do but press on.”

Perhaps Roland had been expecting her to argue, for he seemed caught wrong-footed, but he recovered well, placing his wine cup down, the king in him softening and the uncle returning. “I can’t tell you how eager I am to see the look on Conrad’s face. I’ve owed him for years.”

“I’ll savor the moment too,” Talia said.

Roland’s thin lips formed a thin smile, then he rose to his feet, smoothing down his tunic. “I have taken up too much of your evening. Goodnight to you both.”

“Sweet dreams to you,” Fynn called to Roland’s back as the King slid through the folds of their pavilion.

Talia remained seated for some minutes, trying to work out what exactly had just happened. Fynn was already picking at his lute with his feet upon the table.

“Well, that could have gone worse,” he said.

“It’s hardly like he and Volumbre have been excluded from councils.”

“Aren and Mother’s Housecarls are often loud just to make themselves known,” Fynn said with the pluck of a chord. “And Roland is the one person who can shout at you without fear.”

Talia frowned, and a few flames flickered on her brow.

“By which I mean,” Fynn said, perfectly relaxed, “he is your uncle and another king. He can say to you the things others might wish to but never could. Even Drefan knows his place.”

Talia laughed breathily at that. “You wouldn’t say that if you’d been at our first meeting.”

“Hmm, perhaps not,” Fynn allowed, strumming another soft string. “Your uncle isn’t wrong about Drefan, though. He is not himself. I… I quite understand why, but perhaps it is for the best that General Volumbre will be there to temper him.”

Talia bit her lip. There were half a hundred issues she still needed to thrash out with her uncle. Beyond what any potential peace might look like, there was the position of the New Order and what to do now the Old Order appeared to have fractured, never mind the ever-looming threat of Thrall. But there would be time enough over the coming days. It would be a slow march to Wismar.

“I really have stirred up a lot of trouble,” Talia said, echoing Roland’s words.

Fynn awarded her with one of his mischievous grins. “And you’ll cause more. I can’t wait.” He then said something in Skarlish and gave her an expectant look.

Talia shook her head as though water were in her ears, then her mind caught up to what he had said. Well, as best as she could make it. ‘Continue lessons us will,’ is what it sounded like to her, which could not be right but would be close enough.

“Yes, I’d like to,” Talia said in Skarlish. Or she thought she had. Her King Consort flashed his enigmatic smile again. “What did I get wrong?” she asked in Alduneian Common.

“You said, ‘yes pleasing me’.”

Heat flared up her neck again, and she blew out her cheeks. “I’m usually a better student than this.” Her progress was ropey at best, but after finding herself at the mercy of a child interpreter at Stroef, she wished to be better prepared for future dealings with her beloved mother-in-law.

“You were close,” Fynn said, patting her hand, “but your pitch was just a bit off. Remember, you want to go low. Speak from the stomach.”

“Right,” Talia said, exasperated, then hastened to add, “Sorry, I’m just frustrated by it. I want to get it right.”

Fynn chuckled at that, although it seemed more to himself.

“What?” Talia asked.

“Nothing… just something Freya said. It came to mind.”

What Freya said. Talia’s stomach knotted. Freya had said something to Fynn that night of their failed escape, something about Talia, she knew. When Talia had asked Fynn what it was, he’d said, ‘Not yet’.

The heat creeping up Talia’s neck intensified. It bothered her, but she didn’t know why. Whatever Freya had said, Talia didn’t get the impression it was anything terrible.

Yet suddenly, Talia felt uncomfortable, felt a burning desire to go.

“I should Cleanse and Forge with Pyra, I think.”

If Fynn was taken aback, he hid it well. “Very well, dear wife, then I shall retire. Goodnight.”

“Sleep well,” Talia said, sounding, she thought, rather stupid.

Fynn headed for a partition in the tent to his private area. Once he disappeared behind the toggled flaps, Talia began strapping her red brigandine back on, right on top of the finer clothes she’d worn for dinner. It didn’t feel right to meditate without it on.

As she fastened her pauldrons, music wafted from Fynn’s compartment. He played the opening of several songs, not quite finding the one he wanted until he landed upon the melody he’d written for Freya. Talia’s stomach clenched worse, and she redoubled her effort to dress at speed.

Fully armored and with the reassuring weight of her sword upon her back, Talia made to leave but found herself lingering at the tent fold. Fynn played as beautifully as always, and yet there was something different in it now. Still a longing, still a sadness, but perhaps less raw than it had been, as though the notes no longer bled. Or perhaps she was only imagining it.

Both Fynn and Drefan, the two men she relied on above all others, were walking around with holes in their hearts. Meanwhile, she and Pyra were trying in vain to understand how theirs could fuel their fires since their insight that love burns hotter. There was power in it; she felt that stir in her bond from the very notes of Fynn’s song.

Talia left their tent, but the song stayed with her, made her think of her father, of her brother, of Drefan’s love for Ulrich and Fynn’s love for Freya, and found herself humming it as she sat down by Pyra and the braziers.
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REUNION


Rake led Yume and Eidolan toward the haven of Aberanth’s grotto. It was a long march from the Grim Gorge on foot, but after so much running, his legs couldn’t take any more. Yume struggled worse, panting and shuffling along beside Eidolan, tongue lolling.

“She drove that dragon half to madness during our escape,” Rake commented to Eidolan as they trudged between the trees. “She’ll need to work her powers more subtly. One big use won’t do any good in a proper fight.”

“Her illusions are strong but costly,” Eidolan said. “I’m not sure she could hold back and still create something convincing.”

“You’re able to do so,” Rake said.

“I project into the physical world, whereas Yume places the deception directly into the mind. You can fool the eyes at a glance, but to fool every sense, that’s another matter.”

Rake pondered. Yume’s communications with him had contained tangible smells and touch, as well as sight and sound. He didn’t doubt she could mimic taste as well.

“What did you make that dragon think was happening, Yume?”

Yume dragged her head up, her butterball eyes swollen and tired. A tap at Rake’s mind preceded a vision of Rake severing the dragon’s foot with an orange flash of his polearm.

“Brutal,” he said. “I like your style.”

Yume made a sad caw by way of thanks, then drooped her head again. Rake frowned at his two charges. Hard to say who looked more worn, Eidolan, with his thinning limbs, leathery wings, rounded ridges, and stooped neck, or Yume, half a hatchling still and so tired she seemed barely capable of standing upright.

It didn’t help that the wildlife knew to give dragons a wide berth. Thankfully, one morning, they heard a deep groan from between the trees and discovered a doe lying on her side, her back leg twisted and eyes wide in distress. Rake eased the poor creature’s passing, and the three of them filled their bellies.

With a few more meals, Yume’s strength returned. She walked primly, her fine feet scrambling over logs and mossy inclines.

Rake watched her gamboling around, contemplating the full extent of her potential. A wicked notion came to him of having her make Thrall think he stood victorious, only to have the veil lifted a second before Rake ran his blade across the dragon’s throat.

Sighing, he mentally waved the fantasy away. Such a moment seemed a very long way off from where they were.

At least the journey offered them a chance to catch up. Back in the gorge, flitting from safe cave to safe cave, there hadn’t been time, but now Rake and Eidolan filled each other in on the finer details since their parting at Windshear Hold. Rake went first, recounting everything from wintering at Aberanth’s grotto to helping Osric defend Red Barrow. He lingered on how Gea had died, meeting her end against the dragon with blood magic.

“Almost managed to kill him, but he healed and got away.” Rake could taste the cloying blood from the elixirs he’d drunk, felt an echo of the wild power swelling his body, ripping his cloak – just the thought sent a longing through his veins…

Rake cleared his throat. “Osric finished Thrall’s brutish pet, and somehow, the day was won. I only wish I’d made it to the gorge in time to warn our Elder.”

Eidolan, in turn, told Rake of how the Ice Paragons came to the gorge as autumn turned and convinced the Elder to join them in their quest to destroy Thrall.

“It wasn’t long before Thrall was located,” Eidolan said. “That should have been a warning. He clearly wanted to be found. We who remained in the gorge felt the Elder’s death like a scream across fate… and then his voice beckoned to us… whispering sweetly.” Eidolan shivered at the memory.

The tale gnawed at Rake. How could Thrall defeat an Elder and the Paragons together? He was strong, yes, but not that strong. Especially if he’d so recently faced the Life Elder. Although far from the gorge, Rake felt the coiling around his neck again, heard Thrall’s voice.

“You stole of her power… You stole her life.”

He shook his head. They would overcome Thrall. Somehow, they would. Rake had to tell himself that, the same way he told himself that he’d bring Elya back one day.

Anything less was to already have lost.

When at last they neared Aberanth’s glade, the forest abruptly changed. One moment, they were under the thinning autumn canopy between densely packed trees, and the next, all turned black and ashen.

Rake froze. Eidolan gasped. Yume squeaked.

“Aberanth…” Rake said, voice tight with fear, before he raced across the barren land, kicking up layers of soot. When he came upon the talon-gouged entrance to the grotto’s tunnel, his heart turned frantic.

Elya pulsed, trying in her small way to help.

Ta-thump… ta-thump…

Rake fought to control his breath, tried to ignore the burning stiffness in his legs as he knelt to press a hand to the brittle black soil. A little heat remained, echoing a great power, old, hateful, and full of wrath.

After surviving the cave-in of that scourge chamber, he’d convinced himself that Holt and Ash had got out as well – because he’d had to. He could not so easily assume Aberanth lived, and for the first time in his long memory, tears welled in the corner of his eyes. Blinking, they fell to the parched ground.

Rake stared at the spot for what felt like an age, though he shouldn’t have been shocked. Even Gea’s death had affected him, and she did not count among his two oldest friends in the world.

Thrall’s recent victories were devastating, but he could cope with that, plan and think and fight back against that. This was… harder. For a worrying moment, Rake contemplated not getting up again.

It passed.

‘Never give up,’ he said to Elya.

Thump… she tapped in their soul.

As Rake dragged himself to his feet, he felt a spiritual seal down the exposed tunnel to the grotto. His heart skipped a painful beat. Such a marker could only be left deliberately.

Farther down, hidden in shadow, was the old trapdoor now propped up by packed earth and someone’s will. As Rake reached for the door, spiritual power pushed back – inexperienced, raw with emotion, yet nonetheless, it checked him.

‘Could you fight a Warden?’

The next thing Rake knew, he was standing back in the ash-laden glade. In his current state, the honest answer to such a question was, ‘Not if my spectacularly handsome face depended on it.’

“Could I fight a Warden?” he questioned aloud.

Eidolan and Yume finally caught up with him. The old illusionist looked between Rake and the short descent to the trapdoor. Rake nodded, and Eidolan carefully picked his way down to inspect the seal. Yume whimpered, sending visions of fire and heat and smoke choking the throat.

“It would have been awful,” Rake agreed.

Eidolan backed out of the tunnel in a hurry, seeming lost for a moment as he recoiled from the check of will. Coming around, he said, “I thought a Fire Lord from the Order must have done this, but a Fire Warden? What would one be doing here?”

“For once, I’m lost for words.”

“Lords or Ladies from the Order must have driven the Warden off,” Eidolan reasoned, “although why they would be here, or leave a seal⁠—”

“Holt left that seal.”

“Holt?” Eidolan scoffed. As if in solidarity, Yume made a high-pitched sound of disbelief.

“It felt like him.”

And that meant Ash was still alive too.

Eidolan lowered his snout down the tunnel again, sniffing as though he might smell cold lunar light. “They’re capable for ones so young, but they couldn’t have defeated a Warden, Rake.”

“Can’t say I disagree,” Rake said. “But who else would care enough about this place to recover the entrance?”

Rake tried to put Aberanth’s fate to one side. It frightened him too much. Holt and Ash were alive, and for now, he’d cling to that.

“Well, I do hope you’re right,” Eidolan said, “but even if you are, they could be anywhere by now.”

“Not anywhere. They must surely be somewhere.” Eidolan rolled his eyes, and Rake raised a long finger. “They’d be weak after a fight like this. Maybe wounded. They’d want food, rest, and whatever shelter they could find. And Red Rock isn’t so far away.”

“What’s Red Rock?”

“I’ll explain on the way.”

[image: ]


South of the Bright Wash, the march through the Fae Forest had been harder. The so-called road between the trees had narrowed, becoming overgrown or blocked by fallen trunks. Osric made short work of blockages using his axe, Vengeance, but clearing all the debris stole days from them. And with each day, the air grew colder, the skies darker, their supplies thinner.

The Redbarrowers had brought iron ore with them, a valuable trading asset in the forest realm, but the Jackal and his Hounds had taken most of it when they’d slinked off, leaving little to barter with. Few in the dwindling Coedhen outposts wished to freely take people in. And so, from exposure or exhaustion, the count of the column grew smaller.

Osric feared this was one job he was not doing well, so it was with a great sense of relief to finally see an end to the trees. Reaching the southern edge of the forest with Nox by his side, he stared out at the open land beyond.

“There aren’t many shadows out there.”

“No,” Osric said, sharing her trepidation. It was yet another gray day, the sort of day where there is seemingly no sun at all.

“Come on,” he said, trying to be encouraging. “Can’t stay in the woods forever.”

She gave him a look as if asking why not, but then she wrinkled the tip of her snout and stepped out beyond the trees. By then, Redbarrow refugees were also reaching the edge of the forest, cheering and embracing each other as though a battle had been won. Of those who had set out from the Fallow Frontier, perhaps a third remained.

Osric knew even less about the Disputed Lands than he did about the Frontier. No one here had the coin to hire a mercenary company. Eastward, the land rolled away in low hillocks, while to the west, it rose by degrees toward a formation of reddish stone running parallel to the border of the forest. He knew that place.

For once, he was in luck.

He led his charges west, hoping that the people of Red Rock would be able to take some of them in. When Osric had visited the settlement last winter, he sensed there was plenty of space, if not always plenty of food.

There were folk from Red Rock down by the forest’s edge, heads covered in the shawls they favored, gathering mushrooms, herbs, and wood. An older woman carrying a basket of yellow-gilled mushrooms had the courage to await Osric as he approached. She didn’t seem fazed to see Nox.

“’Allo, Honored Rider,” she added with an arthritic bow. “Come to see the healer, ’ave you?”

That took Osric aback. “The healer?”

“The young friends o’ the Green Grace.” She kept her head down, a soft tremble in her voice. “Can scour out the blight, so they can. Others have come seeking ’em. Never so many at once, mind you, but they’ve never turned anyone away yet. And another rider I’m sure will be⁠—”

“Ash is here!”

Nox’s excitement became so infectious that it spilled into Osric. Unable to contain herself, she burst into happy growls and beat her growing wings. All of this caused the old woman to lose her nerve, and she dropped her basket, spilling the mushrooms across the ground.

Osric bent to assist her, marveling at the odds. He’d never held much stock in magic – even Nox’s he was only gradually accepting – but he might soon be forced to admit that there was something at work in the songs of fate.
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During a new moon, when it vanished into shadow, Holt had precious little to Forge with. So, when Ash reported ghouls and three abominations lumbering into the maze of the hollowed mesa, he welcomed them.

Scourge hadn’t threatened Red Rock for some time, but this little swarm proved a frustrating hunt. Not the ghouls, Ash smote them from above without issue, but the trio of giant skeletons. They worked their powers in unison, hurling dark energy like ghoul casters, only stronger.

Much stronger.

Their attempts to strike Ash from the sky cracked pillars of red stone, sending them crashing into the canyons. More alarming was that Ash’s heavy moonbeams fizzled against their shields.

Holt’s sword hummed, taking in this new information, considering their options. It was adept at offering combat insights, perhaps because they’d willed it into being as a weapon.

“Any ideas?” Holt asked his sword.

It tugged at his mind, reminding him of when he’d channeled a Consecration through the blade to heal blight victims of Red Rock on the brink of death. On that occasion, he’d asked for the sword to gently guide the magic toward each patient. Together, they could guide the whole ability further if they put their minds to it, or so the sword believed.

Ash touched down, and Holt leaped from his back to the red valley. The combined aura of the giant skeletons radiated eerily like a core, dispersing over them in a veil.

Holt dove aside as another dark bolt came screaming toward him.

Rolling to his feet, he called, “Hit them again, Ash! Keep them distracted.”

Ash opened his jaws, and an intense beam of white light flecked with silver hit the abominations, spraying light like a chandelier as he maintained the attack.

Fearing the drain on Ash’s core, Holt Grounded his body, drove his sword into the stony earth, and began channeling lunar motes down both his legs and his blade. As he pushed the Consecration out, he willed the magic to emerge under the abominations.

The sword’s own spirit rose like a helping hand to lift the load, and then a silver line flowed like water across the canyon. For the first time since fighting Wrath, his bond shook. Magic coursed so hard his chest felt fit to burst, but the silver line ran under the skeletons’ dark shield and the Consecration bloomed under their bony feet, throwing the emptiness of the huge skulls into sudden relief.

Ash cut off his breath, saving his magic to do the work with claw and tail. Always spare your magic – that’s what Talia and Brode had drilled into them – and once the enemy were nothing but broken bones, Holt cut the flow of energy to his sword. He slumped, leaning on the blade for support.

“Good thinking,” he told it.

Tiredness seemed to emanate from the lunar steel, and its presence flickered and quietened, giving the impression of falling asleep.

Drawing it from the ground, Holt marched to meet Ash. He kicked a piece of a giant finger, sending the bone fragments skittering across the canyon, then rubbed Ash down his neck.

They shared an unspoken worry across their bond. If their light had had trouble against that group, what might other riders be facing? Were the scourge getting stronger?

Later, as dawn broke, two cores entered their perceptions from the north, coming out of the Fae Forest. Ash flew fast to intercept. One of the dragons felt tough but old, the other young. Neither had bonds, yet judging by their speed, they were moving on foot. Then a third presence reached out to touch Holt’s own soul and bond. It was a deft, practiced touch.

Holt knew of only one being who had the experience to do that and yet remain hidden from his senses.

“You don’t think…” he asked Ash.

Ash dropped low over the trees, sniffing heartily. “Yes! Yes! It’s Master Rake, and Eidolan too!”

“It can’t be,” Holt said aloud.

He was dumbfounded. He was afraid. This was some cruel illusion of the enemy, but Ash was diving for the ground at the forest’s edge, and Holt so dearly wanted it to be true.

The morning was a gray one and dull, the wind blustering cold around them. But when a cloaked figure seven feet tall came running out from between the trees, Holt could have sworn the sun shone.

Rake’s hood fell back as he ran, revealing his grinning face, and Holt staggered forward, half fearing he was dreaming. When Rake offered a hand, Holt lightly touched one long, blue-taloned finger and felt the scales there. They were warm and rough and real.

“We thought you were dead.”

“Did you think I could be defeated so easily?”

“It was a cave-in. So… yes… we thought you’d been done in.”

Rake raised a mocking brow. “Frankly, Holt, I’m rather offended.” He licked his lips, then seemed to steel his courage. “We just came from the grotto. Aberanth… is he⁠—”

“He’s alive. He’s hurt, Rake, badly, but he’s alive.”

Rake sagged. “Thank goodness.” He gave Holt a curious look. “Did you really fight a Fire Warden?”

Holt’s gut twisted again, but he nodded. “We had some help, but yes. We killed her, actually.”

Rake blew out his cheeks. “Huh.”

Then he began to laugh.

It took Holt a few moments to warm up to it, but then he burst into laughter so strong it was almost delirious. He threw himself at Rake, wrapping both arms around his waist and squeezing as hard as he could. A moment later, Ash came leaping in.

“Let me in,” he said, snaking first his neck and then a wing around them both. Ash rumbled high in his throat, and their bond burned from joy.

“Alright, alright,” Rake said. “Don’t hug me to death, now.”

Holt let go. Ash did so more reluctantly.

A thousand thoughts rushed through Holt’s mind, but all he could think to say was, “How?”

“Ah, it’s a fine tale, as all my adventures are. Full of highs… and lows, but first, allow me to introduce you to a new friend.”

Rake turned with a flourish, waving toward a pink dragon walking daintily out of the forest. The mystic was quite small, only a little larger than Aberanth, but the size of her yellow eyes suggested she had a lot of growing still to do.

“This is Yume,” Rake said. “She hatched from the egg Eidolan took from Windshear. Yume, this is Holt and Ash. They helped Eidolan save you from Thrall’s clutches.”

Wordlessly, Yume closed her eyes and bowed, pressing her neck low to the ground.

“Where’s Eidolan?” Holt asked, trying to peer around Rake.

As if on cue, Eidolan came staggering out from the trees, tongue lolling and panting from the effort. He’d always looked old for a dragon, and if anything, he looked older now. His bone ridges were yellowed and rounded, his lavender scales sapped further of color, deeper creases ran through the webbing of his wings, and the stoop of his neck was more pronounced. But he was here. He was still standing. Holt could not have been happier, and he ran to the ancient dragon.

“It’s good to see you, Eidolan.”

“Woah there, Holt, steady now,” Eidolan said, backing away as though fearing Holt would bowl him over. “Must… catch my breath.”

Holt found himself laughing again. Of all the dragons who could have come out of the forest, of all the creatures of the world, he’d never dared to hope it would be friends.

Ash greeted Eidolan next. The two dragons pressed their heads together and thrummed their tails upon the grass.

“Pardon the interruption,” Rake said, “but do you two happen to have a friend nearby? Only I sense another core.”

Holt’s stomach somersaulted. His hand went instinctively over his shoulder to grip his sword, and the blade jerked awake with a hard bump upon his back.

“Which way?” Holt asked.

Rake pointed his polearm to the east. “I wouldn’t worry. They don’t feel too strong.”

“Even so,” Holt said, drawing his sword. “Can’t be too careful.”

“Probably overkill if we all go,” Rake said. “But seeing as we’ve just reunited, I’d feel terribly sad to part so soon.”

“Race you there?” Ash asked.

“Oh, blight take you all,” Eidolan wheezed.

Yume cooed and gazed reproachfully at them all with her buttery eyes.

“Let’s not leave anyone behind,” Holt said. “Not again, not if we can help it.” Ash and Rake rumbled and murmured their assent, then Holt gestured to the ancient dragon. “After you, Eidolan.”

Eidolan hacked another breath, then wrung out his body and started walking, straining to hold his head high. Amid his rushing thoughts, a few snippets came loose for them all to hear – something about poor courtesies and the proper respect shown to one’s elders centuries ago.

Holt bit his lip to suppress another laugh. He felt giddy. And right now, it mattered not whether this new core belonged to a friend or an Exalted Lord come to kill them. Rake was alive. Eidolan was here as well. They’d found each other again. And though it was far from true, in that moment, Holt felt they could take on the world.
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A NOVICE AGAIN


“Again,” Vald called, drilling his storm riders in their basic abilities. Zaps of lightning, forceful funnels of wind, their backdrop a tapestry of windswept moors under leaden skies where shaggy black sheep scratched out lives between the gorse.

Vald had always valued these battered islands in the Bitter Bay as a place to hone himself. With storm motes in ample supply, this place gave Raiden’ra the best chance to Forge Vald’s pathetic core.

While Vald spent time with the riders, showing face, putting up a good front, Raiden hunkered down in a sheltered overhang on the coast and labored. Only beginning to grapple with the technique, Raiden’ra struggled to maintain the rhythm of his heart to their bond. Each time his heart slipped out of sync, his patience frayed a little more. It happened again now – Vald felt it, lost his own patience in turn.

“Again!”

Abilities howled and flashed, and Vald paced along the line. Surely one of them would be capable of rising to join him. You could tell who had the right attitude from how they handled such monotony.

Vald had once set Rostam the same training, creating Fireball after Fireball, back when Rostam’s dark face had been olive smooth. For weeks he’d drilled, maximizing the efficiency of his mote channels, and he kept going. Impressed, Vald asked why Rostam hadn’t questioned the instruction.

“You’ll have a reason, Master,” he’d said, “even if I don’t understand it yet.”

A wistfulness came over Vald. He listened to me then.

Rostam had even tried calling Raiden’ra simply ‘Raiden’ as Vald did, thinking they were close enough. He tried this only once, and he learned.

One of Vald’s new pupils scoffed, bringing him back to the present. A female High Champion, blonde and milk-pale. Vald scrutinized everything about her, from her wild ashen hair to her hard iron eyes. He did not know her. Such was the consequence of spending so much time away from Falcaer.

“What is your name, Champion?”

“Ingrid, Revered Paragon. The Olesens of Fornheim were my family.”

Did she think to impress him with her name? That which she should have forgotten?

“You take issue with my instructions?”

“I wish to be properly tested. Let me show you my true potential.”

You fail, Ingrid.

Mastery of the small tediums was the key, power gained through long hours of Cleansing, of Forging, of reflection, whether Novice or Lord. It was why Vald worried about Raiden.

Voice level, Vald said, “Again,” and he walked on. “Again,” he muttered.

Part of fulfilling his purpose was to bring others along the path to join him, or it had been. Now that seemed not only a risk but a far-off dream of its own.

There came a tightening in the atmosphere, dense air pressing down. The clouds burst, and rain drove across the island as though to scour it clean. Vald was forced to draw on his nut of a core, weaving magic with spiritual power to manipulate the air to stay dry. It was a luxury he could ill afford, but doing nothing would tell too much. Yet even a light touch at the air and Floating his mote channels burned through much of what Raiden’ra had Forged during the previous days, and the dragon’s frustration struck as a thunderclap across their bond.

Time to take his leave. He told his students to seek what shelter they could, then traversed the craggy cliffs where only the hardiest sea birds dared to nest. Out of sight, he let his defenses fall and accepted the battering rain. It struck him that he ought to know how to make use of this force. There was a Warden of Rain, after all, an aspect of storm magic the Order had forgotten.

The approach to their sheltered ledge was treacherously narrow and guarded by rocks slippery with algae. Only a rider could make the descent with confidence, for a sheer drop of over a hundred feet awaited those who slipped. Whether impaled on sharp black rocks or crushed by the sea, a fall would end the same way.

Grizzled and intrepid goats huddled in small alcoves, their eyes transfixed on Vald as he passed them. Glares thick with accusation, he thought, for bringing dragons to their island sanctuary. Luckily for the goats, storm dragons preferred to catch gulls and other sea birds when they could.

With a short leap, Vald crossed the last gap and joined Raiden’ra briefly before ducking into the dank cave he now called home.

Sometime later – it was always hard to gauge when focused deeply inward – Vald pulled on magic from Raiden’ra’s storm-field core. He’d tried it countless times, knew it wouldn’t work, but each day he tried again, desperate for an insight, some obvious trick he’d missed. Ferocious blue power crossed their tornado bond-bridge into Vald’s soul space, yet, try as he might, he could not draw it into his body to use.

The issue came down to mote channels.

Prior to developing his own core, his principal channels – his magical arteries – had hung exposed in his soul space, allowing Raiden’ra magic to enter them. Now those same arteries were plumbed directly into his core, unable to draw magic save his own. Raw motes were the exception, for they could enter narrower channels – the lesser veins – but that was as consoling as being told you could still gum porridge after losing your teeth.

And as if their predicament wasn’t bleak enough, Raiden’ra could not Cleanse. No dragon could Cleanse their own core; the breathing techniques used to sieve out impurities did not work for them. That had always been the case, but there had been a hope, unsaid, undiscussed, that in breaking the last boundary, all would be well.

Oh, how wrong they’d been. Vald could still Cleanse, but now he had two cores to attend to: double the cores, less power, and more time needed for both.

It wasn’t like they’d envisioned, not even close.

Toil and service, a lifetime of dreaming, and all he had to show for it now were charred fingertips and scarred nails. A less stubborn being would have given up.

But Vald could not let it go.

He kept this latest clutch of Raiden’s magic suspended inside his soul space and urged Raiden’ra to try Forging them into his pitiful core instead of raw motes. That would speed things along if it worked.

Raiden’ra snorted, clumsily spiking his heart rate, which threw it out of rhythm with their bond. Fresh Novices made such errors, and it took Raiden’ra a long time just to begin pushing those core-dense motes forward, only to find, in the end, the pressure required was beyond him. Vald feared that core-dense power could not be reworked, just as dragon-steel was impervious to alteration once made.

Vald sent the magic back across their bond. Raiden’ra’s core took the power like water returning to the sea, and Vald opened his eyes. He cursed, dashing the words and his hopes against the damp stones of their cave. The driving rain had ceased, but wind off the Bitter Bay rushed in, carrying a salt spray and the briny scent of seaweed. Beside Vald, buried under many cloaks, Eso shivered, shivered like a sick old man.

Their small fire lay dead. Probably hadn’t lasted more than a minute after Vald closed his eyes. The thought of resurrecting it seemed as fruitless as trying to will his body to take Raiden’ra’s magic. Instead, Vald wrapped another cloak around the old Paragon.

“We’re going to figure out a way,” he whispered fiercely. “We’re going to make sure this was worth it!”

Eso looked back at him with unseeing eyes. Beneath that white beard, his face seemed a hollow grave, his body thin and growing frailer beneath the cloaks and tattered robes.

“I promise!”

Eso mumbled, eyes down.

Vald sighed and patted the old man. “Come back to us, dear Eso. We need our grandfather with us.”

Grandfather. That was what they’d fondly called him, Neveh and Kalanta especially so. Eso had always liked it best coming from them. Perhaps hearing it sparked something in him, for a twinkle of Eso’s old self flickered within his deadened eyes, but it ended as quick as it came.

Vald curled a trembling fist, yearning for strength again.

The shame, the anger, the injustice of it all, Rostam’s bloodied, ashen face. Each wrong pierced Vald like daggers, thrusting, ripping.

“We did what was necessary,” Raiden’ra snarled.

Outside on the rocky overhang, Raiden lay curled tight, his iron body all sleek edges.

Did what was necessary…

“Easy for you to say,” Vald said. “Azarin was already dead.”

Once again, Raiden’ra scowled, stiffened both physically and spiritually, ready to argue, and huffed effervescent smoke.

“Rostam wished for death,” Raiden’ra said.

Vald sensed the truth in that, as he had when he’d stood over Rostam, already half a corpse, his bond gone, his spirit and body broken.

“Why couldn’t he have just taken my hand?” Vald would have asked this of the world if he could.

“It was their purpose to conserve,” Raiden’ra said. “He would never have broken The Pact, not even to spare the Order, but the riders will endure because of us.”

Raiden’s conviction poured into Vald. The dragon flowed into the human, after all. It buttressed him enough to prevent a collapse. So long as the Order survived, there remained hope to rebuild, to make things right.

Three days later, Ingrid left. She made no scene, no fuss, just upped and departed one bruised twilight as an evening mist crept in. The days were cycling fast, shortening before their time. And so cold… Or perhaps Vald had simply forgotten what autumn felt like without immense power cycling through his body.

Rufus, Antonia, and the Wardens of Rain and Lightning would still be delivering their message to the Order Halls, yet Vald began to know in his heart that no riders would come. His own followers lessened with each passing day. Word of his weakness must even now be spreading. A strong breeze could spread his wispy cloud of a core into a white smear.

Besides the birds, storm dragons began passing over the island in scattered groups, many struggling to stay airborne. They were heading northwest, making for their home. They came in dribs and drabs, a few descending in lopsided flight patterns to the islands, touching down on shaking limbs, their cores raw and inflamed. From them, Vald received unthinkable news.

The Elder of Storms had arrived at the Grim Gorge to find his sister dead and her flight seized by a mystic dragon of alarming power.

“The Jailor has become an Elder!” one injured dragon wailed.

“Too strong,” another confided, only for a flight member to snap its jaws and seethe that such falsehoods should not be spread.

“Tricksters,” the mystics were called. “They caught us unprepared.”

Vald learned that a Mystic Warden had been killed but that Storm had expended much of his power before retreating with Thunder and Tempest and their surviving dragons. It felt like Neveh’s testimony in the Inner Sanctum all over again. She’d claimed Sovereign had laid waste to the Elder of Life, and now this same dragon had dispensed with the Mystic Elder and brought the Storm Elder low.

“How is it possible?” Raiden’ra boomed for all to hear.

Vald responded privately. “It will take the Elder time to recover. If we can regain my strength, we could still unite the Order and…”

But he couldn’t finish the thought, couldn’t even convince himself of it.

The injured dragons stayed, groaning and grumbling, hunting the sheep and the goats until they could get airborne again. Storm dragons dotted the distant skies for days as the stragglers caught up.

When Lady Antonia returned to him, she and her dragon came alone. Even before they landed, he sensed their presence as battle-shaken and weary. Antonia’s dragon growled weakly and sprawled on the wet grass while she rushed to Vald, her brigandine scorched, her hair burned to the scalp on one side.

“They attacked us,” she said breathily.

Vald’s first thought was of Sovereign and his myriad forces, but that could not be right. Antonia had been sent to the Order Halls of Alamut and Squall Rock.

“Who attacked you?”

“Lord Dowid.”

Vald clenched his fist. Dowid, Adaskar’s heir apparent.

“You were wrong, Raiden,” he said over their bond. “They are resisting.” Though Raiden’ra was far off on the coast, Vald thought he could hear his dragon growling.

“Where is the Warden of Lightning?”

A shadow passed over Antonia’s face. “Dead.”

Across the dragon bond, Vald experienced a sensation akin to breaking bones, and as the dragon flowed into the human, Vald’s sense of the world cracked, just as when he’d struck Rostam down.

“This will mean war,” Raiden’ra said.

Vald swallowed hard. The Elder of Storms would not abide it. The moment he heard of this⁠—

“What of the storm dragons sent with you?”

“Those that got away flew north, we think to find their Elder or the other Wardens.”

Vald nodded. There was no chance for them to get out ahead of this, but what could they even do? What, more precisely, could he do with his puff of a core…? Little and less.

“Paragon, we tried to stop it, but⁠—”

“You are not to bear this burden,” Vald said. “Do you understand?”

She hung her head.

Vald pressed on. “Was Neveh with them?”

“No, Paragon. Dowid said Adaskar had proclaimed you and Paragon Neveh oath-breakers, usurpers of The Pact, and bringers of chaos.”

Vald nodded. He hadn’t expected Neveh to be with Dowid. Might she still be in the Ice Elder’s service and mixed up in that flight’s own infighting? She could be in one of the western Order Halls, or maybe back in Angkor, taking refuge in her homeland. Or dead. At least he could rule out Squall Rock, and he dismissed Angkor as a possibility. Neveh would not run and hide.

“What losses to the riders?” Vald asked.

“At least one Lord fell, some more of lesser rank, but it was all we could do to escape. Dowid’s power there is great.” She glanced around, as though in search of an answer. “What do we do?”

Vald did not know, and Raiden seemed to have turned to stone.

The truth of it was bitter, sour enough to rot the belly, but it was the truth, and his soul spun as he gave over to it. Whether in fighting Sovereign or trying to reconcile the storm flight with the riders, Vald had no influence. Even if they flew, somehow survived, somehow ended the madness, he’d still be weak, and Dowid would have no reason to follow him. More likely he’d strike Vald down.

“I’d hoped to spare the Order from this,” Vald said. “But I – we – have failed. I have no right to command, and so I release you. The world has gone to chaos, and each rider must now choose their role in it.”

That was what he told the few riders left on that barren island. Some protested, wishing to learn to advance, but he soon silenced those ambitions. He would not allow others to weaken themselves, not when every pair would be needed elsewhere.

It pained Vald to watch them leave.

“We were supposed to bring others along the path,” he said over his bond.

“You will be strong again,” Raiden’ra assured him. “I will do better.”

“We will do better.”

There had to be a better way to grow two cores. It could not be for nothing.
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A THORN IN THE SIDE


The Speaker wiped her brow, took up the serrated blade, and began sawing. She peeled a strip of pink hide from the mystic corpse, dropped it onto the growing pile, and exhaled.

The heavy smell of iron and viscera became momentarily overwhelming, but she relished the toil, the way her sweat kept the cold at bay, every drop furthering the cause like every mote she Forged into Sovereign’s core. In proving herself, her master would raise her higher than a lowly Ascendant, and she would serve all the better.

He would do so soon. She had faith.

The Blood Alchemist appeared from the other side of the carcass carrying another full pail.

“I’ve drained all I can from this one,” he said.

“I am thankful for your service. Praise Him.”

“Praise Him,” the Alchemist murmured.

Without his long-beaked mask and dark lenses, he lacked his mystique and was exposed as just a man, getting on in years but still retaining luscious dark hair where hers had gone gray too early. His skin was pale where hers was sun-weathered, smooth where she was scarred. A tall man but lean, his cheeks pinched inward from a hard jaw. She did not know his name, just as he did not know hers, but such things did not matter in service.

He was the Alchemist, and she was the Speaker.

The Alchemist glanced toward the members of the Shroud building his new laboratory. “I did not think I’d miss that old fortress,” he said. “Do you think we’ll remain here for long?”

He ought to show more gratitude, the Speaker reflected. His quiet remarks of dissatisfaction – the size of his workshop, of lacking fresh, freely donated blood – were tiresome. Sovereign had been generous in gifting these mystic and storm dragon corpses to the Shroud rather than raising them like the others.

“We shall remain,” she told him, “for as long as the cause requires.”

“Of course, I only mea—” He gave a small cough to clear his throat. “I have taken up much of your valuable time, Speaker.” He smiled, teeth white and neat and perfect.

A most striking man, she thought, and not for the first time. Indeed, he reminded her of Ricaldo, her lost love, and she wondered where he and his whore of a wife were now⁠—

No. Such thoughts of the flesh perpetuated life and its misery. Her cheeks burned from shame, and the scar down her face felt tight and itchy. As she scratched, Sovereign opened their bond, and she closed her eyes, the better to embrace his presence. He must have felt her faltering, returning to guide her back onto the right path.

“I have need of you,” he said.

The Speaker shivered with pleasure, and by the time she opened her eyes, both the Alchemist and all thoughts of him were gone. She trudged back up the hill crowned with standing stones.

Sovereign’s court had shrunk. The riders had been sent abroad, and the Mystic Wardens were gone. The Warden of Body had died fighting the Storm Elder, and she’d watched Soul kill the Warden of Mind before he’d fled like a coward. Soul would pay – she’d ask permission to skin him alive when they caught him.

The mystics left at court were no Wardens in strength, but they were loyal, and that mattered more. Loyalists were known by the faint ghostly chains around their necks, a projection her Master could never have made before absorbing the strength and knowledge of the previous Elder.

One mystic lay flat on the ground at Sovereign’s feet. No chain was visible at their neck. As the Speaker crossed the court, Sovereign turned his presence upon the traitorous little mystic. The scum seized, writhed, tongue lashing, eyes popping until they rolled back to their whites and a river of mystic motes spilled from the dragon’s head. The motes rushed toward Sovereign, drawn by his strength and some guiding effort on his part the Speaker did not yet understand. They’d be fully absorbed in time, but her duty was to speed the process along.

Sovereign honored her with his gaze. “Do your work.”

The Speaker bowed. “At once, Master.” She took up her position by his tail and began attending to his core.

Where it had once been magnificent, there was now debris, broken marble, dust, and ruin. Aftershocks of his confrontation with Storm still rang throughout his core-scape. Another link of black chains crashed somewhere out of sight, and its violent ringing shook her bones.

Still, damaged though her master might be, he had won. He’d driven the Storm Elder off, and while it would have been preferable to kill him, this victory proved Sovereign’s might beyond all doubt.

Time lost all meaning as she labored within his glory.

Only when her breath steamed did she pause. Still within the core-scape, it struck her as odd. Black ice crept over the marble floor, as if to encircle her. Icicles formed, clinging to the chains, their tips hanging ominously overhead. Shivering, she opened her eyes to reality.

Sleet fell like crushed ice, stabbing with cold wherever it touched her skin. She pulled up the hood of her gray dragon hide cloak, tightening it even as the sleet hardened to hail.

An immense presence drew her attention. Above them, the Ice Elder clung spider-like to the mountainside, her body obscured by the hail, yet her blue eyes shone as dark and dangerous as the crushing depths of the sea. They awoke painful memories in the Speaker.

Her eldest brother had drowned in such water.

Choked by the sea, but the water was not the killer.

The favored four were growling in fright, heads bowed as they took shelter behind their master. Sovereign spread his wings to shield them, and to the Elder he said, “At last, you deign to arrive.”

With their bond wide open, the Speaker heard every word. Though Sovereign’s tone was calm, there was a tension within him that knotted her own nerves.

“The assault on the Eastern Grove has already begun,” Sovereign went on. “If your dragons hurry, they might even contribute.”

Ice’s voice came creeping. “You’ve begun… With what forces?”

This she-Elder ought to be careful, the Speaker felt. This was her first time hearing of the attack too, but she would never dare question Sovereign’s judgment.

“All I had to hand,” he said. “Scourge, some riders. Mystics will follow once⁠—”

“You should have gathered your swarms in full first.”

“From across the world? That would have taken too long, and the grove lies close like a thorn in my side. The emeralds are broken. They won’t last, and after they are dealt with, all the vermin of Coedhen will fall to the blight.”

“More aggression,” Ice said, her voice somehow even slower than before. “Enlighten me, Thrall⁠—”

“Do not use that name!”

Ice ignored him. “Have you once considered letting your enemies tear each other apart?”

“As you let me and Storm bloody ourselves against each other?”

“Careful, young one,” Ice said.

“Your lack of action says it all.”

“I had troubles in my flight,” she snapped. “Veracity had to be put down. You could have played for time.”

“What time? I had to fight.”

“Pathetic,” spat Ice. “You might have let Storm prattle on about his rights and power and given him winding words to promise yourself to him, or you might have led him north to me, but no, you flew snout jutting into a battle with the strongest of the Five! So, tell me, oh Master of the Scourge, are you rash, or are you merely a fool?”

Teeth chattering, the Speaker thought, you’ll regret saying that. Her master ought to strike her from the mountainside, break her mind, and absorb the power to build diamond pillars within his hall.

“I drove off your brother,” Sovereign said, amused. “You would do well not to forget it.”

“Drove off,” she scoffed. “Not killed. And you lost your Wardens. What will you do when Storm comes again? Next time, he won’t come expecting an audience with our dead sister. Next time, he’ll bring his entire flight! Any chance to use his arrogance against him and take him unawares is gone. And so, Thrall, I name you fool.”

Sovereign reared back and roared, but a sudden blizzard swirled around his snout and forced his jaws closed. He wrung his head from side to side but to little avail.

“I was not finished! You almost got yourself killed rushing to face Life alone as well. Only by the most subtle means of spiritual manipulation I possess were you able to survive that encounter. You were fortunate indeed that the shard of doubt I planted in Neveh’s soul froze over in time to crack her. You are as reckless as a fire whelp. Do not imagine yourself cunning. I have waited millennia for this. And I can wait millennia more if I must.”

The blizzard eased, and Sovereign raised his head in defiance. “Is that a threat?”

“It is a promise. If you continue to act with such abandon to sense, I will return to the north and let my brother deal with you.” Her voice fell to a whisper, and even the howl of the winter wind was cowed. “Strong you might be, but make no mistake, you are no true Elder. You were not there in the primordial days when the world was young, before the flights awoke and power massed in our souls.”

All the warmth was leaving the Speaker, chilling her life’s blood, freezing the marrow in her bones. She wished for Sovereign to repel this cretinous hag of a dragon. Sovereign sent magic over their bond to warm and guard her, then he pushed back the snowstorm, and the Speaker breathed again without her lungs burning with ice.

“Thank you, Master,” she said lovingly.

But naturally, all his attention was on Ice.

“Will your dragons join the assault or not?”

It took the Elder a long time to respond.

“The emeralds have potent means of defense.” The Elder’s eyes flashed such a pristine, icy blue that they went almost white. “But… I believe we can salvage something from thissss.”
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The Warden of the East raised his head from the dewy grass and sniffed. The grove smelled much as it always did, perfumed by the bluebells, trilliums, and orchids growing defiant against the turning season.

Beneath the soil, badgers and moles burrowed their tunnels and dens, while on the surface, owls hooted, nightjars trilled to the moon, and emeralds joined their dragon songs to the music of the world.

In the meadowed heart of the grove, mystic dragons turned in fitful sleep. Unlike his own flight, they could not heal here, but at least they’d found some shelter after they’d fled the gorge.

Fled the Usurper, as they’d named him. Usurper, Deceiver… Sovereign. The enemy had many names.

We should never have confronted him alone.

Little good that certainty did the Emerald Flight now. Their Elder had acted bravely and righteously, but had been wrong to fight in the open away from their groves, especially the eastern one.

Here, they had the Terrascale Trees.

His own tree hummed behind him, the greatest of all oaks, taller than any construct of men. Its leaves were as glassy and verdant as his own body, its mighty branches unmoving in the wind.

They were more than mere trees. Wood and bark and leaves, yes, but also scales, flesh, and magic, seeded by the spirit and power of the Wardens when the Wild Flights vied for supremacy, before the scourge desecrated the earth.

There were four in the grove: east, west, north, and south.

In the Eastern Grove, in the wider forest, they yet had strength.

We should never have left.

The Warden rose to his feet, dragging his slender tail behind him. Old and stiff, that’s what he was now, his heart still weighted with grief. Three Elders had perished, and all balance in the world had gone with them.

Now the cold pressed in, and storms ravaged the world.

A shiver of warning from his Terrascale Tree: pain and horror from the east. Trees were burning in balefire, plants were sick, small creatures were being squashed under thousands of shambling feet. The Warden of the East sniffed the air again, and the rot on the easterly breeze stung at the back of his throat.

He gazed down at the dragons in his grove. For them, he would not despair. For them, he would give himself.

We should never have left.

The Warden of the East snarled, then he threw back his long neck and bellowed as though he could awaken the forest through voice alone. Sleeping emeralds and mystics awoke with growling starts of fright to hear him roar, “Too much has been taken from us. Here we will stand!”

Death came for his grove, for his forest, and the Warden of the East knew what must be done. It frightened him, he could admit that. Likely he would fade, but the grove, the flight, and their clutches of eggs underground might have a chance to live.

He padded to the base of his Terrascale Tree and nestled into its roots, each as thick as the trunk of a mature oak. The roots embraced him like soft grass, and he opened his mind, his body, his soul, offered all his core and every drop of his spirit.

‘I shall never leave the grove,’ he proclaimed to the tree, no shadow of a doubt in his voice.

The tree hummed again, almost sad.

Then the great roots bound him, pierced his scales, slid into ears and nostrils. He gasped, tried to breathe, but found he no longer needed air. Boundaries around his mind shattered, revealing the forest in such scope and detail its weight threatened to crush him. He was high above the forest and down by every wriggling worm under the fallen leaves.

As quick as it came, the turmoil ceased. The Warden of the East found himself at one with the grove and the forest just beyond it. He knew where the enemies were, could pick out every bug and ghoul in the swarm, and even the stingers and dragons brushing over the canopy.

His canopy.

Fiiggghttt.

His echoing command rippled through soil, through root and stem, invoking ancient pacts laid down by the flight of old. The trees answered his call. No species forgot their oaths. They arose upon gnarled old legs and moved to form a ring-wall around the grove. Beech, birch, and oak, many and more locked their branches and wove their roots, far stronger together than alone. Thickets rushed to fill the gaps, growing thorns outward as strong as human metal.

“Fight!” the East Warden called, this time to every dragon in the grove.

It would not be enough. Already the enemy clawed at the walls. Stingers flying low over the defenses were hauled to the earth by lashing vines, but more would come. And his strength alone could not hold forever. He would slip away, cease to be, and his guiding will would fade with him.

He delved deeper, calling upon the power within the whole Fae Forest to magnify his thoughts so that every living emerald would hear his plea.

“The grove – all must come east! The grove, the grove – all must come!”
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HOW TO GROW A BOND


They were milling outside Aberanth’s hut, discussing their plans, when the granite sky burst. As everyone squeezed through the narrow door, Holt’s world reduced to a crush of elbows and Rake’s tattered cloak flapping at his face.

“Budge up,” Rake said.

“Ouch,” Aberanth snapped, “that’s my tail!”

A loud thud, a squeak from Yume.

“Be careful,” Eidolan admonished.

When Holt made it inside the hut, he pushed wet hair from his face and realized this had been a collectively rash decision. Aberanth’s tiny abode barely accommodated Holt’s visits, never mind everyone else. He closed the door, searched for a spot to sit, found nowhere, and so stood awkwardly while cold rain splashed through the still-open window.

Aberanth curled tight, shivering. “This is intolerable.”

“All storms pass,” Rake said, fidgeting to get comfortable against the back wall.

“My grotto was so warm and cozy.”

“Seems cozy in there to me,” Ash teased, his white snout appearing by the window.

After some jostling, Eidolan appeared beside him. With their wings raised, the rain was guided away from the window, and their bulk staunched the worst of the wind.

Yume sat primly in a corner.

“You know your scales are waterproof, right?” Holt asked.

She blinked slowly at him, then gestured with her snout at Aberanth.

“Oh no, hmph, you won’t catch me standing out there.”

“This will serve,” Osric growled from sitting on Aberanth’s experiment table, which he’d shoved into a corner. He’d shaved at some point while in the Frontier, for his beard was shorter than when they’d parted outside of Silt Grave. “Let’s get on with it.”

“Where were we again?” Rake asked. “Something about defying the odds, battling through the Grim Gorge, and lopping off Thrall’s head?”

Eidolan snorted.

Aberanth rustled with a “Hmph.”

“Spare us,” Osric said flatly.

Rake huffed. “Blight take me. I’d blame the rain, but you were humorless already.”

“There’s nothing we can do on our own,” Holt said. “Not unless we all suddenly advance to Exalted Lords, and that seems about as likely as Thrall saying he’s sorry.”

Rake gave a wicked smile. “Still better odds than Grumps cracking a smile.”

Osric rolled his eyes, yet one corner of his mouth tugged upward. Of everyone’s tales, the most remarkable was how Rake and Osric had fought to defend Redbarrow and managed not to kill each other in the process.

Rake carried on. “We have to do something.”

“I see no need to rush,” Aberanth said.

“I agree,” said Eidolan. “The songs of fate have sung us back together for a rea⁠—”

“Fate,” Aberanth snorted. “What we need is information.”

Unperturbed, Eidolan went on, “There must be a reason why.”

“This is a place for those who don’t belong,” Holt said. “Stay here,” he added hopefully.

“We’ll have to move on at some point,” Osric said. “Rake was right⁠—”

“Well naturally,” Rake said.

“He was right,” Osric continued, “about the wounds in my soul. One has been closed, but the other remains.”

Soot’s head bobbed out, a weak shadow beneath the table, and she twisted her neck up and around to face Osric. No, not Soot, Holt caught himself. The name he’d given her remained stuck in his mind like burnt juices in a pan.

“Could we stay?” Nox asked for them all to hear.

Osric glanced toward the window. Nox cooed, and Osric melted, slumping forward to stroke her snout with his remaining hand.

“For a while.”

Holt’s bond with Ash grew warm. They’d been hoping for a chance to see how Nox’s powers had developed. With Yume staying with Eidolan, that left only one member of the group to account for.

“What say you, Master Rake?” Ash asked.

“Hmm,” Rake mused, stroking his chin.

“You can’t seriously be thinking of leaving?” Aberanth said. “We thought you were dead, damn you.”

“Never fear, my fretful mushroom gobbler. I’ll stay.”

“You— what? Oh, splendid. Hmph, yes, very good. I’ll make you a new cloak, Rake, that one’s had its day.”

Rake replied, but Holt became distracted by Ash speaking privately over their bond. “Everyone is back together!”

Their bond burned hot. After so long apart, after fearing Rake lost, after pulling Aberanth back from the brink of death, they hadn’t dared dream of this. Holt’s soul started to spin, and that feeling of being home came upon him again. Even for Osric, though mostly because of Nox and Ash’s protectiveness toward her.

Something prodded at his mind, and he beheld a vision of the dragons flying together, white, black, green, and two pinks weaving and diving against a clear sky.

Aberanth shifted. “That’s a nice thought, Yume, but I fear my flying days are over.” He tried to raise the wilted stumps of his wings by way of demonstration.

Despite the warmth from his dragon bond, Holt’s stomach knotted again. He felt Ash squirming too.

Yume whined and drooped her head like Eidolan.

“Not to worry,” Aberanth said with forced cheer. “I’ve always felt happier with soil beneath my feet.”

Rake clapped his hands. “Well, how shall we pass the time until this accursed rain ends? Oh, I know. How about the tale of the time Eidolan and I saved the daughter of the Earl of Fornheim from the clutches of her wicked cousin?”

Unfortunately, the rain lasted far longer than Rake’s stories. It poured for two straight days, flooding one of the paddies and drowning the rice seed there. Still, Aberanth’s improvements to the drainage helped spare the rest, and he redoubled his efforts to teach the people of Red Rock how to cultivate their own mushrooms.

The dragons stuck together for the most part. Aptly, Nox clung to Ash like his shadow, observing all he did, and tested her magic against his own, while Holt, Osric, and Rake lent the people of Red Rock their strength to help construct new shelters for the Redbarrow arrivals.

When chance and weather allowed, Holt joined Ash so that he could fly with the dragons just as Yume had wished for. Eidolan conjured fiery hoops and timed who could fly through them the fastest, which required making some tight turns and steep dives.

Then there was Rake’s training. While not technically a master of the art, Rake was better placed than Holt to give Red Rock’s ragged militia tips with their spears. He was gentle with them – well, gentle for Rake – and once Janek’s recruits stopped trembling in fear, they made visible improvements. Unsurprisingly, Rake worked Holt and Ash hardest of all. He incorporated spirit into their exercises now and was especially keen to test the capabilities and limits of Holt’s upgraded sword.

One day, in an outer canyon of the hollowed mesa, Holt showed Rake his latest discovery: willing a Consecration to emerge at a place of his choosing. With the sword’s help, of course. Rake looked so earnestly pleased it made Holt wary.

“What?” Holt asked, sheathing his sword. “No mocking clap? No smart remark?”

Wearing his new dark cloak, courtesy of Aberanth, Rake placed a hand over his heart. “Master Cook, you do wound me. No, I’ve nothing to say to you two except that I’m rather impressed. Dare I say, I’m… proud.”

Holt’s neck and cheeks burned, and it had nothing to do with magic.

“Even after the mistakes we made?” Ash asked.

Rake raised a finger. “The Fire Elder is very much a grown-up, and his bad behavior is entirely his own. Same for that Warden you slayed.”

“With help,” Holt reminded him.

“Yes, the phoenix… Fascinating creature. I’d be willing to shorten my tail for a chance to meet him.” Holt opened his mouth, but Rake hastened to add, “Yes, yes, you promised not to disturb him.”

“It’s a shame,” Ash said. “About the phoenix, I mean. And those Kars you met. I should like to know what they sound and smell like.”

“Ooh, I don’t think you do, Ash. They smelled rather ripe to my nose. It would probably kill you.”

Ash rumbled.

“These creatures certainly value their privacy,” Rake said.

“Suppose we can’t blame them,” said Holt. “One creature of fire… and one of ice. There must have been others like them.”

“Maybe there still are,” Ash said, sounding hopeful.

“Could be,” Holt allowed. “What do you think a mystic creature would be like, Rake?”

Rake stroked his chin. “The woodsmen of Coedhen like to say that owls are the smartest of birds. Perhaps there were giant, smart-mouthed owls. Probably deserved what they got, if so.”

Holt stifled a laugh, just in case it happened to be true.

“If I may say so,” Ash said, hesitant, “you feel more like you used to, Master Rake. Your presence is calmer.”

Rake puffed out his chest. “Yes, and thank goodness for that. You can thank ol’ Osric too. He gave me the proverbial slap across the face. What went wrong, how I ended up like this… it was my fault. Whoever could have guessed it?” He pulled a face. “No, don’t answer that.”

He cleared his throat, kicked at a pebble, and said, “For all the good such acceptance does. I don’t know where to begin. Truth is, however much I turn it over, I can’t see where I went wrong. Given how far Elya and I advanced, I don’t think there could have been anything deeply wrong.” He groaned and beat his chest. “I just… can’t make sense of it.”

Holt wondered why Rake was being so vague, but then he recalled the importance of spiritual development in growing a bond.

“Does this have something to do with advancement?”

Rake opened his mouth, seemingly on the cusp of saying something important, then tensed his jaw again and tapped his foot. At length, he just said, “Yes.”

Holt waited for more, but when nothing came, he said, “It’s hard to help when we haven’t a clue what you went through.”

“How can I put it? Suffice to say that each stage of advancement doesn’t just happen by random chance while under duress. I know that’s what you were told – it’s what everyone is told to motivate them, and the early ranks often give the appearance of doing so, given what’s required. Hmmm,” Rake snarled, mostly to himself. “But those of us who reach the upper bounds have determined what triggers each advancement in the bond.”

“But you can’t tell anyone because”—and here Holt recalled Rake’s warning on this topic—“it must arise genuinely or not at all.”

“Could you tell us what is needed for a Novice to become an Ascendant,” Ash asked, “and an Ascendant a Champion? We’ve already done that, so there can’t be any harm.”

Rake rapped his fingers along the shaft of his polearm. “I suppose not.”

Still, he hesitated before finally telling them.

“A Novice bond forms when a dragon and potential rider are willing to work together. Easy enough. Simple enough. Yet dragons are choosy, and humans can be too at times, even if we’re not aware of why. A bond must be genuinely formed between two willing souls. Aside from in Thrall’s twisted methods, but that’s beside the point. Later, to advance from Novice to Ascendant, the pair must realize with their whole hearts, with all their being, that they need each other.”

Holt’s instinct was to say that he’d felt that about Ash from the moment they’d bonded in the mucker’s hut, but then he considered the actual moment in which he’d become an Ascendant.

The crash landing in Sidastra, fleeing stingers and Silas Silverstrike, being thrown from Ash’s back, the crunch of breaking bones, the heavy scents of grass and dirt, the taste of blood. And the pain. So much pain.

Ash sensed what he was trying to do. “I remember.”

And he sent the memory over their bond.

Reverberations of the physical world shimmered in ghostly lines, much the same as Holt experienced the world with his bandanna down. The sprawled body, its limbs crooked, shards of bone jutting from the chest and legs, must be his own. To Ash, there was no sound other than Holt’s ragged breath and the thick scent of his blood – his boy’s blood. Holt was dying, and Ash didn’t know what to do but repeat Holt’s words back to him, “It will be all right. Follow my voice. It will be alright.” The words meant everything to Ash. When he’d felt alone and terrified in the utter dark, those words, that voice, had given him comfort. Holt had to live because Ash couldn’t bear to return to the darkness again.

Their bond turned blazing hot, and there the memory ended.

Back in the present, Holt’s throat felt tight.

“I never knew how scary it was for you.”

“I think you had it worse that night.”

Holt went to his dragon and hugged Ash’s snout, thinking he might never let go. But he did. When he spoke again, his voice was still thick. “Alright, that’s Ascendant. What do you need to reach Champion?”

“You need to feel you are equals,” Rake said. “That your strengths make up for the other’s flaws. It’s total trust, and it’s a harder state to reach than it sounds. How many loving couples out in the wide world could claim this of themselves, down to their very souls?”

Holt recalled the moment he’d reached Champion clearly. It had been in the orb chamber under Ahar – the culmination of weeks of toil and, more importantly, of learning to let go of being the one who looked after them both. Ash had taken the lead, and Holt had learned to navigate the world blind like his dragon.

Holt finally understood all that Rake meant. In neither of those moments had he and Ash consciously been aware of growing closer. If they’d been told of the requirements, they would have tried to force it, and that would have led nowhere. Perhaps it would have dragged them backward.

“Thank you, Master Rake,” Ash said. “If the connection must grow even deeper to form a Lord bond, it’s no wonder you’re struggling to understand what went wrong with Elya.”

“That’s a small comfort, Ash, but it is a comfort.”

Holt continued to stroke Ash’s nose, and over their bond, he said, “I wish we could help him.”

As though Rake had been able to hear him, he asked, “There is something I would ask of you, Holt, if you’re willing to share.”

“Of course.”

“Your spiritual growth has been prodigious. By now, I ought not to be surprised, but I wonder what insights you’ve had about yourself. Other than letting go of Ms. Agravain, that is.”

Holt braced for fresh embarrassment to slither through his gut, but it did not come. That was a fine thing.

“Well,” he began, “Ash and I have been acting as true to ourselves as we can, like you said. Being here and defending the people and healing the blight has helped a lot. Every day, we’ve been living that truth. But the strongest growth in my soul came while I was working with Aberanth to create the fire elixir out of the phoenix’s ashes. I had this deep feeling that I was home.”

There had been a little more to it, and now the slimy snakes of embarrassment wriggled inside him, but it was the truth.

“I’d worried I’d never have a home again. But I do – we both do – and it’s not the grotto itself, but wherever you all are. Including you.”

Rake looked almost stricken.

“His heart is pumping,” Ash said. If Holt hadn’t known any better, he’d have said Rake was fighting back tears.

All of a sudden, he hefted his polearm and turned eastward.

Ash lifted his neck to its full extent and cocked his head.

“What’s wrong?” Holt asked.

“Unexpected visitors,” Rake said.

“Dragons, some with riders. They’re skirting the edge of the forest.”

Holt leaped onto Ash’s back. “We need to tell the others.”

“Already have,” said Rake. He started running, bounding in strides that would have shamed a horse. “Get moving,” he added telepathically. “I’ll meet you out there.”

Eidolan, Nox, and even little Yume flew up from Red Rock to join them.

“Where’s Osric?” Ash asked Nox.

“I – I can’t carry him yet,” she said, ashamed. “He’s running to meet Rake.”

Ash reached out to Yume. “This will be dangerous.”

Yume sent them a vision of a great dragon’s foot pushing her down, but she kept getting back up.

“You won’t convince her,” Eidolan said, already conjuring phantom dragons to bolster their numbers. “Besides, you might be thankful she’s with us.”

Ash beat his wings harder and growled. Over their bond, he said, “If anything happens to them⁠—”

“We can handle this,” Holt said as they flew to meet their unwelcome guests. They were close enough to the forest now for Holt to gauge their numbers and strength. More than a dozen, but most were Ascendants, with maybe a handful of Low Champions. Thankfully no Lords.

As the gap closed, it became clear that the riders were a mix of types, but the wild dragons were all ice and mystic. Other than the ice dragons, the rest had black links circling their throats. They had the feeling of illusions about them, only stiffer, more tangible. Thrall had marked those loyal to him or under his sway.

The leading dragon, some pale mystic, reached out to them with brash aggression. “Which Elder do you serve?”

“We bow to no one,” Ash replied.

They roared in derision. Had the enemy sensed Rake’s presence, they might have backed off, but as it was, they diverted from the forest’s edge and flew to meet them head-on.

Eidolan sent his false dragons to intercept them, causing the enemy to swoop around the illusions and begin blasting them apart. The distraction allowed Holt and the others to rendezvous with Rake and Osric. Eidolan and Yume took up a position of relative safety behind Rake, who thumped his tail, sending up orange sparks, and called,

“Alright, I want a nice dirty fight!”

Nox dove into the long shadow cast by one of the mud-red pillars while Osric raised Vengeance and the buckler strapped to his right forearm.

Ash veered around in a tight arc, then shot toward the enemy formation. They timed the moment just right, switching senses so as not to rely on Holt’s eyes as he unleashed a Flare through his blade. His sword helped propel the magic out in a greater explosion of light than he alone could manage.

The enemies writhed, howling, and their attacks flew wildly, even hitting each other.

In truth, to call it a fair fight wouldn’t have been fair at all.

Two of the dragons were so dazed by Holt’s Flare that he and Ash easily concussed them with lunar blasts to their heads, sending them to the ground.

When a fire rider touched down to assail Osric, Nox sprang from the pillar’s shadow to take the dragon in the flank. Shades of writhing purple engulfed the fire dragon, and its core snuffed out.

One of the ice dragons behaved strangely, blasting its breath and chasing after some invisible target.

A fork of silver-blue dissipated against Rake’s Barrier.

In that opening gambit, Thrall’s loyalists dropped from twelve to eight, and those eight broke.

Holt and Ash gave chase for a while, but, strong as they were, they could not take so many alone. Ash snapped at the air as the enemy tails shrank into the distance, then he swooped around, intending to⁠—

Aberanth’s voice rang in alarm. “Come! Help – they need help!”

“I don’t sense any other cores,” Holt said.

“Nor do I,” Ash said, but he was already flying as hard as he could back to Red Rock. How had the enemy slipped past them?

“The Eastern Grove!” Aberanth’s voice rang in their heads every wingbeat of the way. “All must aid the grove!”
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A WORLD AT WAR


After the fight with Thrall’s loyalists, the clouds gathered unnaturally fast and burst again, only this time with snow, chilling Holt to the bone as he and Ash raced back to Aberanth’s side.

He found Aberanth lying in his hut and panting. Holt sat there anxiously, unsure what to do other than comfort Aberanth, until Rake and Osric and, doggedly, Yume arrived, squishing inside the hut again. Mercifully, Nox remained outside this time, taking shelter under Ash’s and Eidolan’s wings.

“How is he?” Osric growled.

“He’s just had a bit of a shock,” said Rake.

“The grove… the grove…”

“He’s been saying that a lot,” Holt said. His jaw tightened. “We have to go help.”

“Let’s think this through,” Eidolan rumbled in concern. “You and Ash have felt aligned and true to yourselves defending the innocent here. What will become of them should you fly to battle elsewhere?”

“They’ll be in more danger if we stay,” Ash said. “When those riders and dragons return to Thrall, they’ll tell him who they fought. He’ll know it was us, and he wants us dead.”

“They’re right,” Osric said. “If we remain here, we’ll only make Red Rock a target.”

Eidolan growled weakly. “But should the scourge come again⁠—”

“There haven’t been any scourge since you arrived,” Holt said. It made sense now. “The attacks were thinning out, and if Thrall is throwing everything at the grove, that explains why.”

“There’s no point in us keeping one settlement safe if the whole forest falls,” Ash said.

A playful smile curled up Rake’s face. “You’re both very decisive and commanding these days.”

Holt straightened. “Anyone want to join us?”

Aberanth stirred. “I will.” He sounded unusually fierce. “I am part of the flight again. I must do what I can. Hmph,” he added, the best snort of rage he could muster. “Hmph! I will not be an emerald who ignores the call.”

Holt nodded, although a part of him was terrified of Aberanth entering a war zone. He feared the distraction of trying to keep Aberanth safe while fighting scourge, Wyrm Cloaks, dragons, and blight only knew what else, but if Aberanth was intent on coming, if this was his true course, who was he or Ash to stop him?

“We’ll save the grove or die trying,” Ash said.

Aberanth squeaked. Holt wondered if he would have second thoughts, but the little brown emerald pushed himself onto one foot and bared his small fangs.

“Anyone else?” Holt asked.

Yume cocked her head, her yellow eyes narrowing in thought.

“You’re too young,” Eidolan said.

“I thought Yume performed rather well just now,” Rake said. “That ice dragon flying in circles was you, I presume?”

Yume flicked her forked tongue in and out. She sent them a glimpse of the ice dragon chasing a phantom copy of herself.

“Nicely done,” Rake said. “More importantly, you didn’t overdo it and nearly collapse this time.”

Nox growled excitedly outside. “Did you see me take down that fire dragon?”

Rake chuckled. “Yes, impressive stuff. Had we the time, I’d so love to measure the magnification of your powers when you ambush⁠—”

“I… I was asking Ash,” Nox said, sounding sheepish.

“Ah,” Rake said, abashed, then muttered, “You might learn to direct your thoughts more precisely…”

Ash picked up enthusiastically. “I saw you through Holt’s eyes. I wouldn’t wish to be on the wrong end of such an attack.”

“You both did well,” Eidolan said. “But it’s one thing to fight a skirmish where your own side is more powerful and quite another to be on a large battlefield. I think you and Yume are too young to be thrown into this sort of conflict. And I’m too old.”

“Ash isn’t much older than me,” Nox said.

“He hasn’t been held back by a rider with a twisted soul,” Osric said.

Nox cooed. “Don’t say that.”

“It’s the truth,” Osric said. “And the truth holds power – right?”

Rake thrust a dramatic finger. “Correct, Grumps. We’re all about truths here. Which is why I must head east. I feel pulled to where it all went wrong with Elya, back to the scene of the crime, as it were. I hope I might have some insight there. I’m sorry, Holt, Ash.”

“Don’t be. We understand.”

“Of course.”

“Besides,” Holt went on, “if you’re able to bring Elya back, you’ll be stronger for it.”

“One can hope.”

Holt looked at Osric expectantly, but he knew what the answer would be.

“I must go to the desert,” Osric said, though he sounded hesitant. He cleared his throat and added, “Splitting up will also be a sound strategy in evading Thrall’s notice.”

“Holt and I will draw his eye once we’re in the fight,” Ash said. “That should help keep him off your backs.”

Yume sent a vision of everyone going their separate ways, leaving glittering trails of orange, black, and white, respectively. She and Eidolan remained behind, looking between each trail.

“You could stay here,” Holt said. “I’m sure Janek wouldn’t mind.”

“That doesn’t seem fair on the humans,” Eidolan said. “Yume and I cannot defend them the same way you and Ash can. It wouldn’t be right to be a burden on those who have little to give. Rake,” he said, as though bracing himself, “would you allow us to travel with you? Your course appears the safest. At least you’re not heading actively into danger.”

“Danger has a funny habit of finding me,” Rake said. “But if you’re willing to risk it, I’d be glad of the company.”

“So that’s it, then,” Holt said, sadness washing through him. “We’re splitting up again.”

The next day, when it came, leaving was hard. The people of Red Rock gathered in the snow to see them go, and the Redbarrowers came out to see Osric and Nox.

As they passed the golden spire at the heart of the settlement, Holt noticed white ribbons had been added alongside the green cloth wings for Erdra. Both sets were whipping hard in the wind, and he feared they would rip off. As a parting gesture, Holt drew on his spirit and willed the cloth to never tear free. The power left him like a sigh and layered over the ribbon and wings like a spirit seal.

Afterward, he grasped Janek’s hand. He didn’t want to make him a promise that he’d return, for there was every chance he’d be unable to honor it. He did try to convey in that handshake and in that look that he and Ash would be thinking about them, that they wished them all the luck that remained in the world.

Red Rock’s militia saluted clumsily, and while many of the civilians put on brave faces, Ash heard tearful sniffs at the back of the crowd. It was out of fear, Holt knew. It gave him no pleasure to leave them frightful of the future, but his soul spun steadily in place.

Once free of the red canyons, the group made their farewells. Holt gave Eidolan, Yume, and Rake a hug. In parting from Rake, the half-dragon kept a hand on Holt’s shoulder and leaned in conspiratorially.

“I noticed your little addition to Red Rock’s ornaments. A lovely thought, but be warned, a piece of you is left behind to hold such seals in place. You’ve made two now, albeit this second was made with a light touch. Don’t weaken yourself further.”

“I’ll bear it in mind.”

Rake let him go, then shooed him on toward Osric and Nox. Nox allowed him to stroke her snout, and Osric offered his left hand for a rough shake. As he held Osric’s hand, Holt remembered something he’d been meaning to tell the former General.

“I told Talia you were alive.”

Osric squeezed his hand harder, but Holt bore it without a wince.

“That’s all,” Holt assured. “She was happy to hear you’d broken free of Thrall. The rest”—like murdering your brother, Holt thought—“is for you to tell her.”

“I’m grateful for that.”

They parted, as did the whole group.

While Rake, Eidolan, and Yume made for the desolate lands of the east, Osric and Nox struck southeast, heading, Holt guessed, for Ahar and then the Searing Sands. Osric had kept the nature of his soul wounds close, but it was well known that he’d spent years in those lands.

Watching their backs, Holt said, “I hope we see them again.”

“We will,” Ash said, steel in his voice. “Osric’s tougher than dragon hide, and Nox can make sure no one can find her. And not even a cave-in can stop Rake.”

It wasn’t a cave-in Holt feared, but he didn’t give voice to what may or may not happen. The world had fallen into chaos. Anything could happen now.

Aberanth remained unusually quiet until the feel of their friends’ cores disappeared.

“Hmph,” he growled with new fieriness. “We should go. Every moment counts.”

“Lead the way,” Holt said, and Aberanth did, taking them through the falling snow toward the russet outline of the Fae Forest.
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Neveh had never seen the Stretched Sea in such fury. A rain curtain fell over waves roving high as hills, crashing with booming force against the colossal rock rising from the sea. But the Order Hall could endure far worse. Squall Rock had been carved out over centuries of effort. The only man-made construction visible was the domed roof of the great drum tower at its peak. Reinforced by bronze plating, the dome appeared sea-green from the patina that had weathered on the metal.

With their magical senses blocked by the thick stone, Nilak couldn’t communicate with anyone inside, nor could they feel how many riders were garrisoned within.

Sections of the dome roof slowly spiraled apart, widening such that several dragons could enter it side by side, allowing Nilak and the rain to enter. Once they touched down, hidden mechanisms groaned, then reversed, and the wooden panels above creaked their way back together. The rain lessened and then stopped as the dome resealed with a heavy metallic thud, sending them into darkness.

Neveh pushed the wet hair from her face, jumped down from Nilak’s back. When she hit the ground, braziers and torches whoomphed to life around them. The fires revealed the slick wetness left by the rain but nothing more between and behind the columns ringing the landing area.

Yet now they were inside Squall Rock, they could sense other riders and dragons, or at least those close enough. Some were in the landing area, skulking in the darkness beyond the braziers and torches.

Fear was for Low Lords, Champions, Ascendants, and Novices – not Paragons.

“Come forth,” she called.

They did.

As one, the riders stepped forward lightly to stand between the columns. Neveh revolved once to observe them, counting six silhouettes in the red light, fully armored and with weapons drawn.

Neveh’s heart sank, but she did not draw her blade. Not yet. Nilak snorted. His cold breath turned to water in the warming air and joined the puddles at their feet.

This ‘welcoming party’ were all Lords and Ladies, and at least one, the fire rider, was Exalted. He alone stepped out of the darkness to face her.

“Dowid,” she said, recognizing Adaskar’s favored underling. “You have grown strong.”

The Fire Lord’s shoulders seemed to fill the span between the columns, his red brigandine stretched taut over his chest and arms. His eyes reminded Neveh of her homeland, the way the sun could burn orange on a summer’s night. Other than his fortified spirit, the biggest difference was the mustache he’d grown, the sort Risalian margraves would keep.

“Neveh,” Dowid said, his Risalian accent thick as the hair above his lip. “You are not welcome here.”

“Have you burned your tongue? I might forgive your lack of deference for that.”

“You are no rider, oath-breaker.”

Others spat on the ground.

Neveh still did not feel fear, but she was dismayed.

Nilak made a placating rumble. “Lies and misunderstandings abound. If you’ll allow us to explain, we might still come together to⁠—”

“Spare us more poisonous words,” Dowid said. “Vald already demanded we submit to him and the Storm Elder, and now the Storm Flight lacks a Warden.”

Neveh had not thought to be shocked further by events, but this took her aback. “So you’ll make war with another Wild Flight?”

“They wish to make slaves of us, as did the Fire Flight, but they were broken in a single battle.”

“That fight claimed two Paragons,” Neveh said, unable to dampen the hurt in her voice. “What makes you think you can possibly resist Storm and Vald together?”

“Some riders have left Vald, bringing tales that he is weakened now. His advancement went wrong, broke him somehow. As for the Wild Flight, let them come. Winter storms rage on the open seas, and all break upon the rock. Be certain of it, Neveh. We will not submit to the will of Storm, and we will never bow to your cold mistress either.”

Nilak growled. “We are no friends of hers.”

“A lie,” Dowid said. “At the last council of the Paragons, Neveh admitted to having pledged herself to the service of Ice.”

“Ice played us all false,” said Neveh. “She has thrown herself in with the true enemy and slain her mystic sister. Dowid, what’s happened cannot be undone. I’d do anything to get them back. Eso was like a grandfather to me. Rostam”—she gulped—“was like a brother.”

“Then your betrayal is all the worse.”

“Nilak is right,” Neveh pressed on. “It is not yet too late⁠—”

“It is. The hour of twilight fell with the Day of Fire and the deaths of the last Paragons.”

Neveh’s composure broke. “I am the last Paragon! If you are loyal riders of Falcaer as you claim, then you will address me as my rank demands and follow.”

She knew as the words left her that it would be no good. Across their bond, Nilak winced.

“You are accursed!” Dowid proclaimed. “You and your misdeeds will stain the Order no more. Master Adaskar’s death shall not be in vain.”

All the riders began chanting through the whole of the oath in haunting unison.

“I am the light that guides through the dark. I am the shelter in the storm. I am the first strike and the last shield.”

As they did so, Neveh reached out to Nilak. “When the moment comes, you must break our way out.” After that, she drew her sword – slowly, sadly.

“Try not to harm them,” Nilak said. “They don’t know what they do.”

The riders ended their lament. “When death comes, I will make it wait.”

Their voices echoed under the dome.

Then it began.

The riders lunged from all sides, swords raised, their free hands glowing bright.

Neveh summoned her ice armor, as did Nilak. The diamond ice formed in time to bear the first barrage of techniques, although a plate on her back cracked. She dropped low, swept her hand across the ground to freeze the fallen rain in the landing area.

While Nilak focused on the dome, Neveh warded against the next assault. The icy ground would not challenge Lords and Ladies so long as they Grounded their bodies, but while Grounding, their magical defenses would be lower.

Neveh spun, spraying clumps of blunt ice which expanded on contact to encase those caught in hardened blocks or else slow them to a crawl. One Mystic Lord reached her, but she turned his pink blade aside, willed her ice to clamp his foot in place, and slid back out of his reach.

Her advantage wouldn’t last. Already Dowid’s will and magic battled against her own, and the ice underfoot and those riders frozen in blocks began to thaw.

“It’s done,” Nilak said, already beating his wings to rise. Neveh sheathed her sword and ran up conjured stairs of ice onto her dragon’s back as a dozen cracks sounded from the dome.

Nilak had flash frozen all the water seeping through the wooden frame, splintering and breaking it in dozens of places. Its own weight did the rest, bringing wood and heavy bronze crashing down, pieces striking Nilak’s armor before falling to the ground.

As Dowid’s heat engulfed them, the air steamed, but Nilak beat his wings hard, and they rose fast, breaking through the damaged dome and climbing toward the rain clouds.

Flashes from many dragon breaths almost blinded them. The dragons of the Lords and Ladies had been waiting for them.

Neveh Floated her mote channels just in time, but pieces of her armor fell clean away under the assault. Nilak drew on his core, pushing everything into his wings to speed them on while Neveh worked to turn the rain into a razor hail. One of the storm dragons did not raise his countermeasures in time and thrashed as the hail tore bloody holes through the membrane of his wings.

Nilak broke through the clouds, and suddenly, the battle seemed far behind them.

Neveh stopped drawing magic, leaving it all for Nilak to empower their flight. A plum red dragon offered a fierce chase, smoke spewing along the full length of its wings as it pursued them, but Nilak’s power won out, and they outpaced their hunters.

If any sense remained to them, they would recognize she had not killed when she could have. Better not to force her.

All the same, Nilak did not slow down until they flew over the northern coastline of the Stretched Sea, bearing north and west. Only then did the weight of this latest loss sink into Neveh’s heart.

We are alone…
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BESIEGERS BESIEGED


The black eagle of Risalia still flew above Wismar’s walls while Talia marched the perimeter of their camp with Drefan. Winter bit through her cloak and armor. She thought of Pyra sitting beside the braziers of the field hospital and had never been more jealous of her dragon.

As if reading her mind, Drefan said, “I’ll take cold and dry over a deluge.”

On balance, Talia agreed. Enduring a week of hammering rain had made the feeling in their camps mutinous.

An unnatural wind rushed them, as though trying to shear flesh from their bones. Talia grasped at the collar of her hood and looked at the riders of Drakburg hovering over the city. As if winter wasn’t sudden enough, as if the weather wasn’t punishing enough, the Drakburg riders had taken to making conditions even worse, driving hail and greater winds at the Feorlen and Brenish camps.

Enough wild emeralds remained to counter the enemy’s attempts to undermine the ground beneath them, but it had come as a blow on their march that some emeralds had left to answer a call from their Eastern Grove. Turro had kept most of his younger kin rallied to the New Order; how was something of a marvel, and Talia had to be thankful for small victories.

“How long can we maintain our position?” she asked.

“A few weeks, if supply lines hold,” Drefan said. “More if we cut to half-rations, but I wouldn’t recommend it if we’re to have any hope of building siege equipment.”

Talia nodded along, worried that Drefan still had notions of actually storming the city. Yet Roland’s plan of scaring Conrad into terms also seemed shaky without word of Aren and Leif’s progress. With Drakburg riders clashing openly with New Order scouts, all news on the Skarl advance had ceased. They therefore awaited word the old-fashioned way: by hoof and foot.

And in this weather…

“Drefan—” Talia began, but he threw up a hand and pointed with his other toward the slowly opening gates of Wismar. “Another sortie,” she said.

Drefan raised a long horn to his lips and started blowing. Deep bellows and strident blares answered as their camps prepared for the attack.

The ‘battle’, such as it was, unfolded much like the previous sorties. The Risalians wheeled catapults down the road from the city gates, slow but inexorable, drums driving their every step. Feorlen and Brenish forces went to meet them, moving equally slow in shield walls while the catapults launched their rocks and worse – flaming pitch barrels, rotting meat, and other leavings. Most of these missiles were met in the air by members of the New Order, then there’d be a short engagement of infantry while the Risalian archers and siege teams pulled back.

When the same thing happened the next day, Drefan remarked, “More a nuisance, really. Conrad lacks the strength to do anything other than tickle us.”

Maybe, but his people get to return to their warm barracks afterward.

Meanwhile, their troops were shivering, many were falling sick, and things would only get worse. Talia kept this thought to herself, however, and left Drefan in the stern hands of General Volumbre as they argued over the construction of the siege towers.

Lost in bitter thoughts, Talia realized her feet were taking her to Pyra. Two sites lay a quarter mile from the main encampments: a quarantine area in case of the blight – so far, so good on that front – and their field hospital. Talia headed for the hospital, the perimeter of which was sheltered with raised earthen walls or towering stems with leaves to divert the rain. Five emeralds were working to add more. Harvron, the mossy-backed dragon to Champion Oline, led Orino – bonded to Yax – and three of their wild allies in selecting likely areas to raise additional defenses.

Inside the field hospital, Pyra sat alongside Nani – dragon to Alvah – to keep the sick and wounded within their auras warm. Three braziers were arranged between the dragons for Talia and Alvah to Forge with.

“No one needs you?” Pyra asked as Talia sat down between her and the braziers.

“If anyone does, they can wait. Right now, I need you.”

Pyra puffed smoke, and haughty satisfaction rippled over their bond. Talia told her of the dilemma, and when she was done, Pyra snorted fresh smoke, this bout hotter.

“To think we might be defeated by rain and cold – it’s enough to send me into a rage.” Their bond, however, remained calm. “I sense where your heart lies, Talia.”

A year ago, such talk from Pyra would have seemed outlandish. Now, there seemed nothing more natural.

“Falling back now and bedding in for winter would be the kindest thing for the men and women I’ve dragged here. Only I fear Roland’s warnings about his Barons. He might lack the support to continue the war come the spring. Athra could rejoin the fight, never mind the rest of the Old Order if they come through their own battles.”

Lucia and Druss, who had returned from guarding Brenish and Feorlen shipping lanes on the Stretched Sea because all ships had been driven into port by ferocious storms, reported that the Storm Flight were clashing with riders out of Squall Rock. It meant a temporary reprieve from the full ire of the Old Order, but sooner or later, greater powers would turn their attention back onto her and the New Order.

They didn’t have the luxury of time.

“And yet,” Talia said, “continuing now seems… rash.” She snorted a laugh. “The sort of thing we might have done before.”

It was then that Alvah opened her eyes, and Talia became very aware she’d been speaking aloud. She’d grown used to not having anyone else around when meditating with Pyra, other than maybe Fynn.

“I’m sorry,” Talia said. “Was I disturbing you?”

“Ah, don’t fret,” Alvah said in her Coedhen lilt. “There’s worse noise than that most o' the time.” Coming from the Fae Forest, Alvah was already pale, but somehow she was even paler now in this cold, her freckles all but washed out, her short mousy hair disheveled.

Nani – her scales as pure a red as any fire dragon could be – also opened her eyes, although the dragon lacked any subtlety at all. And knowing they’d both overheard everything, Talia saw no harm in asking for their opinion.

“What do you think we should do?”

Alvah gulped. “Me? Ah, that’s no’ for a rider tae say.”

Talia shrugged. “What harm can it do?”

Alvah fidgeted and looked at her dragon, and it was Nani who answered. “We don’t rightly know what would be best, Red Banes. Neither of us envies your position.”

Alvah gave an apologetic smile. “Not much help, are we?”

“Well, not on this,” Talia said kindly. All the same, a warmth bloomed in her chest. Alvah and Nani had always been one pair who’d held more admiration than wariness toward Talia and Pyra. When Talia had appealed to the New Order to fight for what they believed in, Alvah had been the first to call that she and Nani stood by them. “But,” Talia said, “you’ve helped us more than you know.”

“Aye, well, it’s sad tae think riders could always have done more,” Alvah said. “Like this,” she added, gesturing to the field hospital. “Never would have seen meself doing something like this. Never at Falcaer, that’s for sure.”

Mention of Falcaer brought discomfort, as though the very air itched to get away from the topic.

At length, Nani spoke. “We were wondering whether your new approach to fire is proving successful. At times, you feel stronger than your rank, and at others, far weaker.” Although polite, it was a mark of Nani’s type that she spoke so boldly to those above her.

“This is something we are still trying to understand,” Pyra said.

“Ever since we’ve tried to suppress the anger in our flames, it’s been difficult,” Talia said. “But back in the Toll Pass, when we came to the insight that ‘love burns hotter’, it truly did.” They’d flown out and burned every Risalian siege engine with the merest touch. “It is stronger, or so it feels to us, but it’s harder to rouse.”

“It feels deeper,” Pyra added, “like magma beneath the earth.”

Alvah had leaned forward to listen, but now she pulled back. “Master Aymeri doesn’t like us talkin’ about it.”

“Master Aymeri isn’t here,” Talia said.

Aymeri and his dragon Eskom were leading a trio of riders to handle scourge sightings further west. As an Exalted Champion, Aymeri had taken the lead of the fire riders of the New Order, and he was less inclined to pursue Talia and Pyra’s new insight.

“It can’t hurt just to talk about a thing,” Talia said. “Can it?”

Alvah grinned, and Talia swore some color returned to her face. And talk they did, for a while, until Talia was inevitably pulled away by her duties as queen and felt guilty that she’d hardly Forged at all that day. There was always too little time, always forever torn: rider, queen, friend, human being. She could never be enough of one.

And the siege that wasn’t truly a siege wore on. The Risalians made their sorties, the Drakburg riders made the foul weather worse, Drefan’s towers rose too slowly, and they waited for the Skarls.

The weeks seemed to last years until a dark day came when, as the Risalians beat their drums and marched from Wismar, the riders of Drakburg swooped down with them. On that day, Talia and Pyra flew out to join the fray, trailing smoke as Hava pleaded with them to stay grounded.

As ever, both factions of riders exchanged distant blows as they drew each other away from the battle of steel, yet this time, the enemy continued the dance for longer, pulling the New Order for miles until Farsa turned hard about and shot back toward the camps.

“It’s a diversion,” Hava warned. “Back now, fast!”

Pyra drew on her core to gain speed, as did the others, but none could match Hava. By the time Pyra and Talia, Oline, Ethel, Druss, and two more of their Champions returned, it was too late. Farsa and Hava were already chasing three enemy riders off, two fires and one storm, but the damage had been done.

Drefan’s siege equipment lay burned or broken, and an Ascendant of the New Order had been killed. Ulf. He’d only been a Novice when he’d joined, and he’d reached Ascendant with his dragon Aki after the fight in the morass.

Aki’s grief still echoed over the camps when Talia gathered with Drefan, Roland, and General Volumbre to discuss the setback. Inside Roland’s pavilion, the white lily of Brenin was embossed, sewn, or stamped onto everything. She could judge Drefan’s and her uncle’s mood at a glance, but Volumbre always eluded her. Though his extra chins wobbled with each breath, his eyes remained calm, almost empty, and though often a voice for scrupulous restraint, his hands were adorned with no fewer than seven heavy gold rings.

The mood was as sour as the wine Roland served. The King of Brenin threw back a cup of it, then said just as sourly, “I do not wish to fall back. Might be we can’t afford it, but nor can I see success now. Even if the Skarls come, what would make Conrad think we’d assault the city?”

Volumbre blustered in tones of agreement.

“We can hold southern Risalia,” Roland went on, “and try to extrac⁠—”

Drefan almost winced. “We could still make gains. March north to meet the Skarls, or else strike out east. If we can secure the crossings of the Azure Flood, we can ensure Athra doesn’t reenter the war come the spring.”

“Spring,” Volumbre harrumphed, as though fearing it would never come.

“Our supply lines won’t stretch to that,” Talia said, as the bolder of her logistics officers were telling her with increasing panic.

“We can resupply from lesser towns and cities,” Drefan said. “They aren’t built to withstand swarms, they’ll⁠—”

“Meaning we loot, burn, and”—Talia sought for the right word—“rampage?”

“We needn’t burn, but yes, we take what we need. I wouldn’t have us give up this chance, Talia. We can crush them.”

Her dragon bond stirred at that, as though remembering the taste of fury.

“We make war against Risalia’s armies,” she said, “not its people.”

“I understand why it weighs on you, but⁠—"

Talia shivered: blood and beer, burning wood, burning hair, burning flesh.

“—it’s war,” Drefan finished.

Am I being too soft, or is he being too hard?

“Feorlen,” she began, “Risalia, and Brenin have vied against each other forever. When this war ends, I’d like to see an end that’s lasting. If we inflict too much pain, all we’ll do is lay the kindling for the next fire.”

Drefan’s expression softened, but his eyes and his voice did not. “First, we have to win.”

Talia conceded with a nod but held her tongue. Despite her protests, he had a point beneath his desire to inflict pain as recompense for his own.

Drefan sighed, looking between Talia, Roland, and Volumbre. “I see I am outvoted.”

“Might there be a way, Talia?” Roland asked. “These Drakburg riders have taken their lead from you in destroying our siege equipment. Might you and your riders⁠—”

Not my riders, she thought.

“—destroy the engines on the city walls?” Roland finished. “That way, Conrad might fear assault again.”

And so, the escalation would rise. Where would it end? With the New Order breaking the gates of Wismar and undermining its walls?

“Never,” Talia said through a hiss of smoke.

Roland shrugged, and Volumbre hastened to add, “Mightn’t your New Order do something more about this accursed weather? It will be impossible to break camp and march anywhere in these conditions.”

“We’re doing a lot already,” Talia said, “but the riders of Drakburg and Sky Spear are working their magic against us.”

“Then fight them off,” Roland said. “Seems you’re already killing each other.”

Her uncle’s words cut right to the truth of it.

And so it was with a heavy heart that she took this request to the New Order. Snow had begun to fall, but with Farsa and Hava pushing it away and Ethel and Strang Sinking the cold into themselves, the air was almost mild in their presence.

It helped that Ethel had advanced to the rank of Lady recently, although how she’d done so during a time of rest and not battle eluded Talia. Yet she had become a Champion after forming her dragon-steel circlet, so perhaps it was not so unusual. In any case, Ethel had evaded Talia’s questions about it.

“Perhaps we needn’t drive them off through force,” Talia said at the end of her explanation, trying to force an upward beat. “They’d surely prefer us to break camp and leave, so if they leave us alone, we’ll do just that.”

Farsa steepled her fingers and stood completely still, her black hair utterly unmoved by the wind. Ethel glanced at Farsa sidelong, and Talia got the feeling the two Ladies were conversing privately between their dragons and each other. Fingers still steepled, Farsa tapped one set of fingers against the other. “We can try.”

Talia let her breath go but didn’t feel much relief.

“But you can’t come,” Ethel added, looking as stern as Farsa. “No argument, Champion Talia. You’ve been fortunate so far, but you’re too important to lose. We’ll stop you if we must.”

Talia looked between the New Order’s two highest-ranking riders, two Ladies who could not be more physically different: Ethel light-skinned, short, hair as golden as summer fields; Farsa olive-skinned, tall, lean, hair black and seemingly made of metal. Yet on this matter, they were aligned.

Pyra intervened on their behalf. “We would not cower behind while others fight our battles.”

“No rider should,” Farsa said. “But you are a queen, Talia, and the New Order relies on you alone. Ethel may have allowed you to burn the Risalian siege engines at the Toll Pass, but that was before other riders came to oppose you.”

‘Before I arrived,’ Talia took Farsa’s meaning to be.

It twisted Talia’s guts, but there it was. Half a rider and half a queen, and never enough of either.

“We won’t come.”

Pyra snarled, but she said, “This we swear.”

The next day, Talia and Pyra stood on a mound outside their camps. They’d watched the New Order fly out, and now they watched for their return. Even huddled close beside Pyra, even in her fur cloak, Talia shivered. She could have cycled, but she didn’t wish to waste a single core-forged mote. So, she shuddered and looked anxiously to the northeast for any sign of their return, the way she’d used to look for her father coming home.

One memory seemed burned into her. She was small, not sure how old, and the enemy might have been scourge or Risalian – always one or the other – and she sat by the window in her chambers in Sidastra, gazing east across Lake Luriel.

Waiting.

And waiting…

And when at last dragon riders appeared on the gray horizon, instinct told Talia something was wrong. Pyra felt it too, and when Farsa and Ethel landed, their armor bloodied, their dragons wounded, when Yax slid from Orino’s back carrying Alvah’s limp form over his broad shoulders, even Pyra trembled from cold and sorrow.

“It was Ensel,” Ethel said, voice hardened with pain. “Valtin and Nani killed each other, and then Ensel killed her.”

When Talia managed to speak, her voice went high. “Can I see her?”

Yax brought Alvah over. The wound through her chest was clean, at least. No ripping, no gutting. Ensel wielded a spear, and he’d done the deed in one good thrust. Talia ran a hand through that mousy hair, down a face that would never grin again. They’d lost people before, in the chasm of the Withering Wood, the chamber beneath the Red Range, against scourge in the Mort Morass, against the Old Order, yet this one hurt more than usual.

“Nani fought well to take Valtin down,” Pyra said for all to hear. It was true. Ensel and Valtin had been Champions, Alvah and Nani still only Ascendants. Perhaps Nani had tapped into that deep magma Pyra had spoken of; if so, love had gotten them killed.

Talia withdrew her hand from Alvah and found Farsa standing close, still and steely, blood spattered across her face.

“Did you tell them?” Talia asked, quiet and desperate. “Did you tell them we would go?”

“We did.”

“And they fought anyway?”

Farsa nodded. “I think they needed to make their point. But Lord Jocquel agreed to give you three days to leave. And if we raise a finger against the Risalians in the meantime…”

Talia raised a hand. She knew the rest.

Blood and death for us all.
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EVERY DAY, THE SAME


Holt, Ash, and Aberanth made haste to the Eastern Grove. Aberanth ran as fast as his little legs could carry him and insisted they press on by night as well. Under a half-moon, Holt tried to Forge while sitting on Ash’s back, but he found it fiendishly hard to maintain his breathing rhythm while being jostled around.

“Perhaps you should fly on ahead,” Aberanth grumbled one morning as he sniffed suspiciously at a cluster of pink mushrooms.

“Are they safe to⁠—”

The word died in Holt’s throat as Aberanth chomped them with gusto, spat the dirt from his mouth, and started running again.

“We’re not leaving you behind,” Ash told him. “So, you can stop that talk of us flying ahead.”

Yet they did fly one day when a surge of cores came out of the west, and Ash hovered above the trees to see who or what was coming. Realizing it was emerald reinforcements, their fright turned to whoops of joy. Holt recognized the dark pine scales of the West Warden at the head of the distant green wedge. They were too far away for Ash to speak to them telepathically, though, and the emeralds soon vanished eastward out of sight.

A day later by foot, Aberanth roared – well, more a gargle for him – and directed them to look up through the thinning canopy.

“You can see the top of the west Terrascale Tree,” he said.

In the fading light, all Holt could see was the outline of some gargantuan pine tree rising like a mountain over the forest.

“What in the world…” he gasped.

“Come on,” Aberanth encouraged, picking up the pace, “we’re getting close.”

A few miles farther on, they found a battlefield littered with the bloody bodies of emeralds, mystics, a storm rider too. The woman’s right arm was missing, and her belly had been ripped open, her bowels spilling out like blue snakes.

Holt was glad he hadn’t eaten that day. “Sometimes it’s just as well you can’t see, Ash.”

Ash snarled in disgust and turned his head. “So many dead…”

“I deduce the Warden broke the siege on the western approach.”

Holt was grateful for that stroke of good fortune, although even if this battle had been a small victory, the damage to the forest was palpable. An aura of death thickened the air, and Holt sensed the sweaty, feverish pulse of the blight running through the earth into trees and the bodies of the fallen.

He sensed the danger, pivoting to find the storm rider rising, her dead eyes flashing green, a dark power swirling around her hand. Holt and Ash blasted her with lunar power, dropping the corpse cold and gray again in her second death.

“How was she using magic?”

“Probably just a s-surge of scourge magic during reanimation,” Aberanth said with a touch of his old squeamishness.

Ash growled, then struck other nearby corpses with his breath for good measure.

“Don’t have time to deal with them all,” Holt said. “Best we get to the grove.”

They ran, and soon Holt’s sixth sense faltered against a powerful magical and spiritual barrier.

“The East Warden really did it,” Aberanth said in awe.

“Did what?”

“He’s awakened the Terrascale Trees – I don’t think that’s been done since… well, I haven’t the foggiest if I’m honest, Holt, hmph, no, but my word… the scale of it…”

Aberanth had already been pushing his little body to the limit, yet somehow, he gained speed, and Holt and Ash followed until they reached a solid row of trees packed together north to south. Gaps were filled with gnarled thickets with long, menacing thorns, and an immense spiritual pressure caused them to stagger backward.

“Halt…”

The command arrived in a drawn-out confusion of two voices caught somewhere between telepathy and a spiritual check.

“Declare yourselves.”

This time, the voice was light, almost serene but pressing.

The East Warden.

“It’s the Sons of Night,” came a second, deeper voice. The West Warden, Holt was sure, though he sounded distorted. “Let them through…”

“Be quick,” said the East Warden.

Holt stood for a moment, unsure.

“Go go go,” Aberanth said. “The defenses won’t be lowered for long. You and Ash fly in – they’ll create a small tunnel for me. I’ll see you in there.”

Trusting Aberanth, Holt and Ash took flight. The warding pressure of the wall no longer resisted them, and they flew into another world.

The Eastern Grove spread for miles and miles, blooming with summer’s vibrance even as winter sapped all color outside of it. Water cascaded over rocks and filled deep pools rich with flowering lilies and algae that would be the envy of any royal garden.

They flew close past the Terrascale Pine, needles thick as ballista bolts and longer than war pikes. Its bark seemed shaped like dragon scales, the trunk expanding and shrinking as though it breathed, and far below, the West Warden lay entangled in its roots.

Miles ahead, the eastern Terrascale rose as a monolithic oak, and to the north, an enormous rowan tree. The southern Terrascale Holt recognized from their journey through the Jade Jungle. With all its branches and leaves growing skyward from its top, it looked like a giant floret of broccoli.

A spiritual tug pulled their attention to the center of the grove, where a green ring of otherworldly light spun slowly. They headed for the marker, touched down in a meadow of wildflowers where many emeralds lay sick with the blight.

“Heal them,” said the West Warden.

The dragons were too many and too spread out to cure with a dampened Consecration, so they moved one by one, pressing hand and snout to their patients to gently burn the sickness from them. Those strong enough took flight to be replaced by other dragons with less advanced infections.

The sun was fading red in the west by the time Holt scoured the blight from the last emerald, leaving the dragon with a silver-purple mark upon their pear-green body. Wringing his hand, Holt became aware that he hadn’t seen or heard from Aberanth since entering the grove.

“Where’s Aberanth?” He knew the Wardens would be able to hear him.

“Assisting us,” the East Warden said. His voice was clearer inside the grove, though more disembodied compared to the West Warden’s. “Our sister’s southern tree has withered in her long absence. We must rejoin its roots to our own and revitalize them before she arrives.”

Holt might have asked a hundred questions about that, but now was not the time. Light dwindled with each heartbeat, and the emeralds were visibly gathering to the north and east, hovering over the grove’s dense tree walls, ready for the next onslaught.

Holt rushed to strip his gear and supplies from Ash’s back, leaving them in a heap in the meadow. He withdrew a hunk of salted mutton from Red Rock and carved off a chunk with his lunar-steel knife before throwing the rest to Ash. Normally, he’d soften it in hot water to eat, but he opted for Grounding his body and grinding the leathery chunks down under his Champion’s jaw.

Chewing without pleasure, he drank a full water skin to purge the taste of salt, then checked on Ash’s core. Healing so many dragons had drained some stars in the nightscape and peeled a shaving off the moon.

He unstrapped his baldric, then slumped with his back against Ash, pleased just to sit for a moment. Without thinking, he drew his sword. It hummed, almost like a soft purr, and Holt felt a spiritual presence at his back, the way a friend might steady you.

What with everything going on, he’d slacked on trying to name the sword. It had been most receptive when he’d talked about it coming from far away, outside of the world, so he restarted there.

“You like the idea of evoking where you came from.”

A hum and a spiritual bump.

“You’re a fallen star.”

The sword’s hum dimmed; its presence became non-committal. Close enough was the sense Holt gained.

“Are you Cold Star?”

Hmm, the sword thought. No.

“Starfang?”

A hard no.

“Alright,” Holt said, tiredness creeping up his spine. “I’ll try another time.”

He set the sword down and almost slipped into sleep right there but slapped his cheek and shook his head. He couldn’t drift off right before a battle. His left hand still felt hot and stiff from the healing work, so he flexed his fingers the way he’d done after the phoenix had burned him.

A nearby stream burbled innocently. It seemed so inviting. Soaking his hand in cool waters and splashing his face would be welcome, but his body didn’t want to move. In fact, it reminded him of the taut ache in his side from where Dahaka had burned him.

The old wound hadn’t pained Holt for a while. Maybe his body wished to remind him of the danger in the hopes he’d turn aside.

But his will was too strong for that.

He would not turn away. He would not. Yet his eyelids were so heavy…

‘Help the others.’

Much like the burns, those words had not haunted him for some time.

‘Help the others.’

“I will, Father.”

“We’re so proud of you,” a woman said.

“Mother?”

She was sitting on her stool at their kitchen table, surrounded by cloth and silks to make garments for the riders. He’d feared he’d forgotten her face, but here she was, rosy-cheeked, hair like spun caramel, the needle glinting in the hearth light as she stitched.

Holt went to her. “Mother, where have you been?”

She looked at him blankly. “I’ve been right here, silly boy. It’s you that’s not where you ought to be. Go on, now. Your father’s expecting you up in the kitchens. Those pots won’t wash themselves.”

Holt groaned. “All I ever do is wash them.”

“Oh, I know,” she teased, “but they do have a habit of stacking up again.”

“Every day’s the same.”

“True enough,” his mother said, still focused on her work. “That’s how it goes.”

“It shouldn’t be,” Holt grumbled.

His mother tutted and waved him off. “Off you run now, that grove isn’t going to save itself.”

Holt awoke with a gasp. He twisted and turned, expecting to find flayers tearing through the meadow, but there was only grass and wildflowers. The Terrascale Oak loomed above him, its gemstone leaves glinting like a thousand green lanterns, blotting out the stars.

“You should have woken me,” he said groggily.

“No, I shouldn’t have,” Ash said. “But it’s just as well you’re up now. The attack is coming soon.”

“Sometimes I think your hearing is too good.”

Ash rumbled. “The Wardens told me that, boy.”

“Ah,” Holt said lamely. He tried to move, but it was like his blood had solidified. “How did I get here?” he asked, not really expecting an answer.

Two years ago, he’d known nothing of any of this. Two years ago, he’d scrubbed pots day after day, dreaming of adventures riders would go on. Less than two years ago, in truth. At seventeen and a half, he felt old before his time.

Ash raised his ears. “They’re coming.”

Holt heaved a great breath, then leaped to his feet, wishing he had cycling elixirs and jerky. He may as well have wished for ten Lords of the Order to join the fight.

As he climbed onto Ash’s back, the West Warden told them, “Our northern wall is in peril.”

Ash kicked off the ground, and another beacon of ghostly green light bobbed in the air, calling to them. Drawing closer, the light descended beneath the canopy of the woodland ringing the grove.

Ash followed it to the forest floor, where the light pulsed at a trembling spot of the tree wall, right before that section broke into splinters. Brambles, thorns, and thicket blasted inward, and through the gap glinted black-green eyes: eyes upon eyes upon eyes.

“Hold them,” the West Warden said.

Holt glanced to both sides, but he and Ash were alone.

“Help will come…”

Holt huffed and pulled down his bandanna – just had to get on with it. If he stopped to think, he’d never act. Sharing Ash’s ears, gray outlines of the world appeared in his mind’s eye. Every howl became distinct, his nose picked out ghoul from flayer from juggernaut, his feet registered the shaking in the earth and calculated the trajectory of the horde surging through the breach.

It was heading right for them.

Ash raked his moonbeam breath in great strokes, culling like a scythe at harvest while Holt Sank his mote channels, drew his sword, and drove it into the ground. Willing the Consecration through soft soil was easier than through stone at Red Rock, and Sinking his channels brought magic over the bond like a rushing river. With the blade’s help, he directed the Consecration to run like a road toward the breach.

Ghouls withered upon the lunar path, becoming black shades to Holt’s perception. The greater bugs slowed, causing a jam as scourge writhed and burned. Holt maintained the Consecration, pushing his will and magic through the earth, until the sword began to shake in his grip, groaning in its own manner as Holt’s knees threatened to buckle. But he held until the first enemy staggered close enough to strike.

With a cry of effort, he pulled his sword from the ground, stamped a quicker Consecration underfoot, switched to Grounding – always moving, ever whirling as the scourge pressed in. He drew his knife, turned from foe to foe, around and around, over and under. Chitin scratched his face as pieces flew, their rancid breaths a poisonous fug until emerald dragons swooped by, crushing the scourge under their earthen breath.

From behind, trees rose to walk upon their roots, swiping at ghouls as they lumbered toward the breach, and branch by branch, the wall reformed.

Holt slammed his knife into the last ghoul’s chest and came to a staggering stop.

“You alright?” he asked Ash.

Ash snarled. “Fine. You?”

Holt tasted rot on his lips. He spat, but otherwise, he seemed in one piece.

“Another breach threatens,” the West Warden told them.

Holt spat again, and his heart sank. He ought to have known, should have held back. Sword first. Spare your magic. How many times could they unload power like that? Not every time, that was certain.

A thread of the Warden’s guiding presence wove through his impression of the outer woodland.

Ash roared into action. “Come on.”

The guiding thread led them to another shuddering section of the tree wall. Holt and Ash had just managed to catch their breath before the thicket broke apart, and they fought again to stem the tide.

The rest of the night passed by much the same.

The attacks kept coming.

And coming.
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BURNED OUT


Talia’s soul wrenched as she piled ashen corpses. Despite the Old Order begrudgingly backing off, the foul winter had intensified of its own accord. Sleet spilled from the black sky, a thousand thousand wet shards, and then came the snow, which had yet to stop. Half-buried on treacherous ground, they’d been unable to break camp after all. Nature proved mightier than the New Order. Sickness in the camps grew worse, many drew their last breath, and Talia kept piling them higher.

They were her people, and she’d led them to this sodden, freezing nightmare. Dead riders were laid down too. Nani had been dealt with where she’d fallen, but Alvah at least could be treated with more care. There ought to have been pyres, but they lacked dry wood. Talia didn’t need to ask the New Order for aid. Her people, her fault. She and Pyra had no trouble reducing the bodies to cinders.

When Talia at last stepped away, she lacked the strength to face the New Order, to face Drefan or her uncle. They’d all come together, they all shared in this, but it had all started because of her, because she’d taken the crown.

She should have known things had been going too well. Luck at the Toll Pass that Lady Farsa had joined the New Order at the critical moment. Luck at Vittlinburg that the rain had risen the ford and the Athrans had charged in disarray on poor ground. Luck could not last forever.

And now the besiegers were besieged, the Risalian sorties kept coming, and while Lucia had flown to seek news of the Skarls, Talia wondered what good their arrival would achieve.

“We never should have come.” She voiced that fear to Fynn alone in their tent. “We should have bedded down the moment the weather turned, never mind Roland’s Barons.” There was anger now, anger with herself. She fought back tears, taking it out on the cups and plates and stacks of useless papers on the table, sending the lot to the damp furs and rugs on the floorboards underfoot. She caught herself there, flexed her fingers in and out, feeling ashamed. “Tell me it’s my fault,” she said softly.

“It’s your fault,” Fynn said, not unkindly. “But it’s also the fault of Adaskar, the Archon, and Conrad. Nobody made them attack you.”

“Hmm,” Talia said, calming. It was one of Fynn’s talents. He never tried to talk her down with logic. He’d agree, appease her outbursts, then somehow soothe her anyway. Alas, she was in no fit state to remain calm. “What will Leif and Aren make of this? If they turn up to find us frozen to death, then what? And that’s if they even make it. I know you Skarls are more used to snow, but this⁠—”

Fynn was laughing now. It ought to have been infuriating, but somehow it wasn’t.

“What?” Talia asked.

“You southerners have no idea how deep the snow can rise. Trust me, Leif and Aren and all their warbands won’t have trouble. The sleet and rain and mud, and that wind, well, maybe, but not snow.”

Talia mumbled noncommittally as she paced around. She wanted to do something, had to do something.

“Hvat er nýtt?” Fynn said.

Talia stopped, blinked. She ought to know what that meant.

“Hvat er nýtt?” Fynn repeated, a little slower.

Her mind caught up. Roughly, it was Skarlish for ‘how are you?’ Hard to answer that.

“You want to have a lesson now?”

“You wanted a distraction,” Fynn said. He’d gotten close without her noticing and took her hand, trying to lead her toward a seat.

Oh, why not, she thought, allowing Fynn to lead her halfway until her dragon bond seized, going rigid the way one fights for breath when choking. It was strong enough to make her gasp.

“What’s wrong?” Fynn asked, but Talia raised a finger to his lips, then reached out to her dragon.

“Pyra, what’s⁠—”

Terrible pain, then anger and terror exploded across their bond. It all but knocked Talia over. It certainly knocked the breath from her lungs, set her heart thundering as an echo of agony stabbed in Talia’s chest: over her heart, a burning cold.

“Talia,” Fynn was saying her name, cradling her. “Talia? What’s wrong? Talia?”

She gulped back air, found both hands clasped over her heart. The pain had dulled now, as had Pyra’s presence, her core, their bond⁠—

“No.” Talia had never heard herself so frail. “No!” She screamed now, scrambling out of Fynn’s arms and up, running, running hard as she could through the mud rows and tents. “Pyra!” Still screaming all the way, still not believing the lack of feeling.

Pyra’s core was all but gone, burned down to the last ember within a mound of soot.

Their bond began tearing at its edges as though collapsing.

“Pyra!”

She lay in the middle of the field hospital by the trio of braziers, an unmoving purple heap, blood spilling beneath her. Others were crowding in, calling to Talia, but they were all a blur. She collapsed and had to crawl the last stretch, her thoughts, her very soul and being crumbling.

Pyra can’t be dead, some piece of Talia tried to reassure her. The bond would be gone if she were dead.

But it felt like her dragon was dead.

Talia lay herself over Pyra’s head as though to shield her, as though, if the end came, they might go together. Perhaps Talia was already dying, for she couldn’t feel, couldn’t hear, couldn’t think.

First her father, then her brother, then all the rest: Eadwald, riders, Freya, even Alvah.

Not Pyra. Not Pyra too.

Talia’s soul became an inferno of heat, and suddenly her head cleared, her thoughts sharpening. “Not Pyra too,” she whispered, but her words came layered with spiritual power. She forced herself onto her knees, somehow lifted the weight of Pyra’s head so she could press her forehead against Pyra’s brow. “Come back to me.” Her voice emerged laced with spirit; she hadn’t a clue how she was doing it, but every word vibrated with authority as though to command the world. “You’re not dead, Pyra. Come back to me!”

The heat in Talia’s soul sputtered out, and she slumped, weeping silent tears.

Then a breath, a rasp, a shudder through one of Pyra’s legs. Talia felt her dragon again through their bond, and the bond itself began solidifying.

“Pyra?” Talia rasped across it.

“Hrmm.”

“Pyra…” This time she spoke aloud, voice cracking in relief.

“T-Talia…”

“I’m here. I’m here.”

Talia looked at the stricken faces staring at them, physicians and undertakers, bandaged soldiers and armed guards. Ethel was there, pushing through the crowd, dropping by Talia’s side.

“I’ve called the emeralds,” Ethel said. “They’ll do what they can. Can you stand?”

Talia shook her head.

“That’s fine,” Ethel said, wrapping an arm around Talia’s shoulders, holding her tight. “We’ll sit right here.” Talia swayed into Ethel, fighting for breath – all the horror seemed to be crashing into her now. “Breathe,” Ethel hushed. “Breathe… breathe…”

Kamal arrived, knelt by Pyra’s chest, and pressed heat against the wound. Most frightening was Pyra’s lack of reaction.

But she’s alive. Talia told herself that over and over. Still alive.

Voices were calling, telling people to step aside, to help make space for emeralds to come and tend to Pyra. As the onlookers dispersed, a knot of guards remained, and Talia finally noticed the other bodies. Three looked like Feorlen soldiers, the fourth wore a Brenish unifor⁠—

Talia’s heart almost stopped again. She recognized that long tail of coarse brown hair, only he wasn’t wearing his violet brigandine. Pushing Ethel away, Talia crawled to the corpse and turned it over. It was Ensel.

“What happened?” she asked of the guards.

“Err, not sure, My Queen,” a shaken guardsman said. “We were minding our duties, see, and then all of a sudden, your honored dragon roared and thrashed, and we turned to find this one thrusting a sword into her chest. He took three of us down with him; freakishly fast and strong, so he was.”

“He was a rider,” Talia said.

They all looked terrified.

“W-we’re sorry we failed to⁠—”

“You did well,” Talia said, still sounding so frail. She glanced around, looking for the weapon. It couldn’t have been a sword – Ensel hadn’t wielded a sword, and no normal blade could pierce scales and hide that deep.

“Here,” Ethel said, pointing to a violet shard underneath the ashes and coals from a tipped brazier. Talia retrieved it, the residual heat not hurting her. It was the long blade that had topped Ensel’s spear, the shaft broken and charred, short enough to hide beneath a winter cloak but long enough to allow him to drive it deep.

“Red Bane,” came a deep voice. “Might I examine the blade?”

It was Yax, his Lakaran skin darker even than Sokeh’s, his bearing and presence always steadying, so much so that Talia handed him the spearhead without a second thought.

Yax hummed ominously as he took it in hand, running fingers over the violet metal. His and Orino’s affinity lay in the living world, and sniffing the metal, Yax concluded, “Marrow. Extremely concentrated.”

“Marrow?” Talia repeated. A toxin out of the Fallow Frontier. One pinch was said to numb your pains, make you forget your woes, but you needed a larger pinch the next time. In cities, it was a blight in its own right, including in Sidastra. And it was presumed to be a key ingredient in the venom Wyrm Cloaks used.

“Wyrm Cloak poison wouldn’t do this on its own,” she said.

“Not for superficial wounds,” Ethel agreed. “But this…”

“It must have entered her heart almost immediately,” Yax said.

His apple-green dragon, Orino, was awkwardly making his way through the field hospital as everyone hastily tried to create a path for him, moving patients, sleeping rolls, tables, and crates.

“We’ll do what we can for her,” Yax said, handing back Ensel’s spearhead. Talia dropped it and went back to sit by Pyra’s head, holding her.

“I’m not leaving,” Talia said, and no one argued.

Orino made it through and began humming some workings high in his throat. Shortly after, Hugon the Mystic Ascendant arrived. In the war and winter, he’d lost weight, making his long limbs more gangly than ever, but he sat cross-legged and started meditating without a word.

Talia sensed his dragon, Enhadyr, just outside the hospital, and soon, their Battle Chant played in the hearts of everyone nearby. It might help Pyra, but Talia thought they were doing it more for her. Whilst the music filled her, she found it hard to despair, though the horror ever loomed like the black clouds above them.

At length, Orino and Yax stepped away, panting from effort. Orino’s core had dropped low, but Pyra still lay sprawled and barely breathing. Ethel spoke to them, but Talia did not hear, and then Ethel was down low beside her again, grasping her by the shoulder.

“We think the worst danger has passed,” Ethel said.

Talia gulped, nodded.

“She’ll need to rest,” Ethel said. “We’ll set up more fires. We’ll have riders guarding her day and night.”

“I’ll stay,” Talia said, barely audibly.

“You need rest too. Can you stand?”

Talia tried, failed, shook her head.

“That’s fine,” Ethel said again before picking Talia up.

“No,” Talia said, reaching a feeble arm toward her dragon, but Ethel carried her away.

“You need rest,” she said, soft but unshaken. And it must have made quite a sight to see the Red Queen carried like a child through the camp, especially by Ethel.

The Queen’s Guard were assembled in force outside Talia’s pavilion, standing at a respectful distance from Farsa, her face full of pity. Seeing that frightened Talia all the more.

Ethel gently tipped Talia onto her feet. She swayed for a moment, leaning for support while the two Ladies spoke in hushed whispers of Ensel, of marrow, and of how this had happened.

Fynn pushed the tent fold aside and approached with Eadwulf right behind him.

“Fynn,” Talia said, and she collapsed onto him.

“I tried to come,” he said, “but the Flight Commander wouldn’t let me. Is Pyra⁠—”

“Hurt. Really hurt.”

“But she’ll live?”

Talia bit her lip, buried her head into Fynn’s shoulder, and heaved tears.

“Make sure she rests,” Ethel said.

“I’ll post a Novice here should you need anything,” said Farsa.

“Help me, Eadwulf,” Fynn said.

Talia felt Eadwulf’s shoulder brace under her other arm, and they managed to drag her inside before she collapsed again, pulling Fynn down to the damp rugs with her.

“I can take it from here,” Fynn said. “Go fetch her something hot to drink.”

“Sir,” Eadwulf acknowledged before leaving them.

She and Fynn lay tangled in a half-seated sprawl, Fynn rocking her, trying to soothe her, but this time there was little he could do.

Talia continued sobbing into his shoulder, her mind burning with how fast her thoughts kept rushing, her heart hammering at how weak Pyra felt. During her wedding, Pyra had been so far away that the bond had closed and ice had crept into her chest, but it was nothing to this. Nothing hurt like this: her father, her brother, Osric’s betrayal, everything combined didn’t come close.

Eyes still closed, still sniveling, Talia’s hand worked its way up to Fynn’s face, into his hair, then her lips pressed into his, and like on her wedding night, a heat stirred within her, not enough to thaw the ice, but it was something. She kissed him harder, almost insistent, his beard coarse against her skin. Feeling anything else was good, was what she needed⁠—

Talia pulled back, horrified with herself. The last time they’d parted, Fynn had smiled. This time, he looked dumbstruck, mouth open.

“I… I’m sorry,” she spluttered.

Fynn seemed frozen. Their fall had pushed the wedding sword at his hip off at an odd angle, the Feorlen crest pommel touching the ground and inches of bare steel revealed from the scabbard of yellow and gray leather.

“I shouldn’t have… Sorry.”

Moments ago, she wouldn’t have thought she could feel worse, but here she was. What had she done? And what… what had Freya said about her?

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed again, heading for the exit. On the way, she grabbed her own scabbard from its stand before stumbling back outside.

There stood Florry of the New Order, an Emerald Novice who looked frightened to see her. “Lady Ethel said⁠—”

“Sorry,” Talia said. Might be all she could say now.

“Talia?” Fynn called from inside their tent. “Talia, wait⁠—”

But she was moving fast again, heading north this time, out of the camps, toward Wismar, onto the no-man’s land before the city’s walls. In such dim light, under such heavy clouds, their stone might well have been black. She dragged her feet through the foot of snow, right up to the range of the catapults upon the walls, where she finally stood still.

Watching the walls, she slowly, very slowly, drew her red rider’s blade.

She hoped Conrad was walking those walls, that he’d see her, that he’d fear her. The Old Order had backed off, and the Risalians couldn’t know Pyra was half-dead, that her core was empty.

A boom overhead drew her attention skyward. Lucia and Amon had dropped out of their core-enhanced flight – the sort of speed only storm riders with an affinity for the wind could reach. If either was surprised to find Talia standing alone on the open ground, they didn’t say so. They simply reported that the Skarls would be here soon.

And what will they find? Talia thought. A hopeless siege and a broken Red Queen.

With a twitch and a snort, Talia slashed at the air and ground. That felt good. Still holding her scabbard in her free hand, she hacked again, throwing up snow and slush and mud.

Just as well for the Risalians’ sake that she had no magic to draw upon. Ensel had gotten that marrow from somewhere and received a stolen Brenish uniform from someone. Was it you, Conrad?

Just as well she had no fire – for him and her both. Had she not spent her spiritual power already, her soul would have twisted in agony from the hate and fury coursing through her.

Talia slashed again and took two steps forward.

Let them see her.

Black arrows rose from the city walls, fell comically short.

Closer.

Rocks and small boulders arced high, fell with whoomphs and harmless thuds.

Another step. Let them feel fear.

One chunk of rock launched on target. Talia watched it peak, then fall, and she slid aside at the last moment, gritting her teeth against the ricochet through the earth.

Let them waste their ammo. Let them try to take the Red Queen down.

Closer and closer she came, every breath steaming, the cold unbearable, but nothing could stop her. Not her Queen’s Guards calling at her back, not Hava, nor Strang, and she kept trudging toward the gates of Wismar, almost begging Conrad to send out a sortie, to try.

The city gates opened by a crack, but only a single knight came out. The knight was a standard bearer, one hand grasping the banner staff topped with what Talia took at first glance to be the Risalian flag, only there was no eagle on it.

The flag was simply white.
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BATTLE OF THE EASTERN GROVE


A tremor ran through the marble hall, shaking the Speaker out of Sovereign’s core-scape. Opening her eyes, she found her master on his feet, facing north, tail swishing dangerously through the gathering snow.

“The emeralds have shown more resolve than anticipated,” Sovereign said, projecting his telepathy with such force he seemed to shout. Through her bond, she heard the echo of the Elder’s cold reply.

“As I said, you should have waited.”

Sovereign snarled. “Our forces are breaking in. If you were to send more dragons⁠—”

“The grove is now a diversion. We must make the most of it. As I predicted, your scourge swarming in from the Frontier has roused the riders of Oak Hall. They are spread like thin ice, ready to break at the slightest pressure. I believe you hold some talons at their throats.” Her words were a statement, not a question.

She always knows more than she ought, the Speaker thought. She could feel her master gnawing over the same thought. He wanted to keep his last loyalists within the Order hidden until the most opportune moment, but, albeit reluctantly, the Speaker agreed with the Elder.

“Master, the grove is proving defiant, but if waste is laid to Oak Hall, then the northern forest will fall. Once Coedhen is yours, the emeralds can’t hope to hold out against such a swarm.”

Sovereign threw her a contemptuous look. “Quiet, Elettra.”

It felt perverse, but tears welled in her eyes. The rejection stung. He’d never dismissed Osric like that. What do I lack? As a high-ranking officer in the Mithran siege corps, she’d seen her share of war.

But not as much as Osric Agravain, a knowing part of her insisted.

She grasped for reassurance. Sovereign has more to handle than you can imagine. He doesn’t mean to scorn.

“Very well, Elder,” Sovereign said, huffing sanguine smoke. “I shall order my talons to cut, but there will be more work than they alone can handle.”

“They will have my help.”

“Make sure of it.”

With that, Sovereign turned from the north and woke his favored four. Each dragon arose, eyes wide and ready. Nerisara seemed awkward on land with her webbed feet, but fortunately for her, the Bright Wash sprang from these mountains before flowing through the forest. Sylth shimmered, one moment physical, the other transparent like thin mist. Hemaron blinked his heavy lids slowly over bloodshot eyes. And at their head stood Sol, head high, eyes flashing like yellow sapphires even if his golden body had dulled with the onset of winter.

“You shall join this attack on Oak Hall,” Sovereign told them.

Another squirm through the Speaker’s stomach. Such a mission sounded perilous. Brullock had already been lost, killed by the half-dragon at Red Barrow.

Perhaps Sol shared her anxiety, for his expression curdled, and the others growled in turn.

“Do not question me,” Sovereign said. “Your presence will unnerve them, lead them into confusion and error. And you must grow stronger.”

Hemaron, Nerisara, and Sylth swished their tails nervously. Sol remained still, smoothing the troubled look from his face, but the Speaker’s stomach still coiled with doubt. With Sol at his side, Sovereign could destroy the scourge for good once the cause was complete. And while no one else should question Sovereign, what was her place as his bonded servant if not to help him?

She raised her concerns, and he told her, in the sweet voice she loved, “Put it from your mind.”

Everyone had told her that when her brother Leo had died at sea. They’d told her that his ship had sunk, but her suspicions did not leave her. Leo had been captain at just sixteen, he’d sailed to every port in the Mithran Commonwealth by his nineteenth year – how could he blunder and sink? How could anyone believe it was an accident?

‘Put it from your mind,’ they’d insisted, her parents and her lying brother Ezio – he most of all. They told me I was mad from grief, but they were wrong. They were wrong!

Her bond with Sovereign widened, and his presence fully crossed over.

“I know what you dwell upon, but I am not your scum brother.”

Yes, Ezio had been scum, but not Leo. His face, weathered by salt air, seemed hazy to her now, but she remembered the sound of his voice, gentle as the ebbing tide. He would play with me, and muss my hair, and treat me like a sister.

“Put it all from your mind,” the sweet voice said again. “The past is dead, like them. Focus on your duties in the now.”

The Speaker found good sense in this. She emptied her mind as the knot in her gut unwound. Next thing she knew, she was sitting inside Sovereign’s core. A dust cloud of impurities besmirched one of the blood-marble columns, and she began to Cleanse.
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The battle for the Eastern Grove ground on. On the second day, an emerald rider arrived from Oak Hall. His name was Qhorin, and his dragon was Braelor, but that was all the pleasantries Holt and Ash had time for before the Wardens sent the pair to shore up other breaches.

Two more riders arrived from Drakburg, closely followed by another from Sky Spear. Not enough, but after millennia of striving so hard to keep apart, a Wild Flight welcomed riders with open wings.

Holt fought and bled beside them, and they uttered not one word of complaint at his presence. No contempt, no questioning. They had answered the call like them. In this fight, they were all soldiers for the grove. And for the first time, Holt tasted what it meant to have brothers and sisters in the Order.

The scourge came by night, for that was when the bugs and ghouls were strongest. For Holt and Ash, it was a double-edged sword. While the night suited them, it left Holt less time to Forge, and as the fighting wore on, Ash’s core dwindled.

And in winter, the days diminished while the nights deepened.

One night, under the full moon, an enemy pairing entered through the latest breach. They were Low Storm Champions, with Thrall’s chains around their necks. Holt, Ash, and his sword sent a check of will, staggering their foes, allowing them the first strike, but quickly they pulled apart into two duels: Ash and the dragon going one way, Holt and the rider another, far enough that Holt’s sense-sharing started to blur. He could no longer smell the sweat from the storm rider, hear their breath, feel the direction of their blade. And through sheer force and the enemy’s control of the wind, Holt’s sword was knocked from his grip.

Exposed, senses scrambled in darkness, something primordial inside Holt snapped. It made him roar, hurl himself forward, barely feeling the impact of body crashing into body or the skull-rattling thud as they hit the ground and rolled. There was no grace in it, no art of swordcraft, no skill at all. They rolled, thrashing. Holt’s fingers became his talons, scratching, biting, trying to rip, to tear⁠—

A crunching crash, cracking bark – a sudden stop.

Pain exploded down Holt’s neck, but pain meant he wasn’t dead; that much he knew.

Still lost in darkness, his fingers found his prey’s head, grabbed it, slammed it against the trunk over and over and over. He punched and clawed and howled until he tasted blood.

“Holt, that’s enough.”

He reeled back screaming, desperate for his sword, for sight, for his dragon. He could hardly feel his bond.

“Ash?!”

“I’m here, I’m beside you.”

A heartbeat in the dark.

Holt grasped, found the coarse scales. “A-are you hurt?”

“Not badly. Are you?”

Head ringing, Holt lifted his bandanna. Sight slowly returned to him, and he clutched at his brow, felt the blood squelch under his hands, hot and heavy-scented, tasted more as it ran into his mouth. He cast a faint white light from his palms, just enough to see them dripping black and red. That couldn’t all be his. Morbid as it was, he found it hard to look away.

Sometime later – it felt like hours, but it could only have been moments – Holt raised one palm and cast light to the nearby tree. Its base was one red smear, the storm rider’s body a mangle of flesh and bone from the shoulders.

Holt cut off his light, turned aside, hands trembling, heart and blood thundering in his ears. Something wet and coarse brushed his hands. He almost jumped, then realized it was only Ash licking the blood away.

Before Holt could think, the Emerald Wardens called out to them to hurry. All at once, Holt’s world righted. His head settled, his hands fell still, his fingers felt strong. He willed his sword to wax, and white light revealed its location. Retrieving it, he and Ash let the Wardens guide them to the next breach.

Through the woodland they hurried, catching carriers as they tried to offload their ghouls, meeting blighted animals with luminous eyes. All manner of woodland creatures had been absorbed into this swarm: wood pigeons, black crows cawing shrill as stingers, sickened rodents, deer and boars, and a wolf whose flesh and fur sloughed from its skull.

Later, running for yet another breach, they came across the body of another rider. Holt lifted his bandanna as he knelt by her side. Her armor was sage green, the same color as the dragon lying beside her. In her last moments, she’d tried to reach out to her dragon, but her fingers had fallen short of its wing. She couldn’t have been much older than himself, and with such pale skin, she must have been a Fornheimer, maybe even a Skarl. Holt hadn’t noticed their arrival, but for a time there, he’d had another sister of the grove: nameless, now dead.

This was also what life in the Order must be like. Why more riders didn’t sour like Silas, like Orvel, was perhaps the greater question.

“Leave them,” the Wardens ordered.

They did.
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“They are at the grove,” Sovereign purred.

The Speaker emerged from her meditations. She’d never heard so much lust in his voice, not even when plotting the downfall of Life and Mystic. It could only be for the blind dragon and his boy-rider.

“Then they have served themselves up,” the Speaker said. “They’ll weaken and be easier to bind to you.”

“Rake and Agravain are not with them,” Sovereign said, apparently having not heard her. “Split up? Yes… they will think that wise. Think me distracted…”

“Master?”

Sovereign snorted, startled by her as though shocked to find her there.

“Master, how fares the assault? Is there anything I might⁠—”

“Continue your work.”

Snarling, he looked to the foreboding sky, which threatened yet more snow.

An ill feeling washed through the Speaker. He’s conducting a war. That he does not share each moment with you is right and normal.

But he’d shared much with Osric Agravain, a bitter part of her lamented, and he’d been no true follower, more like a wild dog needing to be put down. Why him and not her? It had always been thus, ever since she’d been a little girl, neglected, left out, treated lesser⁠—

She forced out a breath, out and out, longer than a non-bonded human could manage. It settled her some, and she returned to building the glory of Sovereign’s marble hall.

When next she emerged, it appeared to be dawn. The eastern peaks of the gorge were rimmed in a blood-red light, and there were new attendants in Sovereign’s court. Three creatures of the scourge, though they were unlike any she knew.

Part flayer and part human, the ‘bugs’ stood on their toes like hunting hounds on their hind legs. Their torsos were hardened by sheets of interlocking chitin, reminding her of brigandine armor, and covered by transparent hair catching red in the dawn light. Slender arms ended in clawlike hands, almost human, yet their heads were pure horror. They had no eyes, their noses were two great slits, and their mouths… their mouths took up half of their face. A gangrenous saliva drooled from those maws, hissing and smoking where droplets fell to the snow.

The Speaker’s breath left her again, though not due to their appearance. The scourge thrummed with a magical density that could only be from cores. She was not accustomed to judging relative power, although one seemed to be a Champion, while the other two were far stronger. She considered them Lords, one Low and one High.

Impossible. Where had such creatures come from?

“Master, did you create these new servants?”

He looked sidelong at her, again seeming surprised to find her there. “Yes…?” he said as though perplexed by the question. “As our alchemist mixes blood, I have mixed more.”

He speaks as though I should know. Does my memory betray me?

She did not think so. She remembered her siblings’ names, Leo, her eldest and favorite, and her younger sister, Caterina. Her other brother, Ezio, she remembered him sharp as steel. She also remembered his sweat-slicked face, how his blood had thumped under her hands as she squeezed his neck. So, her memories were intact, she’d just been spending so much time inside Sovereign’s core-scape she’d missed some of his plans. Yes, that was it. She’d been so busy.

“Might I know how you achieved this creation?”

Sovereign’s eyes did not meet her own. He had the glazed look of being troubled by events from afar.

“Put it from your mind.”

She felt her cheek and one eye twitch, and the timing could not have been worse, for the Blood Alchemist then came hurrying into the court. She fought to suppress her jittering.

Stamp it out. Cut it out.

“Speaker,” the Alchemist said, breathless. “I have brought what Sovereign requested.” From inside his black overalls, he brought out two bulbous phials filled with dark blood, which she accepted. The Alchemist gave her a short bow and said, “Dear Speaker,” by way of parting. That lifted her spirits.

She watched him leave before checking on the phials. One label read ‘half-dragon’, the other ‘Agravain’. A leaden weight sank through her. She’d known Osric had given blood, but she hadn’t known they’d taken Rake’s while he’d been their prisoner.

Sovereign had entrusted the Alchemist to know, but not her.

Her scar itched. She scratched, but it didn’t help.

“Give them to my predators,” Sovereign told her.

Ever dutiful, the Speaker approached the three creatures.

“There are only two phials, Master.”

“Give Rake’s blood to this one.”

The Low Lord stepped forth, knelt before her, and opened its vast mouth, revealing rows of black teeth and putrid breath. Others would have balked. Not the Speaker. She uncorked Rake’s blood and poured, and the predator slurped with perverse pleasure.

Next came the weakest of the three, the Champion. Unbidden, the Speaker poured the blood of Osric Agravain down its throat.

“It’s a shame we never acquired their blood,” Sovereign said. Thoughts of Ash and his rider spilled across their bond. “But as they are so eager to fight, we’ll find them.”

Concern rankled in the Speaker, then she glanced between the phials, panic rising.

“Master, I fear I have made some error. I did not give Rake’s blood to the strongest of your predators. Should it not be sent after the half-dragon?”

“There is no mistake.”

Her eye twitched. It made no sense to send the strongest predator after Ash and the boy. Why kill them? Sovereign wanted them to be made his. Like Sol, their magical light would⁠—

“They are the greater threat,” said the sweet voice, and all her doubts seemed foolish now. Of course they were the greater threat⁠—

No, she struggled, that’s not true.

A skin-crawling sensation of being watched pressed in on all sides. The Speaker glanced about, but there were only the three predators, and they had no eyes with which to watch her.

“Go,” Sovereign’s command rang out.

Silently, the predators started running, each as swift as a flayer and surer-footed. Sovereign relaxed to the ground, curling his neck to tuck his head under one wing. He fell asleep within moments, as he often had since his battle with the Storm Elder. With rest and consuming willing sacrifices, he’d return to his old self. And the harder the Speaker worked, the sooner that day would come.

She repositioned herself close to her master’s snout, blessed to have his breath wash over her.

Something brushed her ear again. A flake of snow, perhaps? Yet no snow was falling. The Speaker shook her head, and though the feeling passed, a hunger swelled powerfully within her. It wasn’t a hunger for sustenance, not exactly, although she resolved to demand food from the next member of the faithful who came to check on her. Just to be sure. Yes, but only after she’d Cleansed and Forged.

Yet as she closed her eyes, that strange hunger within her deepened.
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All storms pass, it is said. Holt supposed even sieges must have their lulls, and one day, they were able to rest in the warm meadow of the grove. A young emerald brought them a pig from the flight’s private herd kept in cavernous burrows. Holt imagined them as Aberanth’s grotto on a city scale.

The young emerald had slaughtered the pig already, deeming it a favor. Crude work – talons were not as precise as knives – but Holt was too hungry to lament it. The emeralds also allowed them vegetables and herbs from their own gardens – carrots, swedes, sprouts, fresh sprigs of rosemary and sage, and tremendously oversized garlic.

As Holt chopped everything into a bubbling pot, he wondered why the dragons kept vegetable patches at all. When Aberanth came to join them for a meal, looking as haggard and stooped as Eidolan, Holt posed the question.

“The flight keeps samples of all plants in our groves,” Aberanth explained as he happily tore into a red-capped mushroom the size of an ox. “If any should fail or vanish from the world, the flight would reseed it. To do that, we must know how to grow and care for each species.”

After eating, Holt and Ash sat in a contented stupor. Holt knew he should sleep while he could, but he hadn’t seen Aberanth since the battle began.

“Have you been able to help the Wardens?”

Aberanth snorted. “It’s, err, complicated work, hmph. More than I’ve ever reckoned with, truth be told. If they’d only let me study the Terrascale network properly before, I might have fixed it by now, but no, no, that would have been—” He cut his grumbling there but continued chewing aggressively on his giant mushroom. After a time, he asked, hesitantly, “How goes the battle?”

Holt made a nervous laugh and rolled his left shoulder, which he’d dislocated the night before. The memory of the crack it had made when Qhorin reset it still set his teeth on edge.

He looked at his hands, his skin lost under black grime. He’d cast lunar light over his armor and clothes to scour them of scourge filth, but his magic could not wash out his own blood, nor Ash’s, nor the sweat, the dirt, the scrapings of bark and crushed leaves. Whose wise idea had it been to give him white brigandine? Black would have served better. Black for the night.

He couldn’t look away from his disgusting hands. As he stared at them, fresh blood glistened, dripped hot from his fingers. Then, just as fast, the illusion passed, leaving his heart thudding, his chest tight.

“Boy?”

“Hmph, that well, is it?”

Holt looked between each dragon. “What’s that now?”

“The battle, Holt,” Aberanth said. “I was asking⁠—”

Ash growled. “It goes on.”

“Indeed, hmph.” Aberanth wolfed the rest of his mushroom, his stomach bulged, then, groaning, he wrung out his tail and scurried off toward the southern Terrascale Tree – the one that looked like the giant broccoli. Holt had meant to ask Aberanth what it was. Next time, he would. He had to assume there’d be a next time.

Somehow, it was getting cold. Even near the warmth of their cookfire, Holt felt the nip of winter seeping inside even this guarded realm. He wished for his cloak, but it was packed deep inside their baggage, and he didn’t have the energy to dig it out.

Instead, he lay against Ash, who winced. “Sorry,” Holt said, turning to make sure none of Ash’s wounds had reopened. There were so many half-healed cuts across his body it looked like he’d been flogged.

“A scar to remember each night by,” Ash said. He ruffled his wings. “It could be worse.”

Holt hoped these latest wounds would heal better than that. The faint outlines of the phoenix’s attack remained across Ash’s chest, but those gouges had bitten deep below the scales.

As if sensing their hurts, an emerald arrived, offering help to heal them.

“See to Ash first.”

It was a mark of how worn Ash was that he did not protest, and while the emerald worked, Holt took his blade in hand again, feeling he really ought to find a name for it in case… well, he couldn’t think about that.

“Wake up,” he whispered.

The sword gave a start and a little quiver.

“Are you Starhowl?”

The blade’s presence reacted slowly, almost groggily, but it was a no.

“White Star?”

The sword shook sadly. It knew he was trying.

“Ash and Talia are right. I’m not good at this.”

“I think,” Ash put in, “stars are countless, but such a sword, forged with the breath of an Elder, is too unique. Also, a part of us lives in it.”

The sword’s hum turned contemplative. Holt considered the blade again, running a finger up the starburst patterns etched along its length.

“You’re a living star.”

A rapid spiritual thrum as though the sword were clapping.

“Right,” Holt said, although he was none the wiser. “Dragons often name themselves. What would you pick?”

The sword’s enthusiasm ended there, and uncertainty pulsed from it again. It was trying to convey its desires, Holt sensed, but it lacked the words and the feelings, perhaps because he did.

His train of thought was interrupted by the young emerald shuddering in exhaustion as her core guttered out. She’d done fine work. Ash’s serious wounds were now middling, and the minor ones scabbed over.

“I am sorry, Sons of Night,” she said, voice trembling like her legs. “I am too weary to do more.”

Holt and Ash thanked her effusively and insisted she take the last of their pork. And although they were sore and fatigued, they’d been stitched up enough to return to the fight, and so they did later that very night.

The night after that, Holt’s dragon bond frayed for the first time since… since they’d fought to defend Sidastra, he realized. A long time ago.

He could no longer draw upon magic. Not that there was much left. Nor could he share senses with Ash without an unbearable headache.

Holt raised his bandanna, forcing his eyes to adjust to moonlight alone. He’d grown so used to having Ash’s help that he felt almost lost relying on his own senses.

But he fought on, as did Ash.

With sword and claw, with fist and tail, side by side with the emeralds and their brothers and sisters of the grove, they fought at the latest breach, a gaping tear too wide to be restored. And without their light, they could not drive back the horde.

Rather, the hordes drove them back.

Step by step, they gave ground. A rider fell, Holt knew not who, and emeralds slumped dead with empty cores. Inch by inch, the enemy drove them back onto the grove’s wild meadows, soaking the flowers in a red rain.

Even the voice of the Wardens turned faint.

“Hold…”

A strange calm fell over Holt. He supposed this was where he would die. There were worse places, and worse ways of going. Tightening his grip on his sword, he kept swinging – he’d do it until the end.

Then, from the south, came a chorus of roars and brimming cores. One power shone apart: another Warden.

Fresh emeralds descended to aid the beleaguered defenders, and now it was the enemy who gave ground. Holt and Ash tried to assist with the counter surge, but their bodies gave out. Both collapsed, gasping for breath, heaving, bleeding. Only his soul remained strong.

After all this, it seemed to sing.

A wave of power washed through the grove. Where Holt’s hands and knees touched the soil, a tingling warmth entered his body. The outer tree wall regrew, trapping the scourge still inside, and then the wall rose higher and thicker. Yawning cracks of stone rent the air, and boulders from the streams and pools opened verdant eyes, rising as broad stone men pounding toward the front lines.

Holt wanted to yell Aberanth’s name in triumph, but it came out as a croak.

“I knew he could do it,” Ash said before he passed out where he’d fallen.

Holt crawled to his dragon’s side. His sword shuddered as he did. He laid the blade beside them in a cool, untarnished part of the meadow. It sent him a weak pulse of thanks before its presence dimmed.

Holt curled up beside Ash, then he too passed into blissful darkness.
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RAKE’S NEW PROJECT


Rake headed east with long strides, and Eidolan and Yume followed. Their journey across the Disputed Lands went without incident. No scourge, no wayward riders, and so they reached the Serpentine and searched for a crossing point for Rake. Farther south, bridges were maintained between the Mithran Commonwealth and Ahar, but all the northern bridges had crumbled since the fall of Freiz.

When they found the narrowest point of the river, Rake gave his polearm to Eidolan, bundled his new cloak into Yume’s care, then dove into the water. The cold punched him so hard his vision flashed. He thought his blood would freeze and sink him to the black riverbed.

Grounding his body, he swam to the eastern bank, where he emerged shuddering, teeth chattering and wishing he had wings. For two days afterward, no matter how fast he ran, he could not fully warm his body. The cold seemed to have penetrated down to his soul, for even Elya’s presence shivered.

This is a cursed winter.

Cores usually warmed dragons from the inside out during the cold seasons. Rake’s core helped some, but not to the same extent, nor did he enjoy the same thickness of hide or layers of insulating fat.

He’d spent many a winter sheltering in Eidolan’s old cave in Fornheim, where firelight reflecting off Eidolan’s many treasures could warm the space to a baking heat. In the here and now, Rake would have pushed on, but once Yume started shivering, he knew they had to seek shelter.

“There are ruins in these lands,” he told his companions. “We can take shelter from the wind for a time.”

Yume’s breathing became short and shallow, and Eidolan moved in front to shield her.

“Any chance you could make us think we’re warm?” Rake asked. Yume looked earnestly up at him. “Don’t,” Rake hastened to add. “Save your strength.”

Thankfully, the ruins of some long-lost town soon came into sight upon the plains. And it seemed others had had the same idea. Four cores shone on the magical landscape.

“We may need to find another spot,” Rake said.

“Some of these feel familiar to me,” Eidolan said. “I think they’re mystics.”

“Mystics can no longer be trusted.” Yet even as he said it, he felt three more dragons approaching from the south, and their trajectory would pass close enough to sense Eidolan and Yume. “Best hope you’re right, old friend.”

Eidolan reached out to the dragons, and relief broke across his face. These mystics were among those who had refused to bow to Thrall and fled alongside the Warden of Soul. When the three mystics flying from the south passed overhead, Rake paid attention to their necks. He saw no black chains there.

Within the overgrown ruins, they found a building with three walls almost intact. It might have been a hall once, for there was a sunken fire pit. Rake scavenged what wood he could, but the fall of Freiz had allowed the blight to roam unchecked, and the land still suffered. He set about building his meager fire, then struck his taloned nails over his flint to send sparks, but the wood refused to catch.

He tried again. And again.

The wind skirled, bringing with it the scent of sheep from nearby – probably hunted and gathered by the mystics. The dragons came and went from the ruins until Rake lost track of their cores. What was certain was that the Warden of Soul was not present. That sort of power, even battered, would stand out from the crowd.

At least two of the mystics felt equal to Lords, and one of them came to visit their crumbling hall. The mystic’s tail curled short, and his dirty pink coloring put Rake in mind of a gnarled old hog.

“Eidolan,” he declared.

“Oramyst,” Eidolan replied warily.

“These are grim days indeed for an old human lover like you to survive when so many have not. Still, you must have a stronger will than most to resist the usurper. I shall give you that.” The dragon stretched his neck through an opening in the wall to peer down at them. “The little one is yours, I know, but who is this other?”

“This is our friend, Rake.”

Oramyst rumbled. “And what exactly is he?”

In his determination to light this ruddy fire, Rake did not snap back. As if to reward good behavior, the next sparks at last caught in the wood. Feeling an outlandish sense of accomplishment, Rake grinned.

“Some call me the Wanderer, some call me half-dragon or half-mad. Most fear to say my name.”

“The soul-cursed,” Oramyst said with sudden knowing. “I have heard of you.”

“Great things, I’m sure.”

Oramyst ignored the thrust. “Our Warden sent us to search for food. These lands are not rich, but we have found wild sheep and hill goats. Would you join us?”

Rake frowned. “You would share your food with the soul-cursed and an old dragon of the Order?”

“We would give much to hear news.”

“You might not like what you hear,” Rake warned.

“We would be honored to share your meal,” Eidolan said with more courtesy.

Yume yapped and licked her lips.

Oramyst huffed pink vapor and bade them to wait.

Soon, another mystic arrived with two sheep between their talons. Eidolan and Yume ate one carcass, and Oramyst took a bite out of the other. In the company of dragons, Rake could have eaten as the bestial side of him preferred, yet something about that seemed ill-advised if he wished to undo his fusion with Elya. The human in him had to come forth. So he secured himself a leg, tore pieces of meat off the bone, and cooked them one by one over his little fire. It was scarcely hot enough, but he relished eating something marginally warm.

As they ate, they exchanged information. The Warden of Soul had fled into the ruins of Freiz. While safe for now, the mystic exiles remained too close to the gorge for comfort, but they did not know where to turn next.

“My Warden considered seeking aid from Falcaer.” The very thought seemed to leave a bitter taste in Oramyst’s mouth.

Times truly have changed.

“The riders of Falcaer are not thriving,” Rake said. “The Fire Elder headed there some time ago to subjugate them. One suspects much blood and smoke followed.”

“Those are grim tidings,” Oramyst sighed.

“Go to the forest,” Rake said. “The Eastern Grove of the Emerald Flight has come under attack. The East Warden has called all emeralds to its defense, and he won’t refuse your Warden’s assistance. At least there you can fight back rather than flee.”

Oramyst tore another piece of mutton, chewed with intent, then swallowed hard. The lump traveled visibly down his long throat.

“Is there any hope in fighting the usurper?”

“Riders asked the same when the Great Chasm opened,” Eidolan said. “Paragon Quintus of Aldunei saw his homeland consumed and all he loved lost, but still he led us to fight back. I’ll never forget what he said.” Eidolan spoke now as though half in a dream. “Night has fallen, without moon or stars, but none of us know all ends. All may burn or yet flourish. There can be no despair.”

Rake nodded. “He sounds like a man after my own heart.”

Yume’s butterball eyes gazed at Eidolan in wonder. After a few moments, she burbled, seemed to remember her food, and ripped another strip of meat.

“I wish our Warden had that same zeal,” Oramyst said. “Soul was better placed than the others to resist the tyrant, but our Elder’s death has shaken him.”

“Speak to him, youngling,” Eidolan said. “If the emeralds will fight on without their elder, our own kind can do the same. Better to make a last stand of things than allow Thrall further ground.”

“I shall suggest it. May I ask why you and your companions are not joining this fight?”

“That would be my doing,” Rake said, setting another sliver of meat to hang over the guttering flames. “I intend to seek a fix for my… affliction. When successful, I will gladly help slaughter all of Thrall’s minions and even skewer the wretched snake myself.”

Oramyst tried to sense his core, grasped at nothing but air.

“You are said to be strong,” Oramyst said. “Our need is now.”

“Thrall did me great harm, and I have learned much of myself since. If I can undo this curse, then both I and my dragon will be stronger for it.”

Oramyst did not seem convinced. “And you, Eidolan?”

“Were it only for my own sake, I would join. I owe Thrall, as well. But I have Yume as my charge. By traveling with Rake, we hope to aid him and so aid our cause.”

Oramyst grunted, then withdrew his head and stretched his wings. “Take care on your journey. Mankind does not plague these lands, so it should go smoothly.”

“You have our thanks for the meal.”

As Oramyst took flight, the wind redoubled its ferocity, invaded their shelter, and snuffed out Rake’s little fire. He looked longingly into the pit but didn’t have the patience to try relighting it. He sat down, wrapped his cloak around him, and tried to recall how these lands had been in happier times.

Once, Rake had known every town, village, and minor city of the east. He would have known this place too, which color of cap was favored here, the burghers on its council. He thought this might be the Misthalin region, and this could well be the town of Lum. Rake and Elya had flown here on patrol once during the mayor’s birthday. As a visiting rider, Rake had been asked to present the mayor his name day cake. A pretty place was Lum, or it had been.

“I wish you could have seen these lands in their prime,” Rake said, mainly for Yume’s benefit.

“I adored the dab and dotted brushstrokes of their artwork,” Eidolan said. He was old enough to have seen the lands of Freiz, of course, although he’d never served at Meadowvale Hold. “And their colorful caps and cloaks – so many dashes of brightness to uplift one’s mood.”

“Elya loved the colors too…”

THUMP… THUMP…

After Freiz fell, Rake had feared he’d never undo their fusion. We vowed to defend the east. It had been their Lordly Purpose, that which had advanced their bond into its final stage. Or what everyone deemed the final stage. Our purpose was to save the east, but the east fell. Rake swore to himself that he’d never give up, nor would he, but examined closely, it would be reasonable to assume that failure in their purpose was why he’d been unable to fix it.

It was only when Eidolan spoke that Rake realized he’d been silent for a long time.

“Exactly how far east are we going?”

“To the place where it happened.”

“Ah… Out on the Green Sea?”

“To the Menhir Stones.”

Yume cooed lightly and cocked her head.

“It’s a ring of great stones,” Rake explained.

Yume blinked, then a light pressure formed in Rake’s mind, and he let her vision in. A solid stone ring like a piece of jewelry on a bed of grass appeared.

“Not quite like that. They are standing stones.”

The vision morphed into stone dragons standing on four legs. Rake chuckled. Yume trilled and tilted her head further to one side. She must have been showing Eidolan the same misunderstanding, for he said, “Let me show you what Rake means.”

In their ruined shelter, the short grass appeared to grow thick and luscious, and large stone slabs of differing heights sprang up in a circle around them. Rake ran his hand through the ghostly grass and parted it like smoke.

Yume tilted her head to the other side.

The next blade of illusory grass did not part. Rake’s finger felt its cool, fine edge.

He eyed Yume. “Is this you?”

She chirruped.

The sensation was so strange that Rake retracted his hand. He knew the grass wasn’t real, but all his senses told him it was, told him he couldn’t simply push his finger through it. He could even smell the grass. Intrigued, he reached toward one of Eidolan’s standing stones, and his fingertips met hard, grainy, gray rock.

“You have a rare gift, Yume.” She rumbled merrily while Rake stroked his chin and said to Eidolan, “If Yume can add sensory information to enhance your illusions, why, that seems the best of both worlds. It wouldn’t tax her as much as she’s not creating every aspect.”

“Hmm,” Eidolan grumbled. “We’d need a deal of practice. Solid lumps of unmoving stone are easy to mimic.”

“Good thing we have a long journey ahead.” Rake smiled. “I do like to have a project. You’re my new one, Yume.”

She flicked her pink tongue at him.

“Shall we dispense with the illusion now?”

Eidolan obliged, and the lush grass and tall stones faded, leaving the scratchy, half-frozen earth, the open ruins, and their extinguished fire pit.

“You both rest. I’ll take first watch.”

As his companions slept, Rake couldn’t say why, but a creeping sensation roved up his spine. He had the feeling of being watched, though he could see no eyes through the gap in the ruined walls, nor could he sense any new cores.

All the same, he stayed alert throughout the night.

When dawn came, Oramyst and his mystics took flight, taking the wild sheep and lean goats they had gathered from the plains. One core lingered behind, out of sight but not following the others. Rake waited, expecting the dragon to take flight at any moment, but whoever they were, they didn’t move. Yume and Eidolan distracted him by waking up, groaning as they stretched, flicked their tails, beat their wings. When Rake checked in on their surroundings again, the last core had gone.

He realized his twisting grip on his polearm was so tight he’d chafed the wood under his scales. His tail had gone taut, a sure sign of unease. There was only one way they could be approached, and he was looking through that gap. There was nothing and no one there. To be safe, he made a sweep of the whole ruins before they left and still found nothing.

‘I must be getting paranoid in my old age,’ he told Elya.

Ta-tap… ta-tap…

As the watery sun fought to rise in the winter’s sky, Rake resumed his long strides to the east, only this time, he kept glancing over his shoulder.
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RIGHT OR WRONG


Osric welcomed the sight of the Lapitor Bridge. After enduring the sparse Frontier and the Disputed Lands, the mighty construction spanning the banks of the Serpentine marked reentry to civilization.

Raised upon the bones of an old Alduneian crossing, the Lapitor Bridge strode across the river upon arching piers of pale stone. On the Mithran bank, the gatehouse took the form of a great bull facing west, its horns lacquered in ivory, its forelegs and broad chest straddling the gate. On the eastern shore, the gilded front of a lion sat in repose, gazing eastward over all who entered or departed Ahar. Some called the bridge a wonder of the world to rival the Frost Fangs or the Hanging Gardens of Lakara. Osric was inclined to agree.

“We’ll cross here,” he told Nox over their bond. “Best you stay inside my shadow until we’re clear.”

Nox slid into his shadow without complaint. When she melded like this, her weight dispersed, allowing him to carry her inside his shadow as though pulling her along. Yet as she grew, so too did her shadow-weight. For now, with his enhanced strength, it wasn’t a problem, but he could foresee the day when she would no longer be able to hide like this. Come that day, he hoped they would be strong enough to handle whatever might come at them.

Osric neared the Mithran gatehouse, where a small, fortified market town had built up under the looming bull. Osric wrapped his cloak tight around him, drew up his hood, and stooped his shoulders to play the part of the down-and-out cripple. The outline of Vengeance could still be seen under the cloak at his right hip, but with luck, no one would look too closely. He made sure his stump was out to draw attention, to ensure men would see what they expected to see.

“You seem tense,” Nox noted.

He supposed he was. “Do you remember what I told you about a port city called Celoria?” He had told her everything, every foul deed, every brutal decision in his life. She’d said to tell her everything, to ‘try me.’ And Nox had taken him anyway.

“That was here?”

“Near enough so it may matter. Best not to take any chances.”

“I won’t come out. I promise.”

He sent her a pulse of thanks, then focused on appearing as haggard as possible. It helped that his beard had regrown to an uncouth scraggle, and his gray cloak was speckled with dirt from their journey.

Mouth agape, breathing heavily, and adding a limp to his gait, he approached the guards at the town gates. They told him to halt while their hounds sniffed at him, checking for the blight. The dogs sniffed him far longer than anyone else, likely scenting Nox on him, but interesting as her smell must have been, she did not carry the blight, so they padded away.

Despite the dogs’ indifference, one Mithran guard, bronze-skinned and dark-featured, worked his jaw and narrowed his eyes.

“There be no ships to the city here, old man. The winds are too fierce, the sea too treacherous. Men off the boats say there are dragons warring out there.”

By ‘the city’, he meant Mithras itself, which sprawled across an island in the middle of the Stretched Sea between the continental coasts.

“It’s not a ship I seek,” Osric said, adding a wheeze for effect. “I wish to cross.”

“The bridge?” the guard said, as though the notion were foreign to him. “There’s a toll, you know.”

“I have coin.”

“That so?” The guard hawked and spat the sour pink leaf he’d been chewing. It wasn’t the plant from which marrow was made, though it shared a familial resemblance. “I’d hold onto the rope on the way over, old man. Don’t need to be fishing you out the Serpentine later.”

With that, he waved Osric through without a second glance.

As he headed through the narrow streets of the market town, a strong wind assailed him, carrying a spray of salt and fish from the docklands. When he reached the bull’s head gatehouse, the guardsmen eyed his stump, but no one inquired further once he showed he could pay.

The toll took a chunk out of the remaining coins Merchant had thrown to him at Blackhollow. If he was careful with what he had left, he should be able to feed them through Ahar and buy suitable clothing for the desert. How they would eat and drink across the Searing Sands was a problem he was still working on.

Stepping out onto the Lapitor Bridge, the ferocious wind drove him to a halt. Lines of rope had been hastily fastened along the stone parapets on both sides. He pushed against the wind to grab hold of a line, then half dragged himself and Nox along. About midway, he risked stopping to face back toward the Mithran bank. Celoria lay at the end of the peninsula, not half a day’s march south of the bridge. The darkened remnants of the port city could still be seen.

It had been a grim business. Twelve years ago, a scourge swarm out of the fallen lands of Freiz had suddenly hit the eastern coast of the Stretched Sea. The Patricians of Mithras had called upon the Gray Cloaks to leave their post in Athra and rush to the region’s aid. Bureaucratic squabbling in Mithras had left the defenses of the eastern commonwealth inadequate, with the garrison in Celoria woefully undersized and under-equipped. Osric had taken charge of the port – only to curse the Patricians once he understood his lack of resources. Worse, two Champions from Squall Rock had arrived with news that a splinter of the greater swarm was heading their way and made only feeble promises of aid. That assistance never came, and so, facing obliteration, Osric had ordered the port to be rigged for burning.

“It was the right call for my men,” he told Nox. “Beyond that, I cannot say.”

“You said you couldn’t have saved the town.”

“Not without losing more than half of my company. We were mercenaries, not riders bound to die by oaths.”

The dead demand no payment. Perhaps the Patricians had thought they would save Celoria at half the price. Instead, Osric had left it burned black and filled with corpses – scourge and human alike. In any evacuation, especially one made while a swarm bears down upon you, people get left behind. And in such a mess as Celoria had been, without enough boats, too many had been caught by the bugs or the flames.

Osric remembered the shrieks for those still ashore as the flaming payloads launched from the ships. Not just from the women. Some of the men had howled worse, broke down like animals upon the decks.

As the leader of the Gray Cloaks, it had been the right call. He’d destroyed the enemy with minimal casualties. Yet it had helped blacken his already dark reputation.

“Should we have stood and fought?” he asked Nox. “Would that have been better?”

“Would more people have been spared?”

“I don’t know.”

That was the truth of it, and perhaps that was why the matter had never truly left him.

“You stayed in Redbarrow,” she said.

“We stayed,” he corrected. “Though only because the Jackal was a stubborn ass and would not go. And because Mother was there. Without Rake and his emerald friend, we’d have died. And afterward, the townsfolk left anyway. Mightn’t they have been better off to leave when I told them?”

“I don’t know,” Nox said.

And there was the hard rub of it again. Who knew? Who could say? Perhaps they’d have got away before the ginger brute, his blood brother, and the swarm arrived. Perhaps Gea the emerald would still be alive and defending the grove alongside her flight. Or perhaps the enemy would have hounded them from Redbarrow, caught their ponderous column before it reached the forest, and slaughtered them all, man and dragon.

To fight or to flee. Who in this great and unjust world could say what was right or wrong.

Osric turned, fought his way down the bridge, and entered the edgelands of Ahar.

Each day grew mercifully warmer as they headed south. Even in winter, the Aharis enjoyed warm days, and in their capital of Negine Sahra – the desert jewel – anyone from Feorlen would think it the height of summer.

The milder nights were even more welcome while following the coast of the Stretched Sea. Once they reached the true desert, they could expect to shiver at night, but that was a problem for the future. For now, their journey remained pleasant, the villages they passed changing slowly like the turn of a season, from red-tiled slanting roofs to sandy whitewashed buildings with flat roofs. Underfoot, the grass and soft dark earth gave way to hardier scrub and olive trees, with lush patches of tall palms and fruit-bearing trees.

Osric kept their journey off-road so far as he could, ducking into villages in search of a spit of roast meat, usually lamb but sometimes goat or chicken. His scratchy Ahari returned to him in fits and starts, but soon he was conversing well enough to get by. Yet his pale complexion and awkward pronunciations naturally drew attention, mostly harmless gawping from children, but he noted the lingering eyes and the not-so-subtle furtive glances from adults who pretended not to be following him.

It was like that wherever they went. The Shah had men everywhere. The Shah knew all in his lands. Osric had no grievance with Shah Alborz Dalaee, but better to slip through Ahar without incident if they could. With luck, no one would think it worth reporting the movements of one western vagabond. If anyone recognized him buried beneath the beard and long years, credit to them.

One evening, they rested in the cooling shade of a palm tree beside a small pool. Nox slept with her head in his lap while the rest of her body lay melded in the shadows of palm leaves. The fruit was sweet, the setting sun still warm. Osric would have been content sitting there for days.

Perhaps that was why his guard was down.

A flicker in the corner of his eye. Primal instinct rolled him aside, and something thunked hard into the palm’s trunk. Rising, he drew Vengeance and cursed himself for not wearing his buckler.

A core appeared out of nowhere – a core equal to a strong Champion like Holt.

And then he beheld the creature, the monster.

It was scourge, although unlike any he’d seen. It stood on two legs and had two arms ending in clawed hands. Hundreds of fine hairs covered a body of hard chitin, and its hideous head comprised mostly of a mouth filled with black teeth, and such tiny eyes he could hardly— no, it had no eyes at all. The air shimmered and hissed; a foul taste stabbed at Osric’s tongue.

He disturbed Nox as he rose, told her to hide before he backed away, gulped cleaner air, and held his breath. His wits and senses sharpened, but he could not hold it forever.

The creature rushed him upon silent feet, two shining shards emerging from its wrists like swords. It stabbed with both blades to pincer him. Osric pressed forward, cutting through one bone blade with Vengeance while the other met the air where he’d just been. It slithered back. Even injured, the monster made no sound. Now, with space between them, Osric risked a breath, still tasted tainted air, and spat, his lungs aching, heart hammering.

“Nox?”

The fumes scorched inside his nose.

His world spun.

Nox sprang from the shadow of the palm tree, dark power burning at her talons⁠—

The creature turned to face her, its core blazing⁠—

Nox struck in a burst of black-purple light. Green blood sprayed on the scratchy earth, and the scourge staggered, wounded but not slain.

“K-kill it,” Osric spluttered.

But the creature turned and fled, running quick as any flayer and spewing thick, stinging steam. By the time the gas cleared, it was already a shrinking dark figure in the fading light, and despite it being within Osric’s range of detection, its core vanished from the magical landscape.

Osric went to check Nox for wounds. “Are you hurt?”

She rumbled in distress. “You’re the one who’s hurt.”

“Am I?”

He only noticed it then. A cut across his chest oozing blood. A burning pain registered from it now, blood bubbling up from a deep cut. The creature’s sword must have been as sharp as a flayer’s scythe to pierce boiled leather jerkin, shirt, and skin without him noticing.

“We need to find shelter,” he grunted, and he made sure to strap his buckler onto his right forearm first.

Later that night, Osric lay upon the floor in the home of the apothecary of the closest town. The kindly man had tended to Osric’s cut without asking awkward questions, but as the night fell and before candles were lit, there came a moment without any shadows, and Nox had been forced to emerge.

It had taken some time for the poor apothecary to calm down. He’d seemed even more frightened when Osric tried to offer him payment before babbling that Osric could take the room and scarpering into the back of his house. It was only after the bang of the closed doors had faded that Osric considered he needn’t have worried about the wound being an Ascendant, but old training and instincts died hard.

A peel of moonlight entered through an open square window, granting Nox a slender shadow into which she slid. She bobbed in the shadow as though resting in a pool of water, her eyes exposed and no more.

Neither of them could sleep.

“It’s going to follow us, isn’t it?”

Osric agreed. Whatever the new monstrosity was, it didn’t seem plausible that it had just happened to stumble upon them.

“We’ll move by day,” Osric said, “and stick to the roads with others if we can. Maybe I can offer my services as a guard like I did for Merchant. Spice caravans are common on the roads, and a few extra spears around us might help ward it off.”

He felt Nox squirm, and he understood. That thing had been a High Champion in magical power. A few extra spears wouldn’t give a rider much pause, and it was far stronger than they were. Had it not been for Nox’s ambush, they’d already be dead.

Nox took some time to process. “I hoped we were heading away from danger.”

“So did I.” Osric swallowed the lump in his throat and curled up under his gray cloak. “We’ve a long way to go yet. The Sunstriders live on the edge of the desert, or they used to, at least.”

“You sound frightened of them.”

Nox knew him too well. He did fear what he might face upon the sands, far more than anything his mother could have inflicted on him. Being a bastard? That was easy to accept, almost a relief. But with her…

What do I hope to hear?

As with Celoria, he did not know.

“I am afraid, Nox.” He felt no shame in admitting it. “I’ll know myself to be either a fool for believing she could have loved me or a fool for not going after her.”

Nox’s head and neck emerged from the shard of shadow. Her purple eyes met his own. “You should say her name.”

He gulped. He knew he should. Yet couldn’t manage it.

Nox lowered her head, touching the cold, wet tip of her snout to his nose. “You’ll find the courage.” Then she slid back into her shadow.

As he lay there, Osric lamented that the healing power of an Ascendant bond could not also soothe the aches and scars in one’s mind or soul. He felt Nox drift into sleep, but he remained awake, alert, his hand on the hilt of his axe.

You should say her name…

And he found the courage to whisper it to the night.

“Esfir…”
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THE BROTHERS DIM


“Conrad’s a stubborn bastard,” Drefan said. “You have to give it to him.”

The Archduke’s stronghold at the heart of Wismar was obscured by looming turrets and high gabled roofs of dark slate. Even the towers supporting the siege platforms were slim compared to Feorlen design, strengthened by flying buttresses like stone spiderwebs.

“I’ll be sure to tell him that,” Talia said, “when he finally gives in.”

Obstinate as the Archduke was, thankfully the city’s garrison commander was no die-hard. Ensel’s assassination plot – supposedly unsanctioned – had been unearthed and brought to the commander’s attention. He’d panicked that whether Pyra died or survived, the ‘murderess Red Queen’ would seek retribution upon the city. And with the New Order temporarily gone, Talia’s unnerving behavior in approaching the city alone, and the Skarls’ impending arrival, the commander had raised the white flag.

Talia let him think he’d done the smart thing – because she couldn’t be sure what she might have done if she’d had her magic – and wished him and his family well in their new home in Feorlen.

Now, Wismar was in their hands, and Talia and Drefan spent more happy minutes bashing Conrad as they walked the streets, Eadwulf and the Queen’s Guard following close behind. Wismar was labyrinthine, like so many twisting roots branching out from the stronghold on the central hill. And yet, in places, the city opened out into great squares far larger than anything Sidastra’s islands could accommodate.

Their present route came upon one such cobbled marketplace, colossal at five hundred strides along each side. Ornate buildings with gilded archways and narrow stained-glass windows rose over row upon row of bare stalls. It ought to have been bustling, a vital organ of the city, yet the only signs of life now were the Feorlen and Brenish soldiers stationed at the entrances and exits.

“We could ease martial law a little,” Drefan said, “now that the Skarls are settled into the northern districts.”

“Something to discuss at the council,” Talia said. It would be the first major meeting of the coalition since taking Wismar, and to everyone’s astonishment, Prince Leif had brought his new wife and a Fornheim delegation on campaign. Talia wasn’t sure which she dreaded more: a gathering of her growing extended family or the council itself.

The latter, of course. Whatever do we do now?

She didn’t wish to voice such concerns in earshot of her Queen’s Guard, so she ordered Eadwulf to hold while she and Drefan walked into the center of the square. They stopped at the first fountain, intricately carved as a dragon wrapped protectively around a spindly tower. A crust of ice coated the outer edges of the pool, and a layer of copper coins sat dull at the bottom. Risalians apparently made wishes by throwing money in.

A breeze cut through Talia’s armor and fur-lined cloak and hood. She gasped, reaching instinctively for Pyra’s core before remembering how empty it was. So, without magic, Talia gazed into the icy depths of the fountain’s pool and considered wishing for a gentler winter. In the end, she tossed a gold coin into the water and wished dearly for a solution to emerge.

“The fundamentals haven’t changed,” she said. “I’m still a rider-queen. That’s what Risalia and Athra claimed to oppose, and the Old Order still opposes the New Order’s vision of tackling the scourge.” Despite the bloodshed, she’d sent envoys to Drakburg. There was always a chance they’d decide enough was enough, though she didn’t hold high hopes. “Somehow, we’ve won,” she went on, “but I’m not sure how we make a lasting peace.”

“Mmm,” Drefan mused, staring into the icy pool. Talia supposed that about summed things up, but Drefan must have discovered something in the water’s depths, for he said, “Maybe we should hope that Conrad never yields. If we linger in a state of war, then there’s no need for an impossible peace.”

Talia glanced sidelong at him. Are you alright, Drefan, truly? Had his skin always been so pale? Maybe it was the rougher beard that made him seem tattered where he’d once been pristine like his cousin Elvina. Hard to believe this was the same man who had smirked and played a sly hand at her coronation.

“Don’t you want peace?” she asked.

Drefan frowned, dropped a coin into the water. “What I want is justice.”

No, clearly, he was not ‘alright’.

Talia risked a step closer. “Have you unearthed any leads?”

“Huh? Leads? Oh, yes. Turns out Duke Rittermark led the attack against the Toll Pass, but he’s not in the city. Nor does anyone seem to know where he might be.”

Talia risked a friendly hand on his back. “Someone in Conrad’s inner circle will know. We’ll find him.”

Their breath steamed in thick curls, and Talia could bear the cold no longer. Before leaving, she dropped two gold coins to join the coppers, a plea for success against Thrall in the east. It would be a poor thing to win her war only for the world to lose.

They rejoined Eadwulf and the Queen’s Guard before taking the winding route back to their new headquarters, the estate of Duke Mecklen at the western edge of the city.

Duke Mecklen had enjoyed a well-kept estate, his feast hall the largest in the city outside of Conrad’s keep. Now Pyra lay curled up beside its great hearths, its hallway carpets and heavy rugs draped over her like so many blankets. Even with the fire crackling, she shivered in her sleep as though stricken with a fever.

“I’ll come Forge as soon as I can,” Talia told her as she smoothed down the rugs and tucked Pyra in like an enormous, scaled baby. “I’ll sit all night.” Pyra snorted wheezily in her sleep as though she didn’t believe her. “Don’t say that,” Talia joked. “If Holt can manage it, so can I.”

Another snort, this one more a huff, a sigh, and Pyra’s breathing seemed to settle. Talia gave her a gentle pat on the snout, then finally allowed herself to move closer to the hearth and warm her hands.

The flames were red and cheerful. As life returned to her hands, she eyed the two gargoyles flanking the hearthplace, sinister creatures with mischievous grins and nails as long as their fingers. Duke Mecklen’s macabre taste extended throughout the hall. Alcoves were filled with statues of horned gremlins, disturbing bat-men hanging upside down, and other foul imaginings she could not name.

Feeling warmth in her blood again, Talia quickly checked on the repairs to the grand double doors leading out to the gardens and a large terrace where Mecklen hosted in the summer. Both that terrace space and the great doors had allowed Pyra into the hall. Only a few bricks above the arches had been damaged and were now being mended, not for the sake of Mecklen – who had vacated the city when war broke out – but to keep the heat inside.

She’s still alive, Talia reassured herself. But it had been far too close.

A commotion drew her attention. Echoing thuds and voices coming from the foyer of the manse. Talia hurried to investigate and found a crowd of Skarls and Fornheimers traipsing in out of the cold earlier than expected. Ten housecarls, the elite guard of the imperial family, clad in dark ring mail and dark half helms, and another ten Fornheim guardsmen, dark gray cloaks and tunics emblazoned with a white crenelated fortress.

Talia worked her face into a smile and searched the crush for Prince Leif, which wasn’t hard, given his size. She spotted him shrugging out of a heavy black fur cloak and handing it lazily to an anxious attendant. He wore furs, leather, and mail, but his bulging arms remained exposed, boulder-like biceps bound by a series of woven leather straps. He gawped, pointed at a set of statues of men and women with wolf heads, and bent low to speak with someone Talia couldn’t see.

Even without Fynn, Talia considered she had best attempt to greet them and so waded her way through the crush. A housecarl protested at her approach, but Talia moved him aside with ease. The man’s yelp of surprise gained Leif’s attention, and he looked dully between Talia and the stumbling housecarl, his mouth an open ‘O’ before realization slowly dawned.

“Systir!”

“Brodir,” Talia replied, taking the familial lead from him.

Leif threw out his bear-like arms and gave her a bear-like hug that would have squeezed all the air from her body were she not enhanced.

“Hvat er nýtt?” she asked.

Leif gave her a boyish grin, and to Talia’s delight, he replied in the typical style, saying, ‘My heart is strong’. They managed a few more polite exchanges before Talia’s learning petered out.

“I’m sorry,” she said in Skarlish. “Alduneian Common?”

Leif’s grin became a grimace. He turned and seemed to sweep a girl out of the throng to join them. She was a Fornheimer, clad in dark gray, though her fabrics were rich, heavily quilted, and trimmed with velvet. Short and pudgy of face, her blonde curls bobbed as she walked.

“It is so good to meet you at last, Your Majesty,” she said in a rush whilst making the most perfect of curtseys. “Please forgive my husband for his lack of introduction, but his Alduneian Common is so shaky. I am trying to teach him; however, in the meantime, I would be delighted to interpret for him.”

“Lady Grayhart,” Talia said, for who else could it be? “It is a pleasure to meet you at last. I was sorry not to be able to attend your wedding.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for.” Britta sounded almost giddy. “There’ll be time enough for a proper celebration once the war is settled. And that seems soon! I told my father, I said, don’t you underestimate the Red Queen!” She gasped for breath, then barreled straight on. “I cannot express how much I have admired your determination and resilience, especially, forgive me, especially for a woman only a year older than myself.”

Surprisingly, Talia felt herself blush. “Thank you,” she said a little lamely, unused to such earnest flattery.

Leif grinned too, apparently happy to see his new wife and sister-in-law getting along.

Before more could be said, Fynn’s voice cut through. “Brodir! Hvat er nýtt?”

Leif met Fynn with one of his rib-crushing hugs, causing Fynn’s eyes to pop. Fynn was not a small man, but compared to Leif, he seemed doll-like. When they parted, Leif held Fynn by one shoulder, and with his other hand, he pointed at Fynn’s red garments, then gesticulated at the sword hanging from Fynn’s belt. Leif barked a laugh, and Fynn laughed good-naturedly in return.

“He thought I had decided to finally learn the sword,” Fynn said for Talia’s benefit.

Talia laughed politely, though heat rose up her neck again all the while. A mix of guilt and horrifying embarrassment, no doubt, but Fynn had gracefully decided to forget about her forcing herself on him, and she’d played along.

“Brodir!”

Another Skarl clasped hands with Fynn and pulled him close. Talia almost didn’t recognize Aren. He’d cut his hair and beard in shame after Eadwald had died defending him in the scourge chamber beneath the Red Range, but both had grown back, his beard now thicker than Leif’s, his hair hanging in a braided tail while the sides of his head were shaved to the scalp. He’d extended the boar and hourglass lattice tattoo across his whole forehead and even held himself differently. The youthfulness and naivety he’d exuded when trying to woo Talia with purple flowers were gone. Talia hoped he’d become a little wiser too.

Leif joined Fynn and Aren in a booming voice, and as the three brothers babbled in Skarlish, Britta Grayhart sidled closer to Talia.

“Makes me wish I had brothers,” Britta said wanly. “Leif adores them.”

Talia had to admit it seemed a happy reunion. All to the good.

“He speaks so fondly of King Fynn,” Britta went on.

That took Talia aback. Fynn held no ill will against his brothers, but neither did he speak longingly of their company. Perhaps because they hadn’t aided him in his quest to be with Freya.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Talia said. “Fynn has missed his brothers. He even wrote a song about them.” She inwardly cringed, cursed herself for such a stupid lie, and hoped she’d get the chance to warn Fynn in advance.

“A song?” sang Lady Grayhart. “Oh, I adore songs – Leif says Fynn is so talented. We should both love to hear it at the first opportunity.”

Talia hastened to change the topic before she blundered further. “I must have been a little girl the last time the Kongur visited Sidastra.” She knew enough that Bjorn Grayhart had suffered from a joint ailment in recent years. “Tell me, how is his health?”

“Father likes to think he’s still strong,” Britta said, sounding less than jubilant for the first time. “He does his best, but it’s hard for him to leave Vardguard these days.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s life. Shows we must all make the most of it while we can. Father protested when Leif insisted that I travel with him – I think he’d have preferred me to stay in my chambers with the door locked until war’s end – but”—and here she leaned in closer with the air of sharing a deep secret—“I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity. Not for anything. Such an adventure. And, of course, a chance to meet the Red Queen.”

A pressure beat behind Talia’s eyes. “That’s too kind.”

“Talia – may I call you Talia? – oh, my mother, my sisters, our whole court are in awe of your exploits against the scourge.”

This cut through. Talia stopped keeping an eye on the brothers, and Britta Grayhart now enjoyed her full attention. “Fighting the scourge is the point of all this, even if it gets lost in the weeds at times.” Caution caught up with her. “What does the Kongur’s court admire, exactly?”

She had to be careful. Talia would be surprised if the Earls of Fornheim were thrilled at the idea of opening scourge tunnels. More than likely, they misunderstood what the New Order were doing, and should Talia blow up relations in a chance conversation, that might finally cause her poor Mistress of Embassy to keel over.

“It’s said that Feorlen hasn’t suffered a single bug in well over a year,” Britta said.

Ever since they’d taken out the control orb under the Withering Woods and the last remnant of the swarm had been hunted down, there had been no sightings.

“True enough,” Talia said cautiously.

“Word is, you sent soldiers and dragons into the tunnels and burrows to root them out.”

So, they knew that much. Talia risked a little more. “And Fornheim agrees with this?”

“Oh, yes, many, many do, and to think you discovered all this when, for centuries, the Order did not!”

Not entirely true. Adaskar had all but confirmed the Paragons knew of the Hive Mind – they had simply chosen not to act.

“I’m glad to hear many in Fornheim are receptive to taking the fight to the scourge.”

“This year saw terrible activity out of the Spine, far worse than ever before in my lifetime, and we’ve paid the price.”

The Life Elder’s attempt to scour the mountain range. Talia hadn’t considered that Fornheim might have suffered because of that.

“Once matters are finished here,” Britta rolled on, “I’m hopeful we can convince the Skarls to assist us and strike at the scourge before their armies return home. They’ve already helped reinforce key garrisons and prop up lesser fortresses in the interior, which we were worried we’d have to abandon. They’ve also⁠—”

“They’ve… Sorry, what did you say?”

Cut off, Britta gasped again for breath.

“Systir!” Aren muscled his way in, blocking Britta entirely from view. “To see you… is good,” he said stiffly. He stepped in to hug her, more awkwardly than Leif, though less crushing, and parted quickly.

Talia told him in Skarlish that it was good to see him too.

“Ah,” he said in Common, “you’re getting better.”

“And your Common is improving too.”

Aren grunted. “Mine is… better by little. But not yet getting good as Fynn.” He closed his mouth, opened it again, closed it.

A charged pause formed in the air until Talia’s mind conjured some words to save her. “I understand you led the men in a holding action so that Leif could outflank the Risalians in battle. Very brave of you. I’m sure your mother will be proud.”

How much of this got through to Aren, Talia didn’t know. He frowned, scrunching the boar tattoo into an inky mess, but then Leif was there, and despite her tangled emotions, Talia felt relieved to have him there.

“My Queen.” It was Eadwulf, hovering just behind Fynn like a red shadow. He was doing his best not to look at Aren. “The council has assembled and a-awaits your pleasure.”

Just a hint remained of the pause that once would have let his brother finish the thought. If Eadwulf could heal, perhaps there was hope for the world yet.

Talia gave him a nod, and Eadwulf pivoted smoothly on his heel, signaling fast with his hands to the Queen’s Guard. The foyer finally started to clear of guardsmen and officials.

Leif appeared to be introducing Britta to Fynn with great gusto. Britta made another perfect curtsey, and Fynn offered her an arm.

“Perhaps we should take a turn of the gardens, sister,” Fynn told her, “and let Talia and your brothers get on. These southern generals and kings don’t like to be kept waiting.”

“I’m sure Uncle Roland won’t mind,” Talia said, taking the group’s lead. “I had to wait for him to show up in the war, after all.”
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THE GREATER THREAT


When Neveh and Nilak returned to Drakburg, only nine ice riders remained. Lord Jocquel had taken the rest of the riders to Sky Spear to battle Agravain’s New Order.

“Why fight the girl?” Nilak asked, almost despairingly. Neveh might have despaired with him. They’d thought to at least take the riders of the west east against Thrall and his minions.

“Everyone else is fighting their petty causes,” Neveh said. “Can’t expect them to be different.”

Two emerald riders from Drakburg had flown east to the Fae Forest instead. A call from their Wild Flight was the explanation, turning them half mad with a need to fly east.

Neveh wished Eso were here. He might have found the wisdom to navigate this. Of the Five, he’d always been the best at that, perhaps the best of them all, now she gave it thought. But Eso was gone. Rostam was dead. Vald a traitor. And Kalanta… lost.

She must be dead. Thrall and Ice must have got to her first.

Kalanta had been the hardest of the Five to read, and she and Tanyksha had always preferred their own company. Often the last to speak, slow to decide, but unmovable once their minds had been made. Always they had given voice to what would be best for the world, discounting nations of men as passing leaves in a season. Kalanta had often tried to explain how she could hear the world suffering. Neveh hadn’t fully understood it, but then Kalanta had never understood the beauty of singing ice or the way that cold could preserve.

Their meal that first night back was a sullen one. Neveh and her nine supped on a barley stew thickened with carrot, turnip, and tough, salty bacon. A poor table for a Paragon. Tithes from Wismar had been disrupted due to the war, and Jocquel’s lot had plundered the stores before leaving.

In the silence of the hall, the sound of chewing and clinking spoons seemed overloud. When Neveh pushed aside her emptied bowl, she became aware that nine sets of eyes were staring at her. Blue eyes, green eyes, some dark and gray. Some were in homely faces with flat, squashed features, and others would have been great beauties of their realms had they not sworn the Oath and taken up a sword. Nine sets of worried eyes, looking to her to inspire them.

To have answers.

She had none.

A throbbing in her soul, like an old scar. Neveh slammed her hands upon the table. Without conscious thought she rose, chair scraping wincingly loud in the quiet hall.

“We expended much power at Squall Rock. I must meditate. You should all do the same.”

When she returned to Nilak’s side, he curled his tail around her, and she held him close. A rumbling sounded deep in his chest.

“It’s been a long time since you clung to me like a child.”

The winter wind blew into the Paragon’s nest, and Neveh’s indecision dragged on. What could be done with nine ice riders, and these not even the mightiest in the Order? Fly against Thrall and his forces? Laughable. Might they fly to the roof of the world and deal some blow to the heart of Ice’s domain? Even if they could, to what end?

In their winding discussions, they even broached the prospect of flying west to rouse Agravain and her New Order, but no matter how she turned it over, Neveh found it distasteful. Agravain had truly broken her vows – and to the self-serving end of making herself a queen.

“And she would demand help against Sky Spear,” Neveh reasoned.

By strange chance, a party arrived the next day on horseback carrying messages from Agravain. The men were a mixture of Feorlens in their yellow and gray and Brenish in their white and blue. When Neveh met them in the cobbled yard before the tallest tower, each man dropped to his knees while their horses whinnied and backed off in her presence.

Neveh heard the messages with a stony expression.

Wismar had been captured. Archduke Conrad was held up inside his stronghold, but the war was all but over. The Red Queen and King Roland wished peace with the riders of Drakburg, offering to reinstate the regional tithes should they return to their watchful duties against the scourge.

And if not…? Neveh thought darkly.

The messengers did not give voice to the threat, but it was there, unsaid. Agravain couldn’t know Neveh was here, or she wouldn’t have dared.

“Send your tithes or don’t,” Neveh told them. “It makes no matter.”

She intended to leave Drakburg – that much she knew.

The townsfolk of Drakburg emerged from their homes and workshops, huddling together against the chill with fear plain on their faces.

Nilak reached out to her. “It’s not only the riders who rely on the tithes.”

Neveh felt ashamed. Once more, she’d spoken blithely with little thought past her own nose.

“I have a demand of my own,” she said.

The Feorlens shared wary glances. At length, a bald man with a heavy black beard found the courage to speak.

“Do you mean to keep my queen’s peace, Honored Rider?”

“I am a Paragon.”

The man shrank back and babbled an apology. He might not understand the term, but he could feel it.

“I intend to leave this hall. When I go, your queen must care for those who have dutifully served the riders all their lives.”

Despite the cold, sweat glistened atop the Feorlen’s bare head. “Just so, just so. T-the Red Queen holds no ill will against them. She and ’er riders will care for them well here; I have no doubt.”

“She will have peace from Drakburg, but she will not have the Order Hall. When I go, these towers will be sealed against her. These people are to be granted care in Wismar or wherever else she deems fit. I trust that is clear.”

“Yes, oh yes, clear as a well after fresh rain.”

“And should I discover she has mistreated them, then your queen will answer to me.”

“Be gentle,” Nilak admonished, but she felt approval in him also.

“Well?” she asked.

“Ye-yes, my lady, honored Para— ma’am.”

“Good.”

The word left her like breaking ice, and she left the men shivering on the cobbles.

Still, the question remained. What to do?

“The betrayer shall be betrayed,” she muttered later that night. The words would not leave her alone, making meditation difficult. The Mystic Elder had told them that. Three prophetic riddles before the end.

“The true master will change.”

Who was the master? Over whom and what? She’d made no headway on this.

“Death shall grip the world until balance restores it.”

This confused her. It sounded like the scourge would win, but if that happened, if Thrall won, there would be no one and nothing left to restore the world.

“The betrayer shall be betrayed.”

This one frightened her.

“Ice is the betrayer,” Neveh said. That much seemed plain.

“Vald and Raiden’ra betrayed Adaskar and Azarin,” Nilak said. “Thrall is a traitor to all of life.”

Neveh sensed where he was going. “Indeed. And Agravain and her riders betrayed the Order.”

And me. The dark thought squirmed inside her. I’m a traitor too, of a sort…

Yet recalling that fateful moment with the Life Elder was always a struggle, even when she’d tried to explain herself to the Mystic Elder, as though the whole thing had been a dream. She remembered the valley in the Spine, the burning trees, the ring of treants around the Elder who stood alone among his fallen kin. She remembered Sovereign, how his red eyes had seemed to pierce across the distance between them. A throb in her soul, then everything blurred. Encasing the Life Elder’s leg in heavy ice came as a flash, as though it had been done by someone else. If not for Nilak confirming she’d done it, she would have called it a nightmare.

Perhaps her mind hoped to forget it, her great mistake.

“We ought not to dwell on the Elder’s words,” Nilak advised. “Wynedd’s glimpses of fate were inscrutable until the moments arrived, and the Elder was dying as she made them. She might have been speaking of things in the dead past or so far ahead we will be dust.”

Neveh straightened her back, rested her hands upon her crossed legs, and closed her eyes again. Yet her mind refused to empty.

Ice… That was where her thoughts returned. Always to Ice.

A day arrived at Drakburg when the winter storms subsided. On that day, seven riders came from the northeast, bloodied, injured, and with shaking bonds. There was a rider of each type, with two of ice and emerald to make the count. Neveh and her nine gathered in the great hall to hear the tale.

An Exalted Storm Champion by the name of Brax led the group. His appearance was hard to place, but his flat, neutral accent meant he could only be Athran. Though of noble stock, he spoke gruffly, crunching through every word.

“Oak Hall has fallen, Revered Paragon.”

Emerald riders at Oak Hall had also received summons from their wild kin. Two of them tried to leave, so Commander Demetrian named them oath-breakers and pursued them himself.

“He caught Enyd,” Brax said, “but Qhorin escaped.”

More folly, Neveh thought.

Not long after the loss of Enyd and Qhorin, scourge came down from the Fallow Frontier like a black flood. The riders of Oak Hall flew to meet the threat and so were spread thin along the northern forest when ice dragons, mystics, and treacherous riders fell upon them. Four unusual wild dragons, too, with strange colorings and unknown powers.

Probably mystics, Neveh thought, dismissing it.

Brax went on. “Commander Demetrian recalled us to Oak Hall to make a stand, but”—and here he worked his jaw doubly hard—“there were traitors among our own ranks. The Exalted Champion, Eloise, and her dragon Bereale, and a few lesser riders as well. Commander Demetrian was slain, and we were lost.”

Neveh pressed her hands carefully on the table. Oak Hall must have been overcrowded at the time. Like Sky Spear must be now. “Are you telling me that only you seven survived?”

“Three more we sent as escorts with the evacuees to Coedhen. Others might have escaped, though I cannot say for certain.”

“We must go east,” Nilak said, “even if no one else will.”

Neveh agreed, although shame stabbed at her. “If the emeralds ever find out what I did⁠—“

“There is a time for honesty, and that will be after this is done.”

In the hall of Drakburg, Neveh raised herself on a column of ice to address the sixteen.

“The Fae Forest and all life within it cannot be allowed to fall.” What the riders at Angkor deep in the Jade Jungle thought of events, Neveh neither had the inclination nor the time to discover. “We fly now to Coedhen, to any fight and to any friend we might find there. I…” She almost made it a demand, but she managed instead to say, “I ask you to join me.”

Wordless, they stood one by one and set their faces in grim determination. Neveh took them in. Sixteen riders and their dragons. All told, their numbers wouldn’t have garrisoned the Crag. Yet sixteen was a lot more than nine. And far more than just Neveh and Nilak alone.

As they departed, Neveh performed her last act for the riders of Falcaer and sealed the three towers of Drakburg with her binding spirit. None might break it other than Vald, and that was if his own soul was not in tatters from all he’d wrought.

Closing the hall, perhaps for good, felt a fitting end to the sordid mess.

The Five were gone.

Neveh might be a Paragon in power, but when she’d declared herself the last true Paragon, that had not been the truth.

True Paragons led.

Neveh was a weapon.

And Ice would know her edge.
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THE WAR WIDENS


Elettra waited on the beaches with the other Squires of Squall Rock, waiting for news of the battle. When the riders returned, they were quiet and mournful. Koltor landed, his lavender scales smeared with blood, but Master Caspian was not on his back. All the world slowed as Elettra ran to meet Koltor in his grief. After taking care of him for so long, she thought of Koltor as her dragon too. Hers. Koltor’s legs wobbled and he crumpled, but she gave him comfort, and a bond formed in her chest. Love and belonging filled her. Finally. She’d waited long enough.

When she awoke, she was in the winter snows of the Grim Gorge, curled under Sovereign’s wing. Why had the old dream returned after all these years? She was not Elettra anymore, she was the Speaker, and she was no lowly Squire but a rider in her own right, bonded to Sovereign, the most powerful dragon in the world.

Involuntarily, she curled into a tighter ball. Presently, her bond was closed over, which for once pleased her. It would not do for Sovereign to glimpse her dream, not only for his hatred of riders but for the fact that such dreams had led the mystic riders to expel her from Squall Rock. ‘Ill thoughts’ – that had been their reason. She’d thought it was her lowest point. Oh, how innocent she’d been. Now, she pitied the young Elettra in that dream.

She still held onto lies.

A frigid wind rushed under Sovereign’s wing. Even the furs beneath her dragon hide cloak did little to warm her. This horrifying winter had to be the she-Elder’s doing, but at least she was finally assisting Sovereign in the war – throwing her spiritual might at the defenses raised by the emeralds.

I’ll feel warmth again when He opens our bond.

She took comfort in that, yet she would have to wait. For now, Sovereign slept. His rage over the grove and his argument with Ice had wearied him. He needed rest, and the Speaker had business with the Alchemist.

On her way to his laboratory, the old dream still echoed through her. The injustice stabbed across the years. No one had worked harder than her, no one. ‘Be patient, Elettra,’ they’d said. Such a vile word, a pathetic excuse given to the snubbed.

Wrapped in rancor, she found herself in front of the lab door, pushed inside, and let the door thud behind her. Red smog heavy with the smell of blood and the woody tang of pulped marrow filled the hut. In the haze, a figure in black shifted like a shadow.

“Who’s there?” The Alchemist’s deep voice was muffled. “It’s not safe, didn’t you see the red cross on the door?” A scrape of metal, hurried steps, and the Alchemist emerged out of the fug like a vulture in his beaked mask. “Speaker?” He pushed past her and threw the door open. “You ought to be careful. My lab at Windshear had good ventilation, but here…”

As the haze spilled around her, the vapor tickled her throat, making her nose twitch. Suddenly, her head felt light, as though it were trying to float away from her neck.

The Alchemist bustled back, taking his cauldrons off the heat as the last of the smoke drifted up to the narrow vents in the ceiling. Once the room was clear, the Alchemist took off his mask with a sigh. Even slick with sweat, he remained pleasing to the eye.

Stop that, she told herself.

“Why are you here?”

Those words… they took her back through the years.

Ricaldo had asked her that after she’d found him with his whore. The quiet frustration, the casual dismissal, the insinuation that she lacked rights or explanation. ‘Why are you here?’ he’d asked. The nerve. It was she who’d had the right to demand that of him!

She was older than me, soft, fat, hideous – it made no sense, none at all.

“Speaker?”

She blinked, returned to the present, and remembered why she’d come.

“Three cohorts of the faithful are due to head to Windshear to reoccupy the fortress under the Ice Wardens of Preservation and Apathy. Another two cohorts are to begin felling trees in the lands between Windshear and the forest, but they lack elixirs. Your production has been lax.”

The Alchemist loosened his gloves a finger at a time, set them down, pressed his knuckles on the table. “Forgive me, Speaker, but this matter has already been attended to.”

“You are mistaken. Sovereign confirmed the change in strategy only last night.”

“Dear Speaker, those five cohorts left two days ago.”

She frowned, narrowed her eyes. “That’s not possible. I only just⁠—”

“You sent orders from the Master’s summit, and we carried them out. We emptied our deep stores of elixirs.”

Her thoughts tumbled. She could not have slept for so long unknowingly, but then why would the Alchemist lie? Such a stupid lie?

“Yes…” she said. “Of course.”

The Alchemist stiffened. “As for production, I’m afraid conditions here aren’t ideal to replace such quantities. The Shroud must make do with what we have.”

The Speaker took in his lab. To her, it seemed much like the others. It had its iron cauldrons, its baskets of herbs, its jars of murky liquids and preserved organs. The worktops were laden with bloody tools, clamps, tongs, and knives – so many knives – and reeked of a butcher’s shop; smaller, perhaps, but much the same.

“What are you doing if not producing elixirs?”

“I am pursuing a more potent mixture, as Sovereign instructed, Praise Him.”

“Praise Him,” she said reflexively.

As she did, the sweet voice whispered to her, “What falsehood does he truly brew?”

And she brooded on the Alchemist’s manner, his casual familiarity, so polite and respectful – what was he hiding? She eyed those knives upon the worktop. One lapse on her part she could understand, but a second?

“Sovereign has not spoken of a new elixir.”

The Alchemist licked his lips. “Our Master gave me this task himself.”

“His voice graces only my mind – I am the Speaker!”

“I did not seek such honor,” he said, raising open hands. “Your new duties demand so much of your time that I presume the Master thought it prudent to give me this one task himself. To spare you further burden, I’m sure.”

“To spare—” She winced at the thought of it. “Well, then?” she snapped. “What progress have you made?”

“Some, Speaker, it is a… most difficult task, I⁠—”

“We’re at war! And even when Coedhen falls, there may yet be the Ice Elder and her brood to deal with. We’ll have need of this new blood-mix!”

“I am doing my best.”

“If your zeal is true, you will find a way. Praise Him.”

“Praise Him,” the Alchemist said softly.

After the beat of the rod must come the honey.

“You will succeed, dear Alchemist. How can you not once you turn all your prodigious skill toward it?”

And leave the governing of the faithful to me. That is my role. We must fulfill our roles.

Osric Agravain had lamented the lack of discipline and structure within the faithful, a consequence of hastily unifying disparate chapter houses into one force, each bringing their own notion of the cause. He’d laid the blame at her feet, knowing she’d once been an officer in the Mithran siege corps, never realizing she’d been posted to Celoria when he and his Gray Cloaks had taken charge of the port. Why hadn’t she told him that? He’d never known what his orders had forced her to do, what they’d taken from her.

Caterina, I’m sorry.

She’d heard her sister screaming as the fires of Celoria burned.

Why hadn’t she told him that?

“All must burn,” the sweet voice said. “Burn, burn, burn⁠—”

“Speaker?” The Alchemist asked. “Are you well?”

She blinked fast, realized her head was tilted at an angle. She’d been twitching.

Stamp it out, cut it out.

“Discipline,” she said, “focus! All we strive for is within reach!”

The Alchemist stood back from his workbench and seemed to see her for the first time. “I wore a cloak before you. Before there was even a need for a Speaker. My dedication to the cause is beyond doubt.”

“Ah, but which cause is that?” asked the sweet voice.

A sudden move by the Alchemist toward the workbench sent a jolt through the Speaker. Her gaze darted to a bloody knife within his reach.

But he only picked up his gloves, slipped them back on. “You have the highest, most important work to do, and I’ve taken up so much of your time already. I shall return to my work also. I will not fail. Praise Him.”

“Praise Him,” she rasped.

Once outside, the sweet voice gave her counsel. “Be careful with that one.”

I will be.
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A morning moon hung over the Eastern Grove, still almost full in the earliest stages of waning. Holt groaned through his aches and tallied his injuries. One black slab of a bruise from ribcage to hip counted for at least five. His brigandine had done its job, but swathes of its leather and cloth were torn free, revealing scraped and dented plates beneath. His baldric, which held his scabbard on his back, hung by a thread of leather, and one boot had a hole in it.

All in all… well, he was alive.

Ash slept in a splayed limb sprawl in the meadow. A deeper gash on one of his back legs oozed a clear liquid, but it seemed to be scabbing over. Thankfully, enough time must already have passed for their Frayed bond to have restabilized.

Holt took a good look at Ash’s core, or the lack thereof. The nightscape was pitch dark, the moon little more than a wispy orb. They wouldn’t hold up well against other dragons or riders, but against the bugs, sword and claw would do for the time being.

Half-naked, Holt bent double and shuddered, part in relief and part in delayed terror. Moments of near misses in the battle flashed like warning shots, and the dead were piled around him: dragons, scourge, blighted animals. A boar with green eyes and a snapped tusk had almost gored him from neck to groin before Ash had saved him.

His heart started pounding again, and his hands shook. In a twisted moment, he saw blood steaming off his fingers and what he’d left of the storm rider beneath that tree; body mangled, head a ruin of shattered bone and pulped flesh. He’d roared and smashed and killed like a blood-swollen cultist, and only Ash had stopped him.

Ash…

He placed a hand on his dragon, and his hammering heart began to slow. Some moments later, a warm wing folded around him.

“I’m here, boy.”

From somewhere nearby in the grass, his sword gave him a reassuring thud.

“We’re safe for now,” Ash said, then he began humming, a calming sound from deep in his chest.

Holt pulled Ash’s wing tighter to him. Safe for now. With the sentinel presence of the Terrascale Trees, with the running water and sweet pollen in the air, Holt could almost believe it.

Still humming, Ash asked, “How long has it been since the battle?”

“No idea.”

“I can’t hear any fighting.”

Holt swallowed. “This isn’t over.”

Ash rumbled and sniffed. “You stink, boy.”

Holt loosed a nervous laugh. No doubt he stank worse than a mucker’s cart. He could feel his skin itching under all the sweat, grime, and fear. A dip into one of the grove’s swift streams seemed in order.

The waters were cleansing as he slid in, cool yet not chilling. After he’d washed and gingerly slipped back into his crusty clothes, Aberanth arrived, dragging several enormous leaf wraps by their long stems.

“Ah, about time you woke up.”

“Nice to see you too, Aberanth.”

“I came to check on you already, hence how I know Ash’s tail is injured.”

Holt felt a dull echo of that pain in his own tailbone, but he couldn’t see anything visibly wrong. “How bad is it?”

Ash tried stretching his tail but wailed. “I can hear my muscles creaking.”

“A sprain, I think, hmph,” Aberanth said, setting the leaves down near Ash. “A bad one, but nothing that won’t heal. I shall need your hands, Holt.”

Holt obediently went. Closer, he recognized the leaves as the type Aberanth used to pack delicate instruments, the kind the West Warden had once wrapped around Brode’s body. Now standing in the shadow of the Terrascale Oak, Holt wondered if it was the source of these devices.

“Slide the leaves under Ash’s tail here,” Aberanth said, pointing with his snout, “here, and here. They’ll know what you need from them.”

Sure enough, after Holt positioned the leaves under Ash’s tail, they began to curl up, tightening and binding, unperturbed by the bone ridges splitting them.

“Try moving your tail now,” said Aberanth.

Ash strained, but only the tip wagged feebly.

“Good, that should stop you from doing further damage – hmph,” he added as though that were unlikely. Almost as an afterthought, he pressed his head into Ash’s, then padded over to Holt and allowed him a quick one-armed hug before wriggling free. “I’m glad you’re both alive,” he said, awkwardly.

It was as close to ‘I love you’ as Aberanth was comfortable saying, and Holt treasured it.

“You too.” As he clambered back to the task of putting his armor on, he asked, “How long has it been since the battle?”

“Almost two days.”

Holt allowed himself a moment to be impressed by that, then moved on. “There were stone men, Aberanth. Living rocks with glowing eyes.”

“Oh, you mean the golems. Hmph. Lucky boy to see them.”

Holt frowned and gave Aberanth a look of incredulity. “Lucky?”

“Err, I misspoke. Well, not to have been in the battle. It’s just, well⁠—”

“I know what you mean,” Holt said to spare Aberanth palpitations.

“You managed to fix the grove, then?” Ash asked.

“Fix the grove indeed!” Aberanth said, amused. “I repaired the connections between the Terrascale Trees – and not a moment too soon, I might add, hmph. It’s patchy work, but the South Warden melded with her tree, and… well, so far, so good.”

Holt glanced south toward the great Terrascale he thought looked like a mountainous, brown-stalked broccoli. He’d promised himself he’d ask Aberanth what it was if he made it, and so he did.

“It’s called a kapok tree,” Aberanth said. “Lots of them in the far south, I believe.”

“We saw them in the jungle,” Holt said. “Although none quite like that, of course.”

It wasn’t just the size. The southern Terrascale Tree, like the others, rose and fell steadily as though drawing breath.

“The Terrascales are unique,” Aberanth said. “The greatest creation of the flight. With the South Warden’s arrival, three-quarters of the forest’s power is now rallying to fight back. That strength is greatest in and near the grove itself. Thrall won’t have it, hmph, no, he won’t.”

“What’s Thrall’s next move, then?” Holt asked as he fastened the toggles on his brigandine.

“With the grove so strengthened, he seems to be throwing his forces at the wider forest instead. Some of the emeralds told me Oak Hall has fallen.”

“Oak Hall,” Holt echoed. “Then the people in Coedhen have to be warned.”

“They have been, Holt Cook.” The voices of the Wardens came as a blended whole, a brooding female now mixed with the graveness of the West Warden and the clarity of the East. “The foresters have called their summons.”

“There must be a lot of people living between here and the city,” Holt said to the air. “We should help them.”

The Wardens took a little too long to answer. “The bulk of the enemy has left the forest and is beyond our sight. We would have you regain your strength and be ready to strike where needed.”

Holt was about to respond, but it was Ash who got there first. “Aberanth says the grove’s defenses are now strong”—Aberanth squeaked, no doubt wishing to be left out of this—“but ordinary people living in the forest will have no defenders at all. With respect, Wardens, we’re going to them.”

Holt’s bond burned, and his soul spun. Some heartbeats passed. Aberanth fidgeted, eyes darting, but Holt held his nerve, looking from one distant Terrascale to the other.

“As you will,” said the Wardens. “Go with the gratitude of the Emerald Flight. You may find haven here for as long as the grove blooms.”

Holt nodded, Ash growled, their bond burned, and even Holt’s sword pulsed and quivered where it lay in its scabbard, yearning to join in on the moment. Holt drew it, and the white steel settled in a self-satisfied manner.

“Well, we didn’t die,” he said to the sword. “You still have time to learn your name.”

“No progress on that, then?” Aberanth asked.

“We’ve got as far as it likes the idea of being a living star.”

“A living star?”

Holt shrugged. “I think it has a sense of its name, it just can’t find the words. Probably because Ash and I lack them.”

“Hmph,” Aberanth pipped, scrunching his face in thought. “Have you considered Astralis?”

The sword hummed and perked up such that it lifted Holt’s hand.

“Oh, you like that, do you?” Aberanth said, delighted.

“What does it mean?” Holt asked.

“Astral relates to stars, of course – Mithrans have produced endless ‘astral navigation’ charts – but human alchemists and those pseudo-philosophers sometimes used it too, only they usually waffled on about a non-physical realm, almost a spiritual plane. Silly notions, but seeing as you two willed it into being⁠—”

The sword started shaking so hard that Holt had to grip it with both hands. Its presence flared outward as though undergoing a spiritual insight, then rapidly collapsed upon itself and dimmed to the merest spark.

“What, no good?” Aberanth asked.

Thinking was the sense Holt gained from it. “It needs some time to mull it over.” With his baldric so damaged, he could no longer wear his scabbard, so he kept the sword in his hand. “No time to waste.”

Ash grumbled. “I can’t fly with my tail like this.”

“Well, we can walk together,” Aberanth suggested.

“You’re coming with us?”

“Why, yes, if… if you’ll have me.”

The barest hesitation flickered through Holt. He’d hoped Aberanth would stay in the grove where it was safe, but, then again, for all that he had been accepted back into the flight, he’d been mistreated by them until only recently.

Holt knew the feeling.

“Of course!”

“Excellent! If we’re heading to Coedhen, I might be able to access some proper equipment there. I could make more elixirs – now that would be useful!”

“That it would. It might be safest to go on foot anyway. Above the trees, we’d be more exposed.”

Ash snorted but spoke with good humor. “Good thing I’m small and weedy. Those proper-sized dragons will be sorry now we’re warring in the woods.”

Holt chuckled appreciatively, but given how thin Ash looked, he couldn’t quite muster a full-fledged laugh.

They traipsed across the meadow to find the rest of their gear. When they saw the pile at the heart of the grove, they also discovered food left there for them. Holt would take that sort of gratitude any day. With full stomachs came emboldened hearts, and they set off north as night fell.

The tree wall defending the grove had turned grand indeed, a hundred feet high, trees and thickets and thorns packed dense as any city’s fortifications, and the stone men – the golems – patrolled it as tireless sentinels. One golem, made of earth instead of stone, appraised them silently, then levered a branch which opened a passage in the wall like a postern gate, and they passed through into the falling snow beyond.

Outside the grove, the cold pressed in. Holt’s breath misted, catching in the shards of moonlight cutting through the clouds, and he whistled low at the devastation. For hundreds of feet, trees had been uprooted or torn down – many perhaps moved to form the wall – but the ground itself was churned and dotted with countless holes as though the bugs had tried to dig their way in. And where there weren’t half-dug holes, there were high mounds of earth, neatly packed and tidy. In the dark, Holt couldn’t quite make them out, but Ash and Aberanth told him little saplings were fighting their way out of the mounds, waiting for spring.

“All those who fell in the grove’s defense were buried in the fashion of our flight,” Aberanth said. “Even riders and dragons of the Order who fought and died for us.”

Holt spared a thought for that young dead rider he’d come across in the battle. Her name unknown, her face pale as milk. He wondered who she’d defied to come here, whether she would’ve been better off to heed them.

There were so many mounds, too many. Holt feared for the Emerald Flight. They couldn’t take more punishment, and this war would be the end of them unless aid arrived.

The end of all of us.

“I hope those new trees will have a chance to grow tall,” Ash said.

Holt nodded, walked on. He kept moving because if he stopped, if he thought about it, he would not move at all.

They hadn’t gone far when Holt’s sword awoke with a spiritual gasp in his grip. As if in a trance, Holt held the sword high to catch in the moonlight, and certainty of the sword’s identity slipped into Holt’s mind as though it had always been there.

“Behold Astralis, the Living Star.”

“Well done, Aberanth,” Ash said.

Aberanth stretched his neck high, looking smug.

The starburst patterns along the blade glowed, and Holt lowered it, his trance-like state ending. “How about we stick with Astralis for short?”

Astralis hummed for a moment, then thudded hard in agreement.
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A FRAUD


Distress from the logging camp cut through the darkness: women screaming, children wailing, metal screeching, bows twanging. Bandanna down, Holt rushed between the ghostly trees. Even at a distance, the acrid stench of corrupted wood smoke burned in his sensitive nose.

Holt and Ash arrived at the camp and dispatched the ghouls and single flayer before the scourge could react. Quick as it was, fatigue from the grove echoed in Holt, a hollow feeling of running on air.

No time to rest.

He ceased sense-sharing with Ash and lifted his bandanna. He’d found folk were more at ease when he wasn’t wearing it, and already the survivors were gathering around him, their cries of ‘Honored Rider’ blending into one hoarse cry. In the greasy light of scourge balefire, he read the terror in their eyes.

“We’re here to help! But you have to do as we say. You must make for Coedhen. Gather what food and warm clothes you can and meet back here.” He drove Astralis into the ground, willing it to wax. Astralis intuited the situation and released a gentle glow rather than a blinding one. “If you have weapons, arm yourselves, but don’t be a hero. Leave the scourge to me!”

He noted a few bowmen of Coedhen were present, men posted to logging camps to guard against wolves, boars, and bears.

“You three. There’s a man called Aaron leading other fighters in the column coming up behind us. Report to him.”

No one shifted an inch.

“Move,” Holt called. “We can’t wait around for you!”

They scattered, save for a group of women with small children, who remained huddled by Astralis. Holt eyed the burning log cabins, an oily blackness mixing through the flames. It would help with the grim task of handling the dead before they moved on.

“Any of them still alive?” he asked Ash privately.

“No,” Ash said, short and sharp. “There’s a man weeping over a woman though. He’s not moving.”

Holt didn’t relish this duty. “Stay with them,” he told Ash, and then aloud, he addressed the women and children. “Ash will look after you. Stay right here. It’s going to be alright.”

The risk of them running off was vanishingly small, but Holt remembered what it was like to be them. When a rider told you what to do, told you things would be fine, that made it so much better.

Holt found the grieving man shuddering over a limp woman surrounded by bloodied snow.

“You’ve got to get up,” Holt said.

The man wailed and tried to swat Holt away. “No…”

The despair cut through Holt’s heart.

“You have to.” He hauled the man to his feet. The man fought feebly, but Holt’s grip was steel. “She’s gone. She’s gone, and you have to⁠—”

The man sagged his full weight onto Holt. A grown man with a hedge of a beard, and the thick arms of a Jack, sobbed breathlessly onto his shoulder.

“We’ve got to burn these bodies,” Holt said, gentle but firm. “You don’t want her to rise again.” Wordless, the grieving man accepted it, pulled back from Holt, and bent to lift his wife.

One by one, the dead were thrown into the burning cabins. For once, Holt was glad it was balefire that took them. Its tainted heat made the smell so intolerable that no starving mouth would feel the shame of salivating.

The survivors assembled in Astralis’s light, clutching their meager possessions. When Aberanth emerged at the head of the ponderous column of foresters, some people ran to friends or family in the camp, but most shuffled their feet, one foot before the other, eyes fixed on the snow.

“I don’t like it when you run ahead,” Aberanth told Holt and Ash.

“I keep an ear out for you,” Ash said, but they couldn’t be in two places at once, could they? Couldn’t think about it, though. Couldn’t dwell on things, or they’d never keep going.

“Let’s go,” Holt called. “Stick together, stick close.” He drew Astralis from the ground and told it to brighten as he raised it high as a guide.

Going north was slow, but thankfully, only wayward ghouls and bugs from the greater swarm ever crossed their path. Ash provided plenty of warnings, and the bowmen of Coedhen proved they knew their business. Their bows were compact, built for delivering heavy blows over short distances. This helped greatly with the blighted animals roving around the forest as well.

When moving by night, Ash would Sink his channels to pull motes toward him while Holt sat upon his back. Unlike their run to the grove, Holt could manage it so long as Ash walked gently, but it was the cloud cover that proved the real enemy. A near-permanent storm smothered the world, making lunar motes scant and thin down on the forest floor.

One dark day, Ash sniffed out a deer but knew it was befouled before they reached it. The poor creature lay bleeding and dying with an oozing blight wound on its back.

As Holt approached, he could feel the deer watching him out of the corner of its eye. He knelt in the snow, listening with his sixth sense. The harsh song of the scourge was not yet loud. He could dispel it, and he did so with a gentle touch of his palm. A flash of silver and the blight was scoured clean, though the wound remained deep. With a jolt, the deer attempted to rise, bleated from the effort, shook, squealed, and fell dead.

Holt remained on his knees, trying to process his feelings. He’d have hunted this deer gladly with Ash, and somehow, that would have seemed right and normal. But this… this saddened him in a way he could not describe. His mouth felt dry, and hot, sticky blood seemed to coat his fingers again amid visions of a blood-smeared tree.

Ash jostled him with his snout.

“Wh-what?” Holt said, dazed. He hadn’t even noticed Ash padding closer.

“I said its heart burst.”

“Did it?”

Ash rumbled, concerned. “Something wrong?”

Holt cleared his throat. “Just tired, I think.”

Ash grumbled, unconvinced, but his hunger swelled painfully enough for Holt to feel.

“Give me a moment.”

Using his lunar-steel knife, Holt cut and cleaned a portion of meat to keep for himself. They lacked salt, but such cold weather would slow the meat from spoiling. As Ash ate the rest, and the sweet taste echoed on Holt’s tongue, he found himself longing to take a bite. He shook his head to rid the thought, but then an idea came to him.

Fusing a trickle of magic into his cook’s knife, he carved a sliver of meat, wafer thin, the same way his father had sliced raw beef for fire riders on occasion. Silver smoke hissed as he cut, and the resulting strip of venison was seared through with white stars. And like all good cooks, he tasted his creation.

The meat melted on his tongue. It was the finest, freshest cream: the sweetest of the season’s berries. It was all one needed in life. The urge to lunar-sear more slices came on strong, but he fought it. While delicious, it was a use of power he could ill afford.

The next logging camp they came across was larger than the last, and the one after larger again, almost a village, only it was empty. Dried blood coated the cabins, and the heavy snow had long buried any evidence of tracks.

Grimly, they moved on, trudging north as the moon waned, and noticed how the trees grew taller and thicker the closer they came to the Bright Wash. And how each day seemed shorter than the last.

At last, a morning came when Ash’s ears rose sharply in attention and it wasn’t due to scourge or human screams.

“There’s a settlement out there. One with walls, and lots of people, and crackling coal fires!”

Fire. Holt longed for one. Even Floating his mote channels barely helped against the cold anymore. It amazed him that the refugees had kept moving. Then again, they had no choice but to shuffle along, and they did just that, all the way to Brackendown – one of the bowmen had told Holt the town’s name.

“Hmph,” Aberanth harrumphed. “There aren’t any burn pits.”

Holt hadn’t registered that oddity, but as they neared Brackendown, he saw Aberanth was correct. The only smoke plumes were rising from within the town. No burn pits meant they weren’t burning the bodies of blight victims, and Holt’s sense of foreboding rose higher as they drew closer.

“No one’s in the isolation areas.” Larger settlements always had some holding areas outside of their walls – Sidastra had an entire island for the purpose. The far smaller, palisaded area outside of Brackendown was empty.

No burn pits, no basic precautions. Holt tensed. Extraordinary events were rarely good. At least some bowmen challenged them as they approached the gates. As a rider, Holt would be allowed to enter, but everyone else would have to remain outside.

“A bit of sense,” Holt muttered as the gates opened.

“I’ll wait here,” Ash said. “Not a lot of space in there.”

“I’ll keep you company,” said Aberanth.

Holt gave Ash a hearty thump and a softer one to Aberanth before walking into town.

The settlement had an organic feel to it. No trodden paths or roads, no impositions of mankind beyond what was necessary. Each building squeezed in between the great trees, built of packed dry stone, earth, and dark wood, and no two were alike. Their flat roofs favored moss rather than thatch.

A bowman in a gold-trimmed green uniform ran to meet Holt, snapped to attention, and cast his eyes down.

“There’s no need for that,” Holt said, then asked about the lack of precautions against the blight.

The bowman raised his gaze but could not meet Holt’s eye. “It’s nae bother, Honored Rider – sir!” The officer’s song-like lilt reminded Holt painfully of Silas Silverstrike. “There’s one of yer Order here who can help remove it, least we reckon he must be a rider, sir. We think.” Seemed the more the bowman thought about it, the less sure he was.

Holt blinked. It wasn’t possible. The only cores he could feel were Ash and Aberanth.

“Is it an emerald rider?”

“Err, couldn’t tell you. Tall fellow, gentle manner, I think, not like you hear about.” He cleared his throat. “Eh, I didnae mean, that’s to say⁠—”

“Where is this healer?”

The bowman relaxed and pointed toward the hill. “Should be on the lane up to the Ranger’s manse.”

Holt nodded. The term ‘Ranger’ was vaguely familiar to him. It was what Ealdors were called here.

“Is the Ranger in town?”

“M’Lord Ranger is up in the city for the moot. Word’s just arrived that a summons has been called – a great one. Everyone’s tae go, sir rider. Hundreds of bowmen ha’ been sent from the city tae assist.”

Holt looked around, and indeed, the number of armed men seemed well out of proportion to the town’s size. All for the better.

“Why haven’t you left yet?” Holt asked. “Time is of the essence.”

“The plan was tae leave in the mornin’, sir.”

Holt chewed his lip, then said, “No, best leave today, even in darkness. There’s no time to wait. I’ll be escorting your people – just make sure they’re ready.”

“Aye, sir,” the bowman almost shouted in his enthusiasm before snapping another salute.

Holt gave him a nod, then headed to find this so-called ‘healer’, this charlatan. It couldn’t be another rider. Whoever the fraudster was, they were falsely convincing people they were being cured. Even now, the sickness could be burning through Brackendown.

Holt kept that fear to himself. Better not to cause panic, especially so once he saw how crowded this lane winding up to the Ranger’s manse was. People were packed in as though they’d formed a snaking queue. Holt was average height at best, but compared to the hunched and huddled Coedhens, he seemed to stride tall. Wearing battle-stained brigandine and openly holding a rider’s sword were enough to part the crowd without a word.

A jarring undertone crackled in his sixth sense. As he feared, the blight was present in the people, low and simmering. He would banish it once he’d dealt with this pretender.

Halfway up the road, Holt found him. A towering figure in tan fur moved one by one down the line. At a distance, he seemed perfectly ordinary, with tousled brown hair and pale skin like the other foresters, yet he walked barefoot on the half-frozen earth. People didn’t quite seem to notice him until he spoke directly to them, and when he took an infected woman’s hands in his own, silver light shone.

Holt froze mid-stride. It wasn’t possible. The man had no core. What was he even thinking – the man had no bond to begin with. He worried he couldn’t trust his eyes, but the burst of magic had scattered a dusting of lunar motes in its wake. Hard to disbelieve two senses.

“Healer!” Holt called.

The man turned, went rigid.

“I’d like to speak with⁠—”

The man leaped off the road and disappeared down the hill.

Holt pushed through the gasping crowd to the edge. The hillside was steep and covered with thick bracken. Quivering foliage betrayed the man’s path, and Holt gave chase. Either he’d catch up fast or the man would slip and fall – Holt was almost losing balance himself, and he was a rider.

Neither occurred.

Arriving at ground level where the palisade wall met the hill, Holt found no sign of his quarry.

He heard Ash crashing through the forest on the other side.

“Can you hear him?”

“I’m not sure,” Ash said. “Quick, share senses.”

Holt obeyed. He lowered his bandanna and embraced Ash’s perception of the world. Anxious voices rolled down the hill – men were calling instructions from the gatehouse. He tasted soot from charcoal smoke, and the cold air turned sharp as steel against his skin.

“Sniff him out,” Ash said.

Holt inhaled. Smoke. Woody resin. Fresh snow. And… an oiliness? A musk? Perhaps the fur from the man’s cloak? But that wouldn’t smell so… alive, would it?

Ash picked up the trail on his side of the wall. “We can follow it. I’ll let Aberanth know what we’re doing.”

Holt moved to the palisade, rapped on its coarse wood to hear how high it went, then Grounded his channels and fueled his body directly with magic to make the jump. Sword still in hand, he landed in a crouch on the other side and sniffed to recapture the oily odor. Once he caught it, he focused on it. With Ash’s help, a trail appeared in his understanding of the forest, like dust caught in sunlight.

They followed it.

Long after the smells of Brackendown receded, they came upon the first sign of the man’s footprints in the snow. There were just a few steps, then they vanished again, but the scent remained, and they followed it to a second trail of prints. Holt had to lift his bandanna to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. The prints were those of a large wolf.

A snap of breaking wood.

Holt whirled to face the sound, heart pumping, but there was nothing, no new sound or smell, and nothing magical. All the same, a tingling ran down his neck. No burn pits, an impossible healer, a man, and now a wolf… Too strange for his liking. Too much chaos.

“We’ve gone far from town.”

Ash rumbled. “You want to go back?”

“Scourge could come at any time.”

“But this thing had lunar magic – we must find it!” Ash hurried along the scent trail.

Holt waited for a heartbeat, huffed, then followed.

“It’s splashed into water,” Ash said. “Not far.”

They came to a clearing where slimy stones surrounded a deep pond, its frozen surface cracked. A great tan wolf lay wet, panting and shivering on the ground by the pond’s edge. Its deep brown eyes met theirs in a fretful stare, and then, with a whine, the wolf rolled onto its side, exposing its belly.

“I cannot outrun you.” Its voice was male and genteel, calm, youthful but not childish, and above all, nervous. “Please, make it quick.”

“We mean you no harm,” Ash said, taking the lead.

“If that is the case, may I ask why you chased me?”

“You have the same magic as us… We wanted to meet you, speak with you.”

The wolf rolled onto its stomach, but its ears were still flattened in fear. “I am sorry if I have offended you, only I did not know your intentions. Ooh, you were very persistent in chasing me. I tried to rid myself of my scent in the pond, but it was so… so cold… It sapped the strength from my bones, and you found me anyway.”

“Ash can hear an acorn fall halfway across the forest. It’s hard to hide from him.”

The wolf’s eyes went wide. “Halfway across this great forest? Gosh, that is impressive.”

Holt frowned. Had the creature taken him literally?

“We didn’t mean to frighten you,” Ash said. “We were just excited. We never thought we’d meet someone else like us.”

“Like you?”

“Yes…” Hope and apprehension strained Ash’s voice. “Can’t you feel our magic?”

Holt took a step forward, and the wolf whined. Realizing he still held Astralis, Holt lowered his weapon and backed off while Astralis’s presence busied itself with studying the wolf, probing for weaknesses.

As he backed away, the wolf stopped whining, though its eyes darted between them. It didn’t seem as afraid of Ash. Strange upon strange. If this was a lunar creature, why didn’t he fear Ash as the phoenix had feared fire dragons, as the Kars feared ice dragons? Then again, it could be some trick to lure Ash close.

“Careful,” Holt said privately. “The first sign this thing wants to drain your core, we run.”

Ash pulsed agreement over their bond, though it felt distracted, placating, then he sank to the snowy ground and started humming high in his throat.

It took a while, but the wolf’s heaving chest calmed to gentle breathing. Given it was sodden with icy water, Holt was amazed it wasn’t shivering to death.

“Pardon my asking again, but you said you wished to speak with me?”

“Very much so.”

The wolf gulped. “What shall we talk about?”
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AN ALLY


“What shall we talk about?” the wolf had asked.

Where in the world to begin?

If Holt’s aches and pains weren’t throbbing in a very real way, he would have said it was time to wake up. He and Ash were in a secluded forest clearing, talking to a drenched wolf that had used lunar magic. Oh, and which had been a man as well, somehow. If not a dream, he would have sworn Yume and Eidolan were casting illusions, but there were no other cores in range. For now, Holt remained on his feet, Astralis in hand.

Ash sat much more relaxed. “Are you hungry?”

“You know,” the wolf said, “I rather think I am. Curing so many people and my ill-fated attempt to evade you has left me quite famished.”

“We have some meat,” Holt said, “but it’s tied up in our bags.” He pointed to the kit bound to Ash’s lower back. When the creature did not protest, Holt searched for the hunk of venison he’d cut the other morning. A slimy sleeve covered its outer edge, but the meat was still good, and the wolf sniffed eagerly.

“A lunar creature for sure,” Holt said privately to Ash, and then, for the wolf’s benefit, he said aloud, “Think of it as a reward for helping those townsfolk.” To Holt’s surprise, the wolf’s disposition went from eager to slumped, its ears drooping.

“Oh no, no, no, I could never accept it as payment.”

Holt frowned. “Think of it as a gift.”

The wolf perked up, tail wagging. “Ah, if it is a gift, then I shall gladly accept.”

“Gift it is,” Holt said and tossed the meat over. The wolf moved in a brown blur, rearing back, catching the meat, and landing flat on his stomach, already chewing.

“That’s no normal wolf,” Holt muttered over his bond.

“What gave it away?” Ash snickered.

Holt supposed he deserved that one.

While the creature ate, he checked on their surroundings. Both sky and forest were the usual opaque gray veils, and it would be wise to return to Brackendown before nightfall. The forest seemed still, perhaps too still. The tingle of warning at his neck remained, but if something was out there between the trees, he doubted he would have heard it over the sound of the wolf chewing.

“Quite loud, isn’t he?” Ash said, and Holt couldn’t resist.

“That’s rich coming from you.”

Ash huffed white smoke, accepting he probably deserved that one himself.

The wolf finished with a gulp, licked his chops, rested his snout upon his front paws, and looked at them expectantly.

“Well,” Ash began, “I suppose we ought to introduce ourselves. I’m Ash, and my boy over there is called Holt.”

“A pleasure to meet you both.”

When he did not follow up, Ash hesitantly asked, “May we know your name?”

“My name? Begging your pardon, Ash, but my kind do not carry names. We simply are. Naming ourselves would attach too much worth to the self. It risks egotism and vanity. Please do not mistake me – I do not mean to suggest that you suffer in this regard. It is simply the way of my kind.”

Ash growled in a breathy, defeated sort of manner. Holt sympathized. He had no idea what to make of that. Truthfully, he wasn’t confident he fully understood what the wolf had said.

We should have brought Aberanth.

Holt reflected that the phoenix hadn’t given them a name either, but that might have been from circumstance. They hadn’t exactly started on amicable terms.

Feeling his servant’s manner might assist here, Holt revived it and said, “Excuse me, but it’s difficult for us to understand how to address you without a name. It would feel wrong and insulting on our part to keep thinking of you as just a wolf.”

“Why should that bother me? I enjoy this form most of all.”

“Then may we call you… Wolf?” Ash asked.

Wolf inclined his head. “By all means.”

Holt bit his lip. Strange upon strange had become outright bizarre.

Ash soldiered on. “Wolf, how is it we saw you as a man back in the town?”

“My kind can shift the form we take.”

“But…” Ash seemed stumped. “How?”

Wolf cocked his head. “Pardon me, but I am not sure how I can explain it. I simply can, in the same way birds fly or humans walk on two legs.”

“So, what, you can become anything?” Holt asked

“Ah, well, yes and no. I am sorry if that is not a helpful answer. Taking a form requires much learning and practice. Some of my kind can even take the form of plants.” He snickered at the thought, flashed a wolfish smile, then just as quickly composed himself. “Forgive me. That was unbecoming.”

Holt blinked, bemused, and Astralis tugged at his mind with a question of its own.

“Could you become a dragon?” Holt asked the creature, sensing Astralis’s eagerness for a great ally in battle.

Wolf winced and flattened his ears again. Perhaps some old inherited fear lingered in him after all, but Holt didn’t wish to press him.

“What about a bear?” he asked, and Astralis tingled with warmth. A bear would suffice, the sword supposed.

Wolf considered this. “Some of my kind might, I imagine, but I cannot. I have not mastered the shape, for it never suited me – much too heavy. I can become a sparrow; that is how I flew over the walls to get away from you, Holt, but I do not savor being a sparrow either. I am not fond of feathers and hollow bones. Also, flying makes me nauseous. Oh, please do not mistake me, Ash,” he hastened to add. “I do not mean to suggest that wings and flying are inherently sickening.”

Holt’s sense of being in a mystic fever dream intensified, and Astralis’s presence sighed and lost interest.

“No offense was taken,” Ash assured him. “I know what a proper insult sounds like, and we’ve heard the worst of those.”

“Truly? Gosh, the world can be so unkind.” Wolf lifted his snout, swapped the crossing of his paws, and rested his chin again. “This has been a most diverting conversation,” he said without a hint of sarcasm. “Is there something else you wish to talk about?”

“Err, a few things,” Ash said gingerly. “Your magic is of the moon, yes? That’s what you used to cure those people of the blight.”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“Do all your kind have the same power?”

“I think so. I am terribly sorry that I cannot be certain, only it has been countless winters since we gathered in great number.”

“How many of you are there?” Holt asked, a little sharper than he intended. His mind conjured a pack of lunar wolves emerging from between the trees, springing their trap.

“I am not certain, Holt. We do not remain overlong in one place. We wander, or at least I do. In winter, I like to enter the forest, for the wind is less fierce here. When I sensed the dark sickness in the human den, I went to assist.”

Holt sensed Ash struggling with how to proceed. Tentatively, Ash said, “We once met a creature of fire who could pull power right out of a fire dragon’s core, yet that hasn’t happened between you and me. Do you have control over drawing upon magic?”

Wolf tensed ever so subtly. His ears pulled back, and his tail went rigid.

“It happens during the full moon.”

Given it was a new moon tonight and the sky was dark, it would be a couple of weeks until they found out whether that was true or not.

Wolf lifted a hind leg and scratched fiercely behind his ear. “May I ask you a question now?”

“Ask away,” Ash said.

“If you have magic like mine, can you cleanse the dark sickness too?”

“We can.”

A strange look came over Wolf. His brown eyes darkened like an eclipse, and he beheld Ash as though seeing him for the first time. Then, like the shadow of a cloud across the moon, the moment passed, and Wolf’s eyes became soft and puppy-like again.

“You alright, boy?” Ash asked over their bond.

Holt became aware of his pounding heart. You’re just on edge, he told himself. Have been ever since the grove.

Wolf spoke excitedly now. “Is that why you both came to the human den?”

“We’re helping people escape to the big city,” Ash said. “This town is on the way there. We’ll heal those we can, and we’ll guard them from the scourge as they travel.”

“We’ll help in any way we can,” Holt put in.

Wolf’s tail relaxed, and he wagged it. “That is what I do!”

There came a rustle from across the clearing. A branch twitched. Holt’s nerves screamed, piqued. He charged his left hand with a Shock, trained it toward the source of the noise – and a squirrel darted across one branch and scooted up another tree.

Ash rumbled and shook his wings. “You taught him a lesson, Holt. He won’t be coming back in a hurry!”

Chagrined, it took Holt a moment, but he managed a nervous laugh. “Better safe than sorry. Isn’t that right, Wolf? … Wolf?”

Wolf was huddled behind Ash with his tail between his legs – a sight made all the stranger given he had to be more than double the size of an ordinary wolf.

“I reckon you could have taken it.”

“Me?” Wolf said, aghast. “Oh, no, no, Holt. Poor squirrel – I could never – never⁠—”

“I was only joking,” Holt said, quite taken aback by the reaction.

Wolf sagged with relief. “Oh, thank goodness.” He laughed, a huffing sound not unlike a dog panting during play. “Good one, human. Very amusing.”

Holt bit his lip. Such a strange creature. How long had he been wandering the world alone? They might have asked a hundred questions, but the scant daylight behind the clouds was vanishing.

“We need to head back,” Holt said over their bond.

“We should bring Wolf with us.”

“Maybe we should let him be on his way. We don’t really know anything about him.”

“But he’s like me – like us, I mean.”

The old ache in Ash resurfaced. The whistle of the lone flute, mingling now with the mix of guilt and regret where the phoenix was concerned. Holt understood but thought Ash’s feelings might be misplaced. Whatever Wolf was, his kind could not have been hunted by lunar dragons when the world was young. Ash was the first. Or so they thought.

“We’ll be alright,” Ash assured him. “I’ll hear any danger approaching us.”

His heart still thumped painfully hard from that squirrel, but Ash was right – and this was important to him. Besides, Wolf didn’t seem dangerous. Astralis would have been more on edge if he were.

“Alright then,” Holt said.

Their bond burned, and Ash turned to Wolf. “Will you come back with us? We could use your help to cure the sickness back in the town.”

Wolf averted his eyes, shied away in a crouch, then, with a sudden jerk, he perked up and began wringing the water from his body. “I would be happy to assist you. We should return at once before the sickness spreads!”

Wolf padded off into the forest, and Ash followed.

Holt stood for a moment, glancing from side to side. An ill feeling came over him, as if he were being watched. Astralis gave him a reassuringly warm pulse. Ash would have heard and smelled anything out there.

All the same, Holt checked over his shoulder before hurrying after Ash and Wolf.
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TROUBLED TRAVELS


The east rolled on, hills unfolding into mounds into flat plains, and Rake, Eidolan, and Yume trudged on. Driving winds and now snow had greatly hindered their pace. And maybe it was the slow going, or the relentless chill, but a crawling unease never left Rake alone.

By day or night, he could not shake the feeling of being watched. They hadn’t encountered another core since parting from the mystics. Yet the ill feeling persisted.

Where’s Ash when you need him?

Despite unfavorable conditions, Eidolan and Yume hadn’t been idle on their journey. They practiced weaving their powers together, starting with rocks, then grass and small plants, before scaling up to trees. Mimicking shadows correctly took a lot of work, but they managed to reach a passable stage if you didn’t stare too closely. Next, they tackled animals, and small birds became a favorite topic of study. Eidolan would project robins to hop along Rake’s arm, singing for the ears, while Yume made him feel the light pricks of the bird’s feet, the gentle rustle of its feathers. It didn’t always work, but day by day, their skill grew.

Now, Rake walked beside a phantom version of himself. The ‘Fake Rake’, as he dubbed it, moved like him, although all attempts to fumble lip movements for speech ended in disaster. Nor could it mimic his magical abilities, nor, when you looked at its feet, did it interact with the ground. It left no footprints, nor did its trailing tail and cloak part the snow. Still, in a pinch, it was impressive. And Yume’s ability to feign weight allowed him to shake his own hand, even spar with the copy of himself, if only ponderously at first.

During one sparring session with Fake Rake, their two orange blades clashed and met in a bind. His opponent was not truly exerting force against him, but Rake could not push the other polearm aside. When Rake pulled back, the illusion remained locked in place for several heartbeats too long. It looked unnatural, and the spell over Rake’s subconscious broke. His next swipe cut through the phantom like air.

Eidolan grumbled as he reset Fake Rake in a standing start, while Yume peeped and clawed at the ground, gouging a clump of soil and grass hidden under the snow blanket.

“Now now, don’t be so down,” Rake said. “Remember it’s me you’re fighting. Few are as fast, and I’m privileged with the knowledge it isn’t real in the first place. Others won’t be. If a bind happens for real, have your fighter pull back first. Best to make the first move in case the opponent does something you’re not expecting.”

Yume snuffled, and her eyes glazed over. Her core was in decent condition, but Rake didn’t like pushing her too hard in case they needed her.

“That’s enough for today.” His stomach gargled – a rare event. The cold seemed to make him hungrier than usual. “Let’s try and find some food.”

‘Try’ was the word. Most wildlife had taken precautions, burrowing deep, forming larger herds, doing whatever they needed to survive. It made game scarce, but their luck held today, and they came across a lonely bison lumbering through the snow. It must have wandered off the Green Sea, separated from its herd. Eidolan and Yume were content to fight through the bison’s heavy coat to reach their meat. There was no chance for a fire, but Rake compromised with his human side by hacking the hair away first. Its coarseness and oily aroma reminded him of the musk ox he and Gea had hunted in the Spine, and that sent a pang for his erstwhile companion through him.

“We could have been happy,” she’d lamented. “Instead, he’s dead.” He being Orvel, her rider, who’d stalled out at Low Champion and turned bitter.

He’d given up. Rake wouldn’t.

A day came when the sun reflected off the crisp snow like beaten gold, and Rake felt a change in the air and the land. They were farther east than the people of Freiz had ever settled. Even the Grim Gorge was but a distant memory to the northwest.

Elya rattled inside his soul. Ta-tump… ta-tump… ta-tump…

Almost a quiver of anticipation, Rake thought. He recalled how he’d felt when journeying this way with her, like he’d been leaving the world behind and tasting new air.

This time, the air came with a sharp, sickly sweet rot. The blue ridges on his head and neck flared, and all his creeping doubts turned into stabs of fear. Sure enough, at the boundary of the Green Sea, where the grass rose like a low hedgerow to divide the world, an enemy stood alone against them, a dark shadow against the white.

The trio halted.

“That is unlike any scourge I’ve encountered,” Eidolan said.

“Indeed,” was all Rake could muster. He gripped his polearm, Grounded his body. This had to be what he’d sensed following them. He’d feel so much lighter once he killed it. “Fly on ahead, I’ll handle this and catch up.”

Rake burst into a sprint, crunching through the snow while Eidolan and Yume took to the sky.

Even now the creature stood still, confident as an apex predator. Its head was all mouth, countless fine hairs swayed over its exoskeleton, and two bony shards emerged from its wrists, slightly curved like a flayer’s scythe. Strangest of all was how the air shimmered around it, as though its body were fiercely hot.

Rake prepared a Soul Blade, gathering magic around the tip of his polearm, then thrust, willing the spear of mystic energy forward. It would have skewered a wild boar, pierced a steel breastplate, but the predator pivoted gracefully as though Rake’s attack were nothing more than a clumsy slap.

And its core flashed into existence.

Rake almost lost his footing from shock. This thing could veil itself. And unless Yume was messing with him, the creature was as strong as a Lord.

The predator swept its bladed arms up, then charged. Rake barely registered the hiss in the air, the sting in his nose and throat, before he exchanged blows, got put on the back foot, coughed and coughed and coughed. Rough nails now clawed inside his throat and nose. His head spun, but he just managed to twist aside and Blink.

He emerged in the knee-high grass of the Green Sea, doubled over, hacking and spluttering, but at least the air was cleaner here. Alarmed, he spun about, expecting to find the predator on top of him, but it hadn’t followed.

That made no sense. He was a sitting duck with its wings clipped, but the creature seemed unwilling to approach, as though he were on a sea of lava instead of grass.

More worrying was feeling Eidolan and Yume turn around, as though intending to come help him.

“I said go,” Rake told them telepathically. “It’s too strong!”

Like a bolt from a ballista, the predator shot forward. Rake braced, knees shaking, but the predator started slashing at empty air.

“Run, Rake!” Eidolan said. “She can’t keep it up!”

He did just that, made it about a dozen paces before Yume crash-landed in front of him, swaying dizzily from the effort of her illusion. He dropped his polearm to scoop her into his arms. Without needing to be told, Eidolan dropped down, picked up the polearm between his teeth, and took off again.

Rake started running, but it wasn’t easy. Small though Yume was, she was still a dragon, and her weight was uneven as her tail dragged. Grounding his body wasn’t enough, so Rake pulled on his core and forced power directly into his muscles. He tore on, smashing his way through snow and grass.

“It’s stopped fighting,” Eidolan reported, just as Yume yowled, then fainted in Rake’s arms. “It’s heading for the grass.”

Rake snarled, pulled on more magic, and picked up the pace.

“It’s not following!”

“Why not?!” he bellowed, forgetting to broadcast it telepathically.

“How should I know?” Eidolan snapped. “It’s just standing there.”

“Let it sulk,” Rake said, telepathically this time. “We push on.”

Eidolan acknowledged him with a roar, then descended to fly low above Rake as he carried Yume over the Green Sea.
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Osric awoke with a pain in his lower back. It wasn’t until the pain lanced again that he realized a steel-capped boot was kicking him.

Not a good start to the day.

He sensed Nox hiding nearby. “There’s so many of them.”

Groaning, Osric opened his eyes to a purple eastern sky streaked with blue – and the sharp point of a spear hovering inches from his nose. A dozen spears, in fact, with as many heavy crossbows trained on him as well: men wearing tabards of rich dark blue bearing a striding lion over a golden sunburst.

“Sit up,” someone ordered in gruff Ahari. “Nice and slowly now.”

He carefully pushed himself up on his one hand, a tap of steel on his shoulder telling him when he’d gone far enough.

“I have little to rob,” Osric said

“It’s not your purse we’re here for, General.”

A lion’s head helm hid the top of the man’s face, and a coarse black beard hid the rest, but that helmet marked him as a captain of the Ashvan Guard, the elite warriors of the Shah. Inwardly, Osric sighed. They’d made it so far.

He checked on his so-called employers. The spice merchants huddled at a safe distance, watching warily. He’d been able to demonstrate his use to them by carrying heavy loads. That, Vengeance at his waist, and the look in his eye always spoke volumes. ‘I can handle trouble,’ it said.

Osric looked up at the ashvan captain. “I have nothing outstanding with Alborz. Let me be on my way.”

The captain rankled at the use of the Shah’s name. “The Shah would prefer you come willingly, General.”

A rumbling sounded from the shadow beneath the nearest spice cart, though only Osric seemed to hear it. Across their bond, Nox’s power swelled.

“No,” Osric said to her privately, “there’s too many of them. And those quarrels have hardened heads – they’ve come prepared for you.”

As though reading his thoughts, the captain said, “Tell the dragon to stand down.”

Nox snarled over their bond, but Osric sent her a soothing pulse.

“I do not fear the Shah.” And then aloud, he said, “Tell your men to step back and lower their crossbows. I don’t want any jumpy trigger fingers.”

The captain looked reluctant but gave the order.

“Come out, Nox,” Osric called.

Slowly, like smoke seeping under a door, Nox emerged, clipping the cart as she did so. Bags of ground turmeric and kracker pepper fell, bursting into yellow and burgundy clouds.

Nox growled and showed the ashvans her fangs. The closest guards beat a hasty retreat, and the camels of the caravan spat in fear, tried to pull away from their masters. Osric noticed then that the lead spicer, a man in white robes and a headscarf by the name of Ari, miraculously had a fatter pouch at his belt than he had the night before.

“I hope the Shah paid well,” Osric said.

Ari shied away as the captain of the guard stepped between them and intoned, “The Shah is generous.”

Osric thought of the frightened apothecary who’d seen Nox. No doubt an informant of the Shah would have paid well for that tale as well.

The captain snapped his fingers for Osric’s attention, then nodded toward a prisoner transport wagon. It was low-built and sturdy, with high sides and an iron cage at its center.

“Get in, General.”

Four ashvans crept closer again, crossbows ready.

“This seems excessive,” Osric said. “I’ll speak with Alborz if he wants, but I’d prefer to walk on my own two legs.”

Nox growled, but the crossbowmen trained their quarrels at Osric this time, and she fell quiet.

“The Shah does not wish to take chances,” said the captain.

Osric felt a rustle from the monster inside him, but he pressed the beast back down.

“Look,” he said, forcing a patient tone, “there might be something chasing us. Some new scourge creature – very powerful. If it comes, you’ll want me free to fight it.”

The captain scrutinized Osric. “Orders are orders, General, I’m sure you appreciate that. I’ve men aplenty to handle one bug.”

“You don’t under⁠—”

“Enough,” the captain interrupted before turning to speak to Nox. “Now listen close, Honored Dragon. I wish no harm to come to either of you, but if you so much as raise one talon against my men, if we see one flash of magic at your mouth, then the general will resemble a cactus with all the spikes in him. Do you understand?”

She snarled and raked at the ground, clawing up clumps of dusty, dry earth.

“It’ll be alright,” Osric told her privately. “The Shah can be overdramatic.” Alborz had always enjoyed reminding Osric who had the power between them. To the captain, he said, “You’ll want my axe, then.”

Looking relieved, the captain whistled his men to bring strongboxes. Osric pulled Vengeance from his waist, held it up so they could select a suitably sized box, and even placed it inside for them. The guard who locked the box tried to lift it and stumbled backward with a yelp. Another man tried, face turning beet red as he wrenched to no avail.

Nox rumbled loudly, and Osric allowed himself a smirk.

“Get on with it,” barked the captain.

In the end, it took four ashvans to lift the lockbox containing Vengeance, and they placed it onto another cart carrying their supplies and fodder for the camels.

Resigned, Osric clambered onto the prisoner wagon and into the iron cage, where he was forced into a crouch to move. Once sitting, the high sides of the wagon blocked the world from view. The captain entered and lifted a set of manacles linked by an iron chain to a heavy ring set into the wagon’s floor.

“Really?” Osric asked, but the captain insisted and clamped the fetters around his left wrist to chain him. Nox melded onto the back of the wagon, where its high sides and the cage’s iron bars cast dark shadows for her. For a moment, Osric thought the captain would protest, but he decided against it.

Then the cage was locked with a clang, the camels snorted, and they were moving.

The following days were dull affairs, but other than the discomfort of the hard wood, the bite of the manacles, and the jostle of the wagon, Osric did not mind the quiet. With many crisscrossing shadows from the cage bars, Nox could easily slip through to bob her head close to him. And he had time to Cleanse and Forge while the camels hauled him along.

After meditating for long enough, the grit-pain in his soul faded to the background, and the shadowy figures of Nox and himself grew larger, denser. His own likeness still lacked a right hand, and his shadow face remained black as night, yet something in the way the shadows wove created the contours of a nose, a mouth, and eyes.

The ashvans brought food in the morning and at night and water throughout the heat of the day. The sun still felt warm to his Feorlen skin, but he noted that the Aharis complained in passing to each other about the cold. Osric tried to recall how the winters had been when he’d been here on campaign. Perhaps it was a little cooler than back then, but it was hard to say. What was unusual was the amount of rain; it poured four times in as many days, soaking Osric to the bone, making him shiver until the skies cleared and the sun returned, when Nox melded inside the cage to place her head on his lap and warm him from their bond outward.

Once daily, he was let out under heavy guard to stretch his legs and answer calls of nature. During these exciting excursions, Osric learned the captain’s name was Ramin, and he’d been a fresh-faced member of the guard when Osric campaigned here. Nine years ago, he reflected. Half a lifetime for the youngest ashvans with them, he judged.

After a week of this, they neared Negine Sahra. Osric could tell by the heavy vegetation on either side of the road – cultivated to shade those approaching the capital. He could think of no greater evidence for the city’s scant history of facing the scourge. If a swarm ever threatened Ahar, it came from the north – and almost never made it as far south as this.

One morning, as he trudged back to the wagon after making use of a palm trunk, a dozen guards in tow, he noted that Captain Ramin now wore a cloak over a long-sleeved tunic.

“The day is cool, General.”

Osric nodded up to the pale-yellow sun. “Much warmer here than in the north.”

“Maybe to you, but this winter has teeth. Our wells have filled to bursting, and the cold of the desert nights has encroached into our lands. Worse may yet come from the Searing Sands.” Osric wondered what he meant by that, and perhaps Captain Ramin sensed his thoughts, for he added. “You’ll learn soon enough.”

They trundled for some hours more until Ramin, visible on camelback, called out, “Home awaits us!”

Spears thrust into view above the wagon’s high sides as the ashvans answered with grateful cries.

Osric shimmied around in his chains until he faced their direction of travel and saw, over the ridge of the wagon’s sides, the mighty limestone walls of Negine Sahra, pearl white in the distance, and above them, the green sky gardens of the high-born.

The ashvans were still cheering when their camels bellowed – guttural sounds of terror from the depths of their bellies – and came to an abrupt halt. The wagon’s jerking stop threw Osric to one side, his head striking the iron bars.

“I think that thing’s found us,” Nox wailed.

Colors popped in Osric’s vision, his head rang with the cries of men and camels.

“Captain,” he tried to yell, tasting blood. He spat and tried again. “Captain, you must release me!”

Only Ramin disappeared, falling from his camel as his mount went tearing up the road. The rest of the Ashvan Guard panicked. Osric couldn’t see what was happening, but he could imagine them all twisting this way and that in search of the foe, hampered by the foliage off the road.

Fresh calls, then wet shrieks of agony.

“Where did it go?”

“This way!”

“No, there!”

Another death rattle.

“Ashvans!” Osric called in his general’s voice, slamming his manacles against the bars. “Release me!”

Osric drew breath to hurl the order again when the predator’s core appeared to his sixth sense, flaring as it began its butchery. Sickening wet rips and cracks mixed with screams and the whumps of crossbows.

“Release me!” he bellowed.

Half an arm, trailing blood, arced high over the slaughter.

“Damn you all!”

The tailgate slammed down, and a young guard staggered up onto the wagon. The beardless lad, his brown skin turned oat-pale, carried a single key in a shaking hand. He struggled to place the key into the lock of the cage door as the predator loomed behind him.

Osric’s warning died in his throat as the lad’s expression turned rictus and his head twisted away from his shoulders. The head hit the wagon rolling, and the body collapsed a moment later, dead fingers still clutching the key.

Osric looked from the predator to the key, to the predator again, trying to gauge some sense of its thoughts in the eyeless, maw-like face. A crossbow quarrel thunked into the meat of the creature’s back, and, silently, it turned around to deal with the remainder of the Ashvan Guard.

Nox’s head emerged from the shadow of the wagon’s rim near the decapitated ashvan, intent on picking up the key for him.

“No,” Osric said, turning aside. It would be no use unless he could unchain himself first. “Help me break this.”

He scrambled on his hand and knees as far as the chain would allow, wobbling, longing for his right hand as he tumbled onto his side. He put his back against the bars, pulled the chain on his left hand taut, and heaved.

Nothing.

He braced his heels against the floor of the wagon, leaned hard, and heaved again, straining with every fiber of his Ascendant’s body.

Blasts of purple-black light told him Nox was trying to break the end of the chain.

“Come on!” she urged. “Pull!”

Deep within, the monster frothed. Blood pounded hot up his neck, his breath came bull-like. The pain would be terrible, but there was nothing for it. Desperate, he pulled on magic and channeled it through his limbs. Grit and thorns and acid surged through his body, but he clenched his teeth, snarling as the bars at his back bent by a squeaking fraction and the chain pulled a grinding half-inch farther.

Nox continued blasting the links with her breath while Osric shook, heart booming fit to burst. He roared. It did not work. He roared again, and while his arm and legs seared from coursing magic, the cold fury of the monster inside turned freezing. Its anger flowed through his limbs, turned his left hand first icy, then numb. Shadows spiraled outward from his fingers, clumped in the air, and pushed outward, forming a dark reflection of his hand. The shadow hand grew an arm, then a torso, then a blurry head, shoulders, and face.

For a shuddering moment, Osric thought it was Godric staring back at him.

Come to kill me, brother?

Soundless, the shadow placed its hand upon his, its fingers like black ice. Then it grasped the iron links. The torso twisted around and joined him, pulling with savage strength. A crack, then a wincing sound of tearing metal as the chain pulled free of the heavy ring in the wagon’s floor. The manacle was still on his wrist and the chain still dangling, but he could now leave the cage.

Osric scrambled toward the door, straining for the key, but he couldn’t reach it. Nox returned, picked up the key, and – teeth not being dexterous as fingers – bit off the clasped hand of the guardsman as well. A pang of disgust rocked their bond as she lobbed both between the bars. Osric unlocked the cage door, then shuffled out on his knees. Getting to his feet, his ghost-like shadow hovered at his side for a moment before it dispersed into vapor and he swayed, suddenly bone-tired.

Bodies lay strewn around the wagon, yet the ashvans had inflicted wounds on the predator. Green blood flew from shallow cuts as it moved, one quarrel still stuck in its back, but it remained a whirl of death. It still lacked the bone-blade he’d severed at their first encounter, yet it hardly seemed to need more than one.

Nox raised her neck and head over the wagon’s high side, using the wooden edge like a protective battlement as she launched breath after breath. She missed the predator but gave chase, moving fluidly through the shadows under her makeshift wall as though she were a catapult on a rolling chassis.

Osric snapped out of his daze. No time to stop. Instinct took over, and, growling, he dropped down from the wagon. He made as much noise as he could, thrashing his left arm to strike the dangling chain off the road. The predator paused, swiveled its head in his direction, and in that moment of half-drawn attention, Nox’s breath hit it square in the chest.

It must have been semi-aware of the attack, for it staggered only one step, but Osric sensed weakness and advanced, breath held against the putrid fumes, lashing his chain, latching it around the predator’s leg. He heaved – heaved as hard as he’d done to break the iron links – sent the predator onto its back and bellowed in fury that he did not have Vengeance in hand to finish the job.

The predator rolled away, hopped back to its feet – and this time, Nox’s breath blew clean through its bladeless arm at the elbow. Even as its limb fell to the ground, even as smoking green blood gushed from its stump, the creature uttered no sound. There was only the hissing, shimmering air around it. Despite holding his breath, the gas seeped up Osric’s nose, causing him to hack and gag, then the creature’s mouth gaped to its fullest and it belched a torrent of venom from its gullet.

Osric ducked, but some of the poison seared along his ear and neck, flesh sizzling. Shock drove the pain aside, but as he spun back, roaring, thrashing the chain, the predator fled.

Everything fell quiet.

Nox took form beside him, and it was only then Osric realized he’d collapsed to his knees. He could feel Nox wrestling over whether to chase the predator or not, then a droplet of acid fell from behind his ear to fizz and spit on the ground. The pain… it was like being cooked alive. Nox licked him, and her rough tongue felt like silk compared to the burning. She groaned as the acid rolled over her tongue, but she kept licking until the toxin was gone. Afterward, she spat, hacked, and dashed off in search of a pool in the oases off the road.

Osric remained on his knees as the surviving ashvans moved between the moaning wounded. He ached from the inside out, and it was hard to tell whether the acid or the scraping of his mote channels hurt worse. A soothing sense of relief washed over from Nox. She’d found water. That felt good – so very good. He even felt the pit-pat tap upon his face.

He blinked, came back to himself, and realized it had started to rain again.


21


THREE DINNERS


Talia sipped her hot-spiced nairn root tea and sighed. It felt like a long time since she’d enjoyed a cup brewed the proper way, for the spice stores back home had emptied.

Her fire rider guests in Mecklen’s hall seemed to be enjoying the food she’d laid out – charred peppers, spiced nuts, bread laden with cracked black pepper. Their dragons hadn’t been forgotten, of course. A modest amount of beef had been cooked and sent to the rider’s embassy just for them.

A half-eaten haunch still lay in front of Pyra, and the sight of it made Talia half-sick with worry. She set her tea down and went to kneel by Pyra’s head.

“Can you manage another bite for me?”

A flash of wounded pride crossed their bond. Pyra opened her mouth with the effort of an ancient door creaking open and tore a chunk off the haunch. She swallowed and hummed, though Talia sensed the humming was to make her feel better.

“The fires are nice today,” Pyra said. Both hearths were roaring, their heat kept in by the now-repaired grand doors to the garden. Pyra blinked heavy lids, and Talia heard the grunts and sags of the well-fed behind her. Allowing Pyra to sleep, she returned to her guests, taking her place at the head of their little table.

Five was an awkward number to seat, the empty space a painful reminder of Alvah’s loss. As Ascendants, Sokeh, Kamal, and Hilda – who had joined Aymeri after the fall of Falcaer – sat on the sides, while Aymeri, their Exalted Champion, sat at the far end opposite Talia.

“Pyra isn’t recovering fast enough.” Aymeri had a heavier Brenish accent than Talia was used to, nasally but deep, and he had a habit of running words one into the other. “You need to Forge more.”

What a deep insight, Master Aymeri. She restrained the retort and said instead, “I am finding a little more time each day, but I do have a war to conclude.”

“You could be Forging now, no? We all could. That would be my advice. The next battle could come at any moment.”

Sokeh, Kamal, and Hilda looked between them as though mother and father were arguing. Talia knew it was her rank and the circlet, but the way people looked to her like that still caught her off guard. At this table, as at so many, she was easily the youngest by fistfuls of years, and yet they looked to her.

“The riders at Sky Spear,” Talia said, “will be more concerned about how to feed themselves than striking at us.”

An overcrowded Sky Spear would do more to finish the western rump of the Old Order than five full cores at this table. Talia owed Paragon Neveh thanks for not joining the fight against the New Order and heading east to the true battle instead, but she wished the Paragon had not sealed Drakburg behind her. Few in the world would be capable of opening it anytime soon.

“And the Earls of Fornheim are sympathetic to our cause,” Talia went on. “So, I’m hopeful we’ll see the end of this sooner rather than later.”

There was nothing from Athra yet, but nor had Talia’s coalition reached out to the Archon. War with the horse lords thus hung in a quiet impasse, as though both sides were embarrassed and would rather forget it – like her kissing Fynn. They’d have to talk about it sometime though, wouldn’t they?

Aymeri popped a blistered pepper into his mouth and chewed slowly, the tendons in his neck visibly straining before he swallowed. “Why, then, are we here?”

“Now you’ve returned – successfully,” Talia added with a tilt of her teacup, “I wanted to discuss the insight Pyra and I reached some months ago relating to the nature of fire… perhaps an aspect of our type the Order has neglected or overlooked.”

Three different reactions came from the three Ascendants. Sokeh sat up straighter, Kamal stared grimly into a bowl of nuts, while Hilda looked quizzical, still flicking her eyes between Talia and Aymeri. Her name always put Talia in mind of Hild the Humble, a rider who never should have been. Hild had been a fire rider too, come to think of it, and Risalian. Fynn could probably make something out of that.

Aymeri placed both hands carefully upon the table. “There’s been mention of it, yes. Champion Ethel and Strang seemed quite taken with your… insight.”

But… Talia predicted.

“But this concept of… love, is it?”

“Love and passion,” Pyra put in, unfortunately feebly.

Aymeri rapped fingers on the table. “I’m not convinced that generations of fire riders have simply ‘overlooked’ it as though they were careless. Rather, it is avoided purposefully. It’s clear within the oath – ‘I shall take no love and rule no lands’. Sometimes, people here must die so more over there may live. It’s why we’re supposed to be stationed in Order Halls far from our homelands, why we cut our family ties.”

“Prudent measures,” Talia said, “but they can leave us so disconnected we do not think of people as people. It pushes us so far apart that those we protect can come to mistrust us, even see us as a burden.”

“I don’t claim things were perfect. I’ve joined the New Order, haven’t I? But just because parts of the Order weren’t working doesn’t mean it was all broken. Love clouds judgment.”

“Don’t we love our dragons?” Talia asked them. “Imagine how you’d feel if any of your dragons were attacked like Pyra was.”

The Ascendants shifted uneasily.

“Don’t we miss Alvah and Nani?” Talia asked them. “Come on, speak your minds.”

Kamal finally met her eye, and his resemblance to Adaskar had never seemed clearer. “Red Queen,” he said, a little choked, “was it not this very thing that led to the disaster at Stroef?”

His words were a hot knife reopening the wound. She’d gone for Fynn, he’d gone for Freya, and Pyra had lost control, believing Talia was dead. Love had driven them; love had destroyed them. And yet, Talia knew what was in her own soul.

“Is it truly more dangerous than anger, than arrogance? Pyra and I charged heedlessly underground at the Withering Woods, and a lot of men lost their lives. You may disagree, but I’ve developed spiritual power from this insight. I cannot abandon it.”

“You may do so, Red Queen,” Aymeri said. “But you will be doing it alone.”

So, that was that.

Talia bade her guests take all they could carry from the table, and the gathering came to an early end. She and Pyra were left alone in the hall, her nairn root tea grown cold with a greasy film on top. She’d fought to carve out time for this meeting, so at least no one would disturb her for a while. And so, she took one of Aymeri’s points to heart and began Forging while she had the chance.

Yet as she breathed, as the bond hammered and Pyra wheezed, her mind could not wholly sink into the task. Her troubles always came down to the same thing. The unassailable conundrum.

As a queen, I make a poor rider, and as a rider, I make a worse queen.

It would always be this way. Forever torn in two.

Days passed, council after council, yet Conrad held out. As the discussions turned circular, Talia excused herself to take crucial hours with Pyra. Spark by spark, she painstakingly rebuilt Pyra’s core back to a campfire. There was a long way to go, but things had much improved.

The nights fell faster, the snow fell heavier, and Fynn became possessed by the notion that the ‘family’ should get together for dinner. “Away from drill officers and scratching quills,” as he put it. “And,” he added to Talia’s evident lack of enthusiasm, “a chance to lay foundations for what comes after all of this.”

The dream beyond the dream, Talia thought for the first time in a long time. And Fynn was right, of course. For suddenly, as if by accident, the Skarl Empire, the Province of Fornheim, Feorlen, and Brenin were bound through marriage and blood. There was opportunity in that, although exactly what was the critical question.

King Roland shrewdly observed the same at the dinner table. “’Tis a shame that Conrad lacks daughters,” he remarked, waving a heel of bread toward Aren. Fynn translated, and Aren’s face turned sour, as though his pork chop had the rot. Roland chuckled mischievously. “He has two sons. Maybe one of them is pretty enough for you, no?”

Another translation. Aren scowled and gesticulated with his knife. Talia tried to keep up but struggled, perhaps because Aren spoke with his mouth full.

Britta, sitting on Talia’s left, leaned closer and said, “The only son of Conrad’s Aren cares to meet is the ba—” She hesitated. “The illegitimate one, and all he’ll get is an axe through his chest.”

Delightful, Talia thought, although the Skarl attendants were grunting with approval. The Archduke’s true-born heir had fled to Athra, but his natural-born son, the so-called Iron Duke, was loose and harrying the Skarl supply lines to the north. Risalian Margraves, their military elite, were known to sire extra children by way of contributing more able-bodied sons to the army, and in Risalia, such men could still rise high. As Archduke, Conrad was expected to make a similar contribution.

“I’m sure Aren doesn’t mean it literally,” Britta hastened to clarify in a low voice. “And if the Iron Duke does prove troublesome, a great many Skarl warriors can be called down from Fornheim. Most didn’t make it all the way south before the fighting settled.”

Talia frowned at her own chop, trying to recall whether this had come up during the endless councils. So much did that it was hard to keep track, which was why they had legions of scribes and stewards, although she wondered why Aren and Leif had sent warriors from Wismar north to deal with the threat if they had reserves to call upon. She made a mental note to check with Drefan about this. They couldn’t risk losing control of the city.

“Is the meat not to your liking?” Britta asked.

“Oh no,” Talia said. “It’s lovely.” She hastily cut another piece. “Unusual for Skarls, isn’t it?”

“I offered the services of my own cooks,” Britta said.

“Mmm,” Talia hummed as she chewed.

“I won’t be offended, Talia. We can’t enjoy everything. Leif insists I’ll grow to love those raw slices of fish they sometimes eat with horseradish paste.” She shivered. “But I’m never going to.”

“No, it really is quite delicious. Although beef is my favorite, of course.”

“I’ll make sure to serve it when you come to celebrate our wedding properly,” Britta said with a twinkle in her eye. “The great hall of Vardguard is unmatched in size, and we’ll have the best of the Empire and Fornheim on show. It will be its own sort of magic.” She sighed, throwing Leif a watery-eyed look.

She’s truly taken with him.

Talia had wondered at first whether the affection was for show, but there was no mistaking such a look or the way Britta’s voice curled around Leif’s name. Talia noticed it then. Leif was clean-shaven. The difference was stark, and now she saw it, she was surprised she hadn’t noticed it right away. He looked more like the Fornheim attendants.

“Did your Fornheim cooks also prepare Leif for the occasion?” Talia asked.

Britta chuckled appreciatively. “That was my doing, I’m pleased to say. Beards are considered unclean in Fornheim. No warrior should have scourge blood or worse clinging to their faces.” She dabbed at her mouth with a gray napkin. “What do you think?”

“He suits it well,” Talia said. “Very dashing.”

Britta beamed. She waved to get Leif’s attention, babbled fast in Skarlish, then Leif gave Talia one of his boyish grins and toasted her with his horn of ale. Fynn seemed to consider his own beard, running his fingers through it, but Aren scowled worse than ever. Within his terse comments, Talia caught the words for ‘mother’ and ‘dislike’. Britta turned, crestfallen, while down the table, Roland stretched out his arm for a servant to refill his cup, and spoke with the air of a man keen to get the conversation back onto his chosen ground,

“If Prince Aren is feeling restless, perhaps he should head out to face Conrad’s boy.”

So much for an informal family dinner, Talia thought.

“We’re hoping to make a peace, Uncle.”

“You think me… not able?” Aren said, his eyes hard set.

“Far from it,” said Talia, wondering what had put Aren in such a mood this evening. She caught Fynn’s eye, but he looked just as perplexed.

Roland picked up as though Aren had not interjected. “Seeing his son slapped in irons might finally make Conrad capitulate. It’s worth a try, else I fear we’ll be occupying Wismar until spring.”

Britta started relating this for Leif’s benefit, but Aren seemed to be far away, and judging by his expression, he had gone to an unpleasant place.

“Brodir,” Fynn said with enough force to gain Aren’s attention. In the exchange, Talia thought she caught the words for ‘battle’ and ‘song’. Britta gave an excited squeak and clapped, and Fynn rose to his feet and picked up his lute from the back of his chair.

“Fynn wrote a song about his brothers,” Britta hastened to inform Roland. Doubtless she expected Talia to know all about it. Talia, of course, did not, but she’d given Fynn the heads up that this might be asked of him, and it seemed like he’d written something fitting.

Leif rocked his horn to the tune, sloshing ale, and Britta all but vibrated in her chair. Fynn had done well – and saved Talia from a severe embarrassment. It made her feel… fiercely proud of him. Even Aren half-smiled, but when the lyrics focused on him specifically, he squirmed, waved Fynn down with a grunt. Aren’s protestations grew louder until Fynn stopped playing, the last note ringing scratchily out.

Britta looked bewildered, glancing between Talia and Roland as though they might assist. “I don’t understand. It was such a rousing verse about Aren’s deeds in the war.”

Leif’s expression soured for the first time, and he grabbed his younger brother by the shoulder, pulled Aren close, and muttered something no one else could hear.

Fynn looked stumped.

Roland leaned back and sipped his wine.

Talia tried to return to her meal, but the dark muttering between Leif and Aren made it hard to focus on anything else. When the brothers broke apart, the tension remained deep as the winter snow. Fynn sat down, Leif tore into another chop, but Aren pushed the food around his plate as though it had caused him great offense.

Britta cleared her throat and asked with all innocence if Aren was enjoying the meal, whether they should ask for something else to be prepared⁠—

Aren’s chair screeched as he pushed to his feet. “I… sorry,” he said, face reddening. “Not feeling well, I am.”

He made it to the door just as Fornheimers carrying two cakes in the shape of crenelated towers entered. The desserts were set upon a table gripped by silence, and a pressure built behind the bridge of Talia’s nose.

So much for laying the foundations of the future.

Roland cleared his throat and asked with forced nonchalance, “Tell me, Lady Grayhart, how is your father’s health?”

Three nights later, Talia asked Fynn, “Is everything alright with those two?”

They were sitting on a rug by the hearth of Mecklen’s hall, a picnic-style dinner laid out for them. Pyra sat beside them. She no longer needed the rugs and carpets and could hold her head upright, amber eyes glowing in the firelight. It was just the three of them tonight with only the gruesome sculptures for company.

Fynn nibbled at a crumb of cheese in thought. “I’d be lying if I said nothing was amiss, but I’d also be shocked if they were singing the exact same tune. We’re brothers,” he added with a shrug.

“You don’t seem to argue with them.”

“That’s because I’m a ‘lost cause’. I’m not a real Skaddison – a lute instead of an axe?” He huffed a laugh. “It’s like I’m a half-brother, so it’s easier to take me as I am. Whereas with them, well, Leif both needs to protect and knock Aren into line, and Aren both reveres Leif and needs to prove and assert himself. Leif has overall command of our forces, so Aren insists he leads the most dangerous parts of the battles, tries to make himself heard on every issue. Brotherly stuff. Wasn’t it the same with you and Leofric?”

“We got on well, honestly. I was so determined to be a rider, I suppose it kept us from chafing at each other.”

“I wish I could have met him.”

“Me too,” she agreed, although something squirmed in her soul. She did wish Leofric were still alive for Fynn to meet, not least because he’d be the king, and none of this would have fallen to her, but then none of the rest would have happened either.

Pyra lowered her snout over one of the still-covered dishes, sniffing eagerly. Fynn lifted the lid, revealing some cold chicken legs. He threw three up for Pyra to snatch from the air. She crunched them down, then stretched her front leg, yawned, lay her head close to Fynn, and started a low rumble in her throat. Talia felt the vibrations through her dragon bond, warm pleasure washing over from Pyra as she allowed Fynn to stroke the tip of her snout.

“And to think,” Talia said privately across their bond, “there was a time when you growled at the sight of him.”

She caught Fynn’s eye, and he smiled that inscrutable Fynn-smile.

“Family,” she said in exasperation.

Fynn chuckled. “You have to love them, don’t you?”

You had to love them. The thought burned hot in her soul. Yes, you loved your family. Well, you were supposed to. Yet while they were all family, Talia couldn’t say she loved them. Not like how she loved her mother. Even Roland seemed more like a fellow monarch than an uncle. Her ‘true’ uncle was half a world away, if he lived.

She’d tried hard not to think about Osric, about what he’d done, what he’d become, but despite it all, she missed him too, missed the uncle he’d been to her once. ‘My little soldier,’ he’d called her, giving her tips with a blade when everyone else wanted her to learn etiquette and languages.

Could you love someone and hate them at the same time? She thought of Holt and Ash. She loved them like the brother she’d lost. She loved Pyra, the one being she never felt embarrassed to say it to. And Fynn… Well, Fynn was Fynn.

“Hmm?”

Talia shook out of her reverie, found Fynn proffering her a handful of spiced nuts.

“You’re my hero,” she said, accepting them. The crunchy warmth did wonders for her throat, her stomach, and made the dragon bond thump. She looked for more, but Fynn was already pocketing the nut pouch inside his jerkin.

“A birthday treat,” he said. “But there aren’t many, so I’ll give you a little at a time. And as for the family,” he said with a wave, “we’ll figure it out.”
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LESSON ONE


Impenetrable clouds made it a moonless night when Holt and Ash reached the outskirts of Coedhen. A soft light glowed from within the city – greens and blues, cast, he knew, by special moss that grew close to the Bright Wash. Aberanth had explained it on their journey here. He’d spoken of the great Terwyn Trees of Coedhen as well, but now Holt saw their silhouettes in the gloom-glow, he felt Aberanth had undersold them. They weren’t as large as the Terrascales of the Eastern Grove, but not by much. Notes of ocarinas flitted between the bowmen in their column to their comrades closer to the city, relaying messages through the trees.

In better times, on a different night, it would have all been beautiful, but tonight, the bitter, unmistakable scent of burning flesh overshadowed everything. It turned out the ground was frozen and could not be dug, so the bodies had been piled and burned instead.

The sight of them tugged at Holt’s heart, pulled him off the road toward the smoldering piles with Ash right behind. Men were shoveling snow over the remains, but they stopped and gawped at the dragon and rider suddenly in their midst. Holt hung his head, and Ash hummed a low lament in his throat.

Wolf and Aberanth caught up. When neither Holt nor Ash said anything, Aberanth snuffled at the charred bodies and said, “Lesson one and… and all of that.”

“What is this lesson you speak of?” Wolf asked. While in his human form, he spoke in the same voice as in his lupine form, only physically.

“It’s what the dragon riders teach,” Holt said, but before he could say more, Ash huffed and pointed his snout toward a large enclosure guarded by a high palisade wall.

“There are others in this isolation area.”

“How many?” Holt asked.

“Hmm, some hundreds. They’re bunched close, so it’s hard to tell.”

“Looks more like a pen…”

A shiver of anger ran through Holt. The quarantine isle at Sidastra had been agonizing enough, and that had been large with proper stone buildings and walls. Trying to be charitable, he supposed ‘space’ was not what the forest was rich in, but putting the sick all together didn’t seem wise, not now he could sense the blight, feel how it slinked its way between people. Yet what else could be done? Couldn’t give every person their own little hut, couldn’t risk the obviously infected from entering your city. And you couldn’t save them all.

Can we not? Holt thought, and he started marching for the quarantine pen. He was about halfway there when a woman’s scream rent the air, and there was a scuffle involving the guards at the gate in the enclosure’s wall. One guard emerged carrying a limp child – he couldn’t have been older than six – and Holt sensed the blight on him like a note played on a broken string. Behind them came another three bowmen. Two kept the screaming woman back, the other, in heavy leather overalls, mask, and gloves, pulled a low bier with a body on it.

“That one’s still alive,” Ash said.

Holt picked up the pace, reaching the guard with the boy and the man on the bier as the enclosure gate swung shut. On the other side, the woman’s screaming descended into wailing sobs.

“They can’t be helped, Honored Rider,” one guard said. Holt didn’t see who it was. “Got to be taken out.”

Taken out to start another smoking pile in the snow.

“Let me see them,” Holt said, stepping closer without waiting for a reply. He checked the man on the bier first. Maybe thirty at most, his eyes were a bug-yellow, black veins ran from his temple, and the scourge song screeched harsh in Holt’s sixth sense. From hard experience, Holt knew the outcome already. With a grim nod, he stepped back, intending to check on the boy next.

“Why not help?” Wolf asked.

“Can’t,” Holt said, voice thick, but Wolf didn’t seem to hear him, for he shouldered past with sudden intent. Holt wasn’t even sure the guards fully saw Wolf. Their eyes seemed to slide over him like oil over water.

Wolf grasped the black-veined man’s hands, and a silver light coursed, brightened almost to a star. Wolf shuddered, slumped to the snow with a gasp, and to Holt’s amazement, the dead man’s eyes lightened from a dirty amber to a fouling cream. Suddenly, he sat bolt upright, and then, just as quick, he rasped, and his head slumped forward, chin to chest, and there it stayed. White smoke billowed from his hands.

Holt blinked, stunned and horrified. None of the guards moved, seemingly holding a collective breath. Wolf rocked on his knees, his eyes turned vacant.

Ash, who was farther back, managed to pull it together and nudged him over their bond. “The boy.”

“The boy,” Holt croaked.

He turned, found the guard holding the lad. Given the resemblance, he reckoned the boy was the dead man’s son. Luckily, the child seemed too out of it to have noticed what had just happened. Holt went to him, channeling magic to his hand. The boy’s neck already had the oily sheen of carapace – frankly, it was a shocking oversight that he and his father hadn’t been removed sooner.

It took more magic than Holt anticipated, but he pushed on until those discordant notes in his sixth sense were banished. One of the few stars left in Ash’s nightscape winked out, but color and life returned to the boy’s eyes. He gasped, gulped down air, and patted his neck, now streaked with silver and purple.

“It will leave a mark,” Holt said, wringing his hand, which felt hot. “But you’ll be alright. Put him down,” he told the guard. “I said down, he’s cured.”

The wide-eyed guard set the boy down and backed away, head bowed.

“Come here.” Holt ushered the boy in close and held him, making sure he couldn’t see his father still sitting upright and dead as stone.

“Tell them to get the body away,” he asked Ash over their bond.

The guards yelped in fright at a dragon’s voice in their heads, but they trundled the bier away, and once suitably distant, Holt eased up on the boy. He knelt to meet the child in the eye, almost thought he could see himself reflected in them.

“You’ll be alright.”

It crushed his heart. So inadequate. But it was all he could say.

He’d lost his father too, and he wasn’t ‘alright’, not truly.

The boy finally seemed to come around. “Mother?”

The wailing woman.

“I’ll bring you to her,” Holt said. “Just stay close to me. Can you do that?”

The boy nodded.

As Holt rose, he noticed the remaining guards were eyeing Wolf up, frowning as if looking at an illusion and trying to pierce it.

“What’s wrong with him?” a bowman asked.

“Just tired from the journey,” Holt said, and the guards relaxed, nodding in sympathy.

Holt placed a bracing hand on Wolf’s shoulder, then helped him up. Once Wolf was back on his feet, Holt asked, “Why did you do that?”

“I tried to heal him.”

“I know, but he was too far gone.”

“I almost never fail…”

“I reckon the blight is getting stronger. You need to prioritize people.”

Wolf bit his lip. “I should not judge, Holt. I should treat everyone the same, whether beggar or high nobility, whether rabbit or the fox who would prey upon them.”

Another oddity from Wolf. Holt ought to have ceased feeling stunned, but here he was again. While he appreciated the equality of the notion, it was painfully flawed, almost childlike. And Wolf seemed so sad, his human ears drooping the way a dog’s might.

“At least he passed without suffering,” Holt said. Inwardly, he thought Wolf’s power, so roughly applied, had probably finished the man off, but Wolf didn’t need to hear that. At least, not right at this moment. There’d been no hope for that poor forester, so in a small way, it was a mercy. “That’s what the riders mean by lesson one. You can’t save them all.”

He would do well to remember that himself sometimes.

“Come on,” Holt said, “there are others in there.”

When Wolf nodded, Holt offered his hand to the boy, and the boy took it, squeezing as hard as his six-year-old fingers allowed.

“Don’t stretch yourself too thin,” Ash warned over their bond.

“I’ll try,” Holt said, not wishing to make a promise he couldn’t keep.

Ash grumbled but left it there. “Aberanth and I will stay out here. We’ll make sure the guards at the city gates understand the people in our column are clean.”

“Don’t bite anyone’s head off,” Holt teased.

“I’ll try...”

By now, Holt and Wolf were near the gate, and the guards did not protest their entry. Once through, the boy’s mother rose from where she sobbed on the snow, eyes wet and as wide as though she were seeing a ghost. She seized her son, running her hands all over him as though checking he was real. Holt checked her for the blight. Miraculously, she was free of it, but a discordant crackle rustled throughout the enclosure of inadequate cabins and too many people crushed in upon filthy snow. Scattered braziers and oil torches did little to add heat or light.

Astralis pulsed a warning. Having assessed the situation, it let him know that going one by one would drain the remains of Ash’s core before he helped them all. They would need to be efficient here.

“Will you help me?” he asked Wolf.

“That is why I am here,” Wolf said, resolute.

They stepped through the crowd, could almost smell the fear on them. Once they were by the low brazier at the center of the enclosure, Holt called, “Gather in close as you can. The tighter, the better.”

As the people shuffled, coughing, spluttering, moaning, Holt Grounded his body and drove Astralis into the frozen earth.

Da-dum, Astralis beat in readiness.

Seeing the confused look on Wolf’s face, Holt tapped the hilt. “Take hold with me.”

Wolf’s eye twitched. He reached out with a hairy knuckled hand, wavered, then pulled back. Holt proffered his hand instead, and Wolf seemed happier to take it.

He began channeling magic through Astralis, and both he and the blade willed the power to heal. As the Consecration spread, Wolf added his own power, taking considerable strain off Holt. The blackened snow underfoot dampened the Consecration’s light, but the effect remained strong, and soon, not a trace of the rot could be felt. A greasy film seemed to lift from the air, leaving the world brighter, the fires redder, the snow whiter.

Many of their patients rushed Holt and Wolf, weeping their thanks. To his astonishment, women pressed iron rings, bracelets, and necklaces toward them.

“I cannot accept,” Wolf said, and the people gave their offerings to Holt instead. Soon, he had a small pile in the crook of his arms.

He reached out to Ash, who spoke to the guards to make sure they understood the people were healed. A few moments later, in the bowmen came, waving folk through the gate and out of the quarantine pen.

“You are not going to keep those, are you?” Wolf said, looking expectant.

Holt glanced at the pile of iron jewelry in his arms.

“I dunno, Wolf. They seemed to want me to have them.”

“Kindness should be freely given, without expectation of personal gain.”

Astralis’s presence shifted as if giving Wolf a sidelong glance. Perhaps it was his tiredness after healing, but Holt felt bewildered. Wolf was forever serving up fine words, but Holt found it a bit like eating air; it couldn’t fill you up. He hadn’t asked for or expected a pile of useless⁠—

Movement on the magical landscape: riders flying out of the city, a few heading east, one coming south toward him and Ash. Through the black branches and against the clouded night, the pair were little more than a passing shadow until creaks and snaps came through the canopy, and a path of ice twisted to the ground.

An ice rider slid down it with a careless grace, sword in hand. In the low light of the brazier, she might have been in her thirties, although with riders, it could be hard to say. She was a High Champion like Holt, if less spiritually developed, but he felt she was being generous in considering him a threat in his current state.

Glancing from side to side, she asked, “Where are the infected people?”

“Healed them.” Holt took a step, then collapsed to one knee, bits of iron tumbling from his grasp. Concern flashed over his dragon bond, but Ash was now closer to the city’s southern entrance, busy speaking with the rider’s dragon.

It was Wolf who reached him first, lifting Holt into a sitting position as though he weighed nothing at all.

“You seem half-dead,” the ice rider said.

“Been fighting for… a long time.”

The rider glanced at Wolf, and unlike regular humans, she noticed him, though she squinted as though he were blurry. Perhaps she mistook Wolf for someone Holt had just healed and rationalized the faint feeling of magic from Wolf in that way. Whatever the case, she didn’t say anything, and her eyes slid back to Holt.

“The emeralds mentioned a young rider and a white dragon. They said you carried a spiritual tag from one of their Wardens.” By her tone, she did not approve; by her expression, she did not believe. She reached out a hand, then gasped as though winded. “How? You’re just a boy.”

“It’s a very long story.”

She sheathed her sword. “Please accept my apologies for baring steel – it is good to be cautious in these times. Where in Feorlen are you from?”

“The Crag. And you?” It was plain in her voice, though Holt could not place her.

“The Howling Hills. I came from a lesser branch of the Ebrus… but that was a long time ago. I’m Jenna.”

The Howling Hills. Midbell. His first battle and his first taste of magic. That too seemed so long ago.

“We fought a swarm outside of Midbell.”

“My relations must be in your debt.”

He could feel Ash growling but didn’t know why.

“And who do you fight for now?” Holt asked.

“I follow my Paragon, Neveh, rider of Nilak. We have come to assist in this incursion.”

“It’s worse than an incursion. Don’t you understand what’s happening?”

Holt tried to rise on trembling legs, and Wolf helped steady him with a strong arm.

Jenna picked up one of the bracelets appraisingly. “The people gave you these?”

Holt nodded.

Her brows raised, but she returned the bracelet to Holt’s hoard without further comment. “I can’t say I understand everything that’s going on. Everything is… broken. There’s talk of other strange dragons beyond your own, riders are turning on each other, and the Agravain girl in the west has started a war. It shames me to be of Feorlen.”

“Talia is my friend,” Holt said stiffly. “I’m sure whatever she’s doing, it’s the right thing.”

Jenna had already half-turned, so Holt couldn’t read her expression. “This war is making for strange bedfellows.”

“We’re on the same side.”

“I’m sure.” She wet her lips, seemed on the verge of more, but swallowed it down. Then, clearing her throat, she said, “You should rest in the city while you can…”

“Holt. Holt Cook.”

“Cook?” She shook her head an inch to either side and laughed lowly. “One of our squadron is recovering in the rider embassy. You might find shelter there too.”

“Thank you.”

Jenna spun on her heel and put strides between them. The air around her feet sucked in like a sharp breath, then a block of ice rose as a shining pillar to lift her high.

“I’ll look for you on the battlefield, Holt Cook,” she called before disappearing back through the dark canopy. Her dragon passed above in a whoomph of wings, then they headed west.

“What a nice lady,” Wolf commented.

If you say so, Holt thought.

Back outside the quarantine pen, the guards were gone, leaving Holt and Wolf to make their way toward the city. Ash and Aberanth were observing the refugees on the forest road, as if taking a head count.

“You should probably put that iron in your bag,” Aberanth told Holt. “It’ll be worth a lot in the city.” He raised a pair of frail vines, fumbled with detaching Holt’s satchel from the rest of the gear on Ash’s back, and the bag slumped to the hard-packed snow. “Hmph!”

Wolf scooped the satchel up and swept off the dirty slush, looking forlorn.

“So, you are to take the payment?” he asked.

“I don’t… what do you mean? It’s just iron.”

“And exactly how many iron ore deposits do you think there are in the forest?” Aberanth asked. “Use your head, Holt. Wood and charcoal are cheap here, but ore and stone are like rubies to the rest of the world.”

Wolf pursed his lips in evident distress.

“Aberanth can take it,” Ash offered brightly.

“Nice thinking,” Holt said privately.

“Me?” Aberanth spluttered.

“Yes, you. Your head’s smarter than mine – I’m sure you can make better use of it.”

Wolf nodded enthusiastically to this and opened the satchel. Holt tipped in the iron to join his recipe book, fastened the bulging leather, and draped the strap over Aberanth’s neck.

“I’ll be wanting the book and bag back once you’ve settled into a new lab though.”

He left Aberanth to his mutterings and went to Ash, knowing his dragon’s intentions.

“You’re not coming with me?”

He suddenly sounded like the boy Jenna thought him to be.

“I don’t think I can walk through the city, not with so many people crowding it. I can hear nesting spaces and wider clearings for dragons, but it would mean flying, and my tail…”

A dull twang of pain reverberated across their bond.

“Then I’ll stay with yo⁠—”

“No.” Ash was firm. “You’re exhausted. You need to rest.”

“I need to Forge your core.”

“Holt, you can barely stand. I won’t let you. I’ll… I’ll have Wolf tie you up and drag you in if I must.”

Holt glanced at Wolf, but he seemed fixated by the night sky, or perhaps the lack thereof. Not a single star could be seen tonight. Holt wasn’t sure that tying someone up would adhere to Wolf’s rather strict morals, but neither did he feel like testing the point.

“You’re only human,” Ash added, prodding Holt with his wing. Holt grunted, rubbed at the spot, and resigned himself.

“What are you going to do?”

Ash jutted his snout to the west. “There are more pens. Wolf, will you join me?”

“What a wonderful idea.” Wolf sounded relieved. “I should prefer to stay outside the huge human den.”

“Then it’s decided,” Ash said.

And with that done, they parted. Ash and Wolf trotted west into the dark, skirting the edge of the city, while Holt and Aberanth passed into the inviting glow of moss-light and the stalwart presence of Coedhen’s Terwyn Trees.
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A THING TO BE DONE


There were worse places for a captive than the Shah’s water gardens. Osric sat on a stone bench, enjoying the cooling fountains and pools under a shaded canopy of lattice woodwork and vines. Wind funnels kept the air fresh, and fruit trees were abundant: dates, pomegranates, blood oranges, lemons, and more. So many, it was claimed, that by the time you’d picked the garden clean, the first trees would be ripening again.

Nox lay openly under the shade of a pistachio tree. No point in hiding now. Her tongue still stung from the acid of the predator, and the heat of the day led her to panting.

“Drink from the fountains,” Osric told her, wondering what the Shah would make of that.

Yes, there were far worse places to be a prisoner. Osric had been to some of them. He was under no illusion of their status. His chains had been removed, it was true, but with a hundred members of the Ashvan Guard outside, they’d be going nowhere without their host’s leave.

A tense energy gripped the guard and the palace, but when Shah Alborz Dalaee arrived in the gardens, it was with a broad smile and open arms.

“Salam, dooste azizam,” he said in Ahari, his voice boisterous with gravelly undertones.

Hello to you as well, ‘dear friend’.

Before Osric knew it, the Shah embraced him and kissed the air over both his cheeks.

“Am I a friend, Alborz?” Osric asked in Ahari. “I feel like an enemy.”

Alborz pretended not to hear. “Walk with me.”

They took a turn around the water gardens.

Despite the intervening years, Alborz seemed to have barely aged. His hair and beard remained black and lush as the fruits of his garden. His eyes were bright, his skin a healthy bronze with a coppery hue, and he glistened with gold: the cylindrical blue felt crown upon his head was banded with gold, his sky-blue robes were trimmed with gold, and even the straps of his sandals shone.

“Your injuries look severe,” Alborz said with concern. “I’m told my physicians did all they could for you,” he added as though skeptical that their talents had limits.

Osric rubbed at the red indents on his left wrist, but it was his right ear, neck, and shoulder blade that throbbed. The flesh was inflamed, blistered, and still oozing. He’d have given much to have that cold feeling of the monster come over him again. Anything to numb the pain.

“Your physicians attended me well,” Osric said. “I should not need to trouble them further. As an Ascendant, I shall heal in time.”

“But if you require them again, you say the word, my friend. Never will it be said that any guest of Shah Alborz Dalaee lacked for any care or pleasure – not here in Negine Neginan,” he ended with a proud wave across his garden. Osric had never found a proper translation for Negine Neginan. The ‘jewel of jewels’ was as close as he’d come.

“I’m sorry about your men,” Osric said.

“Hmm?” Alborz said, distracted.

“I warned them that creature was following us, but Captain Ramin was eager to fulfill your wishes.”

“Captain Ramin did his duty,” Alborz said. “Bring me General Agravain, I told him. Bring him at once, without any chance of delay.”

That’s not my name, Osric thought, but what he said was, “Will the captain recover?”

“He will, I am assured. A fall from his camel. Some broken bones. Nothing serious.” He waved the matter aside and patted Osric on the chest. “General, I am so pleased you have come.”

Osric could already feel his patience grating. “Why?”

“Problems, my friend. Problems I’ve been having for some time, and without a clear solution. Ah, but you, I think, will be the key to everything. When word reached my ears that you were in Ahar, it seemed the fates were sending you to me.”

“Who recognized me?” He was curious more than anything.

Alborz smiled but did not answer.

“My friend,” he said, more serious now, “the world has turned mad, quite mad. This last year…” Alborz blew out his cheeks. “First, the riders of Alamut swelled to double. They asked for food, and I sent them more. Next, they came begging from Squall Rock. The sea is no longer safe, they tell me, and Mithras cannot be counted on to supply the Rock as it ought. The Shah is a friend to the riders, I told them.

“Ah, that’s how they cornered me. A friend to the riders, I assured them, and then they told me how much they required! Why, their numbers must be thrice what they were a season ago. Falcaer is burned, they say. The Paragons are dead or traitors. And this new Fire Lord, errr, Dowid. This man fights storm dragons, I am told, not the scourge. My friend, it is madness. We hear of the scourge attacks in the north, and we are pleased to be spared in Ahar, but for how long? And there is war in the west as well. Ahh, Osric, I fear I shall need every spear to defend these lands, for there is also danger closer to home.”

Osric hummed by way of showing interest, dipping his head under the low branch of a lemon tree as they walked. Nox followed them, slipping from shadow to cool shadow.

“The Rashai gather,” Alborz said dramatically. “Not since the time of my great-great-great-grandfather Shah Cyrus Dalaee have the tribes come together in such numbers.”

“You fear an attack,” Osric said. A statement, not a question.

“I fear an invasion!”

Osric frowned. The Rashai of the Searing Sands were frequent raiders. The Gray Cloaks had been hired to help fend them off all those years ago, but as fearsome as their mounted raids were, they lacked the means and discipline for methodical conquest and too often squabbled over scarce resources to pose a major threat.

But the winter has been freakishly wet…

If Ahari wells were overflowing, perhaps the desert ones were as well. Perhaps there was less to fight over.

“Are you sure they mean war?” Osric asked. The Rashai would gather at times for trade, to make marriages, and for rites at the turn of the year, although rarely every tribe at once.

“All my attempts at talks have been rejected,” Alborz said. “Of late, my envoys have not returned at all. Being a shrewd Shah, I understand the message loud and clear.”

Osric grunted. If true, such actions stank of grim intentions.

“Very troubling,” he allowed. “Although I fail to see what I have to do with it. Ahari generals will be better suited to leading your men. Even if you wish it, I will not accept. I am not here to make war.”

Alborz laughed jovially and clapped Osric on the back. “Oh ho, my friend, I did not think you had returned to make war. Nor would I ask this of you. Not in your, err”—his eyes wandered to Osric’s missing hand—“present condition. But you will do this thing for me, I know.”

“You seem certain.”

“Oh yes. You will do this thing I ask because of her.” Alborz almost purred the word. Osric tried not to react, but when he met the Shah’s eye, he knew he’d given too much away. Alborz’s boyish smile broadened. “Come, my friend. Take a seat.”

They had drawn up beside another stone bench between two statues of bizarre creatures from Ahari myth. Their heads were of beautiful women, but their bodies were feline with feathered wings tucked upon their backs. They were called shedu, tricksters and riddlers who bore ill luck to those who encountered them.

Osric and the Shah sat down on the bench between the shedu. Alborz clapped his hands to summon pretty serving girls in fitted pink silks and roses threaded through their hair. They glided in carrying crystal bowls filled with rose water. Osric couldn’t clean himself one-handed, but he dipped his hand in the water in observance of courtesy while Alborz splashed with enthusiasm. He scrubbed under both sets of nails and even around his wrists. The moment he finished, another serving girl swooped in with a fluffy hand towel. Osric was offered one as well. He took the towel and clumsily held it against his body with his stump while he patted his left hand dry.

Next, the girls brought golden bowls heaped with pistachios, pomegranates, and dates. Piles of the flatbread sangak cooked on hot stones were served with several dips. Osric liked the roasted eggplant with walnuts and garlic the best.

“Take anything from the gardens you desire,” Alborz said. “By the bushel, if you wish it.”

Osric thanked him in the formal Ahari custom. “May your hands not hurt.”

Alborz presented his clean palms, confirming to Osric that ‘he had gone to no trouble’. Osric plucked a fig from a tree within reach, handed it to the Shah, then picked one for himself.

“May this nourish your soul,” he said.

“May it nourish yours,” said Alborz.

The formalities done, Osric bit into the fruit. It was good. Sweet and ripe and good. As a dinner guest, his praise often lacked the honeyed words and lavish descriptions expected for someone of his background. He usually let a clean plate do the talking for him, and here he showed his appreciation by reaching for a second fig before cutting straight to the point.

“What would you have me do?”

“Prevent a war,” Alborz said.

“I’m no negotiator.”

The Shah chuckled. “No, indeed you are not.” Alborz eyed the axe at Osric’s belt. “That looks sharp. All to the good. You’ll be sturdier than my last envoys. Fear not, my friend, no words do I need from you. Just deliver my new offer.”

Osric frowned. “The Rashai hate me, Alborz. You cannot think I’ll succeed where others have failed, whatever the terms.”

“But these are very generous,” said the Shah through a mouthful of bread and dip.

“They’d want land.”

Alborz wriggled his brows knowingly. “That’s right. Always land. They bleat it should be theirs. Pah. Old tales. Our people arrived long ago, when the Alduneians still wore loincloths. Before the scourge. Before the riders. This land is ours. They desire it, yes, but they shall not have it. Shah Alborz Dalaee will not let them.”

“Then what⁠—”

“Tribute, food, water, even arms… to the right tribes, that is.”

There was something else here, Osric felt it in his bones. Tribes were often bought off and pitched against each other, but if the Rashai had truly united, it wouldn’t work.

“Whatever you offer, I’m still the wrong man to deliver it.”

“Ah, not so. For the backbone of this problem is the union of Amir of the Dune Drivers to Esfir of the Sunstriders.”

Osric swallowed a piece of sangak the wrong way. Nox gave a squeaky rumble and nudged him in concern as he coughed and spluttered.

“Oh, my friend,” Alborz said, thumping Osric on the back. “I share the sentiment.”

Osric dislodged the bread with a wheeze.

“I’m sorry, Osric,” Nox said.

He placed a hand on her for comfort. “Don’t be.”

Esfir was the daughter of Chief Zahiran of the Sunstriders. Of course she’d married.

Alborz carried on. “Two of the greatest tribes uniting gave me sleepless nights for years and years. We hoped there would be quarreling, but it never came. Now the world turns mad, and Ahar cannot fight on every front.”

You’re not fighting at all, Osric thought.

Alborz’s manner turned abruptly coy, and he slid an inch closer. “Did you know that Amir recently inherited his father’s place as Chieftain of the Dune Drivers? But, no, how could you, being so far away? And why would you care, eh? It is of no concern to you. But you can see, I’m sure, that should anything happen to Amir or his wife, it would be a tragedy for the Rashai.”

Osric’s mouth went dry, and the monster within him snorted.

“Are you threatening her?”

“Never, my friend – never. Although there is always danger out on the sands. Sometimes from within as well as without. Of the two, it’s Amir I fear for more. He has fallen ill, I’m told. Grievously ill. His dear wife attends to him dutifully, but any day might be his last. This has bought me some time, yet whether it is on the morrow or with the next moon, he will wake or fade, and then they’ll have their war.

“You, Osric, will be my hope. Chief Zahiran has a savage form of honor, does he not? He won’t turn away the man who saved his daughter’s life. Assuming, that is,” he chuckled, “Esfir kept the stories of you chaste.” He picked at a pistachio, and his next words seemed directed more to the nut than to Osric. “Zahiran will take you in as an honored guest, and you’ll be close to them all, even to Amir in his sickbed.”

Ah, so there it was. The only thing that made sense. Alborz wanted the killer.

“I’m no assassin.”

“Even my Immortals cannot cross the open desert and slip unseen into their camps. Yet you shall stride in under the light of the sun.”

“I refuse.”

“You won’t.” Alborz’s cheer vanished now. “You were already heading to find her, my friend,” he added with a wagging finger. “Please, don’t give me some tall tale. My ears will balk at your poor deceptions. Osric Agravain back in Ahar and heading south? Why, I said, there can only be one reason for that. As for why you would go through the trouble after all these years is a riddle worthy of the shedu”—he patted the nearest statue—“but the Shah knows there can be no other reason for your journey.”

Osric was too angry and too ashamed to find a retort. He’d shown his hand to Alborz when he’d lingered at the desert’s edge, paying his men out of pocket, watching the dunes, hoping, pleading with the sands to see her return.

What a fool he’d been not to follow.

The Shah popped more pistachios into his mouth. “If Amir… hmm… passes on, the tribes will break apart and spare us all a vicious war in which tens of thousands will die. One life is worth the tradeoff. And his removal would also free Esfir from her… situation. Freeing her to be with another.” His smile grew wide again. “You see, my friend, everyone wins.”

The worst part was that Alborz wasn’t wholly in the wrong. Sometimes a drop of poison was the cure. A soldier defends… One life for tens of thousands. A vile thought, but the Shah of Ahar would be doing right by his people.

And then there was a part of Osric – not the monster, but perhaps the bitter part – that saw the merits in freeing Esfir. What if, it seemed to ask, what if she’d been forced into this marriage? What if she’d wanted to return to him but had been prevented? What if⁠—

Thankfully, the rational, militaristic part of him gained the high ground.

“Killing Amir achieves nothing,” Osric said. “The Rashai will know I did it. An outsider sent by you. If anything, it would only solidify the tribes against you.”

The Shah’s questing fingers moved to the dates. “Certain agreements have been reached with those who matter.”

“That’s impressive, especially when envoys have been turned away – or worse.”

“My friend, there is no need for awe. I am the Shah. Now, if you’re finished protesting, let’s eat and be merry before you go. You have a long journey ahead of you.”

Osric picked at a date, but found he had little appetite.

“I’ll take your terms to the Rashai,” he said.

But I promise nothing more.

“And you will spare us all from war.”

Osric ground his teeth. “I shall try.”

“You shall,” the Shah said, smiling. “You shall do this thing for me.”
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THE MENHIR STONES


Rake had only been on the Green Sea during summer. By winter, it needed a different name, for when the cold light cut through the tall grass, it was pale and brittle as straw.

“The world feels strange out here,” Eidolan commented.

Rake knew what he meant, though it was hard to put into words. The earth simply felt different to stand upon. The Green Sea lacked an… energy, a thrum. Somehow, the air felt thinner too. Peaceful, yes, but also still. A heavy, stifling permanence. It beggared belief that humans once crossed this endless grass. Who were they? Why did they do it? And where had they come from?

As he trudged east, ever east, Yume and Eidolan circled above, keeping watch for the predator, but so far, it had not followed. The shortening days slipped by, and the long, bitter nights brought the trio to a halt, huddling together.

At last, a morning came when Eidolan roared in triumph. “I see stones upon the land.”

A gray mist hid the world, but inch by inch, the tepid sun burned the haze away, revealing pillars of ashen stone eaten by time. Rake had forgotten how large the site was. The senatorial arena of Athra could have fit comfortably within its bounds.

Some of the Menhir Stones ended in slanted tops, echoing the broad sword of Holt’s first master, while others were gravened with crude patterns of dragon scales. Others still were hollowed out with smooth holes, through which one could peer to the site’s heart, where a mighty stone disc and what appeared like a dais rose above the grass.

His blood ran hot as though entering battle as he climbed onto the disc and closed his eyes, the expectation almost overpowering. Elya writhed, stronger than he’d felt her in decades.

Thump-thump-thump.

Something would happen. He should have returned long ago.

Yet she settled again, and Rake’s cry of joy died half-formed in his throat. Well, it could never have been so simple.

Ta-tamp… ta-tamp…

‘What are you trying to tell me?’

No answer came.

“Most remarkable,” Eidolan noted as he circled above. “It’s perfectly uniform. Two diagonal lines of stones meet where you are now. The smaller stones form concentric circles out to the limit. It’s not unlike Athra, actually,” he added, impressed.

“First time here?” Rake asked. When he’d heard of this site – supposedly where humans and dragons had first met – he’d been eager to see it, and Eidolan had been in the order longer than he had.

“Gideon and I never felt compelled to come. The scourge isn’t active here.”

“And there’s another question,” Rake said aloud, more to himself. Perhaps the answer might help explain why the predator hadn’t followed them. He mentally added it to the heap of questions surrounding the site. Everything here groaned with wonder.

Yume descended to join Rake on the stone disc and tilted her head up as if asking him what they would do now.

“Nothing left to do but think.”

He climbed onto the dais, as good a place as any to sit and contemplate. Setting his polearm down, he sat cross-legged, wrapped his cloak around him, and began to meditate.

Forging required focus, but after enough time Cleansing, one might slip into a waking dream while the body maintained the rhythm of breathing. At least to one as proficient as Rake. Countless nights alone spent meditating would do that. And because he was in the place where it had happened, because Thrall had dislodged the ossified memories, Rake began reliving those final moments with Elya.

They were fuzzy, fragmented things. Memory ought to be indestructible, but they were more akin to old tapestries, their threads pulling free and colors fading…

It seemed a hot day, though perhaps that was only the heat from his dragon bond. He sat cross-legged on the stone dais, knowing he was ready. Elya’s eyes shone like sapphires. Her orange scales clashed wonderfully against the green grass and ashen stone. She radiated the power of a storm dragon and was determined as an emerald, brave as fire, intelligent as any of her own type, too warm of heart to ever mimic ice.

“Are you ready?”

She cocked her head.

Ta-thump – ta-thump – ta-thump.

Their bond raced, and his heart matched it.

“Elya?” he asked, insistent now. “Are you ready?”

In the distance, thunder rolled. No, that wasn’t right. That hadn’t happened. Elya’s eyes turned oaken, dark, and bloodshot, and the thunder rolled into Thrall’s biting voice.

“You stole her power. You stole her life.”

Ta-thump – ta-thump – TA-THUMP!

Rake gasped out of the waking nightmare, breath steaming in the present. The sky was streaked mottle gray, and fresh snow had fallen. He clutched his head, fearing a hateful piece of Thrall had been left behind in him like a chipped talon.

Stranger still was how Rake had not truly felt like Rake. He’d been human back then, with a different name. His true name… What had it been? That thread had been pulled out of him long ago.

Scrapes of metal made him jerk upright, grab his polearm. Nearby, soldiers were drilling, huffing with heavy breaths. His wits caught up to remind him they must be the work of Eidolan, although he didn’t recognize their uniforms: yellow tunics over segmented armor, red cloaks, huge rectangular shields, and short swords.

“Where are they supposed to be from?” Rake asked.

“They’re Alduneian infantrymen,” Eidolan said, as though this were perfectly plain. “I know,” he added. “Not much use elsewhere, but out here, it’s just us.”

“Is that really what they looked like?”

“I saw countless numbers of them before the city fell.”

“I don’t doubt you, friend. It’s just one feels the Alduneians ought to have been something… more.”

“Why should they be? They were human, like their descendants are.”

“Quite. It’s just, well… iron.” Rake shivered. “Barbaric, really.”

“Things move on. Are you gaining any insight?” Eidolan’s tone was knowing, leading. Rake wondered whether he’d cried out unconsciously during his meditation.

Choosing his words with care, he said, “Not as yet.”

Eidolan touched down on the snowy grass below the disc, looked up in concern. “Why come here to make your attempt with Elya?”

Rake frowned, struggling to answer. Life before the fusion was shadowed by failure.

“It seemed auspicious.” Sounded better than admitting it might simply have been for the glamor and poetry of the thing. To break the last boundary on the site of their species’ first meeting, wouldn’t that have been sweet? “When a thing has never been achieved before, you try everything. And it worked. Sort of. It started, at least. Else I wouldn’t be all…” He gestured at his body.

Yume rumbled and yapped from somewhere nearby. A tap at Rake’s head preceded a vision of Rake meditating while she and Eidolan crept around the standing stones further away.

“Fine, fine,” Eidolan said. “We’ll leave him to it.”

Off they went to the edge of the site so Rake wouldn’t be distracted by their antics with Alduneian soldiers.

He supposed he ought to try again…

A hot day, a dazzling sun, his soul wide as a magnolia in bloom. Plenty of space to house a core of his own. He met Elya’s sapphire eyes. So beautiful, so fierce. He’d always known they would be the first to breach the last boundary.

Ta-thump – ta-thump.

“Are you ready?”

Elya lowered her head, could not quite meet his eyes.

Ta-thump – ta-thump – ta-thump.

A hectic, nervous energy crossed their bond. Understandable. They were making history.

Concerned, he asked, “Elya, are you ready?”

She hesitated. “To defend the east?”

This jarred. She’d never hesitated before.

The revelation he held vibrated in his heart, then their bond seized like a muscle in spasm, twisting, convulsing so hard he feared it would break⁠—

Rake was thrown back into the present, slumped over, his throat coarse. Yume stood on the stone disc, her eyes wide and fearful. She sent Rake a vision of himself screaming.

Lost for words, Rake buried his face into his shaking hands. Yume burbled with concern, enough to make Rake pull himself together, then upright against protests from his aching back.

“Each time I seem to remember it a little differently.”

Eidolan swooped gently overhead. “Our minds offer more mystery than even this ancient place.”

So said the mystic. Rake sometimes despaired of his type. He doubted fire dragons fretted over the nature of flames.

From Thrall’s interventions to tricks of his own mind, how could he know what had been real? How could you trust anything if you could not trust yourself?

To prevent spiraling doom, Rake cleared his throat and asked if they had any food. They brought him some – raw bison, of course. Rake ate and washed the half-frozen meat down with great handfuls of snow. Afterward, he couldn’t say he felt better, just less terrible, and he climbed back atop the dais. The concern on Eidolan and Yume’s faces made him inwardly wince.

“What have you two been working on, then? Can I expect a monologue from an Alduneian thespian?”

“We’ve been practicing weaving our powers,” Eidolan said. “When the predator attacked, I didn’t react quick enough. Not as sharp as I once was.”

Yume peeped and fluttered her tail.

“Hmm, doesn’t change my age, young one. We’ll be better prepared if it comes again. It might be blind, but it must be able to hear, and a phantom will still be useful for Yume as a guide.”

“I think it’s a matter of when it comes again, not if,” Rake said. “It could not have been there by chance. That thing was sent to hunt us.”

To hunt me, he knew. Thrall held no such animosity toward Eidolan or Yume.

A thought occurred to him. “The gas it spewed made me dizzy. If Fake Rake doesn’t seem affected by it, the predator will know something is wrong.”

Yume uttered a short wail and seemed to shrink into herself. Rake took that as ‘Oh come on, it was hard enough already.’

“I know,” Rake said, trying to be encouraging, “but we only need to trick it long enough for me to kill it. Maybe Eidolan should try to deafen it. I don’t think Ash would like having a horn blown directly in his ears.” He chuckled and smiled and hoped that would be enough for now.

The next time Rake closed his eyes to meditate, the memory returned quicker and stronger than before…

The summer sun smiled upon them. His soul yearned for a core.

Ta-thump – ta-thump.

“Are you ready?”

Elya cocked her head, gazed back at him, her heart and their bond beating battle quick.

Ta-thump – ta-thump – ta-thump.

The bond became hectic, nervous. Understandable when making history, but all the same, it made him unsure.

Concerned, he asked, “Elya, are you ready?”

She hesitated. “To defend the east?”

It was their Lordly Purpose. Why had she asked it as a question? Why had she sounded sad?

“Once I have a core, we’ll always be there.“

I will forever defend the east, my people, my homeland.

Their bond seized like a muscle in spasm, twisting, convulsing so hard he feared it would break. His soul span now, faster and faster, lifting him, burning him from the inside out. Orange energy peeled away from Elya’s core and gathered in their bond bridge. A swollen thing, scraping painfully to the precipice of entering his own spinning soul.

A ferocious jerk from Elya’s side, and the coiled power slid backward, sagging the connection between them. He was yanked toward it, pulled down and down, ground as between millstones and crushed under the weight of the world.

This time, Rake returned to the present gently. Given the horror of what he’d experienced, that surprised him.

“You barely made a sound that time,” Eidolan said brightly.

“It’s my fault.”

Rake said it aloud without thinking, and the steam of his breath seemed to hang in the air before him. He’d accepted he’d made some error, accepted he’d done something wrong, but he’d thought it was in the process itself, some technical issue like improper sword form or a poorly cast Soul Blade.

They must have come right to the point of success after all, for the process of Rake forming his own core had begun, yet some part of Elya had resisted. Maybe she hadn’t meant it, maybe she hadn’t understood her own doubts, but he should have noticed – he should have known.

‘I’m sorry,’ he told her. It seemed so inadequate, but what more could he say? ‘I’m so, so sorry.’

Deep in his soul, Elya’s presence swelled, and for half a heartbeat, Rake knew she was coming back. He jumped to his feet, ready to crack his voice with such a roar of joy they’d hear him all the way in Athra⁠—

Yet the swelling ceased.

Rake fell to his knees, then to all fours. He pounded a fist on the dais, wishing to scream or weep, but all he could do was shiver. Still, Elya’s presence did not shrink back entirely. Her prods and nudges were stronger, and for the first time since their fusion, he felt the barest flicker of real emotion from her as if it were crossing their bond again.

Forgiveness.

There could have been nothing worse. Rake slammed his fist again, blasting out orange power – and only then became aware of the motes racing through his body. Coming to, he raised his hand and found a scorched crack where he’d struck the stone.

Eidolan and Yume crept closer.

“Rake, are you alright?”

“She’s getting stronger.” His voice shook like his still-trembling body.

Yume flapped her wings and trilled.

“That’s wonderful!” Eidolan said.

Rake picked up his polearm and jumped down to the grass. Never despair, that was the way. Never give up. It had been his fault, his error, his very human error. He’d gained as much as he could from these stones, but there was so much more of his human side still to prise free of their tangled beings.

“Come on,” he said, already running west.

“Where to, exactly?” Eidolan asked.

“To Freiz.”
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BEANS FOR THE SOUL


Holt ran alone through the dark wood. A thousand tangled branches shadowed the snow, cast by a swollen moon so huge Holt feared it would fall from the blackness and crash into the world. He ran, leaving no prints. Just as well – something hounded him.

Astralis and his heart drummed as one.

Da-dum. Da-dum. Da-DUM.

But where was Ash?

He came upon bodies piled high in the woods. One corpse was white and large. Holt did not believe – he would not believe it. Wind howled, an unnatural sound, spiraling and whirling, and the dead opened their green eyes. An acrid reek choked the air, and the wind’s howl lowered to a bestial sound. One of hunger, insatiable.

Then the scourge were upon him, ripping, tearing, biting him to the bone. As he died, the Hive Mind whispered, its voice strong as though its million layers had forged into one.

“Thou shalt not behold another spring.”

Holt awoke. Sweat clung to his back, and his breath came as labored as in the nightmare. Bleary-eyed, he pushed himself upright in bed. A green light crept in like mist from behind the shutters and curtains, and in the gloom, he trembled.

It was waking alone, it was the cold, it was the visceral crawl of the Hive Mind’s voice, it was the near-endless fighting – the death, so much death.

It was that moment that flashed before him again, so lurid and real, the mangled body at the base of the tree, his hands drenched in warm blood. His heart raced, and then a heat rose in his bond.

“Boy?” Ash must have been near the edge of their bond range, for he sounded distant.

“Yes?” Even telepathically, Holt sounded groggy.

“You don’t have to pretend not to be afraid. Ever since the grove⁠—”

“It’s not fear, I think, not really. We’ve been in worse fights, doesn’t seem right for that one to leave a worse mark.”

More bond-beats of quiet, then finally Ash said, “If you ever need to catch a breath, you just say so.”

Words were clumsy, so they shared in each other’s thoughts for a while, listening to their hearts beating. It wasn’t a cure, but it was of great relief.

“How long was I out for this time?”

“Just one day this time. Dawn should come soon.”

He hadn’t expected that. Strange dreams and waking in a cold sweat aside, he felt better refreshed than he had after his longer sleep in the grove. A proper bed could do wonders.

“How’s your tail?”

“Still stiff,” Ash said grumpily. “And itchy. Sometimes I want to just rip these leaves off and scratch.”

“I don’t think Aberanth would advise that.”

Ash harrumphed. “I suppose I should let him know you’re awake.”

Holt stretched. Something in the back of his shoulder popped, and he felt better for that too.

“Awake, are you? Hmph. Good, good.” Aberanth’s excitable voice sounded much clearer than Ash’s. “You’ll find your things at the end of your bed. We did our best, but your shirt was, erm, let’s say beyond salvation. Let me know if anything needs adjustment.”

“Give me a moment,” Holt said, amused as he clambered to his feet.

Sure enough, at the end of the bed sat a trunk with folded, clean clothes atop it. The white shirt was new, and his brigandine rested upon a stand, scrubbed clean and restored. Patches of eggshell-white cloth marked where the damage had been, a shade darker than the original the Smith in Sidastra had used. He searched for his satchel, then remembered he’d given it and all the gifted iron to Aberanth.

While donning his armor, it occurred to Holt that of all his and Ash’s possessions, only Astralis remained unscratched from their ordeals. As Holt understood it, dragon-steel could not be made into armor. It was too hard to work in small, rounded pieces, and even for a rider it would be too heavy to move, but perhaps if it could be willed that way like his sword had been…

‘If we find another fallen star,’ he said to Astralis, which was standing propped against the end of the bed, ‘we’ll ask it to become armor.’

Astralis winked silver back at him. We’ll see, it seemed to say.

Ash’s and Aberanth’s voices returned at the same time, meaning he caught neither in full.

“One at a time,” Holt said. “Ash, you go first.”

“Wolf is acting strange.”

“Stranger than usual, you mean?”

“He seems anxious about staying close to the city. Keeps saying he needs to go.”

“Tell him I won’t be too long. Aberanth, you next.”

“Hmph. Are you ready yet?”

Holt was just strapping on his repaired baldric. “Everything seems good to me. I owe you, as always.”

“I only directed the work this time,” Aberanth said. “Quick learners, these Coedhens, I must say, though I suppose an incursion sharpens the attention. There’s a huge forge yard out here with plenty of space. And the Smith is very interesting. I think you’d like him. He used to work at Falcaer, you know.”

“At Falcaer?”

“Precisely. Bit of an odd fellow, truth be told, but he’s got fascinating ideas, and blimey does he know his stuff. I told him about your sword, and he started babbling to himself. Hmph. He’d love to see it.”

With acute timing, Holt sheathed Astralis onto his back.

“Turns out you’re a big deal,” he told it. The blade hummed in a self-satisfied way before Holt’s hollow stomach asserted itself, grumbling worse than a dragon. He reached over his bond and asked Ash, “Could you ask Aberanth where the closest kitchens are?”

A few seconds later, Aberanth’s voice returned in a distracted flurry. “Kitchens should be beneath the tree.”

It took Holt a moment to remember he was inside one of Coedhen’s enormous Terwyn Trees; he tapped his cheek just to make sure he really was awake. Now fully armored in the misted green light, there was nothing else to do but to get moving.

The lone door of his room opened out onto a terrace with planters and decorative rain catchers under a slanted awning. Crisp air met him, rich with the scent of bark. From his vantage several stories high, a sprawling world of colossal trunks stretched before him in metallic hues: copper, bronze, and iron.

Holt reached out to touch the copper bark beside him and found it coarse and flaky despite its appearance. Every one of the Terwyns was as tall and broad as the tower at the Crag – some greater – and all were connected by snaking walkways and webs of rope bridges. One could probably travel the whole city and never touch the grass.

Most wondrous of all was the light. The green which had been spilling into Holt’s room pulsed from a moss hanging from the terrace canopy. Strands of the stuff lay like torn silk all over Coedhen, emitting haunting blues, greens, and pinks.

It would have been soothing to the soul were it not for the crowds packed uneasily below. Holt felt their collective presence like a fearful, anxious spiritual pressure. If a lid were over the city’s pot, it would be trembling.

He made his way down the spiral walkway. At ground level, there were no free-standing buildings, ceding the land to public gardens and carefully cultivated pathways. Steam and smoke billowed from ventilation shafts, catching in the moss-light and the glow orbs hanging from lampposts. Compared to their giant kin, the normal trees seemed no taller than potted plants.

A large signpost at the foot of this Terwyn read ‘Dragon Rider Embassy’ in luminous blue paint, and a little way off, half hidden between two ash trees, another signpost glowed under an archway of lattice wood and wilted vines coated with frost. The same glowing paint conveyed that the ‘armory, alchemist, herbalist, physician, arborist, and kitchens’ could be found below, and a descending flight of steps led to the promise of food and warmth.

“I might lose you for a bit below ground,” Holt said over his bond. “If you need me, ask Aberanth.”

The descent was only two flights down, but it was enough to dim the already weak connection. Ash’s presence shriveled, and Holt’s world turned even colder.

Yet the smell of baking bread and frying bacon led him on, and Holt arrived in the kitchens before thinking it through. The bustle in the room came to a sudden halt, leaving only the roar from the wood fire oven. For a moment, Holt forgot how he appeared, forgot what it was like for a busy kitchen when a rider strode into their midst. At the Crag, it had rarely been good news, and he saw the staff tighten with apprehension. Vats-sized pots sat over hot charcoals, simmering with an aroma of garlic – a bold choice before dawn – and, if he wasn’t mistaken, parsley.

“Good morning,” Holt said, sounding oddly feeble. “I wondered if I could get something to eat?”

No one answered.

“I can see to myself,” Holt said. “I won’t be a bother.”

This only served to alarm the cooks further. A portly woman with cheeks as red as her pinned hair seemed ready to choke.

“I’m sorry I startled you. I was a cook once, actually. Back in Feorlen, that is.” Holt wished he had his satchel and his father’s recipe book to show them. He swallowed, then tried, “I’ve come a long way from home… could I stay here for a while?”

One of the men, face darkened by stubble, found his voice. “Eh, most Honored Rider, am… am no sure⁠—”

“Ye hold yer whist, Seamus.” The red-haired woman had found her voice too, and it was as ample as her. She shouldered Seamus aside in her haste to greet Holt. “Milord Rider, forgive us – we were just surprised to see ye. What can we get fer ye?”

Holt nodded to one of the vats. “Whatever’s in there smells good.”

She blushed an even deeper shade of red. “The potch, sir? Ack, we can do ye better than that.”

“Potch?” Holt said. The word struck some long-dormant place inside him. “That’s a Coedhen staple, isn’t it?”

“Aye, just a bean stew, sir. We often have it for breakfast.”

“Well, breakfast is what I’m looking for.”

Holt was led to a worktop counter, which the red-haired cook hastily wiped clean. Someone brought him a stool, someone else brought a steaming bowl of potch and a crusty bread roll. The beans were new to him, a bit like pale crinkled broad beans, and his hostess added a healthy garnish of finely chopped parsley. An egg wobbled on top of the potch, and when he cut the yolk with the edge of his spoon, it ran like molten gold.

Eating that first mouthful almost made Holt tear up. The beans melted on his tongue, soft and nutty. Chunks of carrot, celery, and mushroom added a rich earthiness, and the garlic a tang. Best of all were the well-seared, thick chunks of salty bacon. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had bacon. Another thing he’d come close to forgetting. When he finished, his soul regained a piece of its strength. A proper meal, balanced and hot and made with care, had done the work of hours of meditation.

The portly cook collected his empty bowl. “Can… can we get ye anything else, Honored Rider?”

Holt considered. “You could show me how to make it.”

She blinked. “What? Oh, pardon, sir rider. Are ye… serious?”

“As serious as a summons.” He pulled out his lunar-steel cook’s knife and added, “So long as I won’t be getting in your way?”

“Ye – ye really are a cook?”

“I was.” He stood. “I take it this is your kitchen?”

She nodded, then made a very clumsy curtsy. “Aye, sir rider. Name’s Kaytlyn.”

“Kaytlyn.” He nodded. “You can call me Holt.”

Kaytlyn led him over to the stovetops and work areas. Holt washed his hands at the basin in the sink, took instructions, then set to work. A great slab of bacon could be intimidating, but under his new knife, it yielded like butter to a warm pan. He sliced lardons for four vats at triple speed, saving the cooks a lot of time. As the first portion sizzled away, he chopped the vegetables, aware of other servants in green tunics taking ready vats of potch away and bringing empty ones back.

“It’s a lot of food you’re making,” Holt observed.

“Aye, to be sure,” said Kaytlyn. “Orders outta the Grand Lodge to every kitchen in the city. Gotta feed all these extra mouths from the summons.”

But this wasn’t a regular summons.

“Can it last?” Holt asked.

“Flour might run out, I s’pose. Grain comes up from Athra, but there hasn’t been any for ages now.”

Holt added his vegetables to join the crisping bacon. “Maybe you should say something.”

Kaytlyn made a nervous, non-committal sound and pointed to a great basin full of soaking beans. She called them whisper beans, and Holt added them to the vat. When she asked him to make a ‘bob’ of parsley stems, this stumped him at first. Then, seeing the sieve cloth, he understood.

“We call that a bouquet,” Holt said. “Like the Brenish.”

Kaytlyn smiled and agreed that he was probably right.

Holt stirred, and the more he stirred, the more at peace he felt. A greater portion of his soul unfolded as the knots in his body loosened.

The skins on his whisper beans were beginning to soften up when the pressure came. It was spiritual, but it felt physical. It pressed at his chest, tightened his throat. He’d only felt such pressure from an Elder before now.

Then Aberanth’s voice broke into his mind in a babble. “Sorry, Holt. Sorry! She asked me where you were. Ooo, I’m sure it’ll be just fine!”

Abandoning stirring, Holt watched the doorway, blood banging between his ears as Paragon Neveh entered the kitchens like a driving blizzard, like winter made flesh. Her coal-dark skin put Holt in mind of the Lakaran rider from the New Order he’d met. White threads salted her black hair, with one thick strand turned pale as lard.

When she met Holt’s eye, his blood ran cold.

“You have a lot of explaining to do.”
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THE EVIL WE DO


Holt’s breath and that of the five cooks steamed until the world balanced out. Some of the roar and heat of the wood oven returned, but nothing could melt Neveh’s gaze. She flicked her head toward a side room with a gnarled trestle table where the cooks would eat their meals and said, “Get in.”

Holt marched stiffly, as though to his execution. His instinct was to reach out to Ash, but when he couldn’t feel his dragon, his palms turned clammy, and his heart began to pound again.

Neveh kicked out a chair for him. “Sit.”

Holt sat.

The Paragon of Ice loomed over him. She was on the cusp of speech when Kaytlyn appeared like a mouse in the doorway.

“Is there s-something we can get for⁠—”

“Anything,” Neveh said dismissively. “So long as it’s cold.”

The cook vanished. Neveh closed the door. And just like that, Holt found himself alone with a Paragon.

First, she checked his bond and tsked when she could not feel its true nature.

“What are you, then?”

He assumed she meant his rank. “High Champion, or so I’m told.”

“Hmm. You’ll be eager to return to your dragon.”

Holt nodded.

“Good. Then you’ll make this quick.” Neveh paced the length of the little room, throwing dirty looks at the fire in the hearth. Perhaps she wished to extinguish it, but then they’d have no light at all. “Start talking.”

Holt’s mind went blank. Anything could happen here. She might arrest him, she might break his bond – he’d heard that could be done – or she might kill him. Her mood suggested nothing cuddly was on the horizon.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

Holt started from when he saved Ash’s egg. Kaytlyn brought plates of cold meats and dried fruit, but Neveh barely touched them. She let him speak, occasionally asking for a detail here, a clarification there, until Holt reached the point in the tale when he and Ash agreed to help the Fire Elder.

“So, you were in league with the Fire Flight.”

“Not exactly.” And he told her everything that had happened until Wrath lay dead at their feet. He even told her about the phoenix – it was the only way to explain their survival – although he held back on the bird’s location. “We made a promise to him,” he explained.

But Neveh had broken her gaze from Holt for the first time, looking into nothing, and Holt guessed she was communicating with her dragon.

“Draining the power from a Warden’s core…” she said, half in awe. “Are there other such beasts in the world?” She seemed to be asking herself more than him.

Holt wrestled with the idea of mentioning the Kars, but to reveal knowledge of other creatures risked Wolf becoming the test subject of a Paragon.

As he worried over this, Neveh asked, “What makes you uneasy?”

Her presence pressed upon him, not a full check of will but enough to make him hot around the collar.

“There are other creatures.”

“Where are they?”

“I don’t know,” he said, clinging to not truly knowing where the Kars were. Thoughts of Wolf he tried to bury deep beneath the half-lie.

Neveh’s spirit came with a question this time. ‘Is it wise to lie to a Paragon?’

Astralis rallied, ready to lend its strength to buttress his own, but Holt did not think he could throw off the check, not without fatiguing himself. It was not wise, that was the truth, and perhaps revealing enough would spare the questions that might lead to Wolf. And so, Neveh’s check cuffed his soul like a backhanded blow, and Holt said softly,

“A friend of ours met an ice creature called a Kar.”

“Ice? And which friend was this?”

Holt found himself spilling the information like a leaky bucket. “R-Rake met them.” Neveh knew who Rake was – he’d told her everything. He scrambled now for something to hold onto. “He promised not to reveal their location like we promised the phoenix. These creatures have suffered greatly from dragons. If there are any others out there, they will want to be left alone.”

“An ice creature,” she said, frowning, brooding. “Kars…” Her soft hiss dragged into silence.

At length, Holt asked, “Do you wish me to go on?” He had yet to recount their recent stay in Red Rock and joining the emeralds at the Eastern Grove.

Neveh emerged from her reverie. “The Wardens have told me of your exploits in the forest.”

Her spiritual pressure lifted from Holt, and he breathed normally for the first time in their meeting. Neveh finally relaxed as well and picked at a piece of dried apple.

“You’ll understand my need for severity. Given what happened at Falcaer, I needed to make sure you weren’t involved in those crimes.”

Holt thought of the Fire Elder’s declaration to bring the riders to heel and felt the familiar squirm of guilt. “What happened there?”

“A terrible battle. From what Nilak and I can gather, Paragon Adaskar slew the Fire Elder, but his dragon fell, as did Wynedd, who was bonded to Paragon Eso. Eso is missing, and Adaskar—” Her voice caught. “Adaskar was slain by one of our own. Vald, Paragon of Storms, turned treacherous servant of the Storm Flight.” The apple slice between her fingers turned to ice. Neveh huffed and let it fall to break on the floor.

The weight of the news pressed on Holt’s chest harder than Neveh’s presence. For two Paragons to be dead, possibly because of something he and Ash had helped enable⁠—

He slumped, feared he would be sick.

He needed Ash.

“You blame yourself,” Neveh stated.

“If I could go back…” But he stopped there. He could not save his father, nor stop Aberanth from burning. Things could not be undone⁠—

A man with a crushed skull lay at the base of a tree, Holt’s hands hot and bloody, an animal raging within him. He reached for Ash, and when he could not feel his dragon, he found it impossible to prevent the shake in his hands.

A cold power brushed past his ear. ‘Calm yourself,’ it willed him, and Holt’s next breath came easier, his heart settling. To his shame, he noticed Neveh looking at his hands.

“I think I’m just tired,” he said.

A feeble, sad smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You’ve been through more than most riders would in decades – and so young.”

Holt swallowed, but the moment in the grove wouldn’t leave him. Disarmed, desperate, roaring, all humanity in him gone.

I did that.

The words burst out of him. “I killed an enemy rider with my bare hands – like some animal.”

Neveh considered her next words carefully. “It’s easier to weather evil done to us than evil we do.”

The words hit with physical force. She was right. He feared what he’d done, that he’d lost who he was during that fight; above all, he feared he might lose himself again.

I fear what I might become.

His soul revolved slowly, warming at its outer edges. Even a negative truth was still a truth, he supposed.

Unaware of his insight, Neveh continued speaking, a rawness to her voice. “Our own acts, our own mistakes – for who then can we blame?”

Another silence stretched out until Holt steeled himself enough to ask, “Are you going to arrest me?”

“All that matters is the fight ahead. Whatever your reasons were, whatever you’ve done, right now, I don’t care. And I’ll ask this of you only once. Will you accept my command? I will not ask you to swear the Oath – that time is over – but under me, you’d have my support and protection.”

Astralis throbbed, ready again to lend its strength. Holt appreciated the support, but he knew his own heart.

“That’s not something Ash and I can do, Paragon. I’m sorry. You can tell us where you think we’d best help, and we’ll fight, but Ash and I make our own way.”

To his great surprise, Neveh finally cracked a half-smile. “I’d be a hypocrite if – of all The Five – I demanded obedience. Very well, Holt. Let me tell you how matters stand, and you can decide from there.”

Much of what she said, Holt knew already or had guessed. Scattered enemy forces still ravaged the western forest, but the bulk were massing elsewhere. The Emerald Wardens had turned the Fae Forest into a fortress, but beyond the treeline, they were blind, and Neveh could not risk what few riders she had to scout. The worst news was that the Ice Elder was helping Thrall, which sent a plunging feeling from Holt’s head to his toes.

“Ice dragons didn’t attack the grove,” he said slowly, carefully, as if he might convince himself.

“They attacked Oak Hall,” Neveh said. “And Ice was there when I flew with the Mystic Elder against Thrall.” For the first time, Holt sensed a quiver in her presence, the first droplet melting from the glacier. “Nilak joins our spiritual strength to the forest’s shielding. It seems to be holding for now, but I’d much rather be out in the fight – we have too few riders on our side as it is.”

“Some emerald riders came to defend the grove.”

“Not enough. And they’ve chosen to follow the Wardens directly.” She gave a derisive laugh. “Riders joining a Wild Flight. Nothing can be the same again.”

Holt braced for the accusation, but it never came.

“There are ways we can push what each rider is capable of,” Holt said. “Our friend, Aberanth⁠—”

“The little emerald who can brew your elixirs and… jerky?”

“Yes, he’s here in the city. I think he’s already working with a Smith from Falcaer. Make sure he has everything he asks for, and all your riders will benefit. If they drink an elixir and eat jerky of the same type, the effects will compound.” He was glad Aberanth had taught him that word.

Neveh’s eyes glazed over for a few moments. “Noted. Nilak’s in contact now.”

“Maybe you could try taking out control orbs under the forest?”

Neveh waved the idea aside. “The better records would have been at Oak Hall. Even if the Coedhens have enough scraps in their archives to piece a location together, I won’t risk a cave-in killing our few riders. Even if I had sixty riders with me, I would not consider it. If I had sixty riders, we’d have no need for such desperate notions. Adaskar was right on that front.”

Under the circumstances, Holt couldn’t blame her.

“Then I’m not sure what more can be done,” he said, dimly aware of how bizarre it was to be speaking to a Paragon like this. “Ash and I were going to head into the western forest and help people fleeing to the city. Sounds like that’s still the best thing for us to do.”

“You might be best served to recover.”

Holt shrugged. “The best time for me to Forge is at night, but it’s morning now. I could Cleanse, but then I wouldn’t be resting, so I feel I might as well get back out there. The bugs we can handle.”

Neveh seemed to appraise him in a new light. “Come,” she said as she headed back into the kitchens.

Bewildered, Holt followed.

“I need something hot,” Neveh called to the cooks. “The hotter the better.”

Holt noticed a dry frying pan warming up on hot coals. With an apologetic nod to the closest cook, he picked it up. Heat shimmered around its black base.

Neveh went to one of the wash basins and tapped the surface of the water. A snap of cold crinkled audibly, leaving a ring of frost around the basin’s edge. She gave Holt a look, and he understood to drop the pan in.

“The way we speak of motes is crude,” Neveh said as the steam rose. “Is a mote of fire truly a tiny flame dancing unseen? Is a mote of ice truly ice? No, rather, they are the essence of the thing. I do not forge ice into Nilak’s core but cold itself. That essence appears even when things are cooling. This kitchen will cool tonight after the cooks go home, and that pan cooled rapidly in the water. Such essence can be thin, imperceptible against the stronger powers around it, but it is there. And if I Sink my channels⁠—”

Holt felt a tug in his sixth sense as the Paragon’s cycling encouraged motes toward her.

“—I’ll draw that essence in, then push it over to Nilak and Forge it.”

Holt was confused. She seemed to be doing things backward.

“You can’t Forge if you don’t Cleanse.”

Neveh snorted. “Even a rogue like you thinks like the rest of them. The general rule is to Cleanse first because it’s more efficient. And because riders aren’t usually forced to scavenge for motes. But what if you had to? What if you were an ice rider stationed in a hot, humid jungle? It’s harder, Holt, much harder this way to push them through the impurities. Your breath will become ragged.”

And indeed, her breath quickened, then turned rapid. Such short, sharp sounds went beyond panting, closer to the zip of a hummingbird’s wings.

After a while, she settled, exhaled normally, and continued as if there had been no interruption. “But when needs must, you’ll take everything you can. I suspect you’ve never really studied the feel of your motes. Few do when they have them in abundance. Learn exactly how they feel, how they sound, how they move. Recognize them as you would your own name whispered in the dark, and you’ll come to find them in places and times you never expected. Even I’ve noticed the moon can sometimes be seen by day. It doesn’t simply disappear.”

“I’ll try,” Holt said, then hastened to strengthen that statement. “I will.” That seemed to please her. He inclined his head. “Thank you for the lesson, Paragon.”

“Thank me by making use of it.” Her eyes glazed over again, her sight taken far from the kitchens. “It’s past time I return to Nilak.”

She took one stride before Holt said, “Paragon, wait.”

She waited.

Holt only realized then that the cooks had scarpered. All the same, he dropped his voice.

“You need to take a warning to the Rangers in charge of the city. They’re using too much food.”

Neveh glanced at the vats of beans. “All great cities store ample food for incursions and summons.”

“A summons should bring a third of the people into the city. This is different. Everyone is moving inside Coedhen, right? I mean, I’m pleased they’re trying to feed everyone well, but if they don’t slow down, they’ll burn through the stores in no time, and the cooks may not feel they can speak out. Their grain comes from Athra – that’s already long stopped. You’ll tell them, won’t you?”

“I will,” Neveh said. She took another stride, then turned back. “Good luck out there, Holt Cook.”

Neveh left the kitchens, leaving Holt to fish the pan out of the icy water. He dried it and set it back on the worktop. By then, the cooks had crept back in. Kaytlyn was first. Holt thanked her for the potch and for teaching him the new recipe before he too departed.

Back out at ground level, the moss and alchemical glow lights had dimmed with the rise of the gray day, and his connection with Ash rushed back, as did his dragon’s worried voice as though from far away.

“Holt, you have to hurry. Wolf’s gone!”

“What? How? When?”

“He kept saying he couldn’t wait and took off into the forest. I don’t understand… There are still people here he might have healed.”

“I’m on my way,” Holt said. “Tell Aberanth.”

“Hmph.” Aberanth popped into his mind. “What’s this about Wolf?”

“You know as much as I do. He’s taken off.”

“Pfh, silly creature. I’m sure Ash can sniff him out.”

Holt drew a little magic across the bond and started cycling it around his body in the Grounding technique.

“I’ll come see you and your friend when we’re back.”

When we’re back, Holt repeated to himself.

It was the only way to think.
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TO KNOW THE RAIN


Forge together. It was their only path forward. Raiden already struggled with keeping his heart in line with the rhythm of their bond, so getting Vald involved only made it harder, but if they could match their hearts to the bond simultaneously, the resonant force would pressurize their souls at the same time.

In theory, at least.

And there were brief moments when they managed it, seconds in which their tornado bridge stretched, narrowed, and pulsed with frantic pressure. But they never held it for long. When they failed, the taut connection would snap, cause a ricochet through Vald’s ribs, and make each breath a misery.

It didn’t help that while they attempted this, Vald neglected Cleansing, meaning a dense fog of incompatible raw motes only made it harder to push the storm ones forward. But Cleansing could come later, he reckoned, if they ever managed this.

Slowly, ever slowly, they began to hold the three-way beat for longer until they managed a full ten pulses and received their first glimmer of hope. On the eleventh beat, the resonant force sent incompatible motes flying aside, and specks of sparking storm motes joined Vald’s core. More would have done so had the soup of impurities not been so thick, had they managed to hold for a twelfth beat.

It wasn’t much, but it was progress. Vald felt almost triumphant, and in a rush of enthusiasm, he fished out his razor and began pruning his matted beard, which he’d let get out of hand. A lack of warm water and shaving cream mattered not, for while his core was weak, he still had his Lord’s skin, and the razor posed no danger.

Cleaning his face and chin felt like a small triumph too, and that night, the Bitter Bay fell calm for once, and his attempt at a fire actually lasted. It meant he could finish skewers of tough mutton over the flames rather than relying on Raiden’ra charring them with lightning.

He fed chunks of meat to Eso like a child. At first, he’d had to work Eso’s jaw until some instinct in the old man awoke and made him chew to survive. After their meager sustenance, Vald sat with Eso in his grief, telling him what they’d achieved today. Eso never responded, but Vald talked anyway of everything and nothing, of raising others to join him, of how he’d lead them into the darkest depths to destroy the evil festering in the heart of the world.

“That I swear to do,” he said.

Eso mumbled and Vald’s heart quickened, but Eso’s expression remained blank.

Outside their cave, Raiden’ra rumbled. “It might be kinder to send him to join Wynedd.” It was kindly said, and kindly meant, but Vald felt that cracking inside him again and knew he could never do it. Though Raiden’ra knew it too, he said, “He’s half a corpse. The loss may yet kill him.”

“If he dies, then he dies, but it won’t be by my hand.”

One of Eso’s hands had fallen out from beneath his cloaks. Vald took it gently – the skin like cold putty – and tucked it away again.

“We lived in worse conditions than this clearing out the Northern Tear. Do you remember, Eso?” Longing entered Vald’s voice. “Me, you, and Aodhan, hunkering in the snows on the edge of that abyss, stopping that incursion from even rising!”

The thought of Aodhan, the previous Paragon of Fire, still caused an ingrained shiver of respect. Since his passing, Eso and Vald had ventured on missions, as had Vald and Rostam, but never the three of them together – never The Five acting as one. When had he started taking it all for granted? When had he let the pursuit of purpose override all else? Always, he thought. It was who he was. It was what kept him going even now.

Built to advance, but was he built to lead?

Autumn slid without warning into harsh winter. Daylight vanished; the storms raged harder. The wind and lightning would have been welcome to them, but they had to keep the worst at bay to protect Eso. Wind and lightning they could master, but not the rain. Whether torrential or a drizzle, it always crept into their shoddy shelter, slipping silently through the smallest gaps, and Vald was struck again by their neglect of this side of magic.

“Do you feel any connection to it?” Vald asked Raiden’ra when the clouds turned so heavy and black it might as well have been night.

Raiden’ra closed his eyes, searched inward. “If there ever was one, it has been forgotten.”

Raiden’ra had hatched in the Order, and the number of wild dragons who had willingly come to join it over the long centuries could be counted on two hands. Vald had a mind to rediscover it here on this forsaken island, but they had a more pressing concern.

Days became weeks. The storms roared about them, the rains lashed, and Eso grew cold as ice under his sodden cloaks. Lips blue, the old man’s breath sputtered, and Vald held him close, gathered spiritual power, and near enough willed Eso to stay alive.

Raiden’ra shifted his bulk to wall off their alcove, leaving them in the dark other than his eyes, jagged black irises within a lightning blue glow. The dragon wove his spirit with Vald’s, and they willed and they willed. Vald rocked Eso between his arms, and somehow, the old man pulled through the night.

At last, the downpour eased, and they could see the ocean churning again. Yet the source of their salvation led to greater trepidation. A Warden was coming to the island. Vald feared to leave Eso’s side but knew he must go. He and Raiden’ra went together to meet the Warden of Rain on the moors. Her watery blue-gray body did not ripple today but seemed as still as a deep pond.

As a Paragon, Vald knelt to none save an Elder, but his knees felt a compulsion to bend, wobbling until Raiden’ra bolstered him. With great effort, he managed to incline his head as a true Paragon might, brief and courteous, and no more.

“We are pleased to see you, Warden. We feared for you in the wake of the vicious attack against your Elder.”

“Our Elder,” she corrected, her voice soft enough.

“Our Elder,” Vald repeated, surprised by the slip of his tongue. The soul oath remained, but its bond felt like a ship’s rigging rather than steel bars, and that in itself was another oddity. Perhaps because Vald’s soul had altered since making it?

He and Raiden’ra held, waiting for whatever blow was due to fall.

“The rider you sent with me remained at Angkor.”

As blows went, it wasn’t so terrible. Others had fled, and they were right to do so. If might made right, then Vald was wrong.

“I see.”

“I thought you should know.”

At length, Vald asked, “Were any of your dragons hurt?”

“No, we managed to part without violence.”

Well, that was something.

“What of the other Order Halls?” He’d tasked Rufus to visit Oak Hall, Drakburg, and Sky Spear as well, but clearly that hadn’t happened.

“I did not feel safe to go alone. Moreover, I discovered my flight gathering against the riders of Squall Rock and Alamut.”

Silence again, marred only by the raging sea.

Raiden’ra stepped in. “Why have you really come, Warden?”

Vald expected her to bristle at his curtness, but she sagged. “What went wrong with you? You were supposed to prevent war with the Order.” A little cloud formed over her head, burst into heavy droplets. “I hoped for a freshness, a renewal.”

Vald tried to stand straight and tall, but he couldn’t pull his shoulders back into it, and his blackened fingers curled into a fist.

“An unexpected setback, but nonetheless a failure.”

They’d realized it almost immediately after Vald had gained his core. He’d tried to draw on Raiden’ra’s power, found he could not, and made a fervent bid that the Storm Flight wait, but the Elder’s patience had run out. On that journey to Falcaer, Vald had assumed he was flying to his doom.

Not what they’d envisioned, not at all.

“I wish I could undo it.”

A stubborn resistance crossed the bond from Raiden’ra, though its bite was weaker than before, more a spasm of annoyance.

The Warden of Rain huffed a breath, which became fog around them. “I wish you could. Anything to stop this carnage.”

“If I can overcome these limitations, there may yet be a chance.”

“You must do so quickly, young rider. Once our Elder recovers, his retribution will be swift.”

“It is Sovereign who must be defeated,” Raiden’ra insisted.

Rain growled, spilling more fog. “You need not remind me. Were it up to me, I’d leave the Order to rot inside that rock, but Tempest rushed to the Stretched Sea when he heard of Lightning’s death, and Thunder followed. For the good of our flight, I must join them. Our Elder means to bring the Order under him one way or another.” The cloud over her head darkened, poured more, the heavy beads running down her snout. “Things were supposed to be different…” She turned, bent her legs for takeoff.

Raiden’ra rushed forward. “Warden, wait.”

Rain stopped, snaked her head back to face them, and in an even rarer instance of deference, Raiden’ra pressed his neck low before her.

“Your aspect has been neglected within the Order. I wou— I would humbly ask you to share insight into its power.”

The cloud circling Rain’s head dissipated and she rumbled, evidently pleased.

“What do you know of my aspect, young one?”

“Little, in truth. I was raised to harness the wind and lightning.”

“Wind, volatile, fickle. Lightning, sudden and precise, bright clarity in great confusion. And power, of course. Sound choices in fighting the scourge. Rain does not destroy so readily. It cleanses, purifies, and brings life. For friends, it can obscure and hide.”

“I feel little in my blood memories of this,” Raiden’ra said.

Rain closed her eyes, humming pensively. Vald felt her inspection of their bond, of their souls, lingering on Raiden’ra. “You are of the storm, and drops remain within you. We might yet bring them forth.”

“I am willing,” Raiden’ra said, and privately to Vald, he said, “For Eso.”

Vald was taken aback. What had caused this softening of his dragon? By the Warden’s own admission, her magic held no great power.

“This is a matter for dragons.” Vald turned to take his leave but hesitated. “Warden, I have no right to ask this of you, but will you do what you can to buy us time? Pen the riders in at Squall Rock, harry them, tire them, but avoid killing if you can help it.”

“For my part, I shall try, young rider. Tempest can be unpredictable, but Thunder will prefer to use the power of his voice to sway them into submission if he can.”

“How long do we have?”

She inspected the wispy cloud of his core.

“Not long enough.”
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THREATS YOU’RE WILLING TO MAKE


A flare of the dragon bond and ringing bells woke Talia. With panicked alertness, she pushed herself up in bed, searching in the darkness for the danger but finding none.

“Fires in the city,” Pyra told her.

Talia noticed it now. An orange haze bleeding around the edge of the curtains.

It was no accident, every nerve in her knew it. Damn Conrad. Damn the Archon, and Adaskar and all of them for⁠—

Men stomped down the corridor, knocked hard at her door.

“I’m awake,” she called, darting for her armor stand. “I want the Master of War downstairs in⁠—”

“Ealdor Harroway awaits already, My Queen.” One of her Queen’s Guard. Why wasn’t it Eadwulf?

“Where is the captain? We must ensure the king is⁠—”

“M-my Queen…”

Talia froze midway through toggling up her gambeson. She heard the problem in the man’s voice.

“…The king is not here.”

Talia’s heart skipped a beat. Her bond shuddered, and Pyra gave another building, shaking growl. Worse than the fires. The world seemed to have turned upon its head, one moment certain and controlled, the next chaos and fear.

Half dressed, she opened the door a crack, blinked hard against the lantern in the guard’s hand. “Where are they?” she demanded.

“The king stayed as a guest with Prince Leif and Lady Grayhart.” He produced a note. “It’s all there. In the captain’s own hand.”

None of this eased her concerns. “Tell Ealdor Harroway I’m coming.”

The guard hurried off, and Talia rushed – rushed to get her armor on, rushed downstairs through the manse, sword slapping loosely on her back, arriving in the war room amid a flurry of bleary-eyed officials and officers in states of half-dress trying not to collide with each other.

Drefan was barking orders and stabbing a finger down at a map of Wismar while accepting scraps of paper in his other hand. His eyes were raw with black bags beneath them, and he scowled well enough to join Mecklen’s morbid collection.

“Talia,” he acknowledged before a fresh note was shoved under his nose. He skimmed it, jutted a finger at the map again. “Bolca companies to reinforce General Edric’s position; Eastweald companies to the north district.”

The north district? Why? The Skarls held that area.

Talia reached the table and planted both hands on it. “What’s going on?”

“Unclear,” Drefan said. “The Skarls and Fornheimers are fighting each other, but reports are conflicting. Some say the Skarls are fighting among themselves too.”

All Talia could do was gasp. “What?”

“Rank madness. The Skarls abandoned their positions in the city, and then Conrad joined the fun. A contingent of heavily armored knights rode out of the keep, catching our men and the Brenish by surprise. They’re trying to reach the closest barracks to liberate the Risalians we have held there, but General Edric is holding them down for now.”

“And the fires?”

“Before Conrad’s knights sallied forth, their archers and ballista teams hit our barricades, but the flames have spread beyond the grand boulevard. Pockets of Risalian resistance could be adding to them.” An aide handed him yet more notes, and his eyes roved over the words. “Reply to General Volumbre,” Drefan told the aide. “Request three Brenish battalions reinforce General Edric’s position immediately.”

Talia looked at the map as though it might reveal the truth.

“Fynn,” she said, sharply enough that most of the room fell quiet. “Tell me you know something.”

“Only that he isn’t here. Can Pyra reach out to him?”

“He’ll be too far away with too many people around him.”

“I’m sorry,” Drefan said. “It’s heavy fighting in narrow streets. We’re doing our best, but…”

She lost his voice, her world suddenly gripped by visions of Stroef, of buildings burning, of agonizing screams, of blood and beer and terror and death.

Of Fynn in danger.

It was all happening again.

“Never again,” Pyra said, her will unshakable.

Talia’s soul seized, her heart hurt. “What do I do?” she asked her dragon. A rider did not place one life above the many; a queen might but shouldn’t.

“We stop this from spiraling,” Pyra said. “We can’t build a future if everything falls apart. Fynn wouldn’t want that.”

“Talia?” Drefan’s clipped voice cut through.

She dragged her hands off the table, stood straight. “Pyra and I will try to stem the fires. The New Order should help; they won’t stand by while the city burns to the ground.”

Drefan nodded. “I’d appreciate reconnaissance from them if you can wrangle it.”

By the feel of cores shooting off in all directions, riders were already on the move.

“I’ll do what I can.” She turned, took a step⁠—

“Talia.”

She glanced back. Drefan blinked hard, pinched the bridge of his nose as though meaning to rip it off his face, but when he spoke, he sounded more like his old self. “I’ll find him. I promise.”

It had never been easy as a princess to make honest friends, even worse as a rider when most hoped she would fail. Drefan’s promise wasn’t one he could truly keep, but she was grateful, more than she could express. It meant a lot, coming from him. And not for the first time, Talia Agravain couldn’t believe she thought so highly of a Harroway.

Before her lips could form a ‘thank you’, Drefan started, and his gaze rolled to the ceiling. Talia guessed the reason why.

“What did you say to him, girl?”

“I told him he’d better find Fynn.” An edge of dangerous amusement sharpened Pyra’s voice again. Her core was not yet back to full strength, but a blue arrow formed in the heart of her bonfire’s flames.

“I’ll open the doors,” Talia said, already hurrying through the manse toward the feast hall.

“No need.”

Pyra roared, and the whole manse shook. Talia’s call of ‘wait’ died in her mind as she burst into Mecklen’s hall at the moment Pyra tore a hole through the roof. Slate and timber crashed down, toppling gargoyles and smashing the teeth of cackling imps. A winter wind howled through the breach, Pyra bellowed a challenge across Wismar, and Talia heard, no, felt the dragon song bang to life inside her: the drums and horns that called to action.

Talia jumped, pushed her palms down, and blew fire through her hands. Aymeri might not accept her call to explore a new side of fire magic, but she’d be ever thankful to him for teaching her this technique. It wasn’t true flight, but it was the closest thing without wings. She joined Pyra in the sky, got on her back, and they were flying, hearts racing, bond pulsing. Damn it all but it felt good to fly with a purpose again.

Keeping low over the city turrets, they could make out the shadowed silhouettes of men and horses, of steel glinting red up and down the grand boulevard. This wide, gentle slope ran a full mile up to Conrad’s stronghold in the heart of Wismar, the final gauntlet for an attacking swarm with dense defensive positions overlooking the road. Of course, they weren’t manned now, so Pyra was safe – so long as she didn’t fly too close to the keep.

At the crest of the slope, the Feorlen and Brenish barricades lay in cinders. Pitch tar had played its part, its smoke acrid, and all down the slope trails of oil still shone, licking around the base of tall lampposts and setting bodies on fire.

There were bodies of men and horses everywhere, some blackened, others hauled aside like the barricades had been. Talia’s heart filled for the soldiers who’d been here, caught off guard by armored knights charging downhill.

Pyra came to a stop, hovering over a clutch of burning buildings on the eastern side of the boulevard. She wolfed down Sinking jerky and gulped a Sinking elixir, the heavy vinegar stinging, and started Sinking her channels with all her might. Her and Pyra’s combined pull stretched the flames into twisting coils that spiraled upward, turning to red-orange smoke and then dust as the motes entered their souls. Talia sent her portion over to Pyra, and after they extinguished one roof, they moved to the next.

Metallic clangs, piercing cries, and the screams of horses rose from the streets below. The needless death should have boiled Talia’s fury to breaking point, but it was the loss that burned worse – human beings she’d only ever wanted to save as a rider were suffering, and for what? Her soldiers, her people, bleeding and dying for her? Because of her? A queen’s family counted in the millions, and you loved your family, didn’t you? It was Leofric and her father all over again – she had the power to spare them but wasn’t supposed to use it.

That ache was worse than anger could ever be.

Her soul began to turn. In the narrow streets, Feorlen and Brenish men fought shoulder to shoulder, bodies dropping. Her soul turned faster, and it took everything she had not to drop down and put her shoulder to theirs.

Members of the New Order swooped by. Aymeri upon Eskom and Kamal upon Aatash hovered over other burning buildings. She felt Farsa and Hava north of the keep, Lucia and her dragon Amon were out as well, and even Ethel was there upon Strang, who came to hover over the boulevard. Watching – watching her and Pyra, Talia knew. How awful it was needed, but the agonies of dying men, and screeching horses stoked the fires in her, and she realized she had to act. Her soul was turning; to do nothing would be a lie to herself.

Not Stroef, never again, but she had to do something.

Talia slid from Pyra’s back and slowed her descent with fire before landing amid the fighting.

Bodies, bodies everywhere.

“Stay back,” she called to her men. “Back off,” she snarled to the Risalian knights, and they began retreating, and she stepped forward until they were back onto the boulevard. She was close enough to make out the faces of their front ranks. They were scared, but a few began to set their jaws, kicked their steeds forward⁠—

“Back!”

Talia’s voice reverberated with a physical force that shocked even her. There had been unintended spiritual power in the word, much like when she’d willed Pyra to come back to her.

Many Risalians raised their arms, cowering, while others backed farther away, yet some weathered her command, keeping their distance but forming a strong crescent against her.

“Stand your ground,” one Risalian knight boomed to the rest.

Talia drew her sword, advanced by slow steps as she’d done outside of Wismar. Then she’d lacked magic, but now⁠—

Immediately, the watchful dragons of the New Order bombarded her with warnings and pleas, but so long as the Risalians continued backing off, she needn’t do anything. Some knights stiffened, tried to stand, but a roar from Pyra pushed them back. Together, Talia and Pyra herded the Risalians back up the hill, Talia walking, Pyra hovering, and as they passed the other streets, the battles fell quiet one by one.

“Stand!” some Risalian bellowed. “In the name of the Archduke, stand! She will not touch you!” By degrees, the retreating enemy slowed, halted, then held. “Those riders will stop her if she dares!”

The knight trotted out on his armored, gore-splattered steed, a longsword in one hand and the pole of a Risalian standard in the other. The black eagle flag flapped hard, dirtied with soot. He raised his visor, revealing a great mustache which quivered as he said,

“Step aside, Agravain, and let this war be fought with honor.”

“This war is over,” Talia cried, each word stabbed out and deliberate. The fires in her channels were sweltering now, her bond searing. “Over!” The word erupted with spiritual force, and the Risalian line wobbled, curved back at the edges. The standard bearer winced, then spat to the ground.

He had courage. Too much.

“Throw down your weapons,” Talia told them, “and walk away.”

For a moment, she thought she’d convinced them. The standard bearer raised his sword, pointing it high as though to let it fall.

“Go on, use your magic”—now Talia understood he was pointing his sword skyward—“and show them what you really are.” He spat, and the gob landed between them. “Murderous tyrant!” he screamed, half-manic.

Talia drove her sword into a crack in the road. She and Pyra were both furious, of course, the way a mother bear defends her cubs. It was rage, but one that clarified rather than turned her vision red.

“I don’t need magic,” she said, leaving her sword in the road. “I don’t need a dragon or my blade to defend them!”

The flames on her circlet became a white hot ring, and her soul swelled even as it whirled inside her. ‘Don’t threaten what you’re unwilling to do,’ Jarl Sigmar had advised her. She meant every word of this.

“You will not touch them!” Spiritual power lashed out, and smoke spewed from her mouth as she leaned forward, stamping and screaming, “This war is OVER!”

Her voice cracked the road, toppled lampposts. The Risalian line buckled, broke in a dozen places. Weapons struck stone with metallic dings, and men were running, hooves beating, yet when her cry finally rang out, some remained, the standard bearer among them. Not many, but clearly these were men of steel-will and even stronger hearts. The dragon riders above ought to note them as candidates for the New Order – if they were still in a fit state after this.

“No magic.” Her voice crackled like Adaskar’s had. She raised her bare hands, clenched her fists.

The world held its breath while hers smoked.

Then the standard bearer lowered his sword, kicked his steed, and came at her with a throat-ripping roar.

What a waste.

Talia slid aside, jumped, and pulled the knight bodily from his horse. She dropped him, gave him a hard kick to keep him and his flag down. She grabbed the next knight by a leg and yanked the man off his horse onto the road with a crunch, leaving him wailing as she faced the next man, then the next.

There was a whoosh and a hard thump on her right arm, but if there was pain, she didn’t feel it. A small quarrel had pierced her brigandine above the elbow, and she spotted its owner, a dismounted knight holding a miniature crossbow, good for just one shot. She smacked it from his trembling hands, splintering the wood, and he tripped and fell in his haste to flee.

Pyra’s roars intensified, hovering behind Talia like a winged shadow wreathed in flames. White fire circled Talia’s head, smoke billowed with each heavy breath, and something draconic arose in her battle cries. The horses caught on before the humans did, cantering away with their hapless riders, leaving only those still on foot. One on one, two at a time, even three on one meant nothing to her. She moved, and they moved later – and never quick enough.

With fists, with feet, with her battering shoulder, she plowed through the brave, stupid men. She kicked behind knees, rolled them over her back, broke arms; others she ran circles around until they collapsed in exhaustion, running all the way up the boulevard until the gatehouse of Conrad’s keep loomed black above her.

A volley of thwacks and heavy thumps greeted her. Pyra belched a wall of fire, seeing to the arrows, quarrels, and ballista bolts while Talia ran, eyes fixed on the portcullis closing behind the fleeing knights. Another arrow hit her, the blow dull and distant. One fire arrow struck her leg, and she laughed as she pulled it free.

Under the gatehouse, she gripped the iron grille of the portcullis in both hands. At Stroef, she’d melted the lock on a cell door enough to break it open. Here she had more magic to wield and poured it all into the metal, turning the iron red as sunset. Hissing smoke filled the murder holes as the whole grill creaked and pinged as the metal expanded, then shone bright and started to warp, twisting and bending until she could snap it. Chunk after chunk, she tore a man-sized arch in the portcullis, stepped through, growling like a dragon, ready to⁠—

Risalians in the bailey were throwing down their weapons and falling to their knees.

Talia swayed at a volatile edge, then shuddered still. The heat in her circlet cooled as she did, all her focus bent on slowing her breath and heart. Her people were spared a brutal fight – that much came through. Her people were spared.

It was over. She wanted to shout it again so that Conrad could hear it up in his tower. She wanted to scream it, but she could only rasp a breath, mostly to herself.

“It’s over.”
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THE HUNT FOR WOLF


In the sickly woodland west of Coedhen, amid the snow and bare branches, Holt and Ash came upon two thrashing dragons and a pink mystic battling a Low Champion. The rider and one of the wrestling dragons bore Thrall’s black chains.

Holt lowered his bandanna, turning his world to gray reverberations, filling his nose with the heavy iron of dragon blood and his ears with talons scraping against scales.

“I’ll take the dragons,” Ash said.

That left the rider for Holt. He drew Astralis, started running.

Ahead, the enemy rider clenched his fist, and the world behind the pink mystic squeezed. Ripples of ghostly sound hammered into a solid bar and the mystic vanished, reappearing beside the rider. It was Rake’s Blink, only in reverse. Having been yanked against its will, the dragon emerged badly, and in the moment of deep confusion, the rider ran his blade through its belly.

Astralis took the moment in, then offered Holt an idea.

As the rider whirled around, Holt skidded to a halt, feigning wariness. And despite being a lower rank, the rider confidently reached his hand out again as Holt half-turned, body bent to shield the Flare gathering in his left hand.

The foe clenched with a twist. The world in front of Holt compressed and snapped, then a force heaved him backward. Emerging beside the rider, he unfurled and released the Flare in the enemy’s face.

The rider screamed, swung wildly – Holt dodged aside. As the rider howled, covering his eyes, Holt put him out of his misery, breaking Thrall’s chains as he hacked the man down. Anguish from the man’s dragon ripped through the freezing forest, cut off in a wet gargle as Ash bit hard into the dragon’s neck. Through Ash, Holt heard the dragon’s heart stutter still.

He lifted his bandanna and escaped to his human ears, where only his own heart might trouble him. Blood steamed on Astralis and ran in torrents from where he’d hacked the rider open – it looked like the work of a hatchet. I did that, Holt thought, although it didn’t shake his soul in the same way. Something about using a sword rather than his hands created distance. Perhaps that should have frightened him more.

Ash padded over with blood running down his chin. The other wild mystic, a dark grape in color, limped over the bleeding body of its kin, head low in grief.

“Who do you fight for?”

The dark-grape mystic spat blood. “We fly with the venerable Warden of Soul,” she said. “We’ve come to aid the emeralds in their fight against the usurper.”

Another Warden might not be enough if what Neveh said about the Ice Elder was true, but it was welcome all the same.

“We thought your whole flight had been taken by Thrall.”

“Too many have.” She growled. “Many joined of their own choice. They’d rather submit than fight.” She glanced at Ash with narrow eyes. “Fate is twisted when even a cripple is stronger of spirit.”

Holt sucked air through his teeth. “I must have misheard you,” he said, punctuating each word with a prod of Astralis. He considered wondering aloud whether the flight would disown her for her injured leg, but Ash reached across their bond.

“Leave it, boy.”

Holt nodded, placed a hand against Ash, felt the rumbling in his belly.

Lowering Astralis, he asked, “Are you hurt?”

“I’ll heal,” she said tersely. Her growling turned wet, and she spat more blood. “My anger got the better of me, human. All I want is to take the usurper down.”

“So do we,” Ash said diplomatically.

“Will you fly with me? We could hunt for traitors together.”

“My tail is injured.” Ash tried to show her, but she wasn’t paying attention.

“So be it,” she said before taking off in a flurry of snow, dirt, and broken branches.

“She’s left the hard part to us,” Holt said with a shake of his head. By which he meant preventing the bodies from rising again.

Ash made a queasy rumble. “I suppose I can⁠—”

“No, no.” Astralis sent a bump to stiffen him. “I’ll do it.”

When it was done, Holt cleaned Astralis in the snow, sheathed it, and returned to find Ash sniffing heavily.

“Is it Wolf?”

“I think so, but there’s… something else too.”

“You don’t sound sure.”

“It’s fleeting. It’s there and then it’s gone again. Something foul.”

“There’s a lot of foul things in the forest right now.”

Ash rumpled his wings and jutted his snout vaguely west. “This way.”

Off they went, Wolf always a little ahead of them. They crossed paths with scourge, found human bodies strewn like dead leaves. Civilians and bowmen, young and old. Wounds from the scourge were most common, but some bore ragged gashes only a dragon might inflict, while others bore the clean cuts of dragon-steel. So many dead that Holt wished he was a fire rider.

Taking off heads felt… crude, almost punishing, even if it was the right thing to do. At least this work was clean, unlike at the grove. At least his hands were clean.

Still….

Still…

There was a shiver deep inside no warmth could settle, and there was little warmth left in the world, even while cycling. Worse, he hadn’t had a chance to properly begin reforging Ash’s core. It hung like a pale crescent on a starless night, so as their search for Wolf continued, Holt tried to feel out faint lunar motes as per Neveh’s lesson.

With a full moon imminent, it would appear even before nightfall, giving Holt a chance to search for faint lunar motes – whenever they weren’t fighting, that was. One twilight, he sensed them, motes which felt familiar to him despite being dull: it was the light swish of their movement, like gentle rain. He Sank his mote channels, pulling them into his body, pushed them over to Ash, and mimicked Neveh’s rapid, hummingbird breathing to Forge them through the mist of impurities. And it worked. A tiny amount, but it all added up. Neveh had figured out a way to grow as an ice rider in appalling conditions, whereas he’d taken his Forging for granted. Even from casual observation, he knew the moon could remain visible well into the morning on some days. He should have always been tracking it, should have written it down in his book.

Another short winter afternoon was darkening when Ash drew to a halt, lifted his ears, and sniffed.

“Wolf?” Holt asked.

“Two Wyrm Cloaks. I can smell their hide and the blood mixtures.”

“Why do you sound worried?”

“There are people too, heading right for them. Come on.”

Ash bounded off and Holt followed, Astralis quivering in its scabbard as if stretching and warming up.

They arrived just in time.

Sure enough, there were two swollen cultists, one in a red cloak, the other in gray, swinging mighty felling axes at the trees. A trail of fallen trunks showed their snaking path through the woodland. Meanwhile, another bunched group of foresters shambled unwittingly close to the Wyrm Cloaks, close enough for the red cultist to step away from his tree and turn toward them. The cultist’s bellow made the foresters stop, probably fearful that a bear was heading for them.

Holt cursed, lowered his bandanna, started sprinting, and drew Astralis. It would be the sword’s first encounter with the Wyrm Cloaks. ‘They’re human but as fast as I am and maybe stronger,’ Holt told the sword. Astralis pulsed in acknowledgment, eager to learn.

Ash got there first, intercepting the red brute by slamming him to the ground. The gray cultist swung his great axe with a heavy woomph at Ash’s leg, but Holt launched a hasty Shock that hit the man’s hands. Neither he nor Ash could make full use of their light, else they might blind the very people they were trying to defend.

The weak Shock did little more than sting the brute, but it pushed its swing off course and got the cultist’s attention. Holt laid down a Consecration and Grounded his body, but he still didn’t gain a clear advantage over the brutes. They were so fast he landed only shallow cuts, blunted by their dragon-hide cloaks, and even after inflicting wounds, the brutes fought as though barely scratched, their every step shaking the earth.

Even Astralis struggled to keep up, to assess, but at last it found an opening, guiding Holt before he understood why. That stroke found the shaft of the enemy’s great axe and broke it in two. The gray cultist dropped the pieces, raised fists the size of boulders, and landed a punch. Holt staggered, his world a senseless mess.

When things stopped spinning, the disarmed cultist was on the ground, one foot torn free, a taste of vile blood crossing from Ash. More pain echoed over Holt’s body as Ash took a hammering blow from the red cultist’s axe. Made of poor steel, the axe couldn’t pierce Ash’s scales and hide, and the impact broke its head off.

Astralis braced, uncertain, expecting some trap. ‘They’re not that clever,’ Holt told it as he got back into the fight. Ash reared, clawing, and as fast as the brute was, it couldn’t fight two-on-one, and they brought it down together.

A hoarse cry from behind caused Holt to whirl about. The one-footed cultist was crawling toward the foresters. Holt caught up, found a tear in the cloak where the man’s swollen back had ripped the hide, and drove Astralis through the gap. With the man’s death rattle, the woods fell quiet again.

“You alright?” he asked of Ash.

Ash grumbled. “Everything still feels attached.”

He removed his bandanna and raised his voice. “Is everyone alright over there?”

They were either too cold or too terrified to reply. Probably both. Holt moved between the families, telling them that everything would be fine – really, everything would be just fine.

Thankfully, only one old man and an infant girl had contracted the blight, but it felt recent, and Holt banished it from them both with a light touch. Even this felt stinging and hot in his palm, and he had to suppress a wince.

Ash’s core was little more than a fingernail behind black clouds now.

“Wolf’s still farther west… somewhere… I think he’s been shifting forms.”

“We’ve got to get these people moving. Wolf would want that.”

Ash rumbled in agreement and twisted his neck back east. “All seems clear for now.”

That won’t last, Holt thought, but east they went.

The going was slow, especially when night fully engulfed the shambling group, and they’d only managed to travel half a mile when they felt another rider nearby. The newcomer emerged from the west and veered immediately in their direction.

“Another Champion.”

“Seems so…”

“Moving fast.”

“Storm?”

“I hope not.”

The last time they’d fought a storm rider had been over the islands of the Fire Flight, and it had been a close-run thing.

“They say they are with Neveh,” Ash reported.

The dragon hovered over the canopy in a beat of wings while the rider dropped down, cracking branches on his way, cushioning his landing with an upward pressure of air. His spirit had a presence to it, pushing outward at the world.

Holt thought he must be an Exalted Champion and carefully raised his left palm, emitting a soft silver glow to see by. Crucially, there were no black chains nor any hint of Thrall’s power around the Storm Champion, although his left arm hung limp and bleeding, and he had a nasty cut down the side of his neck.

“You’re the outsiders Jenna met?” The rider had an Athran accent, and his great jaw ground through every word. “Holt, is it? And Ash?”

“That’s us.”

“I’m Brax. Kyro hovers above.” Kyro growled down in acknowledgment. Brax hesitated, then asked, “Can you really heal the blight?” His voice was telling.

“If it isn’t too far gone,” Ash said.

Brax used his right arm to lift his limp left. From the elbow down, it was a mess of torn armor and flesh, and exposed bones glinted under Holt’s light. A green, sickly rot already clung to the outer edges of the wound.

“My body should fight it,” Brax said. “But just in case⁠—”

“Come to me,” said Ash.

Brax did, and Ash exhaled a soft silver vapor over the damage. Sweat glistened on Brax’s face, and he groaned as though Ash were pouring hot wine over him.

“There might be some silver or purple scarring,” Holt said.

Brax twitched the fingers on his left hand, but although the blight was gone, the injuries remained gruesomely deep. As though sensing Holt’s concern, Brax said, “It’s my sword arm. We were returning to the city when we came across you. A small piece of good fortune.”

“Is there still fighting farther west?”

“It’s thinned out. I think the enemy has moved on or been dealt with. An abomination did this to me. I’ve never faced one so strong.” He nodded over Holt’s shoulder. “How many with you?”

“Seventeen families.” Sensing that Kyro’s core still felt in good condition, whereas he and Ash were all but spent, Holt added, “If you could escort them, that would⁠—”

Brax raised his good hand. “Say no more.” Power worked around the area, the winter wind lessening, diverting. Holt sighed; he hadn’t realized quite how cold it had been. “We’ll keep them safe,” Brax said.

Once Brax, Kyro, and the civilians were lost to sight, the storm rider’s magic dropped, and the bite of the wind returned. Nice while it lasted, Holt thought as he cut the light to his hand and embraced the darkness.

While clouds still blocked the stars, they could not wholly smother the full moon. It hung close and heavy, and lunar motes swirled like quicksilver all around them. No better time to Cleanse and Forge.

“I’ve lost Wolf again,” Ash said. “He just… disappears.”

It took Holt a moment to come out of thoughts of lunar motes. “He obviously doesn’t want to be found.”

“What if something happens to him?”

“I think he’s tougher than he seems,” Holt said, thinking of how deceptively strong Wolf was.

“There’s something out there in the woods.” Ash sniffed again, hard, almost demanding the air to reveal its secrets. “Has been for a while – it makes my scales crawl.”

Astralis’s presence shifted uneasily on Holt’s back. Then again, it was linked to both him and Ash, almost like a bond. Perhaps it was only reacting to Ash.

“Look, maybe we’re best off staying put. We’re in desperate need of Forging, and you can rest while you keep an ear and a nose out for trouble. Maybe once your core is full again, we’ll both feel better.”

Ash swiped once at the snow and dirt, then went still. He sniffed, and Holt braced for bad news.

“I smell a deer!”

Holt blew out his cheeks and laughed. “Lead the way, then.”
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SCOURGE LORD AND THE BEAST


The motes orbiting Ash’s core were thick as creamy porridge. As Holt matched his heart to the rhythm of their bond, the resonant pressure pushed the motes toward the core. A little too fast, so he inhaled, held, slowed his heart down until it was just right – as any fit porridge should be. A steady thunk, a gradual yet inexorable force behind the lunar motes, and they fused to the core.

Tonight, Holt paid more attention to the way they felt, sounded, and, most importantly, how they moved. Lunar motes were soft and floaty. From time to time, they would shake and shimmer like tiny stars before resuming their cool drift through the nightscape.

Time, as always, became elastic. Only the progress of the core itself was measurable. Holt had Forged Ash’s core back to over two-thirds full and reignited the constellation of the mucker’s hut when both Ash and Astralis sent a screaming sense of ‘danger!’

His heart spiked, scattering the motes in the nightscape.

Holt opened his eyes, but with Astralis waning in the ground, creating an Eclipse around them, this revealed little.

Ash, who had been sheltering him under a wing, rose snarling. A reeking stench raked Holt’s nose, and a core popped into existence nearby.

A much too powerful core.

A High Lord of the scourge.

The caterwauling song of death had never rung so loud.

Holt pulled down his bandanna, but Ash’s senses were all panic and confusion. He couldn’t make out the true shape of the thing, only heard a hiss of air. Undeterred by the darkness, the creature stepped inside Astralis’s Eclipse.

As Holt reached for Astralis’s hilt, he willed it to wax, but the creature uttered no cry of pain and kept coming.

Now Holt shared Ash’s panic.

Ash blasted a breath toward the hissing – seemed to miss – as Holt grabbed Astralis, barely sensing the swish of something heading for him. He met it, turned it, tried to put steps between himself and the foe. He felt dizzy, the reeking air stabbing in his nose and throat.

Ash’s next breath landed, but the creature resisted it, slowing for a moment, allowing Holt to stamp down a Consecration. With his power underfoot, some of the fog cleared from his mind, and the creature finally uttered a croak of pain.

It wasn’t enough. How could it be?

This thing was a High Lord.

Two swishing cuts this time. Holt met one weakly, tried twisting to avoid the other, but a blow raced down his side, scraping the steel plates of his armor.

The stench clogged his throat now, his Consecration did little to help him. Holt gasped for air but found none. He dropped to one knee, and it was all he could do to hold onto Astralis, willing the sword to find a solution for them, but its spirit was scrambling, much like his thoughts, much as Ash felt over their bond.

They were dead.

This was it.

Out of nowhere, just like that, they were defeated.

The ground shook, and a great something roared in fury. “That is my kill!” Enormous, the newcomer slammed into the scourge creature and carried it away.

Holt crawled, hacked for breath, and found a morsel of clean air. Both monsters were writhing a way off, one huge and long-limbed and stinking of musk, the other perceptible as negative space within the odor of the beast.

Get high, Astralis advised needlessly. Ash slumped down, Holt clambered onto his back, and even as Ash lurched from the ground, Holt became aware of every lunar mote in the area rushing toward the battling creatures like silver rivers.

There was a wet, tearing crunch, and the scourge core vanished as Ash pushed up through brittle branches.

“Ohhh no no, where do you think you’re going?”

Ash broke free of the forest, beating his wings hard, driving them up and up, and not a moment too soon. A long arm swiped and missed Ash’s tail, but magic from his core continued spilling downward.

“Mmm – delicioussss.”

The monster swiped again, but Ash was well out of reach now, climbing and climbing until power no longer drained from his core. Holt checked the damage and groaned to find the moon less than half full again.

“I can hover.” Ash winced as pain echoed from his tail. “Just don’t ask me to move.”

“Come down from there!” If a blight-ridden, insane bear could speak, Holt imagined it would sound like this. “I shall be here when your wings give out, Ash. I will have you. Crack your bones and drink those sweet, sweeeet juicesss.”

One part of that threat twisted Holt’s guts.

It knew Ash by name.

Holt cut the sense-sharing, lifted his bandanna by a hair, and cursed. He’d forgotten Astralis was still waxing. Eyes stinging, Holt told it to stop and opened his eyes again.

Far below them, a black void writhed. Wherever the creature moved, the void moved with it, an eclipse even greater than Astralis could create. Only the monster’s eyes were visible, great white orbs with silver gem centers burning with hunger.

“I’ll peel the scales from your hide, your hide from your flesh. Slowly… strip by strip, I’ll savor every bite – ohhh, I shall. Now get down!”

“No,” Ash said in a high, thin voice. “Don’t think we will.”

Holt recovered a modicum of breath and sheathed Astralis to help maintain his balance. Normally, the sword would dim and go to sleep, but this time it remained alert, its presence pulsing like their own hearts.

Ash beat his wings, hovering in place. A howl of frigid wind assaulted them from the east, so cold it felt sharp, as though the power could sheer through metal. At least on the forest floor the wind had been somewhat broken. Not so up here, but Ash couldn’t hover forever – the beast was right about that – so until the monster went away, they were stuck like this.

If it went away.

At least Ash didn’t need Holt’s eyes just to hover, so they switched sense-sharing. Now the rush of their escape was over – and the dizzying toxins from that scourge creature had cleared – Holt could discern the shape of the beast. Moon and starlight might be pulled into it, but sound still bounced off it.

The beast prowled, sometimes on two legs, sometimes on all fours, dragging its knuckles over the ground. It was huge, ten feet tall and thick set, its back hunched, its head distorted so that one side was longer and heavier than the other. Its rough tongue rolling over its teeth made a frothing wet slather, and the beast stamped, raged, stamped some more, then fell ominously still.

“Ahhhh, you left me a snack.”

More thumps, then viscerally loud ripping flesh and crunching bone.

“It found our deer,” Ash groaned.

There came a final crunch, a long peal of satisfaction, followed by a cruel, saliva-drenched growl of impatience. “Come down. The quicker you do, the quicker I’ll be. If you make me wait like he does, I’ll make it slowwww.”

“Like who does?” Holt shouted, unsure what else to do but try to buy time. And the beast had good ears, for it answered him.

“The sniveling, creeping, meek, docile, biddable, foolish pup I’m forced to share this body with!”

Holt gulped, but it was Ash who said, “Wolf? Is that you?”

The beast sputtered with derisive laughter and answered in a mocking sing-song trill. “The weakling can’t hear you. He can’t help you.” More laughter, wicked and wet and guttural and much too pleased. “Now get down – I won’t warn you again!”

Ash snarled back. “Don’t you have something better to do than frolic down there all night?”

“Something better? What d’you propose, Ash?” The beast made an exaggerated, deep sniff as though it wished to suck up all the bugs in the undergrowth. “Nothing out there could be of greater interest to me. Not when you’re the finest meal I’ve ever smelled. I haven’t had such joy in so long. He gives me so little – all month and not one morsel!” It shuddered another breath. “He’s whimpering, you know. Fears for you. He wants me to stop, but what can he do? Always nothing. Pathetic, cowardly, simpering⁠—”

The beast descended into incoherent rage, tried leaping at them again from the treetops. He failed, fell, and smashed through the canopy to the forest floor.

Ash hummed a laugh and projected his snickering for the beast to hear. “Atta boy, you keep trying. Maybe that will tire you out.” As the monster thrashed, Ash spoke privately to Holt, “D’you think that’s really Wolf?”

“He can shift his form, so maybe,” Holt said, unsure. Crazy as it seemed, it was the only thing that could explain how the beast knew Ash’s name.

“I guess we’ll just stay here until he turns back.”

“That’s supposing he does turn back.”

“You got a better idea?”

Holt did not.

“Can you manage?” Holt asked.

“I ate recently, and the moon is bright and soothing. I won’t falter.”

Ah, the moon. Although it was freezing up here, there were only passing clouds between them and the source of their magic. A silver sea rippled in Ash’s nightscape, and Holt was as comfortable on Ash’s back as he was going to be. So, while the beast snarled and shouted obscenities, Holt breathed deeply and re-entered the nightscape.

He Forged there until the flow of lunar motes dried up.

Until dawn came.

It took some time for the pale light to work its magic, but at last, the beast fell still. Even the wind died, leaving only the beat of Ash’s wings. Cautiously, they descended to the forest floor, where they found Wolf curled up snug as a bug, paws over his snout amid the carnage of churned earth and broken trees.

Astralis burned with caution, but Holt wasn’t eager to get too close. Let Wolf sleep – someone ought to after that night. First that scourge, then the beast.

In the thin daylight, he wanted to get a look at what had attacked them. He searched for the body, but Ash sniffed it out first. Well, he sniffed out all the bits. The beast had torn it into pieces.

“Where’s its head?”

“Here, I think.”

“You sure? It doesn’t have any eyes. That just looks like a giant mouth.”

“I don’t think it had eyes, boy.”

Ash was right. It hadn’t been affected by Astralis’s light. However this thing saw the world, it must have done it through other means. Like they did. For hunting them, in fact, there could be no better predator.

“Ash?” Holt asked, voice strained.

“Hmm?”

“How could it have a core? The scourge don’t… don’t have souls, do they?”

Ash made a queasy rumble, and Holt hung his head. For all the strength they gained, Thrall continued to unleash new horrors.

Wolf seemed alert to their presence now, opening one big brown eye. He got up, joined them in contemplating the mulched bug.

“This is why I must be careful. Look at what He can do.”

Holt ought to be terrified of Wolf now, draw Astralis, drive him away, yet he wasn’t, and he didn’t. Across the dragon bond, he sensed Ash going through the same leaping thoughts. Wolf wasn’t whatever that beast had been – they knew it in their hearts. They needed to learn, not attack.

“If it helps,” Holt said to Wolf, “we’d definitely be dead if you – or the other side of you – hadn’t saved us from that predator thing.”

“He did it because He wanted Ash’s magic.”

“He was very flattering about how I tasted,” Ash said, rather upbeat. Perhaps he hoped the sarcasm would cheer Wolf up.

It did not.

“I-I hate Him,” Wolf whispered.

Holt cleared his throat. “So, what exactly is he?”

“A curse of my kind. It happens every month with the full moon.”

“Every full moon?”

“Three nights each cycle.”

“That’s why you left the city in a hurry. You could have told us⁠—”

But Holt stopped there. How would that conversation have gone, exactly?

“Most months,” Wolf explained, “I am able to find somewhere nice and quiet, turn into a mole and burrow down. If He has nothing to fight, no memories from me riling him up, and less direct moonlight, He… well, He still seethes, but He does so more peacefully. Usually.”

“Usually,” Holt echoed, feeling as if he were in a strange land without map or compass.

“That’s why I lost your trail,” Ash said. He gave a ‘hmph’ uncannily like Aberanth. “Glad to know it wasn’t my nose at fault.”

“I am so sorry,” Wolf moaned. “When we met, when you asked me to come with you, I knew I ought not to, but I think… I think He made me do it.”

“Made you?” That alarmed Holt. It alarmed Astralis too, and it prodded him: Kill this thing quick. ‘That’s not us,’ Holt told the sword in warning, and then aloud, he asked, “If he can affect you, can you affect him?”

Wolf trembled, his tail curling between his legs. “I wish I could. Oh, I would have bopped Him on His snout long ago.” Even such mild talk of altercation made Wolf look sick. “It is why many of my kind stay in one form. If we don’t shift for long enough, we forget how, and only the creature remains. Simpler creatures do not hold hatred; they are not greedy. A peaceful flower cannot cause harm. That is what Sparrow used to tell me.”

“Sparrow?” Holt asked, now definitely lost.

“He taught me the code. Sparrow found me one morning after I— after He killed a huntsman and his family.” And now Wolf spoke fast, as though with speed he could outpace the dread. “The hunter tried to kill me that day, you see, stuck an arrow in me, so I clawed him and drove him off… but He went to take revenge.”

Holt and Ash, and Astralis, listened intently, hearts and wills hanging on Wolf’s every word.

“Sparrow told me that some of our kind followed rules to help prevent such evil and try to do as much good in between our transformations. I learned the code from him.”

And, Holt guessed, also taught him how to become a sparrow, or perhaps Wolf still took this form in memory of this mentor.

Finding his voice again, Holt said, “He took you under his wing.”

Wolf frowned. “Not exactly, Holt. His wings were much too small.”

Holt pinched the bridge of his nose, blew out his cheeks, tapped a foot, and just… took a moment.

“There’s no lie in him,” Ash said privately. “His heart is afraid and ashamed, but nothing more.”

“What happened to Sparrow?” Holt asked, though he had an ill feeling.

“He had already stopped shifting forms when he found me. We traveled together for many seasons, but one day, he stopped being able to speak to me. Then, later, he flew off, just a bird.”

Despite himself, Holt felt desperately sorry for Wolf, for these bizarre lunar creatures. To live with such a burden, without options other than bearing it or letting themselves fade away.

Wolf whined. “I will understand if you hate me.” He sounded like a small child, and Holt could hardly believe the words were coming from an enormous wolf capable of tearing his arm off.

“We don’t hate you,” Ash said with tenderness.

Astralis pulsed in protest, but Holt ignored it and said to Wolf, “We just need a moment to discuss this, alright? It’s… a lot to take in.”

Wolf drooped his ears and sat on his haunches, and Holt moved closer to Ash, feeling the need to stroke his dragon’s neck for comfort.

“What in the world are we going to do?” he asked over their bond. They knew what Astralis would opt for, but the sword knew better than to pipe up and suggest the kill again.

Yet they had to do something.

“Even if we send Wolf away,” Ash said, “the beast will always hunt me.”

That seemed as good a name as any for Wolf’s ‘other side’. Beast. And Holt agreed with Ash’s assessment. The damage in that regard had already been done.

“And,” Ash continued, “if he’s angry enough that he can’t find me, he might slaughter a whole town or sett of badgers just for the fun of it.”

Holt agreed with that too. Beast did not seem the discerning type.

The truth, the dreadful truth, went unsaid. They couldn’t send Wolf away, and if they wouldn’t kill him…

“So, we keep Wolf close,” Holt said, “and try to fix him somehow.”

“Maybe it’s like a sickness, like the blight. Maybe there’s a way it can be cured.”

“Maybe. We’ve got two more nights of full moon to go, though.”

“Good thing Master Brax and Kyro and the other riders have driven the scourge out of the western forest.”

Not seeing an alternative, Holt said, “Well, the worst Beast can do is hurl insults. Gives me more time to Forge too,” he added, straining to see the bright side in all of this.

Astralis shifted in its sheath, the slightest sway to either side as if shaking its head, but it kept its opinion to itself.

Ash took the lead, padding back to Wolf, who trembled where he sat in the snow. Wolf averted his snout when Ash stood over him, as though expecting an execution, but Ash rumbled, lowered himself to the ground, and brought his head down to a level with Wolf’s.

“Stay with us. We’re going to help you.”
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A NEW EXPERIMENT


For the next two nights of the full moon, Holt and Ash stayed out in the western forest to keep Wolf’s beastly side occupied. While Ash hovered over the forest and endured a slew of profane threats, Holt did his best to Forge.

Once he became immersed in the nightscape, Beast’s raging tones dwindled as if into the far distance, and two nights of solid effort restored the surface of Ash’s moon to smooth, beaten silver. The constellations shone bright again: the hut with the broken roof; their first flight over the Withering Woods; a slanting rooftop struck by lightning; Holt and Rake clashing over a crumpled body; a beech tree enclosed by a bright circle; the path of a falling star over a sword; and a bird spreading its great wings.

When the morning after the third night arrived, Beast snarled himself into a stupor and transformed back into Wolf. Ash touched down, and they let Wolf sleep while they discussed their next move.

“Stay in the woods or head back to the city?”

“Maybe we should ask the Wardens?”

It was worth a try.

“Erm, hello?” Holt asked of the trees. “Wardens? Can you hear us?”

His voice died between the few trunks Beast hadn’t toppled, and nothing answered him but cold wind and fresh falling snow. Given the lack of reaction to Beast, Holt assumed the Wardens were not aware of everything going on – resisting Thrall and the Ice Elder and directing a war doubtless took concentration.

“I say the city,” said Ash. “I haven’t heard or smelled a hint of anyone else passing by since we’ve been here. We can learn what’s going on and decide from there.”

Holt agreed. Being outside the chains of command was right for them, but it did leave them in the dark.

When Wolf stirred, he got up, yawned, stretched with a high arch in his back, then asked sheepishly, “Was I terrible?”

“He was terrible,” Ash said. “Not you.”

Wolf snuffled and swiped at a clump of snow.

There seemed little more to be done other than head back to Coedhen. Their return journey went quicker. For one thing, they didn’t have to stop and fight all the time. The war had moved on, and most everyone who had lived in the western woods was now in the city or lying dead somewhere. Or, worse, they were a ghoul in Thrall’s swarm.

As expected, the quarantine pens on the western outskirts were bursting at the seams. With Ash’s core at peak capacity, Holt readied himself to start healing when Aberanth reached out to them.

“Ah, you’re back,” he said, businesslike. “Ash, would you be willing to grant me a few scales? I’ll explain everything to Holt when he brings them.”

As it happened, all the fighting had loosened many scales. Ash scratched some off and Holt gathered them up, their white surfaces coarse in his hands.

“Come, Wolf,” Ash said with forced brightness. “I can smell the blight about. Let’s get rid of it.”

Wolf – who’d shifted back into his human form – nodded enthusiastically.

With that, the trio parted. Ash and Wolf went to tend the quarantine areas and Holt entered the city, following the faint feeling of Aberanth’s core.

Without the night-moss, Coedhen already seemed half a ruin. By day, the only colors were the browns and whites of bare branches and withered vines under the thin gray light. The signposts were sullen without their alchemical glow, and the air was so cold it sapped scent even from the compost heaps.

The city was even more crowded. Holt assumed certain Terwyn Trees or underground housing were kept aside for the swell of a summons, the way whole islands of Sidastra were assigned, yet, as with the food, there wouldn’t be enough for such unprecedented numbers. People herded together for warmth. The luckiest sheltered under gazebos in the public gardens, but unless the city dwellers got real cozy with their fellow foresters, Holt feared many would freeze to death.

Higher-ranking military types in bottle-green cloaks roved the herds, pulling out men and boys. Many looked no older than Holt, and he feared some were even younger. They rubbed their chests and shuffled onward: a grim, fearful procession matching the bleakness of the city. He couldn’t speak for the ways of Coedhen, but back in Feorlen, conscription was virtually unheard of. Untrained conscripts caused more chaos, it was generally thought, so the Coedhens must be desperate.

And they were right to be.

Ringing hammers signaled Aberanth’s forge yard was close. It turned out to be a huge open-air space – one of the few concessions the Coedhens had made to their beloved forest floor. The smells of hot charcoal, searing metal, and great forges kept even this cursed winter at bay. Smiths in heavy leather aprons rushed in all directions. Two bumped into each other near a tool rack, and another near-collision occurred close to a hearth. There was altogether too much shouting and too little listening.

They could learn a few things from how a kitchen is run.

One smaller man looked to be vaguely in charge, insofar as the others listened when he yelled at them. His skin was too dark for him to be from Coedhen – a nut-brown Holt thought to be Mithran – but he seemed weedy-armed for a blacksmith.

“Ah, Holt!” Aberanth scurried out from behind a mound of crates and gingerly extended his neck for Holt to scratch. Holt gave him one soft scratch before stepping back to allow the dragon his space.

“Good to see you.”

“And you, hmph. You found Wolf, then?”

“Yes…” Holt said, hesitant. He trusted Aberanth, of course, but now did not seem the time to try and explain it all. “We stayed out during the full moon to regather our strength.”

“Hmm, yes, you’ll need it.”

“Do you know what’s happening?” Holt asked loudly over the din of hammers.

“It’s bad, hmph. Thrall’s forces are pushing down from Windshear Hold and felling trees as they go.”

“We came across Wyrm Cloaks doing that in the woods.”

“Hmph. Every tree lost will diminish the Warden’s sight and power. It sounds like the enemy is trying to cut a route through to Coedhen. With so many people here, it seems logical that Thrall would want to raise everyone up in one fell swoop.”

This had always been the risk during every incursion. You bring the swarm to one place to destroy it, but if you failed…

Well, you couldn’t think about that.

Holt proffered the stack of white scales. “You wanted these?”

“Indeed!” Aberanth took the scales between his teeth. “Come, Holt. Let me show you what we’re working on. I think you’ll find the concept most intriguing. It was actually Ferruccio’s idea.”

“Who’s Ferruccio?”

The slight Mithran blacksmith stopped beating at an ingot but otherwise did not look up as he spoke. “He calls my name but does not know me.”

“This is him,” Aberanth said, approaching the Mithran without any of his usual hesitation. “Ferruccio Smith. He was the Artisan Smith at Falcaer Fortress! Imagine that! Ferruccio, this is Holt, the young rider I’ve told you about.”

Ferruccio Smith looked at Holt with a gaze only half on reality. “The cook no longer… He bears a blade like the others, and yet”—and here he sniffed and flicked his tongue at the air—“this metal is unknown to me.” His gaze finally focused properly on Holt. “Hello, Holt Cook. It is a pleasure to meet you. May I examine your weapon?”

Astralis tapped at Holt’s back, which he took as assent, and so he unsheathed and presented the sword.

Ferruccio Smith gasped and almost dropped his hammer. “Bring it here – here.”

He shoved items off a worktop, sending tools and a clay pot over the edge to shatter. Holt laid Astralis on the table, and the sword sent him a sense of bafflement as Ferruccio approached.

The smith removed his heavy leather work gloves, then held his bare hands over the sword as though warming them over a fire. Slowly, delicately, he placed one fingertip on the body of the blade, drew deep breaths, closed his eyes, and ran a hand along its length. Next, Ferruccio bent an ear over the sword, took the grip in one hand, and tapped it with the other. He had an anxious look as though checking for a pulse.

By the time he was tapping with his hammer, Holt could feel Astralis growing irritated. When Ferruccio hit harder and the sword thumped back, a childlike look of wonder came over the smith’s face.

“It feels alive. Aberanth tells me this was made with a fallen star?”

“Partly. I made a normal rider’s blade first, and then we forged it and the fallen star together.”

“A strange method. Why not work the fallen star directly? Iron that falls from the sky can be worked, even if its quality is lacking.”

“The ore was already a natural form of dragon-steel,” Aberanth put in. “They couldn’t get it hot enough in a conventional hearth even with the help of a fire dragon.”

Ferruccio nodded sagely as though it were a common problem. “Then how did you find sufficient heat?”

“The Elder of Fire helped us.” Holt anticipated a reaction, and he got it. Ferruccio’s eyes widened, and he backed away from Astralis.

“Were you there, Mr. Smith?” Holt asked. “At Falcaer, I mean, when it… when it happened?”

“No. Paragon Adaskar sent us all away.”

“What… what was he like?”

Holt would never have asked it of Neveh, but he was curious about the man capable of defeating the Fire Elder. Holt had barely kept his breath before the Elder and would have broken like stale, watery egg-white if he’d attempted much more.

Ferruccio ran a hand absentmindedly through his black curls. “Dare I speak of a Paragon? Even a dead one?” He frowned, then seemed to decide. “I did not see the Paragon often, you understand, but he always seemed strong to me. Strong but inflexible. The best blades ought to have some give in them, you know. I had ideas but was told to continue with the work we knew.”

He shook his head sadly. “The last project they assigned me was to create a table of the world out of dragon-steel. More long hours observing and guiding riders in metal making, and in such odd shapes. A table?” he scoffed. “Of all the things we might have done – a table?”

“Closed minds are rarely worth the effort to prise open,” Aberanth said. “We’ll just have to make up for lost time!”

Ferruccio smiled, and Aberanth rumbled warmly.

As they seemed to be having a moment, Holt retrieved Astralis and sheathed it. He noticed the open crates of dragon scales around Ferruccio’s work area. By far the most numerous were blue, followed by a mystic assortment of violets and pinks with some odd ones thrown in, then a handful each of storm and emerald. None were red.

His interest piqued, Holt asked, “Are you going to tell me what you’re planning, or do I have to beg?”

“We’re going to make a steel using ground dragon scale as the carbon source. An ingenious idea, really. I don’t know why I never considered it before, but then I was focused on other forms of research – curing the blight, hmph. Oh, not that I begrudge you and Ash coming along with your flashy magic.”

Holt laughed. “What do you think this new metal will do?”

“Ah, that’s the most exciting part. We have no idea!”

Holt’s lack of excitement must have shown on his face.

“Oh, come on, Holt, that’s half the fun of it.”

“Erm, it’s just we’re in a war and all.” Holt waved vaguely around. “Was kind of hoping to hear something special.”

Aberanth harrumphed. “Hmph.” He harrumphed again.

Ferruccio set his hammer down, and when he spoke, he made grand gestures with his hands. “Dragon-steel is the greatest metal that can be forged, it is true. How I longed that we might do more with it, but only the rider who makes the ingot can shape it. Too cumbersome. But,” he proclaimed, suddenly loud, “what if this new steel could be worked by many? We might reforge the world anew!” His volume and passion seemed to catch him off guard, as though he were surprised to find it in himself.

“Yes, oh yes indeed.” Aberanth threw back his neck and roared – a high sound, but one Holt hadn’t heard him make before. When Aberanth finished, he, like the smith, seemed shocked by his own outburst. “Oh, good gracious, heh. Now, fear not, Holt. I’ll still make elixirs and jerky – we’re just in the middle of setting up here. Lots of people learning lots of new things.” A loud crash preceded two groans of pain from across the forge yard. Aberanth winced but kept going. “We’ll be up and running in no time!”

“I believe in you,” Holt said sincerely.

Aberanth puffed out his little chest. “Thanks again for the iron jewelry. I’ve already been making use of it in our initial tests. Ore here is worrying low.”

“Surely the Coedhens kept a stockpile?” Holt could see jars of sand, glass, and every other material the blacksmiths might need in ample supply.

“There has been trouble since before I arrived,” said Ferruccio. “They told me that iron ore was going missing.”

“Missing? As in, stolen?”

Ferruccio stared over Holt’s shoulder. “Does he expect me to answer what I do not know? The Coedhens say they will find it again. They must. They need their arrowheads and quarrel tips and…”

As he muttered on, Ferruccio seemed to forget Holt was there and returned to his work.

Holt took that as a cue to leave. “I hope your new metal works out,” he said by way of parting. Of course, if they lacked iron ore, they might not get very far, but that wasn’t a problem Holt could solve.

He made it as far as the other side of the forge yard when Aberanth caught up with him, Holt’s satchel dangling between his teeth. “You almost forgot this.”

In all honesty, he had. Holt knelt, reached out with every intention of taking his satchel and the recipe book within, then fell short.

“Would you mind keeping it safe for me?” Holt asked. He’d had enough to worry about in a warzone without more concerns about the recipe book.

“Of course not. As long as you promise to take care out there, you hear me?”

Holt smiled wanly. “Don’t worry. I have Ash with me.”

“Hmph, oh deary me, what have we got ourselves into?” He shook snout to tail as though wringing the worry out of himself. It seemed to work, for he perked up. “Say, Holt, what do you think of Ferruccio? Did you like him?”

Holt was surprised by the question. “Well enough, I suppose. You’re right that he’s a bit… odd.”

“But brilliant!”

Holt nodded, but seeing Aberanth look put out, he added, “I’m sure you’ll create something exceptional together. Now on you go. We’ve both got our work cut out for us.”

But Aberanth did not move. He cocked his head and narrowed one eye. “You seem… tense. I mean, hmph, more so than before. Is something wrong?”

“Nothing,” Holt said, not even convincing himself. “Go on.”

A little reluctantly, Aberanth headed back into the bustling forge yard.

Holt set off west through Coedhen, passing more glum processions of shivering conscripts. He sensed wild dragons taking off from nests high up in the Terwyn Trees, heading east, flying to war.

When he rejoined Ash and Wolf, he helped them scour the blight until every pen was empty. Ash’s full core had taken a dent, weakening them for the fight ahead, but they had no regrets.

Wolf looked uneasy about their next move. “Going toward the front lines is not suitable for me. I will stay in the city and⁠—”

“No!” Holt and Ash said at the same time. Both were reassured by the other, and their bond flared. Neither had any idea what they might do about Wolf’s alter ego, but until they did, the best thing was to keep him close.

Wolf looked between them.

“We…” Ash floundered.

“We know you can look after yourself,” Holt jumped in. “You’re very strong…”

But his voice petered out as Wolf’s face reddened.

“Being close to violence can inflame Him.”

“But he only comes out at full moon, right?”

“That is correct.”

“Well then,” Holt shrugged. “What’s the issue?”

The red flush on Wolf’s face deepened so much he might have shifted his head into a cherry.

“It’s part of your code, isn’t it?” Ash asked.

“In a way,” Wolf said, squirming. “Do no harm, Ash. I must do no harm.”

“We’re not asking you to fight,” Holt said. “Just to help the soldiers however you can. Heal them, carry stuff for them, dig out latrines – anything, really.”

“It’s where we’re heading,” Ash said. “And we need you close so we can keep Beast in check at the next full moon.”

Wolf grumbled and looked at his toes. “Oh, I do hope this does not lead to something worse.”

You and us both, Holt thought.


32


THE TOWER OF DAWN


Of all the things Rake expected to find in the ruins of Freiz, six weakened cores was not one of them. Worryingly, none of the dragons answered their attempts at telepathy. He sensed them inside a crumbling tower built on an overgrown mound.

It would have been mighty in its day, vast enough to be an Order Hall, but it seemed a stunted thing now, ending in jagged breaks like the snapped shaft of a spear. A single decaying and darkened archway was the only entrance by foot.

“Keep watch,” Rake told his companions. “One hint of movement – even from those goats – you tell me.”

Inside, the base of the ruins was gloomy but well-sheltered from the wind. He found the dragons some way inside, lying at the bottom of what was probably once a grand set of spiraling stairs. All were mystic hatchlings save one. The eldest stirred at his approach, its pink scales washed pale with age. The dragon’s stiff movements and heavy eyelids were so sluggish that Rake wondered whether the predator’s fumes had done for them all.

“Up you get, come on.”

Languidly, the old dragon tried to rise to its feet, made a groan like twisting leather, then collapsed, eyes fluttering.

Rake bent down to pat its head. “Don’t give up, stay with me.”

With a rasping breath, the dragon managed to open its eyes.

“Good job,” Rake said, and he meant it. “Can you tell me what happened to you?”

“Attacked…” The voice was male, ancient, and frail.

“Where? Here?”

“The gorge… black chains…” The old dragon slipped away again.

Rake rapped his snout. “Stay with me! You took a beating, but you resisted him. That’s something to be proud of.”

“The voice… you cannot know.”

“A sweet voice. It told you to do things you didn’t want to.”

“How do you⁠—”

“It’s a long and heroic story. Stay alive, and I’ll tell you.”

The dragon sputtered, might have been trying to rumble a laugh. “The younglings…”

“They seem fine. How many of you are here?”

“Seven…” The dragon drifted off, eyes rolling before closing. The old-timer hardly seemed to be breathing, and for a moment, Rake feared the worst, but the dragon’s core remained. It was trembling as though he’d suffered spiritual harm, but it was there.

Rake picked his way back outside. Upon this tower hill, he could survey much of the city. Or what was left of it. The gray waters of Loch Awe were within sight to the north. Once, those shores had boasted bustling docks launching fishing ships and pleasure barges day and night. Once, Freiz had been a place of light, of color, of defiance in every measure against the scourge.

Eidolan glided overhead.

“Any sign of the predator?” Rake asked.

“No visual. Have you felt its core?”

“Not for three days.”

That meant little enough. The creature had somehow picked up their trail after returning from the Green Sea and doggedly pursued them. Its core would occasionally flash distantly upon the magical landscape, then vanish just as fast. Rake assumed this was on purpose because the predator hadn’t accidentally revealed itself before. Perhaps it had been trying to goad them into a fight. There was one positive: each time Rake sensed the creature, it was a pinch weaker. It cost the predator magic to veil itself, and thank goodness it suffered this small flaw.

“We must be extra vigilant,” Rake said. “It’s not only our lives on the line now.”

Yume landed nearby. She gingerly stepped toward the archway of the tower, sniffing and whining.

Rake didn’t need a vision to understand. “I know,” he said. “I feel guilty too. But we’re here now.”

Another core rushed into Rake’s perceptions then, coming down from the north. He braced, polearm at the ready, cycling magic, but the newcomer was too weak to be the predator, and unless they could swim at absurd speeds, it had to be a dragon flying over the loch. The old-timer had said there were seven mystics, and sure enough, an ochre dragon descended from the seal-skin sky.

Just in case, Rake, Eidolan, and Yume pulled in close to guard the tower as the newcomer hovered above them.

“Who sent you?” The dragon was an old female, straining to be fierce but failing. “Declare yourselves, or I’ll⁠—”

“Nelwyn!” Eidolan said, surprised. “Gracious, it’s good to see that you escaped the gorge.”

“Eidolan?” Nelwyn exclaimed as if sucking a lemon. She landed inelegantly, eyes bulging. “Break my wings, it is you! My, my, you’re not as decrepit as before.”

Perhaps Nelwyn had been left behind for good reason. Rake cocked one brow and studied Eidolan. He seemed a bit brighter, his lavender scales almost as vibrant as when Rake had first met him all those decades ago. Who knew a long journey and an encounter with a mutant scourge would be so good for one’s health?

“I’m still the same on the inside,” Eidolan said. “Time moves but one way.”

“Don’t I know it?” Nelwyn made a hacking sound that might have been a scoff and carried on distastefully, “I see your mute youngling is with you – and who is this?” she added with a leer at Rake.

Rake gave her a mock bow. “I don’t believe you’ve had the pleasure of an introduction. Although I’m swiftly mistrusting my own memories, so you never know.”

“Oh, get to the point, will you? Don’t prattle.”

Rake sighed. This would be no fun at all. “My name is Rake, but some know me as Soul Cursed.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You,” she said, stabbing the word like a dagger in the dark. “Yes, Oramyst mentioned you were traveling in these lands.” Derision dripped from every syllable. “If you’re looking for our Warden, he left with the others long ago.”

Rake opened his mouth, but Eidolan spoke before he had a chance. “We came with another purpose and need not disturb you.”

“Disturb me, indeed? What would you be disturbing, I ask you? My charges sleep. They’ll eat a little, then sleep again. They slumber more than I do, and I’m six centuries old!”

Eidolan seemed lost as to how to reply. Rake sympathized.

“I have some matters to attend to in the ruins, but my companions⁠—”

“Matters?” she squawked.

“Of the… thinking variety.”

“Thinking?”

“Self-reflection. Of course, if we can be of any help to your charges⁠—”

“I don’t imagine how,” Nelwyn said with all the certainty of age behind her. “Not when my own magic scarcely stirs them. Still, I chose the task and won’t abandon them.” She performed a miracle by narrowing her eyes further into two slits, daring any of them to tell her she was wrong.

Rake’s opinion of the old gargoyle rose. To stay behind by choice when she could have followed her Warden was not a decision lightly taken.

“We can offer protection and assistance in finding food, perhaps.”

Nelwyn flicked her tail dismissively. “Food we have aplenty. The goats are returning to the city outskirts now the flight has moved on. The loch teems with fish. Disgusting, slimy creatures, but an empty core can’t be picky about mot—” She halted mid-flow and started growling. “Protection? What’s this about, then? I’ve just scouted, and there’s no sign of danger.”

“We’re being hunted by a deadly powerful new breed of scourge,” Rake said. “Nothing to worry about.”

Eidolan groaned.

Yume squeaked and shoved her way between them.

“Good thinking, Yume,” Rake said. “Nelwyn, if you’ll allow, my companions can demonstrate what the predator looks like.”

Nelwyn grimaced as though Rake were about to force-feed her one of the fish she so loathed. “Oh, very well, get on with it.”

Eidolan conjured an image of the predator in exacting detail. As the creature had been disturbingly quiet, so too was the illusion. If Yume added effects of her own, Rake was unaware of them.

Nelwyn half-roared, half-yowled and stepped back. “Leaping lambs, how horrible. I’d say you all have a perverse imagination, but what with the world falling apart, I’m not surprised.”

“You believe us?”

“Should I not?”

“Not at all – it’s quite refreshing, actually. Look, I doubt this thing will attack us here. It hasn’t seemed up for a direct confrontation, and with your presence and the others here too, I’d imagine it won’t weigh the odds in its favor.”

“We’ll see. Right,” she added brusquely, “don’t you have some ‘thinking’ to do, Soul Cursed?”

“Nelwyn,” Eidolan said reproachfully. “That’s not his name.”

“Ohh, very well. Eh, what was your name again? No, don’t tell me – I’m old, not senile…”

Rake waited.

“…Raskel?”

Rake blinked.

“Dash it, erm… Racquel?”

“Rake,” he corrected.

“Rake? What sort of a name is that? What’s your real name?”

The question hit Rake with the force of a dozen blood elixirs.

Ta-thump – ta-thump – TA-THUMP.

“I… I don’t remember.”

Nelwyn scrutinized him as one might examine something festering, then rounded on Eidolan. “Is he bent in the head?”

“I promise he’s not contagious.”

“Hah,” Nelwyn crowed with a hearty rumble. “I think the others might have given you a hard time, Eidolan. You might be from the Order, but you brought different thoughts with you. Pull my tail but the rest of them had grown stale, and yours made for a nice change. Yes, quite a hard time you got. Well, can’t undo it, so let’s get on. I must see to my charges. Join me, stand guard, or do whatever you will…”

She grumbled the last words as she unfurled her wings and took off, heading for the opening atop the ruined tower.

“We’ll stay here,” Eidolan said. “Don’t wander too far.”

“Right,” Rake said, a little dazed. He gave Eidolan a friendly thump on the back, and then he found himself walking down the mound and into the overgrown city.

He’d been too afraid to come here in the aftermath of the fall. During his brief stop with Holt and others here last year, he’d kept to the outskirts, but now he passed through the heart of the city whose grandeur would never be seen again.

The Aurora Court, with its concave outer walls of mirrors, was shattered and gone, as were the focus crystals shining diamond bright in its courtyards. Of the colorful Glass Gardens, not a single shard nor even a clump of powdered glass remained. Only he and perhaps Eidolan could remember Freiz in its pomp. In another century from now, they might well be dust, and then no one would be left to remember. Others might then come and ponder these ruins as he had the Menhir Stones of the Green Sea.

‘Do you recall the colors, Elya?’

A soft, long thump.

He’d hoped for more, hoped the connection would strengthen here as it had at the site of their fusion. Yet while he could dredge up the names of places, the function of old buildings, his own life remained foggy. Perhaps his old self had been blown out of existence during the fusion, leaving merely shadow. Leaving merely Rake.

The predator’s core flashed.

Rake tensed, but the creature felt at the edge of his five-mile detection to the north. His consideration to go after it lasted no more than a moment.

They had the numbers, they had the hill.

Let it come.

With the short winter’s day coming to an end, he made his way slowly back to the ruined tower. From the number of cores inside, he judged Nelwyn and Yume had joined the injured hatchlings while Eidolan circled above.

“Did you gain any insight?” the illusionist asked.

“No bolts out of the sky, I’m afraid,” Rake said. “I felt the predator on the northern outskirts. If you’re willing to keep watch, I’d like to meditate.”

Eidolan agreed, and Rake took up a spot on the damp grass, placing his back against the tower wall. Although the injured mystics inside were asleep, their dormant minds still sputtered out mystic motes, so he would Forge those after he Cleansed.

As he worked, the line between waking and reality lifted, and he felt weightless. A part of his mind free of the repetition wandered, tried to recall all he could of Freiz, but something else insisted on surfacing, some flotsam from his childhood…

Dreadful news had come. He knew it was bad because his father had retched after speaking to the soldiers in white cloaks. The servants were tense, quiet. Some were jumpy. Even Mother was.

“Something awful has befallen the Estermonts,” she told him in a hushed voice. She wore her purple felt cap but had forgotten to tie her hair beneath it. That wasn’t like her.

“Father is calling his banners.”

He didn’t see why that was so bad. Father’s soldiers gathering would be exciting, a grand adventure – why was Mother so frightened and sad?

When Rake returned to the present, it was the dead of night, but a tinge of blue suggested dawn approached. After checking that the cores of the mystics were accounted for, he tried to ponder the meaning behind the memory. He’d been a child unable to grasp the magnitude of events – the Estermonts and their entire estate had been killed by a wild dragon. Thanks to Eidolan, he’d learned that atrocity had been Thrall’s work. Yet what did all that have to do with Elya?

His heart thudded as the predator’s core emerged, this time three miles away. Rake grabbed his polearm, but as he stood, the core vanished. Breath steaming, Rake gazed across the ghostly, still city.

Yume crept out of the tower, looked up at him in concern. A vision of the predator skulking below the tower appeared in his mind.

“It’s not that close. How long was I out for?”

Yume’s magic pressed in, and Rake beheld the horizon moving at great speed, cycling from dawn through night, repeating three times.

“That long? Who was keeping watch?”

A vision of Eidolan asleep in a nook at the top of tower while Yume flitted high over the mound.

“He should have woken me first.”

Yume cooed, then shared Eidolan fighting to stay awake before succumbing. She’d considered waking Rake, but when she found him twitching in his trance, she’d backed away.

“I appreciate the thought, but wake me next time. That thing could sneak up on us at any moment.”

Yume babbled in a manner he took for assent. Another tap at his head, and Rake smelled and tasted meat. He didn’t feel hungry, but it had been a long time since his last meal.

“You have food?”

Yume yapped, hurried off, and returned dragging a whole goat.

Amused, Rake asked, “Would it not have been easier to tear off a smaller piece?”

She growled noncommittally, then took a bite.

Rake bent and cut himself a portion. As they ate, Eidolan stirred, then came down to join them as a dirty dawn heralded another short, dark day. Something twinged in Rake’s memory. The toll of bells, deep, rousing, and haunting all at once. He turned around and considered the ruined tower with sudden meaning.

“Eidolan, could this have been the Tower of Dawn?”

Rumbling, Eidolan padded back and forth, gazing up. “I suppose. It’s big enough.”

“Can you remember what it looked like?”

Eidolan frowned. “I had a painting of it in my collection, let me think.”

He started working an illusion, and the Tower of Dawn appeared to rebuild itself brick by brick. Its new upper heights of clean red stone rose in stark contrast to its cracked, weed-stricken base. Auburn slate capped the tower and the monstrous-sized golden bell it housed. The projection was vivid, not as sharp as reality, as though Eidolan were painting the tower in watercolors or dabbing out the impression of it.

All the same, seeing it awoke a part of Rake. The human in him felt awe again. And there was something else about the tower that mattered to him, flitting just out of his reach. Elya’s pleasure bubbled up from the depths of their soul. It comforted him that she felt the same.

“There were four bells, not a single great one.”

Eidolan made the adjustment, and now Rake heard a ringing through the reeds of time – not so much the bells themselves but the emotions they had stirred in him.

“They were loud but not jarring, floaty yet powerful. It felt… good to hear them. They rang at first light and after victory over the scourge.”

Now, didn’t that leave a sour note? The last sound the bells made would have been the din of them crashing down, but he kept such gloom to himself.

“Surprisingly poetic,” Eidolan said. “One moment.”

The illusionist rumbled, concentrating, and the phantom bells swayed once, twice in silence, then began to gong, a harsh, teeth-shattering clang.

Yume yapped and covered her ears with her wings.

Rake gritted his teeth. “You’ll wake the ghosts with that, never mind our mystic friends.”

“Only you two can hear it,” Eidolan said, a touch vexed. “Hard to mimic something I’ve never heard.”

Rake took cautious steps closer, as though sudden movement might break the illusion of the Tower of Dawn.

Banners…

The thought wouldn’t leave him alone.

“There were banners on each side,” he announced. “And the one facing south – my family’s banner! The high tor – slabs of piled rock rising over the southern moors.”

A great draping banner descended on the tower’s south face. It called to him.

Thump-thump-THUMP.

“Torkallan,” Rake blurted. “Torkallan!” He hurried to the east side of the hill and pointed into the ruins. “My family’s city estate was right there, just below the tower. We rose with the golden bells to greet the dawn, and Elya and I flew back after each victory just to hear them ring.”

Rake felt weightless, exultant, as though he might fly without wings. Torkallan – he was of that long branch which had its roots in the founding of Freiz. Torkallan, they of the rugged moors at the edge of the known world.

Torkallan. How had he ever forgotten?

A peal of laughter left him, loud as the bells. Fist in the air, he roared, half human and half dragon.

“Whatever is the meaning of this racket?!” Nelwyn came storming out of the tower top and swooped down upon them. “I thought you were here to ‘think’, not screech like a lambing ewe. Hold your⁠—”

Rake sensed it, tasted the sweet decay upon the wind from the northeast.

“Rake?” Eidolan’s fear was palpable, but right then, Rake could have pushed anything aside, even Thrall.

He looked out across the city – his city. The predator was nowhere to be seen or sensed, but ghouls were running through the ancient streets, crawling over the homes of his friends and kin. A flayer shrieked; a juggernaut bellowed. The scourge had returned, come to kill the last Freizian left standing.

Rake thought about trying to draw them off, but that would leave the others vulnerable. And besides, this was Freiz, this was the east.

Above, the Tower of Dawn began to fade.

“Keep the tower in place, old friend.” He twirled his polearm. With Elya’s spirit rising within him, he drew upon their shared power. “Our purpose is to defend it. Whether radiant or rubble, whether people or dragons, we will defend the east.”

This time, he would not fail.


33


THE SEARING SANDS


“You’ll find the tribes gathered beneath the Asemanar Sangs,” the Shah had said. Alborz had provided all Osric might need. A strong camel, clothing for the hot wastes, food – including dried meat for Nox – water, a sealed cylinder containing his offer to the Rashai, and directions via landmarks to their destination.

The Asemanar Sangs, or the ‘Sky Rocks’, were fabled among the Rashai. During Osric’s campaigns, he’d only heard it pass their lips in hallowed tones. The site lay deeper in the desert than any Aharis dared to venture. A fitting place for the tribes to gather.

Even wearing a wide-brimmed hat, a pastel white silk scarf, and eggshell silk and linen robes, Osric found the heat nearly as oppressive as Thrall’s domination. And yet he could bear it. The Searing Sands could be far more treacherous, and there were sudden bursts of rain from clouds appearing without warning. Something wasn’t right about that, something he feared was magical. Yet there was nothing he could do about it but march on, and march he did.

Night brought no relief, for the desert turned bitter cold, forcing Osric to change clothes, put his heavy gray cloak back on, and huddle with Nox and their camel. At least Nox could walk freely at night, whereas by day, she was in dire need of shelter and shadow. Sometimes they rested under the dark ridges of dunes, sometimes under the craggy ledges of cone-shaped rocks, high as hills and orange as sunset.

One day, they found relief in the shadow of a jagged gorge Osric suspected to be an ancient scourge chasm. The bugs would have regretted emerging here. Later, crested sunbirds in the sky led them to a rare, natural oasis complete with palm trees and a forest of cacti.

Osric led their camel to the pool to drink. “Go on,” he told the beast, pointing down. The camel stared vacantly at him. “Drink,” he said in what he meant as an encouraging voice. He felt as awkward with the creature as he’d done at any Sidastran ball. Back during his campaigns here, he’d stuck close to the Ahari border with his horses, which were more capable in battle. The Aharis bred horses of incredible beauty with coats like beaten brass. They withstood the desert better than any breed of the middle world, but to travel deep into the Searing Sands, a camel was required.

This camel wrinkled its nose at him.

“Suit yourself,” Osric grumbled, then returned to the shady respite under the palm tree. No sooner had he placed his back against the trunk than the camel lowered its muzzle into the water and began to drink. When it had drunk its fill, it settled down within the cooler reeds and sniffed furtively at the fallen palm leaves floating on the water.

Nox emerged near it. So long as she wasn’t growling, the camel seemed content with her presence, and Nox had taken a shine to their companion. By the shimmering waters of the pool, the pair seemed almost fast friends. Nox even managed to touch her snout against the camel’s nose.

“It’s dry and cracked,” she said, fascinated.

The camel started chewing on a palm leaf methodically, her jaw working in crooked circles, revealing slab-like teeth. Where Nox had a certain grace and beauty, the camel had a worn, world-weariness about her. An inelegant but tough creature for a harsh world.

“We should give her a name,” Nox said.

“We could. Aharis don’t name their camels, but the Rashai do.”

“Would it be rude to name her?”

“I doubt she would protest.”

Nox examined the camel, tilting her head to one side, then the other. “Can we call her Belle?”

That took Osric aback. “Belle?”

“Yes.”

“The name Merchant gave to his horse?”

“Yes. I liked her. She smelled of cool earth and was so brave.”

“I had no idea you felt that way.”

“I hadn’t found my voice then. By the time I did, after my… my brother… I suppose we had other things on our mind.”

It was the first mention of Sol, her golden twin, since their painful meeting by that lake in the Frontier. Osric had not wished to bring him up, thinking it was Nox’s right to do so, but now he feared he ought to have broached the topic before. Staying quiet on the matter could have just been selfishness on his part.

“Our time has been spent on my needs over yours. I’m sorry, Nox.”

She gave him a quizzical look. “This is important to you, so it is to me too.”

Osric opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. “Do you wish to see him again?”

Nox considered it. “I don’t think so.”

“I understand that.” He almost added, “I fear you will have to one day, before the end,” but he held it back.

“I sometimes wish things were different,” Nox said, the way a small child might. At times, it was easy to forget she was little more than a year old. “Maybe I could have changed things if I’d been stronger.”

Over their bond, Osric became aware of her thoughts: of the hatchery at Windshear, how Sol had sought her often in those early days, called her to come out of her corner, but she’d been too afraid of the ginger brute.

She blames herself, Osric realized. The thought twisted his heart.

“It’s not you who should have been stronger.”

“Hmm,” she sighed with more sadness than her year in the world should ever have brought her.

Osric wanted to comfort her, to tell her all would be fine. Then something occurred to him he felt ought to be said.

“He never revealed you to Thrall.”

“He hadn’t found his voice yet either.”

“It would have been simple for Thrall to see you in his mind. Somehow, Thrall never did. Whether consciously or not, your brother kept you from him.”

It had been the two rogue Champions, Dahaka and Orvel, who had revealed Nox’s presence, along with the Speaker. Strange to think, but, for a moment there, Osric and Sol had been allies of a sort.

Nox rumbled and sank into the reeds. “I’m not sure whether that makes me feel better or worse.”

Osric swallowed hard. You’re not built for comfort, he chided himself. He decided to play his next words safe, and it helped that they were true.

“I understand that as well.”

They fell into companionable quiet, punctured by the camel’s chewing and the twittering of the crested sunbirds. Some of them hopped along the edge of the pool, pecking long beaks into the scrub. Fans of black and white feathers swept over their heads like crowns.

Nox drank some water from the pool, then broke the quiet. “So, what do you think of the name for our friend?”

With his back against the palm tree, facing the water, it felt eerily like the forested lakeside where Osric had eased Merchant’s passing from the world.

“Belle, you say? Why not.”

The camel grunted as though approving, then returned to her dispassionate chewing. It amused Osric to give such a name to such an ugly creature. Ugly and rough and ill-mannered, but gentle on the inside. The very thing he feared he could never be.

He ate a handful of nuts, a smaller handful of dried figs, and a large leathery strip of dried lamb. Small meals were best when traversing the sands – he’d learned that from some of his temporary Rashai allies. Too much food drained a man’s strength and water, they said.

Nox took a little of her dried rabbit as well, and then they made ready to leave.

“I… I was wondering… will Esfir’s father really let you walk into their camp?” she asked, finishing rather fast, as though she’d been burning to ask for days.

She was right to sense the danger.

“Honor was satisfied when the Sunstriders aided the Gray Cloaks in battle, but it still means something.”

Nox squirmed, clearly burning to say more. “What if they don’t like the Shah’s offer?”

“I don’t know.” Osric seemed to say that a lot, but it was true.

He ought to find Esfir, say his piece, and get out. Quick and clean. What happened between the Rashai and the Shah was not his business. Yet Alborz knew where he hurt and just how hard to press. There was danger to Amir, he’d said, from ‘within and without’. That and a war placed Esfir in danger too. Osric couldn’t just walk away.

Then, of course, there was the issue of how he would even try to ask how she’d felt back then, whether any of it had been real? The language of the Rashai had links to Ahari, but they were different enough to make talking difficult. Somehow, they’d got by on a few garbled words, and the rest had been body language, pointing, frowning, laughing, smiling – and what a smile she’d had. White gold, it had seemed to him. Sometimes, he’d misunderstand her on purpose just to see her smile.

Hard as it would be, he’d have to find both the means and courage. He’d come all this way, hadn’t he?

What if she spits in your face and tells you to go? Would you wish to save her from the coming bloodshed, then?

A frail part of him thought, Yes, even then.

Before any of that, however, they first needed to reach the Asemanar Sangs.

South they traveled, deeper into the heart of the Searing Sands, where evidence of the tribes’ movements started to appear. Scraps of cloth hung on cacti pins at other oases, and some of the prickly plants had been carefully cut and drained for water.

Farther on, Osric, Nox, and Belle beheld towering tan and yellow sandstone pillars and passed beneath a great archway of dusty stone. According to the Shah’s instructions, they were on the right route.

Occasionally, Osric would look behind to check if anyone, or anything, was following. Each time he did, he was happy to see nothing but barren sand. Perhaps the predator would be waiting for them at the desert’s edge upon their return.

At last, Osric spotted the Asemanar Sangs upon the horizon. The Sky Rocks. A mountainous crescent range of pale rock, the Sangs appeared like petrified waves of ancient sand, their cresting heights baked hard under the desert sun. Strong winds and time unknown had eaten away at the stone, leaving striated layers of white and yellow from peak to base.

Belle growled and gargled as though marking her respect for the site.

In less than two days, the Rashai tents came into view. Alborz had not exaggerated. Osric had never seen a campsite like it. Had he ever thought of an army camp like a city before, he took it back. This was a true city of tents, sprawling the length of the Asemanar Sangs in the shade of the white mountains. Covered in goat and camel hair, the tents were heavy, dark things shaped like the ribs of cacti. Contrary to instinct, their shape and materials helped cool the people during the day and keep them warm at night.

“What now?” Nox asked.

It was a fine question. They took shelter under a dune ridge and discussed what would be best. Osric quickly ascertained the Sunstrider area of the great camp. The Rashai did not use banners, but how a tribe arranged its tents left a fingerprint for those who knew what to look for. Sunstriders liked to arrange their camp in circles, while the Dune Drivers preferred straight lines. Amid the chaos of dozens of different peoples, a segment of neater circles, laid outward like rays of the sun, told him where the Sunstriders were. The straighter lines of the Dune Drivers seemed to be at the opposite end of the crescent mountains.

When night fell, Osric donned his warm clothes and gray cloak and ventured out alone, searching for a Sunstrider outrider to reveal himself to. There were a few patrols on camelback, but security seemed lax to say the least. Doubtless the Rashai felt secure in their position.

Osric watched for a lone patrol to emerge from the Sunstrider camp, then walked calmly out to meet them, calling the Rashai word for ‘messenger’ as best he could recall. He’d heard it often enough, but when the camel rider yelled and charged his way, swirling a sling overhead, Osric feared he’d butchered the meaning.

As the gap closed, the tribesman launched the stone. Even with the bright stars overhead, Osric hadn’t a hope of seeing the stone’s trajectory. He ducked, raised his arms, and by good fortune, the stone sailed overhead.

It was amazing how fast camels could move when pressed, but they lacked the agility of a horse, and, as an Ascendant, Osric could easily dance aside. He did so now, grabbing the tribesman by the ankle and hauling him from his mount while the camel growled and pounded on.

Though on his back, the Sunstrider scrambled violently, throwing up sand as he tried to draw out a mace. With quick movements, Osric stepped on the man’s wrist, enough to make him let go of his weapon – little better than a wooden shaft with a stone strapped to its top – then lowered a knee against the man’s chest. The breath left the tribesman in a pained wheeze, and Osric brought his left hand over the man’s mouth.

“Azar nadaram,” Osric said. ‘No harm,’ it meant – at least, he hoped so. Still the man struggled, squirming beneath him, but he could not fight against Osric’s strength.

“Azar nadaram.” He said it over and over until the man stopped wriggling. Osric tried a few more tortured phrases before the mention of Chief Zahiran registered on the man’s face.

Another phrase bubbled up from memory. “Grisvarda,” he said, banging on his chest with his right forearm. “Grisvarda.” He let go of the man’s mouth, pulled his cloak around him, and tugged on the material. “Grisvarda.”

At last, the tribesman seemed to comprehend. His eyes went wide, and he fell still. When he settled and said, “Azar nadaram,” Osric helped him to his feet. Osric produced the cylinder containing the Shah’s offer, and by invoking Alborz’s name alongside Zahiran’s and the sealed scrolls, he got the gist across. If the Sunstrider held any feelings about such an offer, he hid them well.

They retrieved the man’s camel, then Osric gestured for the man to stay and pressed a finger to his own lips. The Sunstrider nodded. Some things were understood the world over. Osric emphasized the need for no sound, then went to collect Belle and Nox, who seemed little more than a pair of purple eyes twinkling in the dark.

They returned to the Sunstrider slowly, and when the tribesman grasped Nox’s true nature, he did not, to his credit, yell or scream. Whether from fear or reverence, the tribesman fell silent and averted his eyes. He mumbled something Osric did not comprehend, gesturing with a leading, open palm.

And so, Osric, Belle, and Nox were led toward the Sunstrider quarter under cover of night. On the way, their guide muttered fretfully. Osric only recognized one word out of the jumble.

Grisvarda. Dark cloak. It was a Rashai word, what they called his old company.

Esfir had taught him that.
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EASIER SAID THAN DONE


Hot bile smoked, black blood sprayed, and ghouls fell at Rake’s feet. A green flash out of the corner of his eye – a flayer already halfway up the hill, heading for the ruins of the Tower of Dawn.

Rake wouldn’t catch it on foot, so he gathered power on his polearm, thrust, and willed a Soul Blade out like a thrown spear, but even as it soared, he knew it would fall short. Then, as though picked up on the wind, his Soul Blade gained speed and maintained its trajectory, bursting through the flayer’s chest as it crested the hill.

“Fine work, Nelwyn,” Rake cried before pivoting and charging back into the fray.

As battles went, it certainly looked the part. Eidolan and Yume’s false Freizian soldiers caught blows upon their white shields, narrowly missed with their own strikes, or so the scourge were made to think. Yet while the illusions made for excellent distractions, they couldn’t inflict harm on the scourge. Eidolan, Yume, and Nelwyn circled high, working their powers and guarding against stingers, descending when chance allowed to strike, but that left most of the killing to Rake.

A burden he was willing to bear.

A hill goat bounded into the battle – sick with the blight, flesh sloughing from its exposed bones – and ran straight through one of the phantom soldiers. Rake cursed as nearby ghouls began cutting bloodlessly through the soldiers they fought, turning them to vapor. He hastened to dispatch the goat and ghouls before comprehension could spread to the rest.

Even with the enemy distracted, every encounter came with peril. Not from the ghouls or the blighted goats, not even from the greater bugs, but because every time he engaged a new foe, he risked drawing out the⁠—

A flash of Lordly power.

Already fighting two ghouls, Rake couldn’t completely evade the predator’s bone blades. Pain seared at his midriff. Holding his breath, Rake slammed down a Kickback and launched himself away from the predator and its noxious gas. When he landed, his foe had already disappeared back into the ruins and veiled its core.

Frustrated, Rake roared, cut down ghouls shambling in for another try. One by one, the shrieks died, leaving only the wind as the battle thinned. Nelwyn descended upon the last pocket of resistance, re-emerging with tail and talons dripping with black-green blood.

So ended the third assault against the Tower of Dawn.

As Rake climbed the tower hill, he called, “Eidolan, ring the bells!”

No longer a clang, their sound passed softly over the winter ruins like a fresh layer of snow. They did not yet stir Rake’s heart as he remembered, but it was closer to the mark. Elya’s joy at the victory amplified his own, and for a moment, all seemed right with the world.

“I should have conjured a tower for you years ago,” Eidolan said as he joined Rake upon the hilltop.

Rake doubted that alone would have worked. “We couldn’t have conjured the rest. Not our predicament, not the place, not those to defend.” He deftly checked Eidolan’s core. “I wouldn’t ask it of you if I didn’t think⁠—”

“I can feel your spiritual presence growing. It’s worth a pinch of power to sound the bells, though I may dispense with the tower between the attacks.”

Rake nodded, and the pristine portion of the Tower of Dawn faded into nothingness, leaving only the ruinous foundations. With a stretch and a groan, Rake moved to sit in his usual spot against the crumbling wall. Cleansing, Forging, and resting between the attacks could not be taken for granted. This third wave had come three days after the second, which had come four days after the first. Time to recover thus far, but the trajectory was ominous.

They assumed the predator was calling scourge to assist it, although mercifully, it seemed to lack the control of a scourge queen and couldn’t hold the ghouls and bugs at bay to build up an overwhelming attack. As soon as scourge arrived, they sought life in the ruins – first the unsuspecting hill goats, and now them.

So far, they’d won every time. But the predator only needed to win once.

Rake became aware of the hot pain at his side. He pressed a hand to the wound and groaned as blood seeped between his fingers. Yume cooed in concern. He hadn’t noticed her approaching.

“I’m alright,” he assured her.

Unlike Yume, Nelwyn did not arrive quietly. Growling, she landed ungracefully, pounded her tail, leaving ravines in the snow, and panted worse than Eidolan.

“This cannot go on,” she said, her voice ripe with fear and anger. “It’s you this creature wants, Soul Cursed. Leave and take your fight elsewhere!”

“And what if scourge turn up after I’m gone?” Worms of guilt wriggled inside him, but there was no easy solution here. “Hmm? What then?”

“Are the hatchlings strong enough to move?” Eidolan asked.

“Only one has awoken,” Nelwyn said. “The rest are still out cold. Moving them,” she said with bite, “is not an option.” She slammed her tail again. “They were supposed to be safe here.”

“Nowhere is safe anymore.” Sensing that had come out too harsh, Rake added some sweetness. “Your boosting of my Soul Blade against that flayer was exemplary timing.”

Nelwyn lifted her neck, rumbling, plainly pleased despite herself. She was what was known in the Order as an enhancer. Her particular gift was to increase the strength of other mystic abilities. With her help, Eidolan and Yume’s illusions had never been more convincing, and it spared them a lot of their own magic.

Rake threw her a wink and said, “You’ve still got it, old bird.”

Nelwyn huffed puce-tinged smoke. “Oh, spare me. The point remains. If you stay here, the enemy will keep coming until you’re dead. How much help will you be then?”

Yume peeped and flapped her wings. She sent a vision of the predator lying crumpled, its black blood staining the snow.

“That would resolve matters,” Rake admitted. “But therein lies the problem. How do we kill it? This wretched thing only reveals itself when I’m distracted, and it thinks it can ambush me. When it doesn’t kill with the first strike, it flees before we can mob it.”

“Maybe you should stand out in the city alone,” Nelwyn said. “That ought to satisfy it.”

Rake snapped his fingers, grinned, and pointed at Nelwyn. “And she has it!”

“What?” she squawked.

“We give it what it wants.”

Yume whined.

“That won’t work,” Eidolan grumbled. “If you stand out there like a plump sheep, it will know it’s a trap.”

“Well deduced. But me standing out in the middle of an open field isn’t what it wants. What it wants is to catch me off guard mid-battle and kill me. We give it that.”

More stained smoke spilled from Nelwyn’s snout. She turned to Eidolan and Yume in turn. “Are you sure he’s quite sane?”

Rake rolled his eyes. “Gosh, with two illusionists and an enhancer, however will we achieve such a trick? If I let it scratch me, then collapse at its feet and give a good death rattle, Eidolan can make the wound look worse – more blood, more gore, you know how it goes – and Yume can make it all smell real. If its hearing is as good as Ash’s, you might need to make it think my heart’s stopped beating too – I’d slow it myself, but those techniques require breathing. Nelwyn will boost you both, and my core is already veiled, so no worries there.”

Yume’s whine morphed into something between a steaming kettle and a suppressed scream.

“I know it won’t be easy, but it need only work for a moment so the predator drops its guard.”

Yume emerged from… whatever that was, biting at the air and bracing herself as though the predator were within sight.

“That’s the spirit.”

“Hmm,” Nelwyn remarked. “I can’t decide whether this is valiant or the scheme of a cracked, thick-skulled⁠—”

“Another one of Rake’s flawless plans,” Eidolan said. “And what if the wound it gives you is actually severe? Or mortal?”

“Well, you’ll have less to fake, won’t you? Look, the way I see it, it’s going to keep trying until one of us is dead. So, either we flee and leave these poor mystics behind, or we cross our fingers, toes, and tails and hope that help will arrive. But no one knows we’re here. No one is coming. And so, we have to kill it.”

Eidolan sighed, but evidently, he didn’t have a better idea, for he nodded resignedly.

Alas, Rake knew that having a plan and executing it were two different things. Never had this been more relevant than when trying to ensnare the predator.

Three days later, the fourth wave came, larger than before, with many stingers tying up the dragons. When the predator emerged, Rake held his breath and fought it, playing for time, hoping the dragons would come to spring their trap, but his lungs began to scream, and he was forced to Blink away for clean air. As ever, the predator did not give chase, and the mound of bodies grew higher. Lacking any means to set so many on fire, Rake piled the scourge corpses to fill gaps in the ruins, creating a mini wall around the base of the tower hill.

When the fifth wave came, the ghouls crawled over the ruins of Freiz like green-gray ants, and a juggernaut of monstrous size smashed through their corpse wall. Rake needed a large pull on his core to fell the hulking beetle, and when the predator struck this time, it caught him across the thigh. Not a wound they could fake as mortal, so as Rake slipped to the snow, Eidolan and Nelwyn swooped down, and the predator turned like a whip-crack and fled.

Later, as Rake sat slumped against the tower wall, he complimented the pair on their “impeccable timing.”

“You’re going to get yourself killed,” Nelwyn said, though in a way that betrayed a begrudging respect.

Gripping his leg, Rake very much wanted to cry. “Ring the bells, Eidolan,” he said through gritted teeth. “Ring the bells.”

As golden bells sent their music over the winter wasteland, Rake’s thigh throbbed, popping colors in his vision. He bent all his focus to channeling motes around the laceration to assist it in healing quicker, though it took time away from tending his core. He felt himself drifting off and shook himself awake, but each time, it grew harder.

On it went.

He cycled magic, his leg seared, Elya worried.

On and on and on…

On Elya’s back he flew over the sparkling surface of Loch Awe. During a summer solstice, they stayed awake throughout the night on patrol, the sun never setting as they spoke of dreams for the future; on the shortest day, they feasted on roasted lamb with crispy bites of rosemary⁠—

He ran with childish energy out into the gardens of the Torkallan manse, swerving servants until he could get a clear view of the dragon riders. They were flying low and fast up from Meadowvale Hold, heading north, it was said, to quell their wild kin in the great gorge. Dragons were killing humans up there, folk said, though no one would tell him exactly what was happening. He’d overheard two soldiers talking low, blaming the riders for all these deaths. Secrecy and indifference were currency to riders, they said.

He refused to believe a word of it.

Rake awoke to sleet driving into his face. The sky above Freiz might have been made of dirty snow, the chill beyond bearing. Judging by the catch in his throat, he’d been speaking during his dreams.

Thrall…

His soul and heart pulsated.

Thump-thump-thump.

Damn that dragon. It had been well over a year since Windshear, and Rake could not escape him.

Slowly, carefully, Rake got to his feet, body numb, injured leg quivering. Under his cloak, the flesh had begun to mend into faded, semi-transparent scales. Leaning on his polearm, he sloshed through the frigid slurry until he reached the entrance of the Tower of Dawn.

Shuffling inside, he discovered the mystics – the conscious and unconscious alike – huddled together for warmth under the rump of the grand stairwell. Within the darkness, the only points of color were the dragons’ eyes: Yume’s yellow, Eidolan’s green, Nelwyn’s deep blue, and the magenta dots of one hatchling showing signs of recovery.

Rake edged in and lowered himself gently down beside Eidolan with a sigh of relief. Compared to outside, the heat of the dragons was a roaring hearth, and enough floors remained above them to stem the icy water to a tapping drip.

“I was getting worried,” Eidolan said.

“I have no intention of freezing to death.” He rubbed his hands. “How are our friends doing?”

The conscious hatchling made a choked whimper.

That good, eh?

“How’s the old-timer?”

“Cyron sleeps,” Nelwyn said with quiet distress. In the dark, it was hard to say for sure, but Rake thought she was sitting beside the aged Cyron, her snout perhaps draped over his own. Unlike the recovering hatchling, Rake sensed no improvement in Cyron, nor could he recall when Cyron had last eaten.

More deaths to lay at Thrall’s talons.

He brooded on the thorny memories of Thrall’s earliest sins. It had been interesting to have Eidolan confirm the connection between the Estermonts and Thrall – a childhood mystery solved – but Rake hadn’t thought much more about it. Why did it keep resurfacing now?

Ta-thump… ta-thump…

At first, he’d assumed his unconscious mind had been circling old memories to remember his past life, yet these fragments connected to Thrall persisted like a bad tune stuck in his head. Perhaps he’d lost so much, even of Elya, that these were all he had left. Fragments that, like the ruins of Freiz, were barely recognizable – a barren overgrowth of weeds and goat leavings. It pained him to think of how completely the east had fallen, wiped clean off the face of the world. He’d walked the ruins of Aldunei, and far more remained of the old republic than of his own homeland. Freiz’s devastation was complete.

Total.

Purposeful.

THUMP.

His heart and soul came to a hard, jerking stop. And all at once, it made sense to him. He should have known, should have put it together.

“Thrall did this,” he said aloud to the dragons and the dark.

“Did what?” Eidolan asked.

“This – Freiz. The scourge aren’t so systematic in their wrecking and burning. Thrall guided them in that, I’m certain. We in the east were the first to defy him, both the riders and people. Once he seized the scourge, he began his vengeance here.”

“That swarm was put down in the end,” Eidolan said.

“Exactly,” Rake said. “The speed at which Freiz fell shocked the world. Shocked the Order to rally in full to crush the swarm with the armies of half the world not far behind. Speed and ferocity were met with equal measure. Perhaps Thrall learned patience after that.”

Eidolan rumbled, unconvinced. “The incursion which threatened Athra was, what, fifty, sixty years ago? If that was under Thrall, then he learned nothing. The threat was so great the Order came together as one.”

“There were splinter attacks,” Rake said. “At Coedhen, at Mithras, and in Fornheim. I think even down in Ahar. Maybe he tried overwhelming the Order instead. The riders triumphed, but more than usual perished. I don’t suppose the Order thought much of it at the time, but I thought the scourge seemed a little tougher then, a little more directed.” He grumbled and threw that thought aside. That could just be embellishing, and there was no need to speculate on such details, not when he was sure about Freiz. “By degrees, he’s become subtler or gained greater command of his pets, take your pick. Perhaps by the time he encountered Osric, he was already looking for a way to destabilize a realm from within. With Silverstrike, he decapitated the riders in Feorlen, and with Osric, he left the kingdom exposed. Feorlen almost fell before the Order knew what was happening, and such a swarm would have spilled east, swallowing Brenin or Risalia before Falcaer woke up. Were it not for Holt and Ash, Talia and Pyra, and that first master of theirs, it would have worked.”

“And you,” Eidolan said. “You played your part in convincing the Life Elder to assist them.”

Rake brightened. “Yes, I suppose I did. How modest of me.”

Eidolan sniffed. “Maybe you’re right, Rake, maybe you’re not. I don’t suppose we’ll find out unless he confesses.”

“Now there’s a sweet thought. The next time I fight him⁠—”

“You fought the usurper?” Nelwyn asked. She’d been so quiet throughout that Rake had almost forgotten she was there.

“I did,” he said sadly.

“Rake came as close as anyone to defeating him,” Eidolan said.

“Within literal inches,” Rake growled. “Trouble is, when it comes to the fate of the world, close doesn’t cut it.”

“The fate of the world?” Eidolan said. “Don’t get noble and high-minded on us now.”

Rake tsked. He probably deserved that. “All right, very good. But I live in the world and would like to keep doing so. Can’t have Elya coming back to a blight-infested husk. That would only prove her right that I c-couldn’t handle things w-without⁠—”

He choked on his words.

Thump.

Thump.

THUMP!

Rake could not say how, but she let him know she did not hold him responsible for the world falling apart. He was only one man.

A man.

His soul burned, and a whisper passed through his mind.

“What did you say?”

Eidolan and Yume rumbled.

“I didn’t say anything,” Eidolan confirmed, and a vision came from Yume showing her mouth unnervingly missing.

The burn in Rake’s soul ebbed away.

Thump… thump…

“Never mind. My mistake.”

He must have gone to sleep, a proper sleep, for next he knew, he was lying among the dragons, a pale light creeping in through a high crack in the ruins. The world beyond sounded peaceful. A part of him yearned to sleep again, but when the predator’s core flashed, he stepped outside to a rare clear day.

The sky’s true blue had returned, the low sun low and yellow, the air bone dry. Eidolan, Nelwyn, and Yume exited the tower and took flight while a bellow shook through the city, not a dragon or a juggernaut. Rake spotted two Wyrm Cloaks, one wrapped in deep green scales, the other in red and already swollen from a blood elixir.

“Servants of the usurper,” Nelwyn said. “He must really want you dead.”

“The feeling is mutual!”

Grounding his body, Rake slid down the icy northern face of the hill, leaped one of the lower ghoul-walls, and landed to rush the red cultist. He brought his polearm hard around for the first blow even as Freizian soldiers emerged from the ruins to distract the rest of the enemy.

As he fought, the predator’s core flickered nearby.

“Fight me!” Rake called. As the first cultist fell dead at his feet, Eidolan made his Freizian ghosts cheer the city’s cry of triumph.

“Unto the dawn!”

Rake joined his voice to theirs. “Unto the dawn!”

His soul, core, and heart became one inner rhythm, Elya’s presence ever growing. And though a part of him knew the Freizians around him weren’t real, Eidolan and Yume’s workings, boosted by Nelwyn, were now so convincing that a greater part of Rake wholly believed them.

His human side, that part which yearned to come back.

And then he spotted it – the predator darting from cover to cover as the green cultist lumbered toward Rake, growing larger with every step. With a moment to spare, Rake sent word to the dragons that this would be their chance, launched three slicing Soul Blades at the cultist then he Blinked.

The world compressed as Rake blurred forward, emerged on the inside leg of the zealot, and drove his polearm down through the gigantic foot, splintering bones and pinning the man to the ground. He was surprised to hear no thunder of agony, then realized one of his Soul Blades had cut through the exposed opening of the cultist’s hood. The hulking body stood for a moment, arms frozen where it had raised its cloak as a shield, then half the head slid to the ground before the body collapsed a second later.

Cursing, Rake feigned that his weapon was stuck in the frozen earth to bait the predator, let it go, and stepped back, head shaking as if from shock.

Come on, he urged as he Grounded his body, I’m unarmed.

The timing would have to be perfect.

The predator pounced. Rake slid back at the very last moment, bone blades searing across his chest and stomach in a burst of steaming blood. So much blood. Whether real or fake he wasn’t certain, but the pain was real.

So far, so good.

Rake crumpled, stopped cycling, forced his breath out in a rattle, and trusted the others to do their job. Believe I’m dead, believe I’m dead, he thought as though he might will the foe to accept it.

Things seemed to drag on. His guts twisted, then purest instinct made Rake roll onto his back as the predator’s arms pincered down to finish him. Rake summoned a hasty razor-thin Barrier, which buckled at the first blow, dissipated at the second. Rake raised another Barrier, even weaker this time, but it brightened and solidified in time to take the predator’s next blow and snap one of its bladed arms clean off. Once again, Rake blessed Nelwyn’s impeccable timing, but before Rake could attempt to take advantage, the predator sprinted off into the ruins.

Rake staggered upright, spitting out the foul taste of the predator’s toxin.

“You want me dead, Thrall?” he called to the ruins. “Send more! I have all the time in the world!”

No answer came, but the golden bells began to ring.

Snarling, Rake retrieved his polearm, then bent to rifle through the cultist’s cloak. He’d either drunk all his elixirs or else they’d smashed, but Rake found one on the red cultist’s body. They had another type of vial, small enough for a shot of strong spirit. Inside, a viscous, bruised-red liquid clung to the glass. His suspicions were confirmed when he uncorked it and sniffed.

Marrow. Distilled and potent.

Later, inside the tower, while the others slept, Rake sat in the dark, trying to stem the bleeding from his latest wounds. Without thinking, he rummaged in his cloak’s inner pocket, pushing the marrow vial aside to bring out the elixir he’d salvaged. He rolled it between his fingers, contemplating how bad the blood would taste, how good it would feel once he swallowed. He held it for a long time before slipping it back inside his cloak, but not wholly out of mind.
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ONE LIFE FOR THOUSANDS


As the pink dawn crept into the tent, Osric pondered if it would be his last.

I had to come. I have to know.

An enticing smell of bread on hot coals wafted in, and then they heard the approach of many men. Nox melded out of sight, her presence a noticeable bulge in the thin shadow of the tent’s opening.

Moments later, five burly warriors stepped inside, lightly armored with sickle-shaped swords at their waists. They gave Osric venomous looks of warning, then slid aside for an old man with a face like worn leather, white eyebrows, receding white hair, and a white beard. His robes were long, plain, and also white. At first glance, he seemed frail, but there was strength in his bearing, and especially his eyes, which bored into Osric’s own.

The man barked words in the Rashai tongue, ‘grisvarda’ being among them. Osric tried to reply, though all he could do was speak Ahari slowly, as though that might somehow bridge the divide. The old man squinted.

We won’t get very far like this.

“Ezdeha,” the old man muttered, giving quick, fleeting looks toward the tent’s corners. ‘Dragon’ was the same in both tongues.

Osric pointed to the shadow Nox had melded into. Frowning, the old man raised a hand to tell Osric to stay where he was before backing out of the tent. Gruff, heated discussion from outside, and then the old man returned with Esfir at his side.

A jolt passed through Osric’s spine, stronger than any magic; a heart-shuddering, gut-twisting, throat-clenching power. Across the dragon bond, Nox’s shock mixed with his own, driving each other to new heights of astonishment.

She was here. She was real, not a ghost of memory.

Her hair was shorter than it had been, just touching her neck, and something of the years showed around her mouth and eyes, but her cheeks remained high, her skin warm as burnished bronze, her eyes dark as onyx. Those eyes alone could have pulled him across half the world, so inside a tent, so close, it was all he could do not to fall.

“Hello,” he croaked in Ahari.

Esfir said nothing. She fussed with her own white robes while the corners of her lips twitched, threatening a smile, or perhaps that was just how he chose to see it. The old man put a hand on her shoulder, leaned in, and whispered quiet words. After that, she finally spoke.

“Bring honor to… show Chief Zahiran… Sunstriders,” she said in stilted Ahari.

Osric blinked. When his Gray Cloaks had found her as a hostage of the Sirocco Sages, she couldn’t speak any Ahari at all. To a less broken man, this would have been cause for joy. For a man like Osric, he feared what this might mean. If she’d learned enough to hear all he’d done, understand his past – who could ever love that?

Esfir bit her lip before hesitantly reciting her introduction.

Osric hastily cleared his throat – it felt like sand was stuck in it now – and fumbled through the Ahari courtesy, “The honor is mine to meet him.”

Esfir smiled, though it was likely only out of courtesy.

Osric then swallowed, struggling to recall why he was here.

After some moments of silence, Zahiran turned to his daughter. More muttering, then a chortle. Esfir looked wary, but Zahiran spoke softly to her in Rashai and patted her on the arm. ‘Trust me’, that exchange seemed to say, which puzzled Osric no end. Shouldn’t Esfir be the one asking for her father’s trust? Zahiran would be within his rights to take Osric’s head as a trophy.

The Shah’s terms, he remembered. He had to give Zahiran the offer.

“I have something,” he said, again in slow Ahari and opting for simple language. He sifted through his things to find the sealed cylinder. “I come with words from Shah Alborz Dalaee.” He thrust the cylinder out to show them. “Words,” he repeated. That and the Shah’s name got through. Someone among the Sunstriders surely knew fluent Ahari. Why weren’t they here to help?

Zahiran snatched at the cylinder, inspected it as though looking for traps, then grumbled something to Esfir. Father and daughter exchanged what sounded like a heated debate before, to Osric’s surprise, Zahiran turned and strode out of the tent, leaving him and Esfir alone.

Well, alone with five guards.

Osric made sure to stand stock still, a hard thing to do when his body jolted with each thundering heartbeat.

She gave him a hard look. “You here… trouble.”

“I know.”

Esfir seemed to notice his stump for the first time. Her gaze lingered on his right arm, perhaps wondering why he had a buckler strapped to it, then her eyes slid up to meet his for the first time. For a moment, he swore she looked at him the way he remembered. Then it passed, and she folded her arms and hardened.

“Your Ahari is better,” he said.

“Thank you.” She hesitated, then asked, “How your Rashai?”

“Bad.”

She smiled again, this one surely genuine.

An urge to blurt everything out swept through him, clumsy as it would be. He felt tense as a boil ready to burst. Better to lance it fast and not think about it.

Nox nudged him over their bond. “It helped with your mother.”

They were only words, Osric tried to tell himself. All he had to do was say them.

“What bring here?” Esfir asked.

He choked. “I… I came to give you the Shah’s words.”

She raised one brow, a look understandable the world over.

The truth was healing, he knew, but this truth, of the Shah’s intent, he could not reveal.

“Shah send Gray Cloaks?” Esfir asked.

“No,” he said hoarsely, making a chopping gesture. “No Gray Cloaks. I’m… not what I was.” He raised his stump for emphasis, should his words fail to make it through. A reckless move in hindsight, for his hasty movement made the guards rush in, scraping sickle swords from their belts.

“Behmoon,” Esfir called. “Behmoon.” The guards halted, some with snorts of displeasure, but Esfir gave them another order, and they begrudgingly left.

Leaving them alone.

She kept her distance as though he were a scorpion. “Danger here.”

Osric wasn’t sure how to respond, and so he shrugged. Esfir eyed the half-healed acid burns at his neck, then looked at his stump again and chuckled a small, knowing laugh. ‘Why am I not surprised?’ that laugh seemed to say. She looked around the tent as her father had, hesitated, then said, “Dragon?”

He raised his hand in the universal language of ‘take it easy’, then said softly, “Come on out, Nox.”

Nox slid smoothly out of her shadow and sat primly on her haunches.

Esfir gasped and backed away, clutching her head.

Nox cooed, and to Osric, she said, “I only tried to say hello.”

“Tried?”

“I’m not sure she understood me.”

Osric grunted. He hadn’t considered that Nox might be able to communicate with Esfir. Dragon telepathy somehow ignored language barriers, at least to an extent, although it could be alarming to hear a voice in your head. Osric well remembered the first time Thrall had spoken to him, and the Rashai weren’t used to even seeing dragons.

He pointed to Nox. “Azar nadaram.”

Given that Esfir collected herself and took a step closer, Osric reckoned he’d been correct on the meaning of those words. ‘No harm.’

“It brings honor to me and mine,” he went on, “to introduce you to Nox.”

Esfir drew a few more recovery breaths before replying in clear Ahari, “The honor is mine to meet her.” Her dark eyes went wide and expectant. “Jadoo?”

Osric frowned. “Jadoo,” he mumbled to himself. “Jadoo… yes,” he added, remembering it meant ‘magic’.

Astonishingly, Esfir’s eyes widened further. “You help?” She sounded deeply afraid now. “Help?”

“With what?”

‘Anything’. He’d almost said ‘anything’.

“My – my man… sick.”

The way she just said it felt like a barb of ice pushed into his heart. Amir. Her husband – sick. Yes, the Shah had told him that. A sick man Osric was supposed to ease into death.

He ought to tell Esfir he could not help, for Nox was not an emerald dragon, but Esfir grabbed his hand and said, “Come.”

All at once, he was back there on that terrible day when she’d glanced back at him across the sands. What a fool he’d been not to follow.

In the present, he found himself being led outside. There were a dozen guards in total, and they closed ranks around them so thoroughly he couldn’t see beyond them. Only growling camels and singing women told of the wider camp.

Esfir gave orders, then they were off like a swift-moving herd with Osric buffeted in the middle. Nox’s weight bobbed in his shadow as they walked, his hand tingling where Esfir held him. It was too much, too much too fast. Nearly a decade and now here she was, physically never closer yet still out of reach.

The huddle entered another ribbed black tent. Osric discovered a more richly furnished tent, with rugs covering the sand not unlike an Ahari home, strong chests for storage, and circles of cushions. More fierce guards stood stationed around the man who appeared to be sleeping peacefully.

Esfir let go of Osric and went to kneel on the rugs beside Amir, took his limp hand in hers, and stroked his head. Glancing back, she gave Osric a look as though he were bringing water after a drought. “Help?”

Osric’s feet carried him to the opposite side of Amir’s sickbed, where he too knelt. Amir might have been a shade pale, his lips gray, but elsewise, he seemed a comely man in the prime of life. A younger man than Osric, probably of an age with Esfir. Someone had been keeping his beard and hair well-groomed.

Osric raised his hand for all the world as though he could do something. Fool, he told himself. He hadn’t felt Nox leave his shadow, but she was there beside him, her head level with his own. While Esfir settled the startled guards, Nox blinked her purple eyes slowly over Amir and sniffed.

“Do you feel that?” she asked.

“Feel what?”

“He feels a bit like you.”

Osric hadn’t any hope of knowing how to respond to that. “What?”

“I-I’m not sure. Like he’s a little worn or… hollow?”

“Hollow?” With his sixth sense, Osric crested outward and discovered there was something off about Amir. It ran deep from where a dragon bond would be.

His soul, Osric realized. And if Nox thought their souls felt similar, that meant⁠—

“His soul is wounded,” he muttered in Common. How could he possibly convey this to Esfir? The word for soul in Ahari was ‘rooh,’ although it translated as ‘the power within us.’ He doubted she would know the word, but he tested the waters nonetheless.

“Rooh?”

Esfir gave him a blank look.

He realized it would do no good. The saddest part was that perhaps he could have assisted if he were whole and strong. Holt and Ash might have done something. Whatever ailed Amir had to be magical in nature – what could have done this out in the Searing Sands?

It was then that Osric spotted bandages beneath the silk sheets at Amir’s collar. The linens looped under his arm to bind a section of his chest. Osric touched them lightly in an inquiring manner. When Esfir noticed this, she bit her lip, then contorted in anger as she rattled out a confused mixture of Rashai and Ahari, one word of which burned in his ears.

Hashashin.

It was an Ahari word meaning ‘assassin’. Osric’s mind jumped to the Immortals, the famed killers of Ahar, and, not for the first time, felt a savage desire to punch Alborz in the throat.

Simple language and miming would only get them so far. He reached out to Nox.

“Could you ask⁠—”

“She doesn’t like me in her head.”

“But it’s too important.”

Nox huffed, then sighed.

“Ask if the killer was Ahari,” Osric said.

“Hold on…”

Esfir winced, her cheek twitched, and she placed a hand to her head again.

Nox rankled as though feeling squeamish. “She says the killer was Rashai.”

Osric blinked, realized his mouth was agape. “Was this before or after Amir got sick?”

Esfir winced again.

“After,” Nox said. “No more for now, alright?”

“No more for now.”

He closed his mouth and clenched his jaw. Alborz’s schemes often had many limbs, but the Shah was no fool. He couldn’t have known about this botched attempt on Amir’s life, or he’d never have sent Osric blundering in when security around Amir would be heightened. He’d spoken of ‘people who matter’. Clearly, some element within the tribes also wanted Amir dead, and suspicions of their fellow Rashai would be high among the Sunstriders. Perhaps that was why no translator had come to assist them. Zahiran trusted his close guards and his daughter but few others.

If so, why in the world had Osric been brought to Amir’s own tent? In Zahiran’s place, Osric would have tied him to the sturdiest tent pole they had. He’d have demanded his axe at the least – they could not be so ignorant of dragons and riders to not think him unthreatening with one hand, could they?

A looming conflict and a price on one man’s head – what truth hid in the fog of war. What bound this together?

“Will the Rashai go to war?” he asked. When this brought only a blank look, he tried a few other words – ‘fighting’, ‘battle’ – and the gist got through. Esfir pointed up, stretching as far as she could – a high chance, Osric interpreted. Osric wanted to ask what might happen if Amir recovered and made a clumsy attempt at miming someone waking up. He rubbed his eye, yawned and stretched, and gestured to Amir a few times, hoping she’d puzzle out his meaning. And she seemed to understand. That amazed him. Always had.

“We try…” she began, then huffed in frustration and hesitantly said, “Nox?”

Nox cooed brightly. Esfir trembled but this time did not wince.

“She and Amir want to avoid war. They were trying to convince the chiefs of something else.” The way Nox said ‘something else’ made Osric think they weren’t allowed to know.

He nodded to let Esfir know he understood, and then she brought her thumb and forefinger together with barely a hair’s breadth between them. A slim chance remained, he guessed, but only if Amir lived. His life seemed to be the knife edge upon which they all balanced.

The Shah had said he must die, while Esfir thought he must live. Both could not be right, but if she felt there was hope, Osric was prepared to try. He was no diplomat, but he could be of some use.

“Esfir?” In the hush of the sick tent, his voice seemed loud and brutish. “I protect Amir.” He repeated this while tapping his buckler, trusting the concept of a shield would get through. Nox helped, not by talking, but by going to sit at Amir’s feet like a watchful hound.

Esfir’s eyes were watery when she looked at him. ‘You would do that?’ they seemed to say.

Osric nodded. “Take the Shah’s words to the Chieftains,” he said, hoping it got through. “Shah’s words – no war.”

Esfir swallowed, wiped at her eyes, then kissed Amir on the brow and rose. Osric stood with her. He recalled that much of his courtesies.

“I speak to Father,” she said. “Thank you, Osric.” She cupped her hands as though accepting water, then hurried from the tent. The guards remained, both without and within.

Not wholly trusted, then, he thought. Quite right.

Osric acknowledged the guards with a gruff thrust of his chin, took up a seat on one of the plump cushions, and settled in. Nox looked at the guards, who all shifted to put space between themselves and the dragon. Osric sensed she was pleased they were there, and when she twisted around, she seemed to stare right through him.

“You won’t do it, will you? What Alborz asked?”

Osric closed his eyes, preparing to meditate. “I don’t know.”

That was the truth of it, hard as it was to admit.

The cleanest outcome would be Amir passing of natural causes. If Alborz was right, and this stopped the war, and if Osric kept his axe clean, then perhaps Esfir might⁠—

“She loves him,” Nox said as if sensing his train of thought.

Osric clenched his remaining fist, feeling thoroughly ashamed. Had he arrived to find Esfir beaten, ragged, and begging for escape, that would have been one thing, but the truth was far more terrible. She hadn’t been restrained in returning to him, or at least she was happy with this outcome. And yet… and yet, if Amir did die, and the tribes rejected Alborz’s offers and rushed to a war they could not win, she’d be swept into that peril too.

Could he let that happen, knowing he might prevent it?

“One life for thousands, Nox. Could we walk away knowing what will happen? What’s the right thing?”

Nox puffed purple smoke and sank down so her neck was flat on the sand and her legs were splayed. “I don’t know.”

And that was the truth of it. Perhaps that was why it was so hard to be good.
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FAR-OFF LAND


It was over. One war, at any rate.

There could not be another, all agreed, and Talia agreed too, although what should be done, could be done, was far from settled. Every debate cycled endlessly.

“You must march north,” Britta Grayhart would urge. “The freedom of my people is at stake!”

“March with what?” Drefan would rebut. “Lady Grayhart, Feorlen is exhausted.”

“It is most regrettable,” King Roland sometimes put in, “but Brenin came to settle our disputes with the Archduke and no more.”

Britta’s eyes would turn watery and pleading, and Talia’s guts would sour.

During their last meeting, Fynn cleared his throat and said, “You’d be welcome in Sidastra. You and Leif could⁠—”

“Don’t,” Britta snapped, quivering with rage. “I don’t want”—she gulped—“to hear his name.”

As Ethel had remarked after the disaster of Stroef, it was a mess. Empress Skadi had declared seizure of the Province of Fornheim by rites of marriage and ancient rites – Fornheim used to be part of the Empire, after all.

A rough understanding of events had been pieced together. As Britta had explained, Fornheim forces had been moved to their mountain holds in response to increased scourge activity from the Spine, leaving interior forts and towns undermanned. Skarl warriors had shored up those positions as part of the deal for safe passage to Risalia. With men in place, control over vital roads, and complicity from Earls – some yearning to be a part of the Empire again, others bought, intimidated, or dismissive of the sickly Kongur – Skadi had pulled off the greatest coup in military history. Her grip was tenuous now, but it would tighten the longer this dragged on.

It had happened quietly and might have continued that way had it not been for Leif and Aren’s quarrel on that fateful night. When the time came for the Skarls in Wismar to pull out to secure their new holdings, Leif had refused, leading to his men fighting Aren’s. Archduke Conrad had taken advantage of the chaos by ordering his knights to sally forth. Blood, death, and fire had followed, leaving Talia’s alliance and possibly her dreams of a future in ashes and her right arm in a sling, courtesy of a Risalian quarrel.

Truly a mess.

Perhaps that was why Talia often visited Eadwulf in the infirmary. By his bedside, the troubles of the world seemed to pull back out of some reverence for the wounded and dying. Physicians and undertakers from all three nations worked shoulder to shoulder, seeing borders as irrelevant when it came to caring for the sick.

Tonight was solemn as ever. Heads and voices were low, everyone moving carefully, never rushing. The infirmary had been set up in another appropriated hall of another duke who’d fled the city. Thankfully, the decor was more pleasant than at Mecklen’s estate. Great chandeliers warmly lit the stained glass works portraying the changing seasons. A springtime meadow with lambs, a high summer sun with a dragon’s silhouette, a bronze autumn with berry bushes, and the depths of an ice blue winter with a lonely tower.

Talia found Fynn already sitting by Eadwulf.

“How is he?” she asked quietly.

Eadwulf shifted and snuffled in his sleep. Fresh bandages encased his head.

“He was awake earlier,” Fynn said. “Bit more strength to his voice.”

By all accounts, Eadwulf had fought like a man possessed, killing three of Aren’s housecarls before the rim of a shield struck him in the head. He and his men had done their duty to the letter. Fynn was still here, after all, though he bore a dark scab across the meat of one cheek, and his split panpipe still hung sadly around his neck. Better a cloven pipe than a cloven neck, Talia supposed, but seeing the scar and pipe were harrowing reminders of how close Fynn had brushed with death.

Without conscious thought, Talia reached out with her good hand, placing a finger to the scab on Fynn’s cheek. “This wasn’t Aren, was it?”

“One of his housecarls.”

“I know you’re not Mummy’s favorite, but I don’t think she’d be pleased with anyone who⁠—”

“They weren’t trying to harm me. I was trying to stop them attacking Eadwulf and his men. The irony hasn’t escaped me,” he added ruefully. “I sort of got in the way rather than in their way. Aren was livid at them, and they backed off after that.” Fynn seemed to become aware of Talia’s hand at his cheek, and he gently lowered it. “He should be commended.”

Talia’s focus had been on Fynn lowering her hand. “Hmm?” she said, her throat scratchy. It took her another moment to realize Fynn was speaking about Eadwulf. “Oh, of course, yes. Yes, I’m sure Drefan would be happy to award Eadwulf the Badge of Crossed Blades for his valor.” Another thought occurred to her, like a spark catching. “And perhaps – I’d need to speak with Turro first – but maybe⁠—”

“You’d make him a rider?”

“If any wild emeralds are willing.”

“Hmm,” Fynn hummed. “Hmm.”

“We need as many riders as we can get.”

“I know. Would just be a shame to lose him is all.” Fynn pulled his hand away, leaving Talia holding hers out there in the space between them. She flexed her fingers inward, then pulled back and ran her hand wearily down her face. Felt like she was doing that a lot lately.

“Leif regrets it,” Fynn said out of nowhere. “He wants to help,” he added as though to convince himself. “He loves Britta, you know, and she loves him. She’ll come around.”

Britta ought to strangle him.

Talia had a mind to strangle the oaf herself. Love. Oh, Leif had to be in love to go against his mother, to swing his axe against fellow Skarls. Love had stolen his heart and flipped his mind.

“Love,” Talia said, almost as a curse. At times it was, just as it could be a blessing, as it could make you brittle or indestructible. She knew its power better than most. Her soul still ached from that terrible night, but it was a good ache. In fact, she’d never felt stronger or more aligned.

“Love,” she repeated, softer now, almost in surrender. Fynn caught her eye, and she looked away, cleared her throat. “Leif deserves his time in the cold. He ought to face far worse for not warning us of what was coming.”

“He thought he could stop it. The war ended faster than expected, so the warbands didn’t have time to bed into Fornheim as planned. Leif thought Mother would call it off, and he didn’t think Aren would act without him. That’s why they were bickering. Leif was…”

Fynn drew breath as though to continue, then hung his head. Every time, Fynn seemed inclined to try to defend his older brother, to explain his actions – or inaction. And why? Out of love, of course.

“This was your mother’s scheme,” Talia said. “Doesn’t excuse Aren, and no matter what Leif says, if he ever thought to go along with it, that’s… a hard thing to swallow, Fynn. What was the plan, exactly? Put Britta under lock and key while occupying the province?”

“I know… but I don’t think Leif thought it through like that. Leif isn’t…” Fynn struggled. “He’s not much of a thinker. Plans are made, he’s told, and he accepts them, like he accepts whatever’s put on his plate. It’s only once he’s chewing that he develops an opinion about it. Blight take my mother,” he added savagely, then he seemed to waver between smashing something and curling into a ball.

“Fynn…” Talia began, but she did not get further than that, for a severe coughing fit from behind made them both turn. An aging man with a tangle of wiry gray hair was struggling to push himself upright in bed.

“Mr. Clerk?” Fynn said in concern.

Talia went and lifted the old man with extreme delicacy – one slip might snap his bones. Thankfully, she got him upright, though it seemed a close thing as the old man’s face reddened to a fire before his fit subsided. Fynn appeared with a cup of water, and the old man accepted it in shaking hands, spilling some before taking a sip.

“My thanks,” he said weakly. The man was Risalian, plainly in pain, and suffering the sallow scruffiness of a sick bed.

“Johann suffered from the smoke,” Fynn said. “His library is near the grand boulevard. We’ve spoken a little when Eadwulf is asleep,” he added in answer to Talia’s inquiring look.

And he probably blames me for all of this, Talia thought. A part of her figured she ought to step away before the old man’s heart seized, but the queenly part won through.

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” she said in a calm, regal manner.

“Those fires…” Johann wheezed, but he seemed determined to say what was on his mind. “We almost lost the books – the books! The heat… the smoke… saw those knights from our…” He spluttered. “From our window. Rash… rash as Consul Publio when he ordered legions to march against the swarm upon the open Athran Plains.”

“Johann is very knowledgeable on the Old Republic,” Fynn put in.

Johann appeared not to hear Fynn. “Typical, typical. The Archduke listens only to the Margraves, and they’re always spoiling for a fight. No time for thinking. No respect for…”

Whether from weakness or fury, his hand trembled, sloshing more of his water. Talia steadied his hand with a finger.

“Blegh,” Johann gasped, then sipped the last of his water.

Talia set his empty cup down and said, “I’m sure the physicians will take good care of you.” She smiled, turned with every intention of leaving.

“What is to become of this city?”

Talia couldn’t say what made her stop, but she did. Perhaps the way Johann’s bluntness cut through, perhaps because he sounded so afraid.

Fynn moved in. “Ah, Mr. Clerk, perhaps a song, yes? I recall your favorite. The queen has many matters to attend to.”

“No,” the old man said mulishly. “I don’t want a song.”

“It’s alright, Fynn.” Talia considered her answer, tried to make Lady Ida proud. Fire riders were built for attack, not negotiation, and she was painfully reminded of something Ealdor Hubbard, her Master of Roles, had told her once. ‘You’re more your uncle’s niece, I think.’ Neither she nor Osric was built for talking, yet Roland hadn’t been able to make terms either. He sought to extract too much from Conrad, she knew, and if they ended up forcing Conrad to sign a treaty, how could that ever last?

“I do not know what comes next,” Talia said. “I feel as overwhelmed as the day I arrived at the Order. I want the fighting to end, but I don’t know how.”

To her surprise, Johann raised a thoughtful finger. “I’m reminded of the events surrounding the formation of your own kingdom. Of Praetor Sulla and Consul Stolo.” He paused expectantly, clearly anticipating that Talia would jump in with earnest enthusiasm. When she didn’t, he went on, insistent. “Praetor Sulla. The seizure of the peninsula – the establishment of the Kingdom of Feorlen.”

A squirmy feeling wriggled through Talia, a haunting remnant of her days at the Crag when she’d not known some answer. Her problems had rather swollen since then.

“Feorlen was founded out of the warring between Aldunei and the Old Skarl Empire,” she said. “Feorlen used to be part of the empire.”

“And do you know what Feorlen means in Old Skarlish?”

“Far-Off Land.” The old man looked crestfallen at not being able to inform her. “Sulla succeeded in taking Feorlen from the Skarls, then proclaimed it for his own.” It wasn’t a noble story, but there it was. “He’s usually called General Sulla in Feorlen.”

Johann wrinkled his nose but seemed to restrain himself from the horror of improper terminology. “Mmm, yes, but it is not Praetor Sulla whom I refer to but Consul Stolo, who led Aldunei at that time. Many in the republic were outraged: voices cried for fresh legions to make Sulla pay for his crimes. Instead, Consul Stolo made a peace.”

Intrigued, Talia sidled closer. “And how did he manage that?”

“He said Feorlen had never been a part of the republic, so there was no loss of liberty to any citizen.”

The more Johann spoke, the stronger he became, as though love for his subject flowed like motes through his veins. Talia wondered whether, in some deep way, this was actually the case.

“And,” Johann continued, “with the empire still to be fought, Consul Stolo gambled that Sulla would seek better relations with his homeland in the end. Senators were furious, they called him a coward, but Stolo held. And it paid off. Sulla had no need to make common cause with the Skarls, and the Skarls, shamed at their loss, made efforts to reclaim their ‘Far-Off Land’ at the cost of pushing through what is now Risalia. The empire’s expansion was halted, and by the end of his consulship, Marius Stolo had rolled the Skarls back beyond the Haldask River!” He ended on a passionate note and gave her that same expectant look, the way a teacher tries to impart a lesson through sheer force of staring. “You see?”

Talia felt herself clinging to the edge of insight but could not manage to pull herself up. It was all very well for Consul Stolo all those centuries ago, all very well to hear that someone had achieved the impossible, but it was hardly applicable now. Never mind. Too much to hope for a solution to arrive like a bolt out of the sky.

Johann looked crestfallen, but Fynn said, “I think I understand, Mr. Clerk. Thank you for your story.”

Talia became aware of a trio of undertakers scrubbing and changing sheets two beds away. Even without lit candles, a whiff of pungent sweetness followed them everywhere, enough to ward Talia away. She’d lingered long enough.

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Clerk,” Talia said. “I must go and convince my uncle of a different approach to your Archduke.”

“Pff,” Johan scoffed. “The Archduke,” he said with the hallmark disdain of the old for the young. “Foolish man.”

Talia smirked. “On that, we can wholeheartedly agre⁠—”

“Almost burned my library down,” he stressed as though for the first time. “Wouldn’t have dared if it was his grandfather’s day, oooh no. Dukes don’t listen to sense anymore…” He mumbled on, his energy visibly draining from him as he lowered himself back down.

“I shall see you tomorrow,” Fynn told him.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Clerk,” Talia said. “Keep an eye on my guardsman for me, will you?”

“Guardsman?” This tickled the old man. “Guarding you?”

His descent into a scratchy laugh made her a pinch guilty, but with a last glance at poor Eadwulf, she took her leave, and Fynn walked with her.

“What are you going to do?” he asked her.

“With Conrad? I have no idea.”

“You should do what Consul Stolo did.”

Talia huffed as they stepped out to the bitter night. “Care to explain it to me?” she asked, as crimson guards in winter cloaks fell in around them.

“Wasn’t it obvious?” Fynn teased as they set off through Wismar’s crooked streets. “You do what no one expects.”
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A QUIRK OF THE BOND


Twelve shared beats. Thirteen. Sixteen. Twenty. Vald and Raiden’ra progressed by inches when they needed to leap by leagues. Yet progress was progress, and the sessions became less taxing. During short breaks, Vald Cleansed what he could from both cores to help them along while Raiden’ra bent his efforts toward the rain.

Raiden’ra fumbled like a Novice with this new aspect of storm, but he succeeded in coaxing the water away, and as slowly as they Forged, Vald and Eso’s little cave began to dry out. Eso’s breathing eased, and his sleeping seemed more restful.

“It’s curious,” Vald mused to Eso. “We swear to defend yet train only to destroy.”

Eso mumbled, rolled his eyes.

“Do you suppose there’s an aspect of mystic kept by the Wild Flight? Hmm. Of ice and fire too? It’s a sha⁠—”

Vald caught himself, about to declare it a shame the riders and Wild Flights had not worked together. Evidently there had been good reason for that.

‘You will have a reason, Master,’ Rostam once said. ‘Even if I do not understand it yet.’

Vald sniffed. Perhaps the master should have learned from the pupil.

Twenty, twenty-five, thirty full beats – the pressure from the tornado bridge pulsed harder than ever, driving motes with sufficient violence that impurities pinged off their cores and soared clean out of orbit. On the thirty-first shared beat, more impurities were dispersed while good storm motes were pounded into their cores, growing both together.

It was too good. It was too much.

Vald and Raiden lost their rhythm, but this time, they were cheerful. Raiden rumbled and Vald smiled, his cheeks stiff from lack of use.

“Eso, something wonderful has happened!”

Eso blinked lids that seemed to carry the weight of the world. “Wha… hmm?”

“Eso?”

Eso groaned, struggled to part chapped lips, mumbled. Then, slowly, he awoke and, with grinding effort, shifted his clouded eyes to take in the cave.

“V…Vald? H-h-how? Whe… where…”

His head fell limply to one shoulder, but Vald was there to support him with cradling arms. He leaned back so the old man was looking up at him, and somehow Eso lifted a wrinkled, age-spotted hand from beneath the cloaks to touch Vald’s face.

“C-cold.” Eso stared blankly. “So… dark.”

A remnant scream from Eso’s soul echoed inside the cave.

“C-can’t feel.”

Vald tried to imagine what it must be like to lose the bond, like losing a limb and turning deaf and blind all at once. He’d seen it turn great riders into babes and weak ones into husks. It was a wonder more riders didn’t die when their dragon did. For the first time, he wondered whether Raiden’s suggestion would be kinder. Maybe his new weakness restrained him, but he couldn’t do it.

“Hold on,” Vald said, summoning his spirit again. You must.

And Eso did.

Two days later, after a little food, almost warm, Eso sat propped up against the cave wall, shifting under his cloaks, too frail even to lift his staff – but still alive.

“Simultaneous Forging,” Eso said, pondering the matter.

“It’s more than just Forging,” Vald explained. “As the resonance builds higher, it also forces impurities out of our soul space. It’s Forging and Cleansing at the same time.”

“Yes… why not… why not… difficult, though.”

“Extremely.”

They could barely get to a thirty-fifth beat. And just reaching this dual-purpose stage was no guaranteed thing.

“Mmm,” Eso mused. “Well, if there was ever a rider to master it…” But he trailed off, face rumpling in disgust. Vald understood. “I wish,” Eso went on, “I wish I could feel it, sense it in you.” He broke down into fitful sobs, heaving dry, no water left for tears.

More dark days. Vald and Raiden’ra pushed all the way to the thirty-eighth beat, Forging and Cleansing together. Bolstered, Raiden’ra worked the rain, expelling the water from their cave so that the merry crinkle and spit of a proper fire could burn. Vald guided the smoke out with his will and a pinch of magic; he had enough now to spend some on the essentials.

By the fire, color returned to Eso’s cheeks and enough strength to his fingers to lift and hold his staff again.

“Any word on Neveh?” Eso asked.

“Nothing.”

“Of Kalanta?”

Vald shook his head.

Eso’s lips trembled. “Oh, dear girl… no Paragon should perish alone.” His eyes met Vald’s then, accusing. “Why?”

The single word fell like a headsman’s axe.

Vald gave his reasons. They sounded so hollow now.

“You should have stayed,” Eso said. “We would have won.”

Vald said nothing.

“Would you have dared go if Aodhan were still with us?” Eso asked.

Vald considered it, hoped that he would have, and yet…

“We’ll never know.”

Eso sniffed. “You always saw Rostam as a pupil.”

Vald nodded, accepting that charge.

“I cannot forgive it,” Eso said.

“I understand.”

“But you’re the last hope the Order has… Perhaps all mankind.”

Vald tried to swallow, but his throat was dry.

Eso went on. “I’ve been thinking of your plight, this new Forging. Did you know that one of the rogues Rostam hunted was a blind dragon?”

The change of topic took Vald aback. “There was mention. Some boy of Brenin? Risalia?”

“Feorlen.”

“One of those.”

It had seemed irrelevant in the grand scheme.

Eso plowed on. “In her testimony, Champion Ethel mentioned that the boy muttered the sense-sharing words before they took off.”

“Muttered?”

“Out of habit, she thought, but it explains how they fly. The dragon must share the boy’s vision.”

“That technique is jarring.”

“For the rest of us it is. Maybe even for them at times. But if the dragon has no vision to share, there wouldn’t be confusion in that regard, at least.”

“That’s well for them, but why bring this up?”

Eso almost laughed. He huffed, which turned into a wheeze. “Have you thought to try it?”

“Sense-sharing?” The technique was a quirk of the bond, something Novices would try out only to find it unpleasant and forget about it.

“You are trying to match two hearts to a single bond,” Eso said. “You are trying to make two hearts into one. Doesn’t the solution seem clear?”

Rather than clear anything up, Vald thought this would add confusion, but he said, “Nothing to lose in trying.”

Raiden’ra snorted by way of opinion.

Vald settled in to meditate, emptying his mind, focusing on the cool flow of air in the tip of his nose as he breathed.

“Remind me of the words?”

Eso told them. Vald and Raiden’ra said the words, picking the stone they sat on to feel, choosing to listen to the crashing waves, to taste the salt in the air, and their worlds joined.

Vald beheld himself through Raiden’ra’s eyes, saw himself sitting cross-legged with Eso under his mound of cloaks beside him. More details rushed in. The rock underneath him, and the rock rubbing under Raiden’s belly, felt like his own body, his tail, his claws, his snout; a breeze brushed him, no brushed Raiden, no him; Raiden heard a gull squawk, and Vald heard it a moment later, one gull made many, layering, shaking; the taste of salt sickening, the smell of grime, of lichen and seaweed and fish; two hearts, no, one heart, rising, rising, banging.

Vald cut the sense-sharing with a gasp. His world returned mercifully to normal, and he opened his eyes.

“Well?” Eso asked.

“Maybe.” The word left Vald’s mouth without thought. “Raiden, close your eyes this time.”

They joined again, and this time, they were both in the dark. Less sensory information made things a mite better, gave their minds a chance to adapt. The gull squall sounded like a few birds, not many; each scent was more distinct; and two hearts, one thudding fast, one slow, slowly came together. Vald’s was quicker. He slowed his breathing, his heart slowed with it, and they matched hearts far more easily, like a key clicking in a lock.

“Better?” Eso asked.

“Better,” Vald agreed.

Raiden scraped a single talon along the stone. “If a boy and a blind dragon can overcome this, so can we.”
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THE NORTHEASTERN FRONT


“Paragon, are you well?”

The First Ranger’s voice was jarring to Neveh, caught between the here and the distant frontlines. Half in a trance, she beheld a stretch of the northeastern front. Outside the forest, the enemy gathered. Cloaked figures with great axes, ghouls unnaturally still, ice and mystic dragons, their eyes aglow in the shrouded gloom.

These days, she lived half-torn, one half herself the individual, the other a member of the Collective – the conjoined will of the Emerald Wardens, the Warden of Soul, and Nilak. She could be looking through her own eyes, then suddenly down low beside a single blade of frozen grass or gazing upon the whole forest as though a dragon flying high above it. Disorientating didn’t cut close to how sickening it felt to almost lose herself whenever she allowed the group to pull her in.

“Paragon?!”

With force of will, Neveh returned to the war room inside the Grand Lodge. A map of the forest painted in concentric rings took up a whole wall. Bows of old heroes hung like rider weapons, observing the tables heaped with papers attended by an army of officials who greased the cogs of the real army. Currently, the officials were elsewhere, dismissed by the First Ranger, who paced beneath the map wall.

Malkom Brightbark was gaunt, tall, and taut as a drawn bow. The Shade of Coedhen, some dubbed him, a wraith between the trees. The dark circles under his eyes grew darker every day; his long, woven hair was black, as were his battle leathers. With his pale forester skin, he would have lacked any color at all save the rubies on his civic crown, substituting for redcurrant branches when out of season. His only other adornments were the plain iron rings that bound his hair, and there was an iron quality in the way he clenched his jaw.

“Has somethin’ changed?” In his voice, the lilt of Coedhen descended to a gravelly, grating sound.

The northeastern front flickered before Neveh again. Ice’s burning cold, bolstered by her Wardens and Thrall’s black malice, bombarded the Collective’s shielding like rocks hurled from catapults. The barrier weakened; a breach would open soon, and as the dark horde beyond the trees approached, the Collective summoned defenders to the area.

Neveh fought again to return to herself.

“Nothing has changed, First Ranger.”

Malkom’s upper lip twitched. “There’s got to be somethin’ we can do.”

“Ready more men.”

“We’re conscripting every lad we can find, Paragon, but you cannae just hand someone a bow and expect them to draw it or hit a moving mark. Most cannae hit a Terwyn at first, and that’s if we had weapons for them, which we don’t, or the arrows, which we also don’t. Make more, you say, but where’s the feathers? It’s bleedin’ winter, and our collectors can’t scour the forest like they used to. We could pluck every chicken in the city’s coops, but we’re after arrows that actually work! And as for the arrowheads, we’re hurtin’ for iron. Ranger Callahan says he can source it from ‘back channels’ at ludicrous sums, meanin’ the damned crooks are rinsing us. Your wee dragon and that smith from Oak Hall⁠—”

The Collective gasped, and Neveh felt inexorably yanked back in as a section of the shielding collapsed. The Collective’s sight in the area broke, causing them to reel in murky darkness as the enemy charged through the breach and the defenders roared in response.

In the Grand Lodge, Malkom continued his diatribe.

“—cut down on rations as you advised, but no one knows how long it will last. No summons on this scale has been done before. You say we need more men – I say we need more riders!”

“There are none.”

None willing to follow me…

Malkom’s words turned hazy to her, only this time it was the dying words of the Mystic Elder she became lost in.

“The betrayer shall be betrayed.”

Her soul trembled. The Collective shared so much, and Nilak seemed to fade into the whole bit by bit. Each day the risk grew that the Emerald Wardens would learn the truth of the Life Elder’s end. And when they found out, what then?

“—what do you expect us to do?” Malkom was saying. “We have plans, of course, contingencies, but that’s for fightin’ the scourge, not dragons – and never riders! And never alone! For an incursion, I’d expect all of Oak Hall to be here – forty riders strong, with more from Falcaer if needed. You’ve brought half of that!”

Less than half, Neveh thought grimly. Sixteen had flown from Drakburg, with one Ascendant succumbing to wounds battling through the western woods. Once in the city, they’d joined with the three riders Commander Demetrian had sent to escort the Oak Hall evacuees, bringing their numbers to eighteen.

“You have me,” Neveh said for what felt like the hundredth time. “You have the Emerald Flight and their ancient strength across the forest – that far surpasses forty riders.”

Nilak clenched, her bond tightened. A flash from the northeastern front of brutal fighting between close trees as the Collective fought to reestablish their connection to the area.

Malkom screwed his face in concentration as though fighting to remember some small, vital detail. Blotchy crimson colored his pale face. “Adaskar’s dead, you say. Eso’s gone. And Vald is a traitor. What of the fifth? Name eludes me – never had business with her, mind you.”

“Kalanta is dead,” Neveh said, blunt and quick to reduce the pain of it. She’d told the First Ranger that a hundred times as well. Maybe it was too hard for him to accept that no savior would be coming. The Emerald Wardens asked after Kalanta a lot as well. She’d been helping their Elder not long ago, they insisted – where was she?

A vein throbbed in the First Ranger’s jaw.

“The defenses are strong,” Neveh told him. “How do you think we’ve lasted this long?”

Malkom seemed to rally, somehow clamped his jaw tighter. “If they are so mighty, why haven’t these wild dragons deployed these powers before? There’s been any number of incursions into these woods.”

“I believe it is a measure they cannot repeat.”

“How’s that?”

Neveh sought the right words. She did not grasp the true nature of it herself. “Because if this drags on, the Emerald Wardens – their strongest dragons – will fade… become part of the forest.”

Already their voices were becoming one. Already she feared how Nilak’s voice sounded less distinct.

Malkom’s pacing picked up speed. “Shouldn’t you be out there?”

“I’d prefer that, but the emeralds are short of a Warden. If Nilak and the Warden of Soul⁠—”

“That big violet one?”

“Yes,” Neveh said, straining for patience now.

“Folks are sayin’ there’s been strange occurrences since it arrived,” Malkom said. The Warden had taken up residence in one of the high nests close to Nilak where both slept more and more each day. “Terrible dreams… apparitions⁠—”

“Rest assured, these effects will cause no harm,” Neveh said. “But if Nilak and Soul don’t assist the Emeralds, they won’t be able to maintain a broad defense. This forest is almost as large as Feorlen, Risalia, and Brenin put together.”

“Aye,” Malkom snarled, “I’m aware.”

“First Ranger, let us worry about the magical war. You concentrate on the physical one.”

Neveh struggled to stay focused on Malkom Brightbark.

Out on the front lines, the Collective had regained control over the breached area. Amid the clash of scourge, dragons, and men, they summoned the wrath of the forest. Treants, golems of earth and stone, lashing branches with thorns hard as steel, bone-breaking vines – all rose to drive the enemy back.

Malkom Brightbark, First Ranger, the Shade of Coedhen, came to a sudden halt. “Athra, then. Mithras. You must send riders for aid.”

“I could not spare a single rider, never mind two. And I fear little aid would come, or not quickly enough. These winter storms over the Stretched Sea are unlike any I’ve seen before. Mithras won’t risk thousands of troops in such a crossing, and Athra has its own entanglements.”

“Oh yes,” Malkom hissed. “Had I known, I never would’ve… Damned Archon. Claimed he’d trample the girl easily. Said the Order would support him. Hah!” It was a gruff, indignant laugh, and he pointed an accusing finger at Neveh. “Falcaer should’ve chained Agravain up if it was so damned important, or not got involved at all.”

Neveh winced as the front returned. The defenses had been reestablished, yet swathes of hewn trees lay just beyond the reduced edge of the Collective’s sight.

“Why are you fighting each other?” Malkom raged on. “Why are wild dragons trying to kill us? You’re supposed to safeguard us – that’s your bleedin’ role. This… this is unacceptable!”

Anger made it easier to sweep the visions aside. Neveh’s spirit reared without conscious thought, buffeting the First Ranger.

“I am not accustomed to being summoned for questioning, let alone berated by anyone. Not the Magisters of Lakara, not the Shah of Ahar, not the Empress of the Skarls, not the Archon of Athra, and never the First Ranger.”

The Shade of Coedhen’s face darkened. He’d turned his cheek but otherwise held himself as well as any mortal man could hope. In repentance, he raised his hands. “My apologies, Paragon. I only… I don’t fully under— Tell me… what am I to do?”

“Arm your people and prepare this city for attack.”

The First Ranger faced the wall-map of the forest with a grim look. “The loss of Freiz is still remembered here. Once, our two cities were close, connected by blood and our love of light. I will not accept their fate as our own.” He said it like an oath, then sagged. “Do we have a chance, Paragon?”

Neveh never believed in false hope. “If things stay as they are? No.”

On the northeastern front, the Collective swept its gaze over the recent battlefield. Bodies lay strewn, but it was the trees the Wardens counted first. Hundreds of them had been hacked down or uprooted, others burned under black flames. Each loss reduced the forest and thus their reach and power.

The war had distilled to this.

A few breaches every day.

More trees would fall.

More ground would be lost.

Day by day, the enemy pushed toward Coedhen.
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It was a rare clear night, but the moon had not yet risen over the northeastern front. Holt would have enjoyed the gentle dance of raw motes as the discord of the enemy grew to a fever pitch. The Wardens’ shield over the forest was neither physical nor visible, but he could feel it cracking nearby.

Another breach would open soon.

“Ready?” Holt asked.

“Ready,” Ash said.

The last thing he saw before he pulled his bandanna down was his steaming breath. The world became ghostly reverberations, the scuffles of arrows being notched, the chorus of hundreds of rising hearts, the sickly scent of the bugs, the pungent smokiness of pitch and tar, and, as always, the cold.

A portion of the barrier silently crumbled, the presence of the Wardens dissipated.

And the horde charged in.

Steel bit into wood, claw raked over bark, trees crashed down.

Holt Floated his mote channels to form his magical defenses and held his position, held as officers screamed and arrows whistled by.

One volley, two volleys, three.

Then Holt spun out to cut through a hapless flayer’s leg. Weak ice magic struck him, diffused against his Floating, then a carrier spiraled to the ground. Its great back shuddered as the ghouls inside tried to break free. Holt pierced its folding carapace with Astralis, roasted the ghouls with light, pulled back, and took cover behind its body.

Crouched low, he charged a Flare, darted back out amid more ghouls, and released it. Ash arrived by his side, and together they burst through the scourge like a thrust spear, eager to reach the real threat.

One swollen brute swung an axe at a half-hewn trunk. Holt caught the axe on Astralis, sheared through the metal and wood, then Ash rammed the cultist down, mauling at the opening in his cloak.

As Holt searched for another cultist or dragon attacking the trees, one of Thrall’s Windshear dragons popped into existence above the canopy. Holt dove aside, felt the impact of the dragon’s attack through the ground where he’d been. Ash sent a moonbeam up at the dragon, but its outline to their senses all but disappeared again, and Ash’s attack went clean through where it should have been. Were it not for its core, the dragon would have vanished completely. Unscathed, it sped off to strike elsewhere.

Already, flames from burning pitch and an enemy fire rider were spreading, the snow underfoot melting to a slippery slush. An ice dragon locked claws with Ash, slammed into trees as they brawled, each seeking purchase at the other’s neck. With Astralis’s help, Holt darted underneath them, opened the ice dragon’s belly, and kept moving, ready for the next foe, but the enemy were pulling back.

“Back now,” warned Kyro, dragon to the Exalted Champion Brax. “They are coming.”

There could only be one ‘they’.

The Ice Lady’s altering ability struck a moment later. All heat sapped from the air, and arrows seeking retreating backs slowed and then fell harmless to the ground. The Ice Lady physically waded into the fight a hundred yards down the line. Another blast of power radiated, and the earth cracked, yawned open, and shards of erupting ice skewered anyone they caught. The sound of ripping bodies, of ice against bone, cut through Holt more than the screams. Three of Neveh’s riders rushed in, not to fight her but to try and shield the retreating Coedhens.

Before Holt and Ash could act, the barrier of the Emerald Wardens returned, folding back over the battlefield. Their presence refilled the air between the surviving trees, their unified voice hissing and popping as they summoned the wrath of the forest.

The Ice Lady fled with the rest, and the sear of the fires returned.

Holt lifted his bandanna to find earthen golems attempting to smother the flames and joined Ash in trudging back to the defending lines.

‘Learn anything that time?’ he asked of Astralis. The sword glowed but gave him a stiff beat. Yes, Holt understood the sword to mean, but it needed more interactions with both the ethereal dragon and the Ice Lady before it could consider how they might fight them. Not that fighting a Lady would be advised, but Holt might not get to make that decision.

It was the tenth night since the full moon and Holt’s fourth on the front lines. And this was how the war went. There would be a breach, a brutal fight, a loss of ground. In no single attack did the enemy gain significant ground, but they always gained some.

By the time Holt counted the twelfth day since the full moon and his seventh on the front lines, islands of Sidastra could have fit into the swathes of forest burned or hacked down, root, stem, and branch.

After the breach that night, Holt slumped back from the front, feeling as bone tired as he’d ever felt after a grueling shift in the kitchens as a child.

“Food,” Ash said dreamily. “Warmth…”

The camps had little in the way of comfort, but the Coedhens had brought sturdy braziers to burn charcoal, and beleaguered fighters had food prepared for them.

Holt and Ash returned to their usual spot on the outer edge of the sprawl, where they found a few soldiers and, to their surprise, one rider already huddled there. The newcomers shifted uneasily, but Holt nodded and gestured toward the brazier. The men shuffled back gratefully, rubbing at their chests. One bowman coughed in a wet, painful hack.

Holt stepped in beside the brazier while Ash sat close behind, blocking some of the wind. No more was said until a team of camp cooks came trudging through the dark. One carried a torch topped with a blue glow orb, another carried two black pots by long handles in a farmer’s carry, and a third held a basket laden with wooden bowls and spoons. Steaming contents were ladled out and passed to each man. Holt accepted his with thanks. Another potage – beans, peas, and turnip – swimming in an onion broth. It was bland and soft, and he wolfed it down gratefully.

As a rider, the cooks always offered him a second bowl. He accepted, but after the cooks confirmed they’d have meat sent for Ash and moved on, he proffered the bowl to the coughing bowman.

“Here, you need it more than I do.”

Any hesitation in the man’s puffy eyes was obliterated by hunger. He took the bowl in shaking hands and began slurping the broth down.

Seeing Holt’s example, the other rider, a Storm Ascendant of Lakaran heritage, looked chagrined. Quietly, he handed his bowl to the bowman on his right. Wordlessly, the soldier accepted it, took a spoonful, and then passed it along.

Holt met the Ascendant’s eye and acknowledged his generosity with a nod. The Ascendant dropped his gaze, perhaps because Holt was ‘the scary rogue’, perhaps because he was of higher rank, or perhaps because the Lakaran was simply freezing. His coiling black hair barely covered his equally dark ears, and even with fur-lined clothes and despite Floating his mote channels, he shivered.

As the silence dragged on, Holt felt like somebody ought to say something.

“It was a hard fight today.”

Murmurs of agreement, a sniff from the sick bowman.

The Lakaran rider finally spoke, his voice deep. “You drove far… at the enemy.” His Alduneian Common was stiff but a damned sight better than Holt’s nonexistent Lakaran. “I could see your… silver flash. We can always tell where you are. You are an inspiration… White Rogue.”

Ash rumbled, surprised but pleased. Holt felt much the same, minus the rumbling. It was still quite a thing to receive praise instead of scorn.

“Ash and I are just doing what we can, like you. I’m Holt, by the way.” He offered his hand. The Lakaran took it with a somber hum.

“I am Malix. My dragon… she with the others.”

The Wardens made the trees shift to create fresh clearings for the dragons as the front line moved. Ash didn’t join them, for emerald leaves still bound his injured tail, and he didn’t much care to anyway.

“Good to meet you, Malix.”

“You can cure illness with your light?” Malix asked.

“We can purge the blight.” Holt caught the eye of the sick Coedhen. He was struck by how young the bowman was – how young they all were. None had much in the way of beards, their hoods hung loose over thin frames, and their eyes were not yet hardened, though they would be soon enough. “I can’t do much for a fever or a cold, I’m afraid, uhh…”

“Ai-Aidan,” the bowman said thickly. He coughed, then went on, “Ma name’s Aidan, most Honored Rider, sir.”

“Holt’s fine. Good to meet you, Aidan. And you?” he asked of the next.

“L-Lachlan, sir.”

“Davy.”

“Darrah.”

“Rhys.”

Holt could not say why, but hearing their names… it made him sad. “It’s nice to meet you. All of you.”

Quiet descended over the group again, though it wasn’t awkward. The charcoal crinkled and popped, and the young archers nursed their hands above the hot coals, their draw hands inflamed and cracked, their fingers covered in scabs.

“Uh, sir?” It was Davy. “Some of the lads say there’s a great water snake in the Bright Wash. Is that true?”

“Those eejits are havering,” said Darrah.

“Naw, they’re no,” said Rhys. “I heard a supply convoy got hit close to the river by a wingless dragon.”

All three looked at Holt for confirmation. It sounded like the teal dragon Osric had told them about, one of Thrall’s Windshear chosen.

“I’ve heard of such a dragon,” Holt said with a shrug. “Your rumors might be true.”

Aidan was still working through his potage between coughs and wiping his runny nose, and though his voice remained thick, he perked up at the topic. “Our captain said that Ranger Morray has a bounty on enemy dragons killed. Double for those odd ones.”

Darrah tsked a laugh. “Forget it. You’d need to be on a chitbreaker team.”

“Chitbreaker?” Holt asked.

Darrah looked taken aback at Holt asking him a question. In answering, he dropped his derisive tone. “Erm, it’s, ah, what we call them who work the chitin breakers.”

Holt frowned, and the soldier called Lachlan came to his aid. “It’s what we call those huge crossbows with the cranks, ken?”

Holt understood now. He had seen those weapons at work. The chitin breakers or chitbreakers took a team of three to carry, set up, and fire a quarrel. The weapon could be folded up, moved, and unfolded onto support legs like a miniature ballista. A smart adaptation by the Coedhens to their forest.

“I think you’re better leaving dragons to other dragons,” Holt said. “Or to riders. Those strange ones you’re talking about are even more dangerous, for they seem to work together. The dark red one can heal almost any wound so long as it has enough magic. It’s fueled by blood - plenty of that going around.”

“And one has powers like yours,” Malix put in. “This is known.”

Holt recalled how he’d shied away from the impression of Sol’s solar energy at Silt Grave. He decided that Malix and the bowmen did not need to hear that.

But we’re stronger now, he thought. I’m stronger now.

“He uses light,” Holt said, “but we’re not the same.”

“Aye,” said Rhys. “Ma company got blasted by a bright flash. Eyes streaming. Couldnae see a damned thing. A lot of us fell, and—” But here he stopped. Holt could well imagine what had happened when they fell. He had the impression that these men were from different regiments, thrown into confusion by the night’s fighting.

“These short dark days can’t be good for him,” Holt said, meaning Sol. “Might explain why he hasn’t been as active.”

Ash rumbled in a self-satisfied way.

“It’s the Ice Lady that worries me,” Holt said.

“Eloise?” said Malix.

“You know her?”

His face contorted. “She was part of Oak Hall… same as me. But she was only Exalted Champion then.”

“Wait, you mean she became a Lady after killing her former friends?”

Malix nodded.

Ash gasped, Holt snarled in disgust, and now all the bowmen looked ill.

Lachlan, who had been the quietest of the group, spoke up. “Didnae have this in mind when the rolemasters called me up. Thought I’d just be fighting scourge… keepin’ folk back home safe.”

Holt nodded in deepest sympathy. “Do you come from the city?”

Lachlan came from a logging camp north of Coedhen. He spoke a little about his father, a jack, and his mother, an arborist. It turned out Rhys lived not far away, and they shared a story about a local herbalist who’d tried to swindle the smallfolk into buying pigweed for its magical properties. All five guffawed at that, and Holt stifled a knowing laugh. Given that pigweed was part of the base elixir mix, perhaps the herbalist had been onto something.

As for the other bowmen, it turned out that Davy, Aidan, and Darrah all came from Coedhen, though they had never met before tonight. As they shared stories, one of the cooks returned, this time with guards. Holt imagined the sizzling haunch of pork might invite trouble otherwise. It took a great effort on his part not to beg Ash for a bite, but he wouldn’t ask without cutting the others in, and Ash needed it all.

Even after the cooks collected their empty bowls and spoons, the little group stayed around the brazier. As the Coedhens babbled on, too fast for Malix to understand, the rider caught Holt’s eye and gingerly asked him what it was like to be a rogue. He seemed to find the notion daring, like living in a grand song.

“We had disagreements with the Order,” Holt said. “Why did you take the Oath?”

Unlike the archers, Malix wouldn’t have been forced into it by a rolemaster.

“My father died,” the Lakaran brooded. “My uncle became Magister. No place for me.”

So, no real choice for him either. Holt found he wasn’t surprised. What surprised him was how much he enjoyed the company of Malix and these five young bowmen. It took Ash nudging him that the moon was finally out for Holt to notice it, a wafer-thin crescent on its left side. Holt had noted how the moon rose later in the small hours as it waned.

He made his apologies, informing the group he must meditate. And he wished them all the best. He couldn’t do much more than that. Couldn’t dwell on what might happen when the next breach came.

The waning crescent moon stayed out well into the morning, clinging to the sky in the gray light. Holt hunted for signs of weak lunar motes among all the dust and impurities. And they were still there, he’d come to notice them now, only frail as though decrepit from age, but Neveh’s technique allowed him to make use of these scraps. With the new moon imminent, he’d need to depend on such dust soon.

When the waning moon vanished from his perceptions and the aged lunar motes dried up, Holt opened his eyes to the dull morning and wondered how long he’d been awake for now. Ash slept, and he should too, but then he noticed Ash had one foot on a small lockbox. A logistics officer must have brought it while he Forged. For once, Holt’s hopes were not dashed. Inside, he found rows of cycling elixirs and⁠—

“Venison,” Ash said dreamily, stirring hopefully.

Holt assumed that was what lay inside the pouches. Atop everything lay a note from Aberanth and Ferruccio. They’d sent elixirs to the other riders too, along with instructions, and were hopeful they’d soon have something to show for their experiments with new steel. The next time Holt could, they asked him to visit them to do some tests.

Holt restocked his bandoleer, arranging the salted jerky beside the Grounding elixirs, the vinegar-soaked Sinking jerky beside the tangy potions, the wine-soaked meat beside the Lifting vials, and the fiery-ginger jerky beside the Floating elixirs.

He felt stronger just having them there again. The Wyrm Cloaks had blood elixirs, so it was only right that their side should have potions of their own. It wouldn’t change the course of the war, not on its own, but they – but everyone – couldn’t think about that.

Holt had just decided to try for a nap when the high notes of ocarinas and the shaking presence of the Wardens signaled a warning. A rare daytime breach; the enemy were trying to catch them unprepared. Holt pushed to his feet, sighed, drew Astralis, and headed off with Ash.

Another desperate fight. Another day on the front.
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THE RIGHT THING


Confined though they were in Amir’s tent, Osric and Nox lacked for nothing. He received meals befitting of an envoy of the Shah: coal-charred flatbreads called ‘ghurst’ with dates, camel’s milk, and goat’s curd for breakfast; for supper, rice and lightly spiced goat. The guards ate their meals with their fingers, and so Osric mimicked them. Nox received two generous portions of meat. In truth, they had not eaten half so well in a long time.

Had they been ill-treated, had they been caged, separated, and left to burn under the sun, had he found Esfir abused and desperate to be released from torment, then fulfilling the Shah’s mission might have been easy. Or at least easier.

As it was, for now, the Rashai were in a state of indecision. So long as Amir slept, the Dune Drivers were without their chief, and so long as a major tribe’s leadership was in doubt, the Rashai would not head to war.

“Perhaps he’ll never wake up,” Osric mused to Nox. “That might keep matters frozen in place until the winter breaks and the wells dry again.”

But that same night, heavy rain fell from dark clouds above the Asemanar Sangs, and any hope of the winter relenting and driving the tribes back to squabbling left his mind.

After the rain, Osric awoke in the pale gloom of pre-dawn to chinks and rattles of armored men. As Osric pushed himself up, a broad-shouldered man stormed inside the tent clad in hard leather and, surprisingly, a suit of chainmail. Armor was a rarity among the Rashai, save for inherited sets and those usually taken as plunder. He also bore a wood and leather shield upon his back, and a scimitar hung from his hip.

The newcomer barked orders in Rashai, and the Sunstrider guards inside Amir’s tent looked nervously between each other. Then, to Osric’s shock, they abandoned their posts and went outside.

Bold as brass, the warrior approached.

Osric rose with Vengeance in hand. His gray cloak and blankets fell from him, leaving him shirtless and barefoot. “Stop!”

The newcomer halted, though he did not seem surprised to find Osric there. He asked a question in a deep, growly voice. The question was asked in Rashai.

“I speak Ahari,” Osric said.

“Ahari it is,” said the man.

“You’ll go no further,” Osric grunted. “And you’ll remove your weapon.”

“Don’t think I will.”

The man rested a hand on the hilt of his sword. Osric braced while Nox prowled behind the man, as much to block his escape as to spring at him.

“Draw it,” Osric said, “and you’re a dead man. Step away.”

“I do not need your permission to visit my own brother and Chieftain.”

“Brother?” Osric growled.

“My good-sister Esfir claimed care of her husband by rites of marriage,” the man replied in tones that implied this to be a tenuous reason.

Through the tent’s opening, Osric noted there were Dune Driver men in pale yellow mingling with the Sunstriders.

Osric kept his axe raised. “Do you have a name?”

“Osvan of the Dune Drivers,” he said without courtesy. “And I know who you are, Dark Cloak. Do not fear, your presence is safe with me and my men. I wish no ill on my good-sister’s tribe.”

Osric studied Osvan. His robes were Dune Driver yellow, but elsewise he seemed a man of iron, made of square lines. A slab of a jaw, a chiseled jut of chin, a brow solid as a cliff face beneath a bald head. He sensed familiarity in the man’s hard black eyes but was sure they’d never met.

“Do you always pay your visits before dawn?” Osric asked.

Osvan ignored the question, nodding to Amir instead. “How has he been?”

“Much as he is.”

“A terrible fate. I’m only glad our father did not live to see him pass from the world like an old woman.”

“You think he’ll die?”

“Those who displease the Negahbanan⁠—”

“The what?”

Osvan paused, placed a finger on his chin. “Ah yes, what would be the right word?” He repeated the word Osric didn’t understand, a Rashai word judging by its inflection. “Negahbanan.” And then, in Ahari, Osvan said, “I suppose it means… ‘Guardians’.”

“Guardians,” Osric said, learning the word. “Are you saying someone did this to Amir?”

“The Guardians?” Osvan said impatiently. “In times of strife, a tribesman may invoke the right to seek their favor. Amir went to them with his notion that we should flee south to fabled green lands beyond the Darye-Marg.” He ended on a Rashai word Osric assumed to be some geographical feature. “But he failed.”

Osric was speechless. He’d never heard of such a thing. Not from any Rashai, and never from Esfir.

“Ah,” Osvan said with savage knowing, “she didn’t tell you. Huh. Plainly we were wrong to think she’d spilled our secrets while abed.”

Osric advanced, twirling Vengeance. “Watch your tongue.”

Osvan laughed, a gruff, stony sound. “Listen carefully, Dark Cloak. Those who fail the Guardians’ trial usually wake within days. Amir has been dead to the world for weeks. It would be kinder for all if he passed, most of all to him. If my brother lives, he’d be too honorable to do anything but carry forth with the outcome of the Chieftains’ vote. Even the Sunstriders and Dune Drivers together cannot outweigh all the rest, and it’s the smaller tribes who are most keen to seize land and plunder. There is only one way now to stop this, but Amir doesn’t have the stomach for it.”

“Which is?”

“To smash this gathering to bloody pieces.”

The way he said it, so hard, so blunt, so sure, was also familiar.

He’s me, Osric realized. Right down to wishing his brother dead.

A cold feeling crawled up from his gut. The monster sniffed furtively at the air, scenting a rival. Behind Osvan’s back, a shadowy figure appeared, bearing an eerie resemblance to… Godric? Osvan?

Me?

A whisper brushed his ear. Osric shook his head, and the figure vanished, as did the chill inside him. The cold of the pre-dawn desert remained without, nipping at the coarse hair on his chest.

“Allow me to impart a lesson,” Osric said. “Harming one’s brother will not grant what you wish.”

Osvan looked around. “I don’t recall anyone threatening my beloved brother. He is my Chieftain. To wonder what I would do in his stead is pure fantasy. Though, should such a tragedy occur, I’d also be placed in a difficult position regarding my good-sister and niece⁠—”

Osric’s heart jolted again. Niece?

“I could marry my brother’s bride, of course,” Osvan went on, “though that’s hardly in the spirit of breaking this absurd unity. And I’m told it’s never wise to have other claimants hanging around. Some men might take brutal measures to avoid such a mess, but not me. I’d sooner see them safely away. Why, if they had, let us say, a guardian of their own, such a person could take them away from danger. To Ahar, perhaps. Or anywhere they liked, so long as it’s far from here.”

Already clenching, Osric felt a twitch through his jaw and cheek. He could kill Osvan so quick the man would never realize it. If his guards stumbled into close quarters to take him and Nox on, they’d join their master just as quick. He could feel Nox readying herself over their bond, feel her slipping into a shadow as the first slanting rays of dawn hit the tent.

“War against Ahar is madness,” Osvan said. “You know that better than anyone. If we invade, we may win some battles and some land, but we’ll be beaten back and destroyed. The Shah will not suffer such a slight to pass. The Rashai will be hunted and slaughtered, man, woman, and child, and all because my brother won’t do the noble thing and die.”

Osvan kicked Amir with the point of his boot, and still his brother lay unmoving.

He’s half a corpse already, Osric thought.

What had the Shah said? ‘Agreements had been reached with those who mattered.’

Osvan mattered. Presently he stared daggers at his brother as though to pierce his heart and be done with it, then the voice of a young girl made him turn around sharply. The girl was calling the same Rashai word over and over before she came bursting into the tent.

“Leelah,” Osvan said, throwing his arms wide as the girl jumped into his arms. Just behind her, Esfir arrived, cheeks flushed, her breath labored. When she saw the girl with Osvan, her whole being seemed to tighten.

There was a flurry of conversation that Osric couldn’t comprehend before the girl and Osvan parted.

“Chief Zahiran desires to break his fast with me,” Osvan said for Osric’s benefit. “Think well on all I said, Dark Cloak.”

The moment Osvan left, Leelah seemed to become aware of Osric’s presence. She curled inward like a frightened cat and backed away toward her mother. Esfir tapped Leelah on the shoulder and pushed at the small of her back to make her stand straighter, then introduced her in the formal Ahari manner.

“The honor is mine to meet her,” Osric replied.

Leelah blinked up at him in a manner reminiscent of Nox and made a feeble sort of wave. In every respect, she was her mother in miniature, save for her hair, which fell to the middle of her back. Little of her father could be discerned. Esfir went on in Rashai, and Osric caught a sense of ‘helping father’ in it – then, at the mention of ezdeha, of dragon, Leelah’s dark eyes popped.

“Come out slowly,” Osric said over their bond. And Nox did, revealing just her head and neck from the shadows.

Leelah gasped, then squealed in excitement. She jerked forward, but Esfir held her back.

“She may come,” Nox said.

Where Esfir had disliked telepathy, it only made Leelah more anxious to reach the dragon. She squirmed free of her mother’s grip and shot toward Nox, who allowed Leelah to touch her snout.

Osric caught Esfir looking at him and became keenly aware that his torso and arms were exposed. Hardly a civilized way to greet a child. Esfir reddened and looked away.

“Sorry,” she said, then frowned in search of the right words. “Not knowing Osvan come.”

“That was his intent.” When she met him with a blank look, he adjusted and tried again. “Osvan did not want you to know.”

She bit her lip, seemed lost in fretful thought.

She must know, or at least suspects.

Osric struggled with whether he should tell her what Osvan wished. Truth was healing, yes, but some truths could also wound, and there were other truths to dig into here.

“Negahbanan,” Osric said.

Esfir reacted as if he’d slapped her. “How?” she demanded. Then she answered her own question. “Osvan.”

“Guardians,” Osric intoned. He gestured to Amir and used the word for magic. “Jadoo?”

“Jadoo,” she confirmed, looking at her toes.

Despite this progress, Osric wasn’t sure what to make of it. They couldn’t be human, so they had to be, what, some form of dragon?

Leelah was scratching Nox under the chin with both hands. Nox rumbled in pleasure and licked the girl’s face. Leelah laughed. It sounded like music. It sounded like Esfir’s laugh. All thoughts of guardians and tribal politics left Osric’s mind as the more pressing question burst from his lips.

“How old is she?”

Esfir looked confused.

Osric grunted, gestured toward Leelah, then mimed counting on his fingers. He followed up by pointing to himself and raised a count of forty-two.

Esfir glanced at Leelah, raised eight fingers.

Eight? Hastily, he counted the years, and a lead weight sank through his stomach. She could be. Did that make things better or worse? As ever, he did not know.

Esfir moved swiftly for the exit, calling to her daughter. Leelah flew to her mother’s side, took her hand, and threw Osric a glance over her shoulder as they passed out of the tent. The Dune Drivers were gone, and the Sunstriders were returning to their posts both inside and outside.

With the threat gone, Osric returned to his cushion. Nox glided along her shadow and wordlessly stretched her head onto his lap. She might have offered words of comfort or badgered him to discuss it all. That she didn’t was a sign of how well she knew him.

Osvan had turned a cloudy situation into a dark storm. While Osric guarded Amir, no other attempt on his life could succeed, but should Amir pass naturally, then Osvan’s threat to Esfir had been plainly made.

And to his own niece, Osric remembered with a pang.

A wiser man, a better man, might have hoped to find another way. A way with words or charm or reason, but he was no such man. Half a monster still, he was only good for bloody work.

A night passed, then another day wore on.

Amir lay still, his chest barely rising. As the shadows grew long after their evening meal, Osric sat tending to Nox’s core. Every cluster of motes he Forged chiseled more and more out of the black marble. He recognized himself in the shadow now, even the way it held itself, the way it moved. When night fell and the shadows waned, Nox curled up behind him and fell asleep.

Osric was dozing when a man’s scream roused them both. Iron scraped, wood snapped, wet punches heralded choked gargles of death.

Another core appeared, almost right on top of them.

The predator’s core flickered feebly, but Osric did not underestimate it. He gulped air and held his breath as the creature darted inside, sweeping its blade clean through a guard’s belly. Its hissing fumes started choking the air. Nox readied a breath, but she didn’t have a clean shot, and the predator edged around the tent, wary of Nox while it slashed at another guard.

Osric rushed forward, Vengeance raised. The predator sliced through a third guard, then brought its bone blade around in a ferocious spin. Osric caught the blow on his buckler, rattling his entire body, staggering him back, the shield now a ruin of splintered wood. Osric shook the mess free, leaving only the iron boss upon his forearm.

Yet rather than advance, the predator remained in place. With jittery motions, it turned between facing him and Amir, him again, Amir again, as though unable to pick a target.

A burst of black magic caused the predator to fully face Nox, knocking her breath aside, then it lunged – but not toward her. Rather, it sped to Amir’s side and raised its bladed arm high, clearly intending to drive it down.

Osric knew he wouldn’t make it. Would that be so terrible?, a part of him thought.

The moment of decision came, and Osric leaped as the predator’s blade descended toward Amir’s heart. The cold fire in his gut flared in fury, and the hateful chill turned overwhelming, pouring out of him.

A shadow of Osric’s reaching arm and stump, then shoulders, head, and torso followed. His shadow-self soared, tackled the predator, knocked it onto one knee, sending the blade askew to sink through the rug and sand an inch from Amir’s chest. Arm stuck, the predator swayed for a moment before Osric took its head off.

Vengeance sang with a hint of old malice, and Osric bellowed as much from the exertion as in triumph. The severed head rolled over the rug, venom pouring from the maw of its mouth, rotten and sizzling. Its body slumped down, one leg still twitching. Nox arrived, clasped her jaw around that leg, and ripped it free.

“Just m-making sure,” she said as though breathless.

As though to really make sure, a Sunstrider spear punctured the corpse’s back.

Osric could hold his breath no longer and coughed as the lingering fumes hit his throat. The surviving guards were coughing even worse, bending double, some retching, but the stinging vapor began to ease off now the thing was dead. Its actual body seemed to lack a scent, but perhaps it was obscured by the reek of blood and death of its victims.

Wounded men were moaning or howling from outside. More Sunstriders entered the tent, pointing and calling wildly to one another. Two men bent over Amir, checked for a pulse, gasped, and clutched each other in relief as they found one.

Osric lowered himself to inspect the predator’s body. Up close and under the guards’ torchlight, he found red flesh peeling away under torn chitin. It had paid a price to cross the desert, all but emptying its core to do so. That had saved them.

Some guards started hauling the corpse away.

“Fire,” Osric said harshly, pointing from the torch flames to the creature. The guards seemed to understand. Burn it and bury the ashes ten feet under the sands. Even that might not be safe enough.

The fallen Sunstriders were lifted away with greater dignity while Osric stood sentinel over Amir, as did Nox, her four legs braced apart.

“That was close,” she said with a shudder.

“Too close,” he agreed. At least the icy knot in his stomach had melted from the heat of the fight. It usually did. Although this time and last, it had been the emergent shadow that had taken the cold with it.

As if forming out of the jagged shadows cast by torchlight, the figure appeared to stand at Amir’s feet, facing Osric. It wasn’t pure black but a purple so deep it might have been ink. Its right hand was missing, and its face was clearly his own. As Osric tilted his head, the figure did the same.

“Do you see him?” Osric asked Nox. None of the Rashai seemed to notice.

“I see him.”

His shadow-self glared back.

“He raged when I chose to save Amir.”

Everyone stood to gain from it, even himself. And if the predator had done the deed, he could have kept his hands clean. Esfir might have hated that he’d failed, but she could not have hated him. In saving Amir, he’d given all that up.

Nox cooed. “You did the right thing.”

Osric rubbed her head, and when he looked back, his shadow had vanished, leaving no imprint upon the sand.

The right thing, he thought. So why was he crying?


40


LIMITED TALENTS


Chief Zahiran’s tent was larger than Amir’s, with more intricate woven mats and plusher cushions. Nox lay stretched out in all the extra space while Osric sat cross-legged, clutching a silver cup warmed by a black tea. Only a serving platter separated him from Zahiran and Esfir, but somehow it felt like a canyon.

A translator sat off to one side, a Sunstrider man with the hint of a strong Ahari nose. He was currently relaying Osric’s full account of the predator. Zahiran digested the information rather well, then started asking questions.

“Are there more of them?” the translator asked, his tone pompous.

“I don’t know.”

“Why would it attack Chief Amir?”

Osric feared he would seem obtuse, but he said again, “I don’t know.”

“I have an idea,” Nox interjected.

Zahiran spilled his tea, and the translator yelped. Esfir breathed hard but composed herself this time.

“The creature didn’t have eyes, so it must hear or smell or maybe use magic to move around. Osric and Amir both have wounded souls, so I think it got confused.”

Osric was amazed. “Good thinking,” he told Nox privately.

Once Zahiran recovered, he set his untouched tea down, shared a few words with Esfir, then spoke gruffly.

“For defending Chief Amir,” the translator said, “and the Sunstriders from this threat, you have earned the thanks of Chief Zahiran and the tribe.”

Zahiran made a show of cupping his hands. Unsure if there was a reciprocal gesture, Osric settled for inclining his head.

Esfir, however, looked stricken, and her shoulders sagged. “Amir… hurt bad.”

It wasn’t a question. Nox’s explanation of soul wounds must have gotten through to her, even if she couldn’t fully understand it. What she’d wanted to hear was hope, but he couldn’t lie to her – he was already lying enough.

“I’m sorry,” he said, hoping his tone and expression wouldn’t need translation. Then he went on, stronger now. “Amir’s life is still in danger. Osvan seeks to take his place, and I have reason to believe he is in league with the Shah.”

Esfir, her father, and the translator went very still.

Enough lies, he thought. Truth could be healing.

“I must confess the true nature of the mission the Shah gave me. I was to bring you his terms, which are genuine, but should the Chieftains fail to accept them, I was to disperse the Rashai by other means. The Shah believes that Amir’s death would do this.”

The translator looked alarmed. “Ah, Dark Cloak, sir, are you sure⁠—”

“Tell them,” Osric said. “Every word.”

The translator licked his lips, then began.

Esfir’s changing expression could have cut glass. Osric had never felt more ashamed, not even when he’d told his mother how he’d crushed Godric’s ribs.

“I will not fulfill this mission,” Osric went on, “but Osvan as good as told me his intentions. He’ll turn the Dune Drivers against some smaller tribe, starting a war among the Rashai instead. I imagine the Shah will reward him handsomely for preventing an invasion. Osvan said that Amir would not have the stomach to do what needs to be done.”

As he finished, some of the weight upon his chest lifted. Not all of it, not everything. He held back Osvan’s threats to Esfir and his suggestion that Osric take her away. Still, when he sipped his tea, the true depth of its fragrance now came through to him. Under the earthen leaves was a spiced sweetness he hadn’t a hope of naming, but he found it pleasant.

Esfir looked grim, more like the hollow woman he’d rescued from the cages of the Sirocco Sages. Chief Zahiran’s expression settled into a hardened frown, and he spoke lowly.

It took the translator a few moments to gather himself, and he seemed to shorten what Zahiran was saying. “Why would they be so candid with you, Dark Cloak?”

A fine question.

“They believe I am still the man they knew, that I would share their desire to see Amir… gone.”

In a rush of daring, he looked at Esfir, hoping to convey that he could never hurt her like that. Esfir met his gaze but struggled to hold it, on the cusp of being overwhelmed. She might burst into tears; she might throw hot tea in his face.

She might hate him; she might love him.

He did not know.

The moment seemed to drag on forever, but at last, Esfir pulled back, touched her father lightly on the arm, and muttered a few sad words. Zahiran nodded sagely, patted his daughter, and gave clipped instructions to the translator.

Osric expected the guards to be called, expected the bonds and the whip.

“Chief Zahiran says they suspected as much.”

“About me?”

“You, Osvan, all of it, but it’s good to have it confirmed nonetheless.”

Osric blinked in disbelief at Zahiran. As both a Chieftain and a father, his reactions seemed to make no sense at all.

Esfir scowled and grew animated. “Osvan,” she said like a curse. “Amir want his help —” But here she lost her Ahari, descended into angry Rashai, and mimed punching over and over. Osric wondered whether the brothers had literally fought.

“They argued over going south,” he said, remembering what Osvan had told him.

Their interpreter picked back up as Esfir went into full swing.

“It is said that there are green lands to the south where our goats will grow fat on rich grass and water flows from the mountains like date honey. Osvan said Amir was acting like a child, that it’s only a story.”

“My people have a song about a place beyond the Sunset Sea,” Osric said, although he withheld his doubts about its existence.

Still, he considered the possibility. All things ended, even the vastness of the Searing Sands. Beyond the desert lay scrubland and then the Jade Jungle. Far to the west, the city of Lakara nestled in the delta of the Green Way. Here, the Rashai were probably sitting north of whatever lands lay east of the Caged Sea.

“Has no one gone searching before?” Osric asked.

“South of the Sky Rocks, the land turns flat and salty, and beyond that are mountains stretching farther than sight. There is only one pass through them: Darye-Marg.”

“Darye-Marg,” Osric repeated. Osvan had mentioned this place as well.

The translator frowned. “In Ahari, it might mean… Valley of Death.”

“The Valley of Death,” Osric echoed dully. It did not sound promising.

“It is twisting, like the warren of a mighty sand snake. The stones are baking, the air is like dust, and there is no water to speak of. It’s where the⁠—”

As Esfir hesitated, so too did the translator.

“—where the Guardians live.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Nox said.

Osric sympathized, but they had to know. “What exactly are these Guardians?”

Zahiran, Esfir, and the translator shared wary looks. Outsiders were plainly not meant to know, but the damage had already been done. The answer surprised him.

“We don’t rightly know.”

Osric grunted. Nox ruffled her wings and huffed.

“No one who meets them can remember,” he was told. “Memories turn hazy.”

“Sounds like mystic power to me,” Osric told Nox. Thoughts of Thrall weren’t far behind.

“What did they do to Amir?” he asked.

“Chief Amir invoked his right to take the trial, hoping to seek favor to lead the Rashai through the Valley of Death. If he gained their approval, the Chieftains would have considered the plan blessed and agreed to it. The Guardians return those who take their trial with care, but…” The translator trailed off as Esfir did.

“If he’s been unconscious this whole time, how do you know he failed?”

Zahiran thrust out his hand and turned it over, revealing a strange tattoo, which looked a bit like the eye on a peacock’s tail. He spoke brusquely, repeating himself.

“Chief Zahiran once undertook the trial,” the interpreter said.

“I presume he passed.”

“That is so, Dark Cloak.”

And Amir lacked this mark of success.

“Why did you go?” Osric asked.

Zahiran chortled knowingly, waved his hand, and said, “Na.”

Osric needed no translator for that. Keep your secrets, old man.

At least he understood why Amir’s failure seemed so absolute. In their eyes, the dream to go south had been rejected by their magical Guardians.

“There’s still hope,” Osric said. “If the Shah’s terms are accepted, a war can still be avoided. What does Chief Zahiran make of the offer?”

Zahiran spoke lowly.

“The Shah’s seal on his offer should only be broken before the Chieftains with witnesses,” the interpreter said.

“Will you take them before the tribes?”

A grim look came over Zahiran. He muttered darkly but nodded.

“He doubts it will sway them,” said the interpreter.

Esfir puffed up. “He try.”

“Alborz does not want this fight,” Osric said. “He might be more generous than you think.”

Zahiran shrugged, and Osric presumed the interview to be at an end.

Esfir seemed to come to some revelation of her own. She spoke quickly to her father in a bright voice. He snorted, complained, and waved his hands, saying “Na” an awful lot.

Still, Esfir persisted. At length, her father sighed mightily, and Esfir faced Osric.

“You talk to chiefs?”

“Me?” he croaked.

She rambled on, gesticulating to their translator to keep up.

“Yes, Dark Cloak. You are respected as much as you are feared. Tell them why they cannot win. You only need to place doubts into a few hearts. It might be enough…”

Like his chief, the translator seemed doubtful. Osric feared the interpreter to be right. He was not a man of words, but with the look Esfir gave him, how could he refuse?

The next evening, Osric ascended the greatest of the Asemanar Sangs. He rode Belle as part of the Sunstrider delegation while the sky turned blood orange to the west, and all warmth fled as the desert night gathered in. With the loss of light, Nox was forced from her shadow beneath Belle, but even after the Rashai lit torches, she did not meld back into cover.

“They’ll fear you more if they see me, won’t they?”

“If they have sense,” Osric said.

They reached the gathering site not long after dark. High up the mountain, almost on a plateau, were rings of great limestone blocks, the smallest of them over eight feet high. Once, they would have shone blinding white under the sun, but now they were worn and pitted like the ancient dune on which they stood. Osric wondered who had built them and why, although he may well have wondered where dragons came from.

Osvan and the Dune Drivers were already present in their yellow headscarves. The Mirage Makers were there, feeding powders to small fires to make the air shiver. The Cacti Kin were present, as were the Sand Snakes, the Zephyrs, and many more whom Osric knew nothing about. The Sirocco Sages were the last to join, their headscarves a deep red under the dim light of the torches.

Zahiran tensed as he greeted the Chieftain of the Sirocco Sages, a gaunt man by the name of Rooz. The monster inside Osric snarled to see the Sages stand there so brazenly. He checked on Esfir and was pleased to see her standing straight and defiant.

A singer began blessing the gathering, her voice resonating beautifully between the standing stones. Osric made a guess at the meaning of the song. Be peaceable. Be respectful. Be truthful. Perhaps that last part was his own wishful thinking.

When the singer finished, Zahiran addressed the tribes, ending with a reference to the ‘Dark Cloak’ in their midst.

“Chief Zahiran calls you forth,” the Sunstrider translator told him needlessly.

“Yes, thank you,” Osric growled.

Esfir nodded him on with a smile, and Nox gave him an encouraging nudge. “You can do it.”

Do the job, he thought, stepping forward. Do it well.

Or as well as one can.

Nox walked with him, drawing gawping looks from the Rashai, whispers shivering through the crowd.

“Ezdeha. Ezdeha. Ezdeha.”

Nox roared, a high sound with a keen edge, and the tribes fell silent.

Osric arrived by Zahiran’s side at the center of the gathering and stood at ease.

“You know who I am,” he began. The Sunstrider translator repeated his words, as did others dotted among the delegations. “You are a fearsome people, among the bravest I ever faced, and your desire for land is understandable, but I am here to tell you that you will not succeed in your objectives.”

Rooz of the Sirocco Sages smiled cruelly as though imagining how best to carve Osric with the knife at his belt. Such intimation probably worked on most sane men, but it wouldn’t work on Osric, even without Nox.

“In the open field, you’ll win,” he told them, “but once you’re forced to hold that field, the Aharis will surround you with spears and slowly squeeze. Land is not plunder you can take back across the sands. You wish to settle it – the Shah knows this. He’ll let you in, let you think you’ve won, let your families come in long, slow trails, with your warriors too stretched out to protect them, then he’ll slaughter them like cattle. That would have been my advice to him, and the Aharis learned much from me.”

Rooz’s look turned murderous, and he drew his sickle sword by an inch.

Go on, Osric thought. Drag us down to bloody work.

He could kill Rooz and maybe even Osvan before a circle of spears ran him through.

Nox salvaged the situation. She snarled at Rooz, and he seemed to remember she was there and what that meant for his chances. He spat again, but he did let go of his sword.

“This winter is colder and wetter than any you’ve known. Rejoice. Make the most of it. Elsewhere in the world, a hard winter means death, not life.”

He breathed out, feeling a tremble worse than any battle he’d fought in.

The tribes were muttering, a dark buzz of uncertainty. “Grisvarda,” many said in poisonous tones.

“I’m not sure you’ve swayed them,” Nox said.

“I just had to scare them,” Osric said. “Maybe they’ll listen to the Shah’s offer now.”

Yet the muttering grew darker, even dangerous. People everywhere, Osric considered, don’t like being told what they don’t want to hear, and they especially hate thinking that they might be wrong.

Zahiran must have sensed this, for he held up the cylinder containing the Shah’s terms, showing his peers the unbroken seal before opening it. At once, Rooz of the Sirocco Sages seized the papers and ripped them to shreds.

The Sages cheered, rattled their weapons, and began a chant.

Of the Chieftains, it was Osvan who recovered first, pushing close to Rooz, spittle flying as he raged. He wished to avert war, after all, even if he wanted to take his brother’s place in the process. Rooz was threatening all of that. But Osvan could hardly be heard over the chanting Sages, and then the Cacti Kin, the Zephyrs, and most of the smaller tribes joined in. Suddenly, the quiet Sunstriders and Dune Drivers seemed to be too few.

One word was repeated over and over.

“Nabard! Nabard! Nabard!”

Osric didn’t need the translator to know this meant war.

“Fools,” Osric growled. Phantom pain shot through his stump. Fool, he told himself. He’d never had a real chance of talking them down. Alborz knew his merits. The Shah had wanted his axe, not his tongue.

He glanced at Esfir and found her sad but understanding. Osric would have preferred scorn, but he had not traveled the world and across blistering sand to fail her so easily.

“I will seek the Guardians!” He roared it, and this shook the translator out of his stunned stupor. “I’ll take this trial, which Amir of the Dune Drivers failed, and then you can go south to a new world.”

He assumed Rooz would protest, but it was Osvan who lurched forward first. “You have no right, Dark Cloak!”

Then Esfir came running out to join them. Zahiran looked frightened and called out to her, but she pushed right up to Osvan, prodding him with one finger as she thumped an open hand against her chest. By her tone, Osric reckoned she was telling him, ‘But I have the right. I have the right!’

Osric had rarely heard such passion in a voice. She could have moved armies with it.

Hisses and pops drew the crowd’s attention. A knot of Mirage Makers pressed through the throng, clearing the way with exploding powders, ushering forth a wizened woman of their tribe, her back hunched and holding a swinging lantern smoking with incense.

Each Chieftain dipped their head in reverence, even Rooz and Osvan. When the old woman spoke, all the Rashai listened. It became so quiet that the translator’s whispering updates sounded loud.

“She’s reminding Rooz that it’s the person who is tested, not the matter.”

When the old woman had finished, all eyes turned upon Zahiran, who seemed to have some deciding say. Esfir went to her father, her voice quiet, pleading, as though he were the only person there.

“Lotfan,” she said. Osric’s knowledge of Rashai stretched that far, at least. “Lotfan,” she said again. ‘Please’.

Zahiran struggled, the very picture of a man waging a war within.

“Please,” Esfir said. The rest was lost to Osric, though there was mention of Amir, of Leelah, and even himself.

Zahiran gave Osric a portentous look, then nodded. The Rashai seemed to hold their breath as the old Mirage Maker first took Esfir’s hand, then shuffled her way toward Osric, reaching out a wrinkled hand for him too. He took it, feeling her parchment-thin skin, then she tilted her head back and issued a high-pitched trilling cry.

The tribes exploded with excitement, jumping, whooping, and clapping as though they’d just won a war. People everywhere, he thought, loved a spectacle. Whether being called to war or sending two hopefuls off on a dangerous quest, just give them a reason to have climbed up a mountain.

Nox pushed herself up on her back legs, flexed her growing wings, and roared to join in.

Quite how it had happened, Osric wasn’t sure. Yet at least a new mission granted temporary clarity. Take Esfir to the Guardians and protect her to the best of his abilities. A suitable task for a man of his limited talents.
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BE A WOLF


It was the fifteenth night since the full moon and Holt’s tenth night on the front. Sol was close. Holt fought blind as usual, but he could feel Sol – felt him the way that prey knows a predator is closing in. Closer, Astralis urged. It wanted to learn.

“I do not fear him,” Ash snarled, as a smoking juggernaut slumped at his feet.

Holt did, though, or something in him did, but in the blaze of battle, blood searing, he pushed through that fear. There were other dragons, other riders, other people fighting, and they needed help. But moving through a battlefield wasn’t simple, let alone a forest with flames and ice and arrows hissing all around you.

Dead bowmen staggered to their feet. Holt cut them down, sent them to their second death, tried to stay watchful for the ethereal dragon, his jaw set against Sol’s aura. A radiant, confident music buffeted him, making his knees wobble for a moment, but as he pushed on, pushed closer, Holt found the fear lessening.

It wasn’t as bad as in his mind and memory.

Gaining speed, it became clear the blood healer was up there, ensuring nothing slowed Sol. Stuck on the ground, Holt feared he and Ash could do little, but it seemed right to be there anyway.

“Keep them off me,” Ash said, referring to the ghouls as he took aim at the healer.

Holt did just that while Ash shot moonbeams through the branches and Astralis kept one eye, so to speak, on Sol and the healer – watching, learning.

A sudden bracing presence fell over the battlefield, and the wrath of the forest stirred. Steely vines caught flayers around their legs, others whipped out to strike stingers and dragons above the canopy. The torso of a golem groaned into being, seemed unable to rise onto its legs, so started punching and smashing everything in its reach instead.

Sol and the blood dragon, and all those with them, turned sharply and fled.

Ash bellowed after them, but Astralis hummed and fell quiet, lost in thought as it considered all it had learned.

Holt stamped on a crawling ghoul and said, “Didn’t feel like a long fight.”

“No, that was quick,” Ash said. “And no cultists.”

Holt lifted his bandanna, took in the devastation and the distant flames. He rolled his shoulder, the same one which had got dislocated while defending the grove. Another kink had formed in it but he hadn’t been able to crack out.

“No scourge dragons either,” he said, looking around for evidence of their bodies but unable to see any. The lack of them struck him as odd. “Have we fought or even seen any scourge-risen dragons?”

Ash huffed. “I’m not sure. Maybe not?”

Holt thought back to the Eastern Grove. Had any fought there? Hard to remember every small encounter when the fighting was endless.

“They must be out there. Thrall took down too many emeralds and mystics.”

“Maybe he’s holding them back for the final push on Coedhen,” Ash said.

Seemed a good enough reason to Holt, and it wasn’t like he yearned to be battling scourge-risen dragons. They’d fight them before the end, he was sure of that.

He cleaned Astralis with lunar light, sheathed it, then started the trudging journey with Ash back toward the camps. With tonight’s assault being so short-lived, Holt felt like he had excess energy, so he headed for the field hospitals while Ash padded back to their lonely brazier on the outskirts.

The sprawling camps seemed like a forest within the forest; pockets of dim orange from warm coals, huddled silhouettes in the alchemical glow light, small, inadequate tents – some little better than cloth propped up on sticks. Charcoal smoke hung heavy in the air, and everywhere, people shivered, sniveled, many coughing worse than young Aidan had. Holt wondered where he was, whether he was still sick or even still alive.

As he reached the nearest field hospital, one pair of eyes stood out to him in the dark: Wolf’s eyes – human but with an inhuman glow. Holt drifted toward the shapeshifter and found him attending to an injured soldier. The bowman was propped against a tree and barely conscious. A bloody bandage covered one eye, and his left leg was held straight by a splint, but miraculously, he did not have the blight. Wolf crouched by the man’s side, spooning beans and broth into the dazed man’s mouth.

“You’re in good hands,” Holt told the soldier.

The wounded Coedhen mumbled, unable to meet Holt’s eye.

“Hello, Holt,” Wolf said. “How do you fare?”

More or less everywhere ached, so he’d grown used to it, but now Holt considered it, his hands were the worst affected. Using so much magic left them strained and stiff, but the cold did worse. Both were plagued by abrasions, a fierce red itch, and a stiff puffiness when he flexed his fingers. His right hand trembled slightly as he raised it, though not as bad as at the grove. It was getting better since he’d admitted his fears to Neveh, but it was still there.

“I’m alive,” he told Wolf. “How are you doing?”

“I am unharmed, if that is what you mean. I stay well away from the fighting… so much fighting. And sickness… and pain.” He dipped the spoon back into the steaming bowl, brought it delicately to his patient’s mouth. The bowman stared blankly ahead, never looking directly at Wolf. “I do what I can for them. I bind their wounds, lift their loads, bring them a meal, listen and offer kind words, heal the blight if it infects them… but it feels like so little.”

“I know what you mean.”

“Mmm,” Wolf mused. Quietly, he fed the injured soldier two more spoons before the man groaned and shied away. “Rest now,” Wolf told him. “Tomorrow, the physicians will put you on a litter back to Coedhen.”

The man mumbled incoherently and slumped into sleep. Wolf wrapped his patient in a cloak, tucked the material tight, then stood, suppressing a yawn and rubbing his darkening eyes.

“The blight is close,” Wolf said, sniffing and moving with sudden intent. Holt sensed it too but followed Wolf, who had a better nose for it, and they arrived at another group of wounded, this lot fresh and bleeding from the battle.

Of the three infected, two could be cured, and though the other might, it wouldn’t matter. That bowman had a deep bite from a ghoul on his arm, already black and oozing, veins already darkening, but he had worse wounds besides that the physicians had only notionally dressed. They knew he’d die, and Holt knew it, blight or otherwise.

Wolf scoured the blight out of the stronger patients, then knelt by the dying man. Holt knelt and grabbed Wolf’s hand to stop him.

“It’s no use.”

“The blight is not so strong,” Wolf protested.

“Yes, but his other wounds… he’ll die anyway.”

A twitch started around Wolf’s eye. “It is the code – we do not judge, treat all the same.”

Holt huffed, suppressed a spasm of impatience. “What good will it do to waste your strength?”

“But what if we are wrong?”

The question hit Holt almost like a spiritual check. What if you make a bad choice, the wrong choice – wasn’t that simply life? In a painful, hot flash, the Elder of Fire and the Warden of Wrath blazed across his mind: the fall of Falcaer, the burning grotto, and Aberanth’s crippling harm. If you made the wrong call, yes, terrible things might happen.

A roar through the camps made Holt jump to his feet and draw Astralis. Wolf rose too, quivering and whirling around for the threat.

No cores, no dragons, Astralis confirmed. There were bangs of magic and heavy thwacks of chitbreakers. Another roar, then human screams.

“Holt, it’s cultists,” Ash said across the distance between them. “They’re all over the camps. Three are heading for the field hospitals.”

Holt gritted his teeth. Too far from Ash to sense-share, too close to others to risk using blinding light.

A female brute arrived, bellowing like a bear, only she wasn’t wearing a cloak but what might have been a Coedhen uniform now ripped to shreds by her hulking frame. As if making up for her lack of defense, she wielded a halberd in each hand, slaughtering everyone in her reach before Holt could get off his first Lunar Shock.

He sent another and another as he closed the gap between them. The concussive impacts of the Shocks were likely no more than stings to her, but at least she’d feel it without her cloak. His final Shock at close range struck the cultist under her chin, pushed her head up, sent her strikes awry, allowing Holt to hack at one leg, then an arm, then her back as she crumbled.

“Another one,” Ash warned him, and Holt heard the gargantuan steps a moment later, whirled about.

A man this time, swollen four times in size, butchering his way toward Wolf.

Holt leaped into a run, knowing Wolf would react – he was stronger than he looked, and these were his patients.

Wolf did nothing.

He stood there trembling, head bowed, as the cultist made a red ruin around him.

Red, everything red. Holt’s whole world turned red. He felt a scream tear his throat, felt the dragon in him rear up as he cut the cultist down. No cloak – big mistake, a very big mistake.

This time, it was Astralis that drew him to a shuddering stop. Enough, it made him realize. Even the weapon found it distasteful.

Holt came round, felt the rawness in his throat – and the far worse ache in his heart. He’d carved the cultist up, but that couldn’t undo the harm done. So many others dead; men and women who’d lain injured and sick, some of them those he and Wolf had just healed.

As if from afar, he became aware of the third enemy. Pivoting, he found two riders were already there. Brax, his left arm in a sling, funneled fierce wind from his right hand, staggering the foe while Jenna took the Wyrm Cloak down.

They called to Holt, but he didn’t hear them.

“Boy?” Ash said, tugging at their bond. “It’s alright, boy.”

Something jabbed at his shoulder.

Holt shook his head to clear it. “Yes?”

“Are you hurt?” asked Brax.

“No.”

Brax nodded, then took in the carnage. Jenna seemed to have moved off elsewhere.

“They must have slipped in during the attack tonight,” Brax said. The vein visible around his jaw pounded harder than ever. “Wardens must have taken them for bowmen without their potions.” He huffed and kicked hard at the remains of the one Holt had slain.

“Why do this?” Holt asked in strained tones.

“To break our resolve.” Brax hit him on the shoulder again. “So don’t break.” He squinted and jutted his chin at Wolf. “What’s wrong with him?”

“He’ll be in shock,” Holt said to cover for Wolf, who was standing stock-still as though petrified. As ever, the barest excuse seemed to satisfy the inquiry about Wolf. For whatever reason, others struggled with him, and their minds accepted the first, simplest explanation – too much else was going on to dwell on riddles.

“We’ll send men for the bodies,” Brax said, distracted, already heading off. This was his front line, after all. Holt didn’t envy the Exalted Champion. He was no leader. He knew the weight of it would crush him. He could barely cope with this latest massacre – it was the sheer pointlessness of it all that got to him. Just to demoralize them, was it? Well, it was working.

A snort from the dragon inside him made Holt round on Wolf, his patience utterly lost. “What was that about?”

“H-Holt…”

“You just let that Wyrm Cloak slaughter these people – people you just healed, Wolf. What’s the point of that?”

“D-do no harm.”

“Not even to save others? Not even to save yourself?”

Wolf stared blankly ahead. He seemed catatonic.

Holt found no further use for words and roared his fury instead. He kicked the limp form of the murdering cultist, then lashed out at a cold brazier and toppled it. He roared some more, sank to his knees, and screamed it out until his lungs chafed from the freezing air and effort.

He was tired, so tired, and so done. And hungry – starving, really. Even as a High Champion, there were limits to how much he could exert on so little fuel, how much he could take. The fact it was a new moon didn’t help; with the cloud cover, there wasn’t so much as a solitary star for comfort. And he couldn’t stand to look at Wolf.

Holt spread his arms at the horror and said, “Is this doing good, Wolf? Huh?”

Then he stormed off.

He should have stayed, helped haul away the dead, especially those brutes, but for once, he couldn’t stand it – he had to go.

Yet the moment he reached Ash, the moment he felt his dragon’s pitying understanding, the way he lifted one inviting wing in silence, Holt stopped and took the shame in crashing waves. Cooled him right down into tempered remorse.

“It’s all he knows,” Ash said as Holt walked into the embrace of that wing.

“I know, it’s just⁠—”

“Oh, I know.”

“If you’d been there⁠—”

“I felt enough of it through you. It made me angry too.”

And just like that, Holt cooled down further, back to base temperament.

“I should go back and help.”

“I think you can rest for one night.”

Holt looked to the overcast sky devoid of light and hope. “I should Cleanse.”

Ash grumbled but didn’t press the point. “The heat is leaving the brazier,” he said sadly. “I tried asking for fuel, but then the attack and⁠—”

“It’s fine,” Holt said. “I’ll sit with you. Keep this wing around me.”

So, he and Ash sat in the dying warmth of their brazier, too sore to seek more charcoal and frankly too cold to care. Feeling numb had its perks.

In the grimy light, Holt tallied the damage done to his armor. The white cloth of his brigandine was filthy again, the leather ripped, the steel plates scratched. A gash lower on his trouser leg exposed his calf to the bitter air, but it was his crusty bandanna he could no longer stomach wearing.

Channeling magic to his red-raw hands to protect them, Holt attempted to clean the bandanna in a still vaguely white patch of snow. Before long, the snow was stained black, green, and red, yet worse continued oozing out with each rinse. Not with lye soap and scalding water would it truly be clean again, but he gave it his best effort and was squeezing the last drops from the cloth when Ash nudged him over their bond.

“Wolf is coming.”

Holt looked up, but in the dim brazier light, he could see little with his eyes alone. He’d almost grown too accustomed to sense-sharing with Ash; they’d been living and fighting at night for so long now, and this dreadful winter was darker than any he could remember. Not until Wolf stood with only the brazier between them could Holt really see him, still in his human form, his fur cloak matted with blood. More blood spattered Wolf’s face, and he looked just as vacant and lost as he had when Holt had left him.

“I was not sure where to go tonight,” Wolf said. “I feel so… so tired.”

It was crushingly sad, and it sank Holt’s heart. Wolf had never complained before. The new moon couldn’t be doing him any good either. Holt gestured to the ground beside the brazier. “You can spend the night with us.”

“Thank you.” Wolf stretched with a groan before he transformed into his preferred form and shook out his heavy brown mane. “That is a relief. Two legs feel so unsteady.” He padded in a circle, then sat down.

Holt pulled out a piece of Sinking jerky – the type he thought least valuable on the front – and flicked the piece to Wolf. Barely a morsel to him, but better than nothing. For himself, Holt took a strip of Floating jerky to help cycle against the cold, then settled down with Ash’s wing around him.

Wolf licked his lips and whined. “I am sorry to have disappointed you, Holt.”

“It’s not me you need to say sorry to.” He cleared his throat and added contritely, “I’m sorry I screamed at you. I’ve been yelled at enough to know it doesn’t achieve much.”

“You were angry, and you have your own code to live by.”

The words set off a twinge of unease in Holt, a thread of thoughts that, if pulled, might unravel much, but given the night’s incident and the full moon drawing closer every day, Holt felt he had to tug on it.

“Why are you a wolf?” he asked.

Wolf looked bemused. “I… I just am. This is the only form I have where I feel like, well, feel like me, I suppose.”

Ash sensed Holt’s train of thought and picked it up to show a united front. “Why not be a milder creature, like your friend Sparrow was?”

“You… you wish me to pick a different form? Perhaps you are right. In another form, I could better adhere to the code.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Holt said, struggling to find the right way to approach this.

Once again, Ash took up the thread. “How long have you been trying to keep Beast down?”

“As long as I can remember.”

“Has it ever been better?” Ash asked.

Wolf made a choked sound, then said, desperate, “It could be even worse. Do not act for gain means His greed cannot be fed. Do not harm means His blood lust will not rise higher. Do not judge means we treat all the same and avoid attachment. That one is important. It means He cannot hold grudges, cannot desire vengeance, cannot use what we would hold dear against us.”

Ash rumbled. “That sounds lonely, Wolf.”

Holt heard the unsaid truth in Ash’s voice. ‘That sounds like us.’ But it was different, deeply different.

“It’s a weird thing, Wolf. You keep yourself distant by following a code, while Ash and I are outcasts for not following one.”

“If you follow nothing, how do you know what to do?” Wolf asked.

Another question that struck Holt’s heart. All the choices he’d made in following that fickle organ rushed by him again, layering up the guilt and doubts like a tiered cake. Chaos-bringers. That was what they were.

Ash reached out privately. “Maybe we ought to have some rules.”

But it didn’t sit right with Holt. They’d made mistakes, yes, but at least they were facing up to them. Wolf’s code seemed to make him mindless, let him wash his paws of responsibility. Did that really make up for the carnage wrought by Beast? Holt didn’t think so. And not caring about or being attached to anything? That was plain nonsense.

“We care,” Holt said, “and no matter what your code says, you care, Wolf. You care about what Beast does, and it pains you when you can’t heal someone. I’ve seen that. The riders try to swear away their feelings too, and that doesn’t work either.”

Talia had sworn the oath, but that didn’t stop her loving her brother or regretting not helping her father. Ethel had sworn the oath, and that hadn’t stopped her caring for Brode enough to help Holt and Ash when caught in the wilds. Farsa had told them that Dahaka turned sour because her family had been left to die. Riders swore to keep clear heads, to make the hard decisions, to not let their hearts guide them, but they never stopped feeling, and suppressing them seemed worse to Holt, like a festering wound never closing. Never mind the likes of Silas and Clesh.

“You can’t fight who you are,” Holt went on, “or what you are. It’s not good for the soul. You’re Wolf, so be a wolf.” He spoke more now to Ash and, moreover, himself. “I’m a cook and a bleeding heart, like Rake says. I could never be hard like him or Osric, and I shouldn’t try to be.”

Ash hummed, and across their bond, he accepted. No strict code for them. It wouldn’t work. Yet Holt’s rambling seemed to have left Wolf a little lost, and his big brown eyes turned wet.

“I do not know what else to do… how else to…” He snuffled, then, in a choked voice, said, “I hate Him.”

Holt fought the urge to tell Wolf it would all be fine. It would do him no good. Whatever had to be done, it would not be easy or painless. Nothing worthwhile ever was.
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ELETTRA AND THE COOK


“They’ve left the front.”

Sovereign’s mutterings crossed their open bond, and the Speaker rose out of his marbled hall. She resurfaced to a blizzard turning the Grim Gorge white. Mounds of snow nearby marked the bodies of rebel mystics Sovereign had consumed. His own mind raced, and his raw, unfiltered thoughts rushed into her.

Left the fighting – why – why leave? Nerisara tracking them – in the city now – why? Dead – want them dead – cannot reach them there – not yet – they must emerge, soon – soon – yes! Nerisara will know – tell the others.

The Speaker bit her lip.

“Master, the deaths of the boy and the blind dragon would be welcome, but that alone cannot⁠—”

Still alive! His thoughts rambled. His oaken eyes were glazed, unfocused. Our predator failed – they are stronger, yes – stronger than we knew!

An unease came over the Speaker, as did a fleeting, dangerous thought – she’d felt closer to Sovereign before all this, before they’d bonded. Her unease progressed to fear.

“What need have you of fear?” the sweet voice asked.

Sovereign’s rushing thoughts snapped into words, although he sounded distant. “Holt and Ash must be somewhere in the forest alone. Sol can find and strike at them.”

“No,” the Speaker said. Her voice was strained, as though a phantom hand squeezed her throat. “Sol… the others… too valuable”

But Sovereign didn’t answer her, didn’t so much as look at her. And his thoughts coursed again.

Too dangerous – not so, not so – need them still – they must prove themselves – yesssss.

The Speaker hung her head. All that effort to acquire the favored five, now four, and soon perhaps none. This was needless.

The sweet voice returned, offering wisdom. “Now sun and moon will fight each other, and one will surely die.”

And the Speaker realized the beauty in this. How foolish she’d been to fret over Sol fighting Ash. If they were very lucky, both would perish.

No, she thought, desperately clinging on. This isn’t right.

The hand at her throat relinquished its grip, and the words rushed out of her. “Master, don’t do this.”

He heard her then – he saw her then. Blood trickled from the corners of his eyes as the weight of his presence entered her mind.

“You will obey.”

The sweet voice pouted. “What reward has obedience ever given?”

None, she knew. No dragon as an aging squire, spurned by her lover, a sister lost to the flames. The voice had a point, but why would Sovereign say one thing but his powers another?

Her trembling lips struggled to form words. “I… will… obey…”

Sovereign’s eyes returned, clear, focused, and hateful. He huffed smoke, eyes darting this way and that.

“I will obey,” she said again, louder this time.

“Naturally,” he said, sounding more himself. A snort and a thump of his tail in the snow signaled his displeasure. “I did not give you leave to cease Forging. Return to—” But here he stopped, faced the north. “What does she want?”

A freezing wind buffeted the Speaker, and she shuddered. There were rider techniques to channel magic around the body to protect against magic and the elements. Sovereign would instruct her on them soon; she had faith. It would sustain her through the aches in her stiff body, fight the hunger ache roiling inside her. She was so… so hungry now…

Magic pooled in their bond and dripped into her soul. She soaked each drop like a dry sponge and sighed. Faith would always be rewarded.

Now restored, she ought to return to her meditations, but she became distracted by what she thought was another predator marching toward them. The creature emerged from the blizzard, seemingly from the dark mountain passes. As it drew closer, she noted it was not a predator, for it was taller, broader, and strode proud as a warrior. Its carapace was thick, especially on its head, from which grew a horn like a stag beetle – or a juggernaut. Beneath a visor of chitin glowed red eyes, and a dark, unmistakable hilt of a bladed weapon jutted above its shoulder. In many ways, it was the opposite of the predator, but they shared one thing in common.

They had cores.

When the creature arrived, it dropped to one knee as a knight in shining steel would kneel before their king. Sovereign tore himself away from the north, snarling and gnashing at the air.

Who does she think – false friend – useful, yes, useful for now – turn on us – turn on her – we know what she wants – can’t let her have it!

A conflicting cascade spilled over the bond this time, a sense of infinity and of nothing; a hunger deeper than the roots of mountains yet full of power; a black crushing silence but a thousand thousand voices, trapped in place and yet everywhere. And it came with pain, like a hot blade cutting into her skull. She bent double, clutched at her head, and backed away, wishing the bond would close, wishing for death.

With a snap, she got her wish. The bond closed, its beat fell still, and for a moment, she thought her own heart had stopped as well. But the aches in her body returned, as did her hunger, her human hunger, and she knew she yet lived.

What a pity.

Through it all, the scourge-knight remained kneeling and rasping deep breaths. Sovereign breathed even harder, neck bent, eyes shut.

“Master?” she murmured. Her mouth was parched, her throat scratchy, and without drops of magic, she began shivering again. “Master? Please…”

Sovereign gasped, opened his eyes, and looked about him, twisting sharply from side to side. There was, of course, nothing to be found other than the ring of standing stones and snow. Only snow. Calming, Sovereign looked at her and sighed.

“Elettra?”

“Yes?” she said, responding to the need in his voice, crawling to him. “Master, is something amiss? Is it the Elder? What can I do?”

He rumbled low in his throat and looked between her and the scourge-knight with the barest tilt of his snout. Understanding seemed to dawn on his face, and his rumbling dropped to a growl of impatience.

“Bring the basin. We must collect its blood.”

At first, the Speaker thought she had not heard correctly. “Basin? Master, there is no⁠—”

“Over there,” he snarled.

The Speaker turned and spotted a wooden basin a few dozen paces behind her, its edges already gathering snow. She blinked, shook her head as she tried to rack her memory for its arrival. Who’d brought it? When?

“Bring it here.”

Losing feeling in her feet, she shuffled to retrieve the basin, then duly placed it before the scourge-knight. The creature drew its weapon from its back, then, in a fluid move, it bent its neck over the basin and cut its own throat. No steam rose from the green blood or the wound. Amazingly, the creature dropped its blade, then gripped the basin with both hands, meaning it slumped over the bucket to catch every drop of blood. It took an unnervingly long time before the thing jerked still.

“Deliver the sample.”

The Speaker tried to lift the basin, but she could hardly budge it. Spots of light flashed in her periphery. She felt faint, but the dragon bond reopened, and magic dripped across to revitalize her. With ease now, she shoved the corpse to the snow and lifted the basin; inside, the dark green blood swirled heavily.

With a magical spring in her step, the journey to the Alchemist’s lab seemed quicker than usual. No red smog rose from the chimneys today, only the black smoke of a normal fire. Behind the door droned deep and fretful voices.

The Speaker entered the relative warmth amid a flurry of snow, finding a group of the faithful huddled around the small hearth, lit by an orange gloom and the greasy light of an oil lamp upon the workbench.

All fell silent. The air clenched with the unmistakable tightening of being unwelcome. None of the faces threw up names in her mind, though each was faintly familiar, as though she’d known them once in another life.

“They won’t look at you,” said the sweet voice. “What is it they hide?”

At their center, the Alchemist rose, his face free of his mask.

“Leave us,” he said to the group. “Stick to the caves, and do all you can to stay warm.”

Blue cloaks, purple cloaks, green and gray cloaks: all traipsed past her. Sensing she’d arrived, Sovereign cut off his drip of magic, and their bond closed as the door to the lab shut behind her.

The Speaker swayed. The Alchemist swooped in like a black bat, arriving by her side in time to take the bucket of scourge blood. He set it down, then propped her upright with gentle hands, such tender touches.

“Come, Speaker,” he said, easing her toward a stool. “Sit here.”

She fell onto the seat, arms thudding onto the worktop to steady herself.

The Alchemist bustled around in the oil-light and returned to her with a squat vial of dark blood. “This will stiffen you.”

She took it, the glass warm in her hand. It had a burnt taste as she swallowed, but within moments, her mind cleared, and her strength returned. Straightening, she became sharply aware of how vulnerable she was, alone in a conspirator’s care. Confrontation always came with risk – Ezio had turned from brother to fiend in a blink – but Sovereign would open their bond for her if he sensed trouble. He would.

The Alchemist bustled back, now carrying the scourge blood. “The Master always provides, Praise Him.”

“Praise Him,” she said, shocked at how small and weak she sounded.

The Alchemist placed the basin out of sight, then sat down opposite her across the workbench, concern etched at his mouth and eyes.

“When did you last rest? Last eat?”

“I have his power,” she said. “And there are elixirs…”

“Forgive me, dear Speaker, but elixirs are a temporary measure. They cannot sustain you, nor can even the Master’s essence. You must have something more before you depart, I insist. Many of the faithful are concerne⁠—”

A spike of fear led her to an outburst. “What was the meaning of this meeting?”

“Speaker, please, listen to⁠—”

“Explain yourself!”

The Alchemist raised his hands. “This winter is cursed. The wind, the hail… Dear Speaker, the faithful are dying out there, and many not in battle. Those at Windshear at least have the shelter of the old fortress, such as it is, but those in the gorge are exposed. I’ve told them to seek shelter in the caves.”

“It is not your role to give commands.”

“You’ve been absent. No one blames you, your work is most important of all, but the losses – aren’t you concerned?”

“Losses?”

“From the front. The latest report was alarming.”

The Speaker held her tongue. She did not recall the last report, just as she did not recall her last meal.

The Alchemist bit his lip, then reached out a tentative hand. A spasm of concern caused the Speaker to scan for a knife or tool within his reach, but she found none, and then his hand landed softly upon her own.

“The Shroud has worked so hard to bring this moment,” he said, “but we are human in the end. Let dragons do the work. They are the mighty ones, let them usher us into the new world.”

“Ahhh,” said the sweet voice, “so the fool still believes in tomorrow?”

The Alchemist looked at her intently now. “Remember our dream, dear Speaker.”

“Our dream?” she whispered, struggling to recall it. “To rid the world of suffering.”

The Alchemist tapped her hand. “And to think the Shroud worked for generations without hope of it, chasing ill-conceived schemes.” A smile crept across his face. In the flicker of oil light, he seemed haunted – and so beautiful. Unbidden, she ran a finger through the ends of her gray hair, and a clump of it fell away from her scalp.

“Sometimes,” the Alchemist went on, “I wonder how those early initiates killed their first rider? Oh, if only we each had half the courage of those heroes or half their insight; which visionary among them discovered we could take some of that power for ourselves? Cloaks for defense, blood for attack. The long line of alchemists have refined, we have tweaked, but never have we leaped further than with that first brew.”

“You have achieved much more.”

“I have had access to blood fresh freely given, in quantities none of my predecessors could have dreamed of. All thanks to Sovereign, Praise Him.”

“Praise Him.”

The Alchemist’s smile grew warm, and heat prickled at the Speaker’s neck.

“The day Sovereign took control of the scourge,” he said, “was the day our dream became reality. Once dragons take their rightful place over us, he will end the cycle, and we’ll be in paradise. No more riders to keep us down, no more enslavement in the guise of ‘a common good’, just⁠—”

“A chance to start again,” she finished.

She remembered now. The Speaker had not hoped in a long time, but Elettra once had. When had she stopped? As though in answer, she felt the sharp sting and the icy burn of the knife across her face. Her brother’s knife. Ezio’s knife.

Her heart quickened, and before thinking it through, Elettra found herself asking, “When did you earn your cloak?”

“Ah,” he said, turning wistful. “It was an emerald rider. I poisoned him in the very heart of Athra – laced his food and drink with enough numbing agent to stop his heart.”

The same way Ezio killed Father.

“Best of all,” the Alchemist went on, “the dragon departed to rejoin their wild kin. I’d set them free. It was the happiest day of my life.” He squeezed her hand, and Elettra quivered, squeezed his back.

“When did you earn yours, dear Speaker?”

“I inherited my family’s estate and granted its resources to the Shroud.”

The Chapter Head of Mithras had praised Elettra as he’d wrapped the gray scales around her shoulders, saying she was of great value. No one had told her that before.

“Your estate?”

The surprise morphed his face, and the air between them changed.

Elettra wished she could take it back. To be of land and title was contemptible. She’d hidden her time at Squall Rock from the faithful, else they might never have accepted her.

“My family only ever saw me as a waste and a burden. I was glad to give it all to the cause.”

The surprise slid from the Alchemist’s face. He cleared his throat and said, “A generous offering.”

“The Shroud had done me a great service already.”

They’d told her of Ezio’s treachery, helped clean up the mess after she’d confronted him about their father and Leo’s so-called accident at sea.

“It was the least I could do,” she said.

“Hmm, well, our actions speak for us, and the Shroud owes you much, dear Speaker.” He withdrew his hand, and it took all her restraint not to lunge after him, to be held again.

“How about that food?” he asked, vanishing into a corner of the lab. When he returned, he brought salted meats, hard biscuits, and a jar of pickled vegetables. Into two cups, he poured a weak, sour ale. He passed her a cup and raised his own.

“To the new world, dear Speak⁠—”

“Elettra. My name is Elettra Contarini.”

A moment’s pause.

“He hesitates,” said the voice, only now it was not so sweet. “He is false, cannot be trusted…”

“Marcus,” he said. “Marcus Cook.”

Their cups met with a soft tink.

As Elettra pulled the food toward her, the sweet voice grew urgent, trying to push rather than guide her, but she did not heed it.

He told me his name.
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THE LAST FREIZIAN


Snow fell heavy over Freiz, and Eidolan and Yume’s phantom soldiers did not hold up well under such bombardment. The dragons couldn’t mimic the effect the weather ought to have on so many, revealing the illusions faster. And so Rake fought on, increasingly alone.

When a new core popped into his perceptions from the northeast, it felt only fitting. First scourge, then Wyrm Cloaks – a dragon was the natural escalation. No friends knew they were here, only Thrall. No help would come, just enemies.

The enemy mystic – weighed down, it seemed, by the black chains revolving around its neck – made three passing swoops, tried to bathe Rake in its purple breath, but the ruins made it easy to avoid such attacks. Rake ducked under cover, enjoyed the frustration in the dragon’s roars. Then bricks and crumbling lumps of stone started falling, shattering near his shelter, as though the dragon were throwing its weight at the precarious ruins in the hope of burying him.

When Rake was forced to abandon his cover, the mystic landed to deal with him directly, hurling spittle as it bellowed. Even as Rake readied for the fight, a blood-swollen cultist came thundering out of the snow curtain and began raining blows on the dragon.

Rake’s shock was second only to the mystic’s.

Cloaked in gray hide, the cultist snapped his great axe against the dragon’s body, then grabbed a boulder of debris and started hammering until the dragon’s back leg broke. The mystic toppled lopsided, panic popping in its eyes. It spewed purple breath wildly, but the cultist’s gray cloak bore the punishment, and the zealot made it to the dragon’s front.

Boulder in hand, the cultist swung, connected with the mystic’s head, burst one eye, caved in the skull with a splitting crunch. The dragon staggered sideways, the black chains fading as the life in its one eye, and then its core, winked out.

Rake heaved breaths – still in shock – then leaped up, using the ruins to get onto the Wyrm Cloak’s back and claw at his face and throat. The cultist seized, jerked, and fell face down into the blood-drenched snow. Quick as he could, Rake searched inside the gray cloak, grabbed what vials remained, then ran for the tower hill.

Such heavy snow was not ideal conditions for attempting to trick and kill the predator. Besides, it wouldn’t show itself unless Rake appeared to be in peril, and the danger had now passed.

Inside the archway of the Tower of Dawn, Rake checked on his latest harvest. One blood elixir, two shots of marrow. How many did that make now?

“Rake, what are you doing?”

Eidolan’s voice jolted him.

“Just catching my breath,” Rake said.

“We’re waiting for you inside.”

Rake slipped the vials inside his cloak and marched into the warm dark. From the placement of their cores and the glint of their eyes, Yume appeared to be curled up and shivering beside Eidolan.

“Is she hurt?” Rake asked, dropping to one knee beside them.

“Just weary after convincing that Wyrm Cloak to attack the dragon.”

“Frightfully impressive though,” Rake said. “How did you do it?”

A vision appeared to Rake of the enemy mystic facing Rake down, only the black chains at its neck were gone. Simple and elegant.

“I don’t think those humans can think clearly after drinking the blood,” Eidolan said.

An echo of the cloying metallic taste ran down Rake’s throat, a surge in muscle and might he could hardly grasp – a wild, animal strength. In the dark, Rake licked his lips and fought against the itch in his veins.

There came a sob. Rake looked down at Yume, but it hadn’t come from her. Another sniff, a louder, groaning sob.

“Nelwyn? What’s wrong?”

Thump.

I know, he thought. What isn’t wrong?

“Nelwyn?” This time, the word came as a croak.

“It’s Cyron…”

Rake shuffled to the old-timer’s side. He found his head and placed his hand over the tip of his snout. Cyron still breathed, but a feather had more spiritual weight. Rake sniffed and found a dangerous scent. An abandoned, hollow smell behind a long-locked room of dry dust, of brittle wood, of no living life at all. The blight was in Cyron. Fatigue sank through to Rake’s bones. He slumped to the ground like the others and, in the darkness, fought to stay strong. He had to – for the others.

“There’s still a chance, Nelwyn.”

Never give up. That was the way.

“Still a—” She bit the last word off, and Rake sensed she’d rather bite him instead. And he probably deserved it. “That predator hasn’t even shown itself for days.”

Now Rake considered it, the last time they’d seen the predator was when they’d tried to play their trick on it.

“It almost worked.” But even as he said it, he knew it for desperation. Truth was, the predator hadn’t been fooled for long, if at all. If not for Nelwyn’s timely strengthening of his second barrier, Rake would be dead.

“Is it too much to hope it’s gone?” Eidolan asked.

“It doesn’t seem the sort to give up.”

“I say it’s no use,” said Nelwyn. “When it comes again – if it comes again – it will be alert to our attempt at deception. This has all been for nothing.”

A slimy weight sank through Rake.

“What else can we do but try?”

A tapping fluttered around Rake’s mind. A vision from Yume came of Rake sprawled in the snow, the beating of his heart overloud alongside a pervading feeling of despair.

“That’s why your job is to suppress the sound of my heart.”

Yume peeped. She’d never sounded so small.

“She’s more used to adding sensation rather than removing it,” Eidolan said.

“Are you saying it’s impossible?”

Yume made a non-committal growl and sent another vision of her trying to fly with rocks weighing her down. Rake took that as ‘not impossible, but very difficult.’

“It’s tracked us or you by some magical means,” Eidolan said. “Maybe there’s a level on which it can’t be deceived?”

Rake didn’t care for this line of questioning. “Let us rest for now. I’ll take first watch.”

The dragons fell asleep quickly, leaving Rake alone with his thoughts. He gnawed at their predicament. Illusions worked best when they met the expectations of the beholder, but now they’d tried to deceive the predator once, it would be expecting them to try again, meaning the ploy would be even harder to pull off. Alas, the only alternative would be for Rake to really die, and if that was the answer⁠—

He set the thought aside and focused on Cleansing and Forging while he had the strength to do so.

Elya flew over the glittering loch at summer solstice; crowds threw their caps into the air for them, creating a rainbow as they fell; he sat low in the packed seats of the Kroma Theater, watching the shadow puppets enact the life of Girion Lighteyes, founder of Freiz, first hero of the east; he held his father’s hand as they walked the streets at night, watching the keepers light the lanterns and glass globes; his mother handed him the lit reed for the night candle in the enshrined window of the Torkallan estate – he set the wick burning…

Something burned inside him too. Something grew.

When he awoke, it took Rake a few moments to remember where he was. And who he was. His tail felt alien beneath him, his scales too coarse. A gray, drab light squeezed inside the Tower of Dawn – could be morning, could be twilight. Then Rake noticed a core missing from their number. Knowing the answer, he nonetheless picked his way over to Cyron. No heat remained in the old dragon. No breath, no core.

He woke the others, shared the news.

“I’m sorry.”

That was the human in him speaking. Such words were so deficient, so lacking the depth of all one wished to convey. Flawed, and very human indeed. Dragons, he felt, had the right notion. Wordlessly, Eidolan, Yume, Nelwyn, and the recovering hatchlings joined together in a grieving rumble, a quiet song of loss and woe. Why use words when you have music? Elya tried to add her own notes to the song. Rake felt it, shared in it, and knew what must now be done, but he allowed the dragons to hum their lament in full before he spoke.

“You should leave while you still can.”

None of them protested, which was good.

“We couldn’t move Cyron, but his death need not be in vain. Eidolan, if you could manage to carry one hatchling and Nelwyn another, the other three seem strong enough to manage on their own. You at least should be able to get out of danger.”

“And you?” Eidolan asked, voice weighed with knowing.

“They’re after me. I’ll stay.”

“Where ought we to go?” Nelwyn asked.

“Head for the emeralds’ Eastern Grove. There, you might make a stand with your Warden and all those who still oppose Thrall. If not there, then… anywhere. Just get away.”

Eidolan tried to rumble, but something caught in his throat.

“Don’t feel bad for me,” Rake tittered. “This isn’t some noble sacrifice, do you hear? We came here for me, you’ll recall. It’s my fault.”

Eidolan cleared his throat. “It’s still your life.”

Rake swallowed hard. “Elya and I were part of the Order, and we vowed to defend life, not pursue our own aims at all costs. If I can give my life to spare any one of you, I’ll consider it well spent.”

Silence reigned for a long time.

At length, Nelwyn broke it. “I won’t demean your offer with feigned protest. You did bring this on us… but you have my thanks, Rake.”

Rake inclined his head to her.

Yume whimpered.

“Don’t weep for me. I’ve long lived past my time. It might even be good to stop… to rest.” Just saying it felt treacherous, but for once, he thought he might mean it.

Boom.

The beat of his soul was like the life beat of the world. His spirit surged as though straining to burst free of him.

A whisper passed through his mind, quiet as a leaf crinkling underfoot.

‘Lorkan…’

Rake started and looked at the others. “What did you call me?”

Yume tilted her head, Nelwyn looked concerned for his sanity again, and Eidolan frowned.

‘Lorkan…’

Rake placed a hand over his chest. ‘Elya? Elya, is that you?’

She could not muster speech, but the gong of affection she sent him was euphoric.

Lorkan, he thought. Lorkan Torkallan. That was my name.

He’d meant all that he’d said, but now he felt emboldened at the thought of a last stand in the ruins of Freiz. Maybe he’d even pull away just enough scourge from the main fight to help Holt and Ash wherever they were. Yes, maybe he would.

Rake spent his remaining time with the mystics Forging every mote he still could. After they left, he’d have only the thoughts of goats left to him, with all the nourishment of chewing paper.

Once the weather cleared and a weak sun returned, the dragons readied to depart.

“And you’ll make sure Cyron does not rise again?” Nelwyn asked.

Rake nodded.

“And you’ll treat his hea— treat him with respect?”

“You have my word,” Rake said, and he touched his chest – gently, for the half-healed wounds of the predator still stung.

“Very well,” Nelwyn said, as if convincing herself. “Yes… very well.” She left without further fuss, lifting one of the hatchlings and taking off northwest over the loch.

Yume sent Rake a vision of himself standing upon a mound of scourge and Wyrm Cloaks, roaring, holding his polearm high. It made him smile.

“I’ll do my best.”

Yume gave him a nip, and he knelt so she could press her head against his. Then she gave a squeaky order to the three hatchlings, and they fell in behind her like ducklings as they departed. Only Eidolan and his charge remained. Fearing the illusionist wished for a poignant goodbye, Rake said gruffly, “Fly true.”

Eidolan gestured, and Rake followed his eyes to the top of the phantom tower.

“Shall I ring the bells one last time?”

As Rake breathed, his soul hadn’t felt so full and strong for as long as he could remember.

“Save your strength. I can do without it this once.” He clapped a hand at Eidolan’s neck and met the dragon’s brow with his own. “Farewell, old friend.”

“Farewell.”

Eidolan picked up his hatchling, then took off after the others. Rake waited by gazing upon the Tower of Dawn until it shimmered out of the world. Another winter storm began to gather, blotting the sky and darkening the already too short day. Harsh winds rose, and Floating his mote channels no longer staved off the cold.

But the warmth from his soul fueled him, gave him the strength to heft his polearm and march back inside the tower for the grizzly task that remained. Cyron was too large to be moved, but his head might be. Huffing, aching, Rake managed to drag the old boy back into fresh air. The ground was too frozen to dig, so Rake built a cairn around Cyron out of the rubble of Freiz.

Elya pulsed once it was done to let him know she was pleased.

Ta-dumph.

Afterward, Rake stood upon the tower hill, watching the city for a long time. When the scourge began circling, Elya stirred alongside his rising heart, and he knew he did not stand alone.
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PEACE OR BLOOD


While Talia Cleansed and Forged, she forgot the cold, forgot all else save her heart, her bond, and building Pyra’s bonfire. When she opened her eyes to a gray dawn, her burdens returned. Empress Skadi had upended the pieces on the board. Almost one month later, Talia felt ready to make the first move in the new game.

Most unfortunately, the cold returned too. Despite a score of hot braziers outside the Mecklen estate, despite Pyra’s aura and proximity, Talia shivered. She’d expected to find Pyra curled around her, but instead her dragon was huddled low around someone else.

“Fynn’s brought you tea,” Pyra said.

She unfurled her wings to reveal Fynn in heavy furs, holding a silver pot wrapped in insulating wool. He produced a cup, poured, and proffered the spiced nairn root tea. Talia’s right arm was out of its sling now, but that quarrel had pierced deep, and her forearm and hand still felt stiff. She accepted the tea in her left hand with thanks and quiet trepidation. It was a fine thing after meditating all night, yet Fynn had never been up this early before.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he explained. “Spent half the night playing diplomat between Leif and Britta.”

“How’d that go?”

“The worse the news from Fornheim gets, the more she swings between loving and hating him. It’s like a fever.”

Talia had also worried about Britta. The poor girl seemed fraught enough to rip apart at the seams. Talia sympathized.

“And I also wondered…” Fynn began, but he hesitated.

“You can ask me anything.”

“Are you sure about this offer to Conrad?”

Talia nodded.

“Using my proposal?”

She took a fortifying gulp of tea, nodded again.

Fynn opened his mouth, closed it, nodded.

Pyra prodded him in the back with her wing bone. “Talia says it’s a good idea.” And it really was. Talia had even managed to get Roland’s albeit unenthusiastic agreement. Still, he’d been the one to extol the virtues of unhappy compromises.

“Well,” Fynn said, “I’m glad to be of assistance. I used to bring the whole empire behind you, and now…”

Talia smirked. “Keep the food and tea coming, and we’ll keep you around.”

Fynn smiled in that way only he could, pulled out a strip of rider’s beef jerky, and tossed it to Pyra. The intensity of the dried meat caused a small explosion of pleasure that Talia tasted over their bond. When she next tilted her cup to her lips, she was sad to find it empty. Seemed like fate’s way of telling her to be getting on. Her only hesitation now was the nauseating thought of offering Conrad an inch for everything he’d forced upon them.

And so it was with grim determination that Talia made her way to Conrad’s keep. Pyra flew her up to the Archduke’s tower, and she stepped off onto a balcony adjacent to his private quarters.

“I’ll circle around for support,” Pyra said, beginning to loop the tower as Talia stepped through the balcony doors. Feorlen and Brenish soldiers snapped to attention as she stalked toward Conrad’s drawing room.

Inside, Talia found a crush of heavy oak furniture, finely upholstered, and portraits of somber men and women in uniforms. A stone hearth sculpted in the form of the Risalian eagle dominated one wall. A fire crackled there, wood smoke tickling her nose.

And there was Conrad, sitting in a high-backed armchair. And he was nothing like she’d expected. ‘Soft’ was the word that came to mind. He had the physique of a once-strong man gone to seed, yet his clothes were still sharply tailored in military fashion, all black, save for a white waistcoat and ruffled cuffs. He’d swept his gray hair back from his face, no single strand threatening to fall out of place, and in the Risalian style, he wore a mustache, although he’d curled his stiff with oil and careful combing.

“You’re a stubborn bastard, Conrad.”

“Your handsome young Master of War told me the same thing.” The Archduke made to stand, wobbled, and steadied himself on a white lacquered cane with an onyx eagle head. “Pardon the absence of the Archduchess. My beleaguered wife has long preferred to reside on her private estate away from Wismar.”

Lucky her, Talia thought.

“Sit, Archduke. You might as well be comfortable.”

Conrad eased himself down with a sigh. “Before we begin, I want to make it clear that I had nothing to do with the attempt on your dragon’s life.”

Talia flexed her fingers and let him stew in the silence. The Risalian garrison commander had gone to great pains to express the same thing. Those who’d supplied Ensel with the marrow had acted alone, the Archduke had no idea – on and on he’d droned. Maybe Conrad really hadn’t had anything to do with it, maybe it had been his idea, but Talia had little choice but to accept the story. Otherwise, she’d never be able to make peace.

“I trust she is recovering well?” Conrad asked, flicking his gaze toward the window as Pyra’s purple silhouette rushed past.

“Well enough. More than many will from this war.”

“Quite, quite. Like the thirty of my best knights you struck down.”

“Twenty-seven,” she corrected, knowing the breakdown by heart. Eleven would recover in time, five would never walk again, three would never grip a sword again, and eight… eight had died of their injuries. She would never forget those numbers, nor the memory of Farsa confronting her.

“You killed eight men,” the Flight Commander had said the morning after, as though stating facts at a trial. Ethel and Drefan had been there too, and Talia had turned to Drefan and asked, “How many Feorlen and Brenish soldiers were fighting in the streets when I arrived?”

“Over four hundred,” Drefan had said.

Talia had faced Lady Farsa down and said, “What I did was save four hundred lives.”

Those knights had been given every chance to turn back, and they’d attacked; she’d given Conrad every chance to make peace, and he’d chosen blood. Where were the cries for them to take responsibility? Ethel had stood by her, and while there’d been no outward rage or disgust in Farsa, her steely eyes had cut sharper than usual. They’d gouged out a line of sorts – ‘this far’, they’d said, and not a step further.

“Twenty-seven,” Talia repeated to the Archduke, “and if I were as wicked as you all claim, your city would be ash. It isn’t. You aren’t. Do you know how many men died when you ordered your knights to charge down the hill? Do you, Conrad? One hundred and nine pointless deaths, men cut down, trampled, or burned to achieve precisely nothing.”

A little smoke spilled out at the end there. Outside, Pyra roared hard enough to shake the windows, and Talia began to pace.

“Your own people suffered,” she said. “Burned to blisters, crushed by crumbling buildings, choked by soot, all caused by your flames. I’ll send you detailed reports on the innocent Risalians from that night. I’m certain your conscience demands that you know, what with you being so damned moral and all.”

Conrad licked his lips and held his cane in a white-knuckled grip.

“If I’m a murderer,” she said, growling to a finish, “then so are you, and the Archon, and the Empress, and both of my uncles – we’re all killers. Now, can we make a peace, or shall we go on killing?”

Conrad fussed with his mustache, fingers running through the hair with ingrained practice, then gestured to the armchair opposite his own.

Talia sat down, leaned forward, elbows on knees, and grunted through a shooting pain from her elbow. More smoke billowed with that grunt, and perhaps that pushed the Archduke over the edge.

“You must understand why we opposed you. You haven’t unleashed all your power, but another rider could lack restraint. If your ascension went unchallenged, what message would that send?”

Perhaps that should have roused Talia, but it didn’t. She just felt exhausted by it, and there was a point there, no matter how cynically her opponents deployed it. A thought sprang to her which made her laugh.

“You know, if it wasn’t for you, I’d probably never have become queen.”

Conrad looked aggrieved. “How do you imagine that?”

“Deorwin Steward,” she said, and it took a few moments before realization dawned on Conrad’s face. “Had you not covertly released him to my brother, Osric’s betrayal might never have come out, Leofric wouldn’t have written to me, I’d never have suspected foul play. And it all started because you wanted revenge. The irony must be enough to make you sick.”

“Fancy that,” Conrad said, a pink flush creeping up his neck. “The cruel joke is on me, it would seem. You won out in the end.”

“Not sure I’d call this winning.” Talia leaned back and sighed, sending steam to the high ceiling. “Aren’t you weary, Archduke? Feorlen, Brenin, and Risalia go round and around. Three wars in my lifetime alone – and all for what? For control of the Toll Pass, so whoever holds it can make some coin off the much-needed trade between us? Seems like a lot of blood for very little gold.”

“There are other things… Honor, reputation, and, as you say, vengeance. Security was one of my chief concerns.” Conrad gave a nervous laugh. “The irony of that does make me ill.” He rubbed his stomach in soothing circular motions. “As we’ve touched on the subject, I wonder if you might enlighten me as to what’s going on in the north of my Duchy?”

“Didn’t Dref— Didn’t Ealdor Harroway inform you?”

“Your Master of War has been more intent on taking information than providing it. Indeed, there were times he seemed more concerned about the whereabouts of a single duke.”

“Did Ealdor Harroway tell you why he seeks Rittenmark?”

Conrad inspected his fingernails. “Yes… that folly at the Toll Pass.” Though uncomfortable, his tone sounded genuinely contrite. “I’d never condone such a thing, you know, but once the fire is lit, it can get out of control.” His soft laugh turned simpering. “But I don’t need to tell you that.”

Talia decided that she rather disliked the Archduke, yet she could sense a man struggling to tread water, not evil at heart but caught in the currents and swept along. As soft on the inside as he was on the outside.

When Talia made no reaction to his little remark, Conrad nervously cleared his throat and said, “Please, Queen Agravain. If we are to make a peace, I must know what occurs in my own lands.”

Talia told Conrad to the best of her knowledge. Northern Risalia had been ‘occupied for the safety of its citizens during a perilous winter and time of chaos’, as Skarl pronouncements had put it. Nothing to suggest that Skadi intended to give the land back.

“I’m afraid,” Talia ended, “that the Iron Duke has colluded with the Skarls and been declared Lord Protector of the region.” And Rittenmark, who had been redeployed north against the Skarls, appeared to be one of the Iron Duke’s supporters.

Conrad fussed with his waistcoat and stared off into nothingness.

“I know that must be hard for you to hear,” Talia offered woodenly. Seemed like the sort of thing she ought to say.

Conrad sniffed, pulled a handkerchief out of his waistcoat, and dabbed at his eyes. “A true cuckoo in the nest. Ungrateful tyke.” Talia frowned at his phrasing, but before she could say anything, Conrad continued, “I assume I am on my own if I wish to reclaim what Skadi has stolen?”

“I’m afraid so.”

It pained her to say it, for Talia felt the injustice in her bones. Worse, how could she and Fynn ever hold dreams of choice and freedom when hundreds of thousands were being crushed under the boot?

“Your friends in Athra might assist you,” Talia said, allowing the sarcasm to drip from every word. “They seemed awfully upset at the mere thought of me becoming some kind of tyrant. One can imagine how outraged they’ll be about this. They’ll spring into action, I’m sure.”

Conrad heaved a breathy laugh, jowls quivering. “It’s all gone rather pear-shaped, hasn’t it?” He braced his cane with both hands, thumped it off the floor, and soldiered on. “So, what is it you want?”

“I want what I thought we all desired: to fight the scourge. But it’s hard to do that while we’re fighting each other. Here’s the truth, Conrad. A mystic dragon who hates humanity has control of the scourge and can direct it with purpose. Even now, wild dragons, riders, and probably Coedhen battles against him, and I’d much rather join that fight, but instead I’m dealing with these distractions. I’d ask the New Order to fly east, but we can’t while the riders of Sky Spear pose a threat. Has anyone informed you of their actions?”

“Only that they’ve all but declared allegiance to Skadi,” Conrad said, and he had the grace to add a bitter tone to his words. The hypocrisy of it hammered a final nail into the coffin of principle.

“Commander Farsa is inclined to think they did so out of practical necessity,” Talia said. “Where my uncle and I were willing to offer Drakburg food and supplies freely, Skadi made additional demands for her resources. Doubtless she wishes to reopen Claw Point and the Roaring Fjord to safeguard the Empire.”

“And who will guard Risalia? You?”

“The New Order will, if you’ll allow them.”

“And your relationship with the New Order is, erm, firm?”

This time, he had her.

‘You killed eight people.’

“It’s strained, Conrad, I won’t lie. Strained but not yet frayed. But the New Order is more than just me. Recognize and accept it, and you shall meet directly with Commander Farsa and other high-ranking members as needed. Scourge roaming your lands have already been hunted down as a courtesy.”

Conrad thumped his cane with purpose. “I feel we’re approaching the meat of the meal. Tell me your terms. They can hardly be worse than your uncle’s. I think he seeks to impoverish Risalia back to the breaking of Aldunei.”

Talia held up her good hand, lit flickering flames from three fingers, and watched the fire dance in Conrad’s eyes. The story of General Sulla and Consul Stolo came to the fore. Everyone feared she would grasp like Sulla had, as Skadi had now done, but Fynn thought she should do as Stolo did, let things go, even give, all with the greater picture in mind. The best part was that no one would expect it from her, least of all herself.

“Skadi wants a fifth of your realm,” Talia said. “We don’t. Let these be our terms: Risalia acknowledges me as the rightful Queen of Feorlen.”

She extinguished one flame.

“Risalia recognizes the New Order, granting all due tithes, and Risalian forces will join coordinated missions between Feorlen and Brenin to proactively combat the threat of the scourge.”

Another flame went out.

Conrad braced. “And the third?”

“Henceforth, no trade through the valleys of the Toll Pass shall be subject to any levy. Risalians shall man the gatehouse bordering the Duchy, Brenish will man theirs. Feorlen will retain the main fortress as it borders our kingdom, but not a single copper will be charged on any people or goods entering or leaving. No more fighting over it.”

The Archduke scrunched his face so hard that the curls of his mustache threatened to touch his eyes. “Conventionally, the victors make demands.” He fussed with the black buttons on his waistcoat. “You hold the Pass; men have died for it. Why would you give up the power it brings?”

“I was a rider first. I told you, the scourge is my top concern.”

Talia extinguished the third flame.

Conrad glanced about, as though anticipating an ambush from behind an armchair or the heavy curtains. Then, finally, cautiously, he said, “Then I accept those terms, Red Queen.”

“You can thank my husband. The Toll Pass part was his idea.”

Conrad harrumphed. “Skadi’s boy? One takes and the other gives,” he said grimly, the first hint of hardness he’d shown. “I’m glad you have one of them trained well to heel.”

“Fynn is his own man.”

“But of course, of course. The pick of the litter, I dare say.”

“I wouldn’t phrase it so colorfully.” Tiredness and the ache from her elbow crept back in. She slumped in her chair, sighed again, and watched the steam swirl. “But,” she allowed, “he was the best pick.”
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The half-moon hung over the northeastern front as the defenders fled.

Holt and Ash did their best to cover the retreating bowmen from the flayers, the ghouls, the stingers forcing down through the canopy, the ice dragons with unfeeling eyes, the mystics in black chains. One by one, the bows and chitbreakers fell silent while the shrieks, the screams, the roars, the breaking wood, and the thunderous juggernaut feet grew louder.

This breach was calamitous; it went on for miles. The Ice Lady Eloise, traitor of Oak Hall, was at the far end of the enemy advance, but the blood healer and, most worryingly, the ethereal dragon were closer by. Holt and Ash hurried to intercept it, with no plan other than to just get in its way, to distract it from the Coedhens as long as they could.

As the ethereal dragon popped into existence, Holt aimed a Shock but missed, and the dragon phased out again, becoming nothing more than a core to his senses, while behind him, the scourge pressed in.

Holt pressed a great Consecration deep into the frozen soil, even as the voice of the Wardens echoed in their minds. “Stand! Stand!”

The ethereal dragon reappeared, its thin, angled snout facing down at him.

Holt had no time to switch cycling to raise his magical armor, never mind eat Floating jerky or drink an elixir.

Ash’s fear thrummed terribly hard. He would have jumped in front of Holt to spare him, but he was stuck between trees and the great bugs.

The ethereal dragon shot its breath.

Holt felt death coming, but Astralis took over, guided his arms around in a mighty two-handed swing, flicking up at the last moment to strike the breath. There came a howl as though the fabric of the world ripped apart and terrible pain pounded in Astralis, but the enemy’s attack went hurtling back up toward it, would have struck had a stinger not flown into its path. There was a wet bang, a rancid rain, and the dragon shifted its position, ready to try again.

Bows twanged, and chitbreakers thrummed again. Arrows and heavy quarrels zipped toward the mass of scourge, some arcing higher, and amid the flurry, one struck the ethereal dragon.

No mere arrow could penetrate scales and hide, yet the dragon roared as though every bone in its body were being crushed. Fist-sized drops of blood spilled from it as it hastened away, shifting in and out of its phantom form as it writhed in the air. Holt sensed the blood healer chase after its sibling, then need from Ash yanked Holt’s attention back to the scourge pouring onto their Consecration.

Another volley of arrows eased the press, and Holt wondered why the Coedhens had turned back to fight – they should be running. The enemy had them in a rout, a red rout – but as the enemy turned to flee instead, he realized why.

Thirty cores approached from the south, thirty cores with a Warden blazing at their head.

“That’s one of the Fire Wardens,” Ash said, sensing the familiar nature of the presence.

A slimy, cold feeling ran down Holt’s spine, but the fire dragons flew out over the desolation, chasing the enemy off.

It was too much to hope for. Holt lifted his bandanna. He had to truly see this to believe it.

Beyond the new border of the forest, flames wreathed and swirled across the desolate ground. Red, orange, golden-yellow, the fires would burn high and bright until dawn, when only scattered embers still guttered from the charred bugs and dragon corpses.

As though in a dream, Holt and Ash emerged with the other battered riders, wild emeralds, and wild mystics to greet their saviors. The Fire Flight, or some remnant of it, were all standing proud as though they had just won the whole war. Holt recognized the greatest of them.

With scales of burnished copper, almost gold in places, the Warden of Valor observed them from the full height of her long neck. Her wings were cream satin, her spinal ridges were amber, her eyes true bronze, and they lingered on Holt and Ash longer than the others.

“Sons of Night,” she said, her voice regal, the way Holt had once imagined every dragon would sound. “I ought to have known you would be here. The courage you displayed in defying my Elder was second only to that of those at Falcaer. I commend you.”

Holt couldn’t summon words, real or telepathic. Still gazing up at Valor, he fell to his knees and let loose a breath of disbelief.

Ash felt less in awe and a lot less gracious. “You should have done something over the Great Chasm.” He said it plain and blunt, without honorifics and without meekness, right to the Warden’s majestic face. Holt’s heart jolted, and he held his breath.

“We are acting now,” Valor said, and then she moved on.

Holt blew out his cheeks in relief and whacked Ash on the leg. “I don’t fancy fighting another Fire Warden, do you?”

Ash snickered. “Feeling delicate, boy?”

Holt groaned. “A bit tender, seeing as you asked.”

“It’s far from over.” Ash rumbled heartily and wiggled his tail. “Ah, I think I’ve healed.”

Even as he spoke, the tight magical leaves of the Emerald Flight slid smoothly apart and fell to the ground. Ash lifted his tail as high as it would go and curled it every which way it could be curled.

Still rumbling with delight, he said, “Finally, I can fly again!”
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SCALE STEEL


The full moon was still a night and day away when Holt reentered Coedhen. Aberanth’s letter had asked him to come when he could, and despite the impending evenings with Beast, Holt was excited to see what Aberanth had developed. Any edge in the war would be invaluable.

Coedhen itself seemed grimmer and even less inviting than before. The refugees had cleared, moved up into the great trees, or been sent underground or conscripted into the many drilling divisions of young men training with bow or spear. Barricades dotted the pathways, logs had been hoisted and bound ready to drop, and chitbreakers had been mounted on newly fortified terraces up the Terwyn ramps.

In the frigid city, Aberanth and Ferruccio’s forge yard was a haven of warmth and noise. The thrum of hammers, of grunting effort, of hissing steam and roaring forges wove like a dragon song. Amid this music, Aberanth came scampering out, his eyes wider and brighter than Holt had seen them since he’d been burned.

“You seem in good spiri⁠—”

Holt’s jaw dropped. It could not be. In disbelief, he checked again, carefully inspecting Aberanth’s core and soul.

But there was no mistaking it.

“Aberanth – you have a bond!”

“Indeed! Indeed! Quite remarkable, isn’t it? Oh, I always wished to better understand these connections, and now I can study one – but I… I am pleased for its own sake, naturally.”

Still in shock, Holt managed to beam at the little emerald and ask, “How? When?”

“Oh, it just sort of… happened. We were working late one night, and it felt like the heat of the forges had sunk deep down inside me. And then it started to beat, and I could hear Ferruccio’s thoughts, and⁠—”

“You felt like you never wanted to part from him?”

“Erm, not quite. Hmph. More like… well, if this was what working together would be like forever more, I’d be happy to give it a try.”

That didn’t sound as magical as when Holt had bonded to Ash in the mucker’s hut. But then Ash had been a blind hatchling curled up in his lap, and he’d felt wholly responsible for the baby dragon. What Aberanth described sounded closer to how a Novice bond usually formed, according to what Rake had told them.

‘A Novice bond forms when a dragon and rider are willing to work together.’

“And just think what you both might make once he becomes an Ascendant. Dragon-steel tools! Well, I’m glad I came to find out in person. Hearing about this by letter wouldn’t have been the same.”

“I’m glad you made it too. Knowing you, I worried you’d stay at the front even with all those fire dragons there to help.”

Holt wrestled again over whether to tell Aberanth about Wolf or not, but he ultimately held to the promise he’d made to the shapeshifter.

“Since Valor arrived, there’s only been one breach a day at most. We’re still losing ground, but it’s inches compared to miles.” He almost said, ‘We might even be able to wear them down’ – but then thought better of it.

“Yes, it’s been a relief here too, let me tell you,” Aberanth babbled. “The Rangers aren’t screaming for things we can’t make or can’t make fast enough. Supposedly, they’re closing in on the crooks who are hoarding all the iron, but I’ll believe that when we’re drowning in ore and not a moment sooner. We’ll need every ounce of it, hmph.”

“For this new form of steel?” Holt asked. “Don’t make me beg to see it.”

“Come, come, follow me!” Aberanth turned tail and scurried off through the bustle of the forge yard.

“Did you send some of this new metal to the ice riders at the front?” After the last supply drop, Holt had noticed riders placing plates of blue steel along the ever-shifting front lines.

“Ahhhh, you saw – how did they perform?”

“I don’t know, we left before seeing them in action.”

“Oh, damn it all, Holt.” Aberanth swerved around a teetering stack of crates, and Holt pivoted to follow. “I would have welcomed feedback on their performance.”

“What were they supposed to do?”

“Anything the riders wanted! Well, in theory. You’ll see for yourself. We need to test your own type.”

They arrived at the heart of the forge yard, where Ferruccio Smith hammered away at an ingot. The cooler side of the metal was pale green.

“How can he be working that?” Holt asked.

Ferruccio managed the feat of looking at Holt with one eye while his other remained on the ingot.

“The White Rider thinks I work dragon-steel. What will he think of our creation?”

“It’s something entirely new,” Aberanth said excitedly. “We’re calling it scale steel.”

“Scale steel?”

“Indeed, yes! Not impervious like dragon-steel, not as powerfully magical, but far more flexible, and possibly more useful. Well, certainly to everyone who isn’t a rider, hmph, but even for riders, it could be extremely handy material. It can imbibe magic, but it doesn’t have to be from the dragon whose scales made it. Ferruccio’s working an emerald ingot, obviously, and any emerald dragon or rider could imbue it with power.”

Holt followed but didn’t see the use. “Power to do what?”

“Anything, Holt! Anything within reason, we think. The metal can absorb magic, but unless the power is willed in and sealed with purpose, it will disperse. We had access to more ice scales than anything, so we tested a lot with those riders – even had the Paragon herself come down at one point.” He shuddered as though her pressure still weighed upon him.

“Ice in her eyes,” Ferruccio said, still hammering. “Ice in her heart and words.”

“So…” Holt began slowly, “those blue plates of scale steel the ice riders had, they could, I don’t know”—his thoughts drifted to Eloise and the murderous icicles she summoned underfoot—“turn into an ice spike if a ghoul stepped on it?”

“I don’t see why not. Maybe enough plates willed together could create a great wall of ice, or freeze enemies in place, or… well, you get the idea.”

Holt’s slow nodding became more vigorous. He was beginning to see the potential in such metal, if it worked as Aberanth said.

“And you can make this for every type?”

“All we need is scales.” He nudged an open crate of loose blue scales in a score of different shades. “We use them as the carbon source. Have to grind them into a fine powder – which is no small feat, let me tell you. Dragon scales don’t like to be ground up.”

“I can imagine.”

“Tried hammering them, heating them, we even convinced a miller to let us use their mill stones – heh.” He chortled impishly, then rumbled. “B-but that chewed up the stones. Riders could probably pound them into dust, but that wouldn’t do – you’re all needed elsewhere!”

Ferruccio gave a tsk of impatience. “The White Rider won’t wish to hear of our trials, Aberanth. Riders never do.”

“I do,” Holt said, more defensively than he intended. “I really do, Ferruccio. I used to help Aberanth all the time – even if I only understood about this much.” He raised his thumb and forefinger with a tiny gap between them.

“You can tell him, Ferruccio. I can’t have all the fun.”

Ferruccio Smith wiped his brow, and his frown of toil vanished, replaced by the giddiness of a small child. He set his hammer down with a thunk and said, “The solution is to use the scales to grind other scales. Which is why we’ve only been able to create a limited amount of your own type.”

“You— Can I see it?”

“You can have it,” Ferruccio said quizzically. “Who else would use it?”

Holt’s gaze roved over the nearby worktops as though the new lunar steel would be lying around. Aberanth led him to the right place and indicated the correct box with a wilted vine. Inside, Holt found five sheets of silvery-white metal, each as thick as his thumb and greater than the width of his frying pan.

“Hard to know where to begin,” Holt said. “And these are quite large pieces.”

“You can break and bend them,” said Ferruccio.

Seeing the puzzlement on Holt’s face, Aberanth said, “Try gripping a corner and will a small square to break off.”

Holt took the corner of one sheet between his fingers and summoned the magic and spirit to do just that. It was well he didn’t require much magic for this. Inside the city, he strained at the edge of his bond range with Ash, but enough crossed for this. The steel accepted the magic, yielded to his will. Two silver lines cut brightly, one down, the other horizontally from the outer edge, and a square of the metal pulled away.

“Aberanth, this is… wow.”

“Try imbuing it, Holt – go on!”

This stumped him. What to do? And with only a little power given the circumstances. He went with his gut instinct and pressed a trickle of magic into the square, and the white steel accepted the power like stale bread taking gravy. A sense of anticipation rose from the steel, and Holt willed it to release on impact. The metal complied.

“Might want to close your eyes,” Holt said.

Aberanth screwed his shut, and Ferruccio turned and raised an arm across his face.

Holt dropped the square. The flash was pitiful, given the drop of power he’d used, but the possibilities were already blooming in his mind. With enough power, he could effectively store Flares to throw around without having to create one in battle. That would save him magic and time in a fight, yet here, the evident drawback caught up to him.

“Aberanth, do you know how spiritual seals work?”

“In theory,” Aberanth said, a tad ruffled.

“Well, it takes a piece of ourselves to make a seal.” He already had a seal over Aberanth’s grotto and a second holding Erdra’s green effigy in place at Red Rock. Rake had told him he needed to be careful in creating more.

“Yessss, but once a seal breaks, it can no longer hold that piece of you. Didn’t you feel the spirit return to you after dropping that square?”

“Well, that was such a small thing.”

Aberanth grumbled. “Hmm, hmph, well, everything has its limits.”

“We have so few higher-ranked riders as it is, and we need each of them to be at full strength.”

“Hmph, maybe,” Aberanth grumbled, “but dragons can do it too. Doesn’t ‘have’ to be a rider, you know. There’s been talk of imbuing scale steel arrowheads and chitbreaker quarrels with crushing weight or fire. Plenty of fire dragons around now – well, assuming they aren’t dropping like flies out there.”

Judging by his tone, Aberanth wouldn’t have minded a few fire dragons ‘dropping’.

“That’s all assuming the Rangers can locate this ore,” he rattled on, “but it’s their necks on the line too, so they’re well motivated. Anyway, before you head back to the front, I’d be grateful if Ash would provide me with more scales.”

“The front?” Holt said, his mind already turning back to Wolf and the Beast he would become. “We’re not heading back,” he said absentmindedly.

Aberanth tsked. “You’re not…? Where the blazes are you going?”

Holt thought fast. “Out into the forest. We’re going to hunt a deer, assuming any are left, to help Forge like crazy during the full moon.”

Aberanth squinted at him. “Hmph, fine, fine, but I could still get some scales, yes?”

“Afterward,” Holt said, concerned about putting as many miles between Wolf and the city as possible now. “On our way back, I promise we will.”

“I’d say pace yourself,” Aberanth warned as Holt walked off, “but I fear such concerns will slide in one ear and straight out the other.”

“Uh huh,” Holt mumbled, staring at the white plates in his hand as he walked. A scale steel frying pan? Well, maybe if they made it to another full moon.

The following night, as Ash hovered high over the western forest and Beast made leap after fruitless leap to reach them, Holt almost missed the toil and danger of the northeastern front.

“Come down, come down, I’ll make it quick, I swear!” But Beast couldn’t make it to the end without a hacking laugh. “Come on, Holt, Ash – I know what’s going on in this forest. I know your cause is hopeless. At least this way, you get to make me very, veryyyyy happy.”

“Do you think he’ll ever shut up?” Ash asked.

“Just five minutes would be great.”

Determined to Forge, Holt kept his eyes closed. He considered trying to muffle his ears the way Rake could dull the sound of his feet – anything to block out Beast’s constant slavering threats – but he couldn’t cycle magic and spirit and focus on Forging at the same time. With considerable effort, he was able to sink into Ash’s nightscape, but every so often, Beast would make such a racket it jolted through.

One such cacophony rattled Holt out of Forging more violently than the rest. Beast was cursing, howling with impotent rage, and smashing tree after tree to the forest floor. There was so much noise Holt imagined it might wake everyone far away in Coedhen.

“The Wardens will notice him if he keeps that up,” Ash said.

Holt shared his worry. If the Wardens did notice and assumed Beast to be an enemy, they would turn their powers against him, and Wolf would die.

“Maybe try warning him?” Holt said. Beast was unreasonable, but he’d presumably rather live.

“Ah, that’s a good boy,” Ash said to Beast. “I’m sure the Emerald Wardens won’t notice at all. I’m sure they’ll leave you alone and let you keep smashing their forest all night long.”

Beast roared, sent one final tree to the forest floor, then fell still. Without using Ash’s ears, Holt could no longer hear him, and all he could make out was the moonlight-sucking void surrounding Beast.

“He’s panting hard,” Ash said.

“Maybe he’s finally worn himself out.”

No such luck.

“Such heroes aren’t you. Keeping everyone safe from me. Keeping me here and not there…” He said it with a horrible, lustful shiver. “So much fear, so much blood and death. Oooh, He tortures me by being so close to it, letting it fill his snout and never once taking a bite, a taste. Soft. Tragic. Barely alive with all his shaking and worrying.” Beast feigned a retching sound.

Ash projected the sound of a deep yawn. “Sorry, are you still blabbering? Only you go on and on and on. Wolf really is a hero to put up with you in his head.”

“How’s your attempt to help him going? Heh-heh. What’s the plan? Fight me? Kill me? Even if you had the stomach for it, you’d kill Him too. Soft-hearted fools. So come down, come dowwnnn to meeeee, Ash. You are my meat. Come down, or is this to be our forever? Three nights of every month forever!”

“We’re patient.”

“Hah! Well, I’m not. And I tire of your ‘heroics’,” he added with deepest derision. “I know what will bring you down – your soft, squishy, delectable hearts won’t take it.” Another whoomph and another thunderous crash. “Some humans might do. Ickle bickle humies with their little bones, or a plump dragon with crunchable scales. One of the green ones. Yesssss, you can watch me have my fun.”

And with a howl to split the sky, Beast hurried south at alarming speed.

Ash flew after him.

Beast’s fists pounded the earth as he knuckle-ran. At times, he doubled back as though to catch them off guard. Other times, he veered east, but Holt and Ash weren’t too worried, at least not yet. They’d spent the best part of two days getting as far from Coedhen as they could after Holt left Aberanth. The fighting was all in the east; the west was clear. Beast might trample or kill some birds or other animals, but that was probably a favorite pastime of his during most full moons.

“What if he does find someone to hurt?” Ash asked.

“We don’t have a hope of fighting him. Best we can do is taunt him, fly off, and hope he chases us instead.”

“Not the best of plans.”

“He wants us badly, Ash. It’s the best we’ve got.”

After aimless roaming, it became clear that Beast had no idea where he was yet. By lurching turns, he roved south and east, finally coming to the banks of the Bright Wash, where he dove in with a mighty splash.

“Cold, bitter water, washes scents away. Dark rushing water, wants to pull me under - nooo not me!”

Whatever madness drove him caused him to cross the banks several times. At a thinner point in the river’s bend, he made the crossing in one almighty jump, landing in a thunderous crash that staggered him, leaving him heaving for breath, gasping for air.

All things must end, so too did Beast finally tire. As the moon lowered to the western horizon, he slumped upon the northern riverbank. A pre-dawn gray emerged, and Beast’s void shuddered to a black button on the silver coat of the moon’s last light. When the moon’s brightness turned muted and washed out, he turned back into Wolf.

Ash gave it a few minutes, then gently landed nearby. Holt hopped down and crept toward Wolf. He lay curled up, tail lightly covering his snout, one paw twitching as though chasing a deer. The lapping waters of the Bright Wash sounded soothing after all that fury.

“Do you think he’ll be tired when he comes out tonight?” Holt mused as he rubbed his eyes. Ash ruffled his wings as a human might shrug. He stretched his neck and tail to their full lengths with a satisfied groan, which cut off sharply. Still stretched, he went taut like a drawn bow.

Astralis jolted, ready and alert.

Three cores approached. One from the north, one from the east, one from the south. Each was unusual, but Holt knew the feel of them from the battlefront.

Sol and his siblings were coming.
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Beast might have failed to force them to ground during the night, but he had stolen much of Holt’s Forging time. With Sol and the others on the way and Ash’s core hardly brimming, Beast might have doomed them anyway.

“We take one down,” Holt said as he pulled out strips of Floating jerky. Better to be bold than fold. “One at least,” he said, chewing, the ginger burning on his tongue.

“I say two.”

Astralis thumped for all three.

Holt had no sooner started Floating his mote channels than the Bright Wash roiled and a teal dragon burst up like a leaping trout, water swirling into a blue-pearl mass at its mouth.

Holt drew Astralis and met the dragon’s breath in one motion. Steel cut water, and the spray struck Holt in a dozen places, but armored with enhanced Floating, the droplets struck no harder than pebbles.

Not three enemies, then, but four. The thought passed bitterly between dragon, boy, and blade as the teal dragon leaped from the river again and shot another water globe.

Ash picked Wolf up with his talons and clumsily beat his wings, backing away from the shore toward the cover of the trees.

Holt followed, slashing through the water globes as they came. The teal dragon’s attacks came too fast for him to consider turning his back, and Ash’s own breaths missed it every time, fizzing out where the moonbeams hit the river.

As they put distance between themselves and the riverbank, the teal dragon’s aim started going awry. When it missed, Holt took the chance to swallow a Floating elixir to compound the effects of the jerky. Veins of light shone from his hands and wrists as his skin turned tingling hot, and ducking another globe, he lowered his bandanna as Sol arrived ahead of the blood and ethereal dragons.

Sol – a gray ghost to Holt’s senses – roared as though he’d already triumphed, and his dragon song, his presence, slammed into them. A radiant music full of pride for his light revealed the world and gave it life. With it came a resounding spiritual check.

‘Dare you gaze directly at my brilliance?’

The moon should know its place; it cowered from the sun, hiding with the world between them. Holt and Ash ought to cower too, yet as the faint full moon still hung in the morning sky, defying the day, together they defied Sol.

In that moment, Sol’s dragon song stuttered, his roar cracked, and he swooped low in a heedless, arrogant rush, letting out such light that Holt could feel its heat upon his face. But his eyes were protected, and Ash laughed at Sol’s attempt to blind him and shot a moonbeam into his flight path. Having hurtled so close, Sol had no hope of avoiding it. Its concussive force pushed him into the upper branches of a gnarled old tree, which gave as good as it got before Sol crunched to the ground.

The blood dragon arrived a moment later, its core pulsing as it set to work. Sol’s cries sounded more like wails, as though he were feeling pain for the first time.

Astralis impressed the need to hit Sol again, keep hitting him to drain that healer of power. Ash took that task, pummeling Sol with another moonbeam while Holt took charge of defending Wolf. Still deflecting water globes, he grabbed a scruff of coarse hair with his left hand and started dragging Wolf’s limp body between the trees.

Holt’s perception of Sol was obscured by Ash’s battering power, but the blood dragon healed the damage as fast as Ash inflicted it. All that blood on the front lines had evidently strengthened it.

Astralis tugged at them, pushing for the next phase of its plan. Holt set Wolf behind the shelter of a huge trunk, then darted back out, putting space between himself and Ash as the ethereal dragon arrived on the scene, trackable only by its core. Holt imagined the dragon twisting its neck between him and Ash, wondering who to hit first.

Their timing would need to be perfect: this dragon hit too hard for them to get a second try. Astralis thrummed with anticipation, yearning to prove itself again as it had on the front lines, and Holt yielded to its guiding presence.

He took Astralis in both hands, channeled magic into the blade, and awaited its signal.

Two things happened simultaneously.

The ethereal dragon returned to the physical world, taking aim at Ash, and Astralis told Holt to release their own moonbeam through the blade’s tip. That beam struck the ethereal dragon below a wing joint.

Their attack wasn’t powerful, but it didn’t have to be. A single arrow on the front lines had caused the dragon great pain, and their magic blasted through scales, hide, and flesh and out the other side again. Blood sprayed richly into the air, and the dragon spun down in flailing agony.

Holt froze for half a moment. They’d learned the dragon was vulnerable when corporeal but hadn’t realized quite how frail it was. When it hit the ground, it seemed to shatter like glass. Its bones broke with crisp snaps, the big ones, the small ones, all the tiny ones too. It would have died were it not for the blood dragon, whose core all but exploded in the effort to keep his ally alive.

And in that frozen half-moment, shocked at their own results, both Holt and Astralis failed to react to a globe of pressured water heading for them. The globe rammed into Holt’s back, punched the wind from his lungs, and sent him hard to the dirt, but his enhanced Floating had done its job and spared him from worse. His head still rang though, a popping sound in his ears.

As his sense of the world returned, Holt found Ash locked in a battle of light with Sol, breath pushing against breath. The ethereal one shifted out of reality for safety while the teal dragon landed upon the riverbank and charged toward the trees where Wolf lay helpless.

Astralis shook, somehow sucked magic into itself, and then shared a solution with them both. The scenario seared into their minds before the sword ‘gasped’, its presence slumping, exhausted.

But Holt and Ash knew what to do.

Ash tore himself away from his deadlock with Sol and raced to intercept the water dragon. From the ground, Holt blasted Sol with quick Shocks to draw his attention. He kept it up as he rose and ran for Sol even as Ash tackled the teal dragon.

Sol’s aim was poor. Perhaps he’d been too used to having his prey blinded to know how to fight for real. Holt weaved through his attacks and, when he got close, switched his cycling to Grounding, dodged an inept claw, then jumped onto Sol’s back. With a Grounded body, Holt kept his balance and drove his sword down.

Sol slumped, howling, feebly trying to twist his neck to bite Holt, but it was no use. Yet he did not die. His blood brother prevented that, and so Holt pushed Astralis deeper. The seconds seemed to drag on, but before long, the blood dragon’s core would run out of magic, and when it did, Sol would die.

It seemed they’d won, but then the ethereal dragon remerged in the trees beside Wolf. It wobbled on half-healed limbs, wings bent and crooked, but its jaws were wide.

“Stop.” It took a moment for Holt to realize it was Sol speaking. Despite the anguish he must have been in, his voice remained remarkably steady, even charming. “My life for your pet.”

“He’s not a pet,” Holt said, twisting Astralis.

Sol screamed, the ethereal dragon’s teeth brushed against Wolf’s coat, and the blood dragon cried from its labor.

“Make the exchange,” Sol said. “Or Sylth kills him.”

Ash and the water dragon had ceased fighting but still lay entangled. “Do it, Holt,” Ash said, spinning out the spiritual ribbons needed to form a yield.

“No…” It was Wolf. “Don’t… save me…”

“Make itttt,” Sol moaned, the first waver in his voice.

Holt snarled, wished dearly to plunge Astralis deeper. Removing Thrall’s favorites from the war would do a world of good and infuriate Thrall no end. But he couldn’t let Wolf die, Beast or no Beast – it just wasn’t who he was.

The blood dragon buckled. It wouldn’t last much longer.

“Thrall will open a second front,” Sol said. “We can tell you where and when.”

“Holt…” Wolf said, weak as a lamb.

“Soul oaths,” Holt cried, spittle flying. “Oaths now, or I won’t budge an inch.”

Spiritual ribbons rushed out from Sol and the others, weaving knots around Ash’s, who accepted the conditions. The yield was established like a key turning in a lock, and Holt found himself inexorably pulling Astralis free. Sol gasped, and his blood-brother collapsed to his stomach, wheezing.

Holt hopped down, lifted his bandanna, and considered Sol’s golden throat right there, easy to reach, but the binding power of the yield felt more crushing than an Elder’s aura.

He ran for Wolf instead, arriving just after Ash, who was growling at Sylth as she backed away. Her crystalline scales shimmered purple, and to Holt’s surprise, when she faded out, she remained semi-transparent. He took note of that for next time. On the front lines, he’d always had his bandanna down.

“How are you doing?” Holt asked Wolf as he knelt at his side, brushing a hand through the thick hair to check for wounds.

“Tired.”

Away down the riverbank, Sol grunted and shook out his wings as he got back on his feet. “Nerisara, Hemaron, Sylth, to me.”

Each of the dragons slinked toward their leader.

Nerisara – teal, wingless, and webbed-footed – lowered herself and slithered along the snow. Fleshy flaps like gills ran down her neck and upper chest, and she bled from a bite courtesy of Ash. Hemaron, his scales rusty, dragged himself rather than walked to Sol’s side. Sylth, still incorporeal, made no impression upon the snow as she moved.

Sol did not react when his siblings reached him, made no physical gesture of concern or relief at their safety. His attention was solely upon Holt, Ash, and Wolf, and anger burned in his golden eyes.

Holt gave Wolf another reassuring rub, then stood astride him. “Information was part of the deal,” he called. “Spit it out.”

Sol spat out blood rather than words and gazed at the splatters of red in the snow for a moment before finally saying, “The Master and the Elder of Ice have split their forces. Another attack will come from the north.”

“Care to narrow that down?”

“From the north,” Sol said. “That’s all we know.”

Holt huffed. “When?”

“It may have already begun.” Sol snorted a thin golden vapor, and his snarl crept up disturbingly like a smirk – a strange thing to see on a dragon’s face. “The ice dragons will be the backbone of this force. Their Elder believes they’ll face little resistance, but if more of them die than she expects… well, let’s say it could create more cracks in an already tenuous alliance. You might even win your war, you know, if you can last long enough… but that’s the thorny part, isn’t it?”

Over his dragon bond, Holt asked, “Is he lying?”

Ash listened to Sol’s heart. “Not that I can hear.”

“What makes you so sure?” Holt asked Sol.

“Back when the Master valued me, he told me that Ice was but a means to an end – he knows her aims, as she knows his, and neither can allow the other to truly win. He vies to rid the world of humanity while she seeks to bring an everwinter – an unending, cold order. In the end, they will turn on each other like hatchlings fighting over meat.”

“Are you saying Thrall no longer cares what happens to you?” Ash asked.

Hemaron, Nerisara, and Sylth drooped their necks, but Sol raised his to an imperious height.

“Not so long ago, the Master wished me kept safe,” Sol said. “When he sent me forth, it was never into true danger.”

Hemaron rumbled low in his belly. Sol eyed him but continued dispassionately.

“The Master was distressed by Brullock’s death at the hands of the half-dragon, so he kept us close after he seized the mystics by force. That was until he sent us out to fight without good explanation. I thought after Oak Hall we might return, but he told us to fight in the forest and then to hunt and kill you two.”

Holt tried to find where the trick was in all this.

“If you’re so concerned for your treatment, why did you fight us?”

“Because he ordered it,” Sol said coolly. “If we have displeased him in some way, success could earn back our favor, but there is no way we can return now. Your demise is becoming an obsession for him.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Ash said.

Sol tsked a laugh. “He long harbored hopes of making use of you, Ash, to eradicate the scourge once all is done, as he planned for me. But he no longer talks of ending the scourge, no longer talks of a paradise for dragons. His priorities seem ever-shifting, and it’s clear he no longer cherishes me.”

Nerisara growled, nipping reproachfully at Sol.

“Cherishes us, I meant to say… In any case, we cannot return to him now.”

“If you’re ready to turn on Thrall, then come join the fight against him.”

Sol tittered. “Oh, I don’t think so. I’m not prepared to die. No, I – that is to say, we – shall be heading far from here.”

Ash gave a sorrowful growl and padded into the no-man’s land between them. “When we came to Windshear, we wanted to save eggs and hatchlings like you. Things didn’t work out like we hoped… We’re sorry that we failed you.”

Holt was taken aback. He felt nothing but resentment for the dragons, and in another place and time, he might yet kill them, but the solemnity of Ash’s words and the earnestness of the emotion pouring across the bond moved him, and he found himself nodding.

Hemaron rumbled and scratched at the ground. Nerisara turned aside and slid into the Bright Wash, her core fading under the water. Sylth flickered in and out of reality, and Sol sniffed, ruffling his wings as if shaking off dirt.

“I do not need your pity, blind one.”

Ash flicked his tail and puffed silver vapor, which curled around his snout. “You don’t need us as your enemies either, so listen carefully. When you leave, make sure you harm no one and no dragon save for followers of Thrall. If we find out that you have, we’ll hunt you down. Holt and I are only going to get stronger.”

They were fighting words and rang for a long time, as binding as if made by oath.

Sol said nothing. He snorted, then rounded on the others. One by one, they took flight to the west. Once they were long gone, Holt cleaned and sheathed Astralis.

“You hurt?”

“Just scratches,” Ash said. The ‘scratches’ turned out to be three bleeding cuts down his side. “She came off worse. It’s Wolf I’m worried about.”

Holt turned to Wolf, gently shaking him. “Can you get up?”

“Think so…” Wolf slowly got onto all fours. His eye twitched, and he jerked his head from side to side as though in fright. “D-did I hurt anyone?”

“Beast tried, but luckily he has a terrible sense of direction. Even if he had, he’d be responsible for it, Wolf.”

“Hmm.”

A shiver ran up Holt’s back. Now the fight was over and his blood was cooling, winter was biting its fangs back into him.

“We have to tell the Wardens what Sol said.”

“But how? Beast doesn’t even draw their attention.”

In want of a solution, Holt cried, “Wardens! Wardens! You need to hear us!”

He screamed until his throat hurt, but it didn’t work.

“Astralis,” he said with a glance over his shoulder at the blade, “any ideas?”

Astralis, still fatigued from the fight, squirmed as though woken from sleep. And no, it conveyed to Holt, it had no ideas on communication – it was a sword, not a pen.

“We should head back to Coedhen and warn them.”

“They need to know now!”

Holt eyed the largest tree in the vicinity, its trunk as thick as Rake was tall with rough silver bark – perhaps some lesser kin of the Terwyns of Coedhen. He placed his hand on the bark, closed his eyes, felt it coarse and grainy against his skin, listened… listened. Down in the roots, the spiritual currents of the forest rushed like a violent river, a mighty current of thought and magic. To speak to the Wardens directly, Holt sensed they’d have to join it. Neveh and Nilak had, as had the Warden of Soul – it couldn’t be just an emerald thing.

Sensing his intentions, Ash joined him by the tree, placed a front claw against its trunk, and started weaving spirits together. Holt drew Astralis, and the sword protested this latest disturbance.

“I just need a way in,” he whispered to the steel. Astralis all but sighed, shimmered to go ahead, and Holt thrust both blade and woven spirit deep into the trunk.

The current caught them, swept them under, whirling and blinded. Their bodies felt a thousand miles away; the whole forest was within their grasp, yet they failed to touch a single frosted branch; they were boundless and yet constricted; and they were old, more ancient than dragons, as old as the soil from which all had sprung.

“What are you two doing?”

It was the Emerald Wardens. Their voices layered over one another, not quite one but no longer individuals. Hints of Nilak and of the Warden of Soul were in there too, struggling to remain distinct.

As if trapped on a riverbed by the current, Holt and Ash struggled to find their own voice. With great effort, Ash came to the fore, “We have to warn you.”

And so, Ash told the Wardens of Sol’s warnings of a second front to the north.

“These dragons cannot be trusted.”

“I felt no lie in him,” Ash said.

“The enemy is cunning, Ice especially so. This seems a ruse to divide our forces.”

“Revered Wardens, the danger to Sol’s life was real. If he sought to deceive us⁠—”

“You should return to the front. It isn’t safe for you to linger among us.”

The Wardens pushed, and Holt felt himself rising through the current as though a geyser had propelled him up from the depths.

He emerged back to his body with a gasp, stumbled backward, and fell on his backside. The forest spun. His soul felt like it had been cloven in two.

Clutching at his head, he groaned, “I don’t want to do that again.”

“Me neither.” Ash wrung his head as though trying to shake water from his ears.

Astralis beat pitifully from where it remained stuck fast in the trunk. Holt retrieved it. ‘Nice work, both there and in the fight,’ he told the sword as he sheathed it to let the blade sleep.

They needed to decide their next move.

“Ash?” Wolf asked. “What’s going on?”

“There’s another attack coming from the north.”

“Only the Wardens don’t believe us,” Holt added.

“Oh,” Wolf said. “So, what are we going to do?”

Holt’s brow rose high enough to attempt lift-off. “Glad to hear you’re on board.”

Wolf snuffled. “I can’t leave you. There’s two more nights of full moon.”

Holt and Ash shared a weary thought about that. Fighting Sol and the others had briefly driven all thought of Beast from their minds. The challenge of what they alone could do about it almost defeated them, but Ash offered up an idea.

No one would deem it wise, those polite would call it ‘bold’, and the blunt-tongued would call it reckless at best and imbecilic at worst. Rake would doubtless approve, which said it all.

The beat of their dragon bond picked up its pace once again.

“We need to move fast. Ash and I will need to fly. Wolf, think you can keep up?”
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Ash flew above the bare branches, and Wolf shadowed them on the forest floor. Turned out the shapeshifter was fast on his paws when he needed to be.

“How are you doing?” Ash asked him.

“Just fine,” Wolf said without a hint of strain.

“At least one of us got to make use of the full moon,” Holt said to Ash.

They were heading due north, straight and true as they could manage. Their brief connection to the Wardens had imparted a sense of the forest’s geography. They’d fought Sol at the top of the S-bend in the Bright Wash, meaning flying to Coedhen first would be too long a detour east, never mind trying to convince every injured rider or wild dragon in the city to join them.

If the attack came, the Wardens would feel it and send aid. Holt and Ash only intended to do what they could to soften the blow. If no attack came, then they’d be out in the forest at full moon anyway… watching over Beast.

They spoke little as they headed north, but as the watery sun struggled through the winter sky, Wolf suddenly asked them in something of a gabble, “Why did you spare my life?”

Holt had the impression he’d been dying to ask for hours.

“Because it was the right thing to do,” Ash said.

“The value of my life cannot be worth sparing such strong enemies. Why would you save me? How could you come to that conclusion?”

“We didn’t really have to think about it,” Holt said in his mind, the way he would when speaking to a dragon at range. “Just something in our guts.”

“You did not think it through?” Wolf sounded frightened by that.

“You’re our friend,” Ash said. “At least, when you’re in this form. And there was hardly time to think.”

“Not everyone would have concluded the same, would they?”

“I suppose not. But we were there, and that’s what we decided.” When Wolf didn’t respond, Ash asked, “Did that help?”

“It is all so uncertain,” Wolf said. “This is why we have the code. The code is… simple.” He fell quiet again, and neither Holt nor Ash sought to prod him further.

There would be a difficult enough conversation ahead of them.

After midday, Ash sniffed out a group of deer rooting for grass, nuts, and berries beneath the snow. He crashed down through the canopy and caught the oldest, slowest one. Holt took a small portion for himself. Without a fire – and he had no hope of starting one– he resorted to searing thin slices with his lunar steel knife and made a meal of those. The silver char on the meat tasted just as sweet as he remembered, now with a touch of aniseed.

With the short day already fading, Holt fished out one of the white scale-steel plates. There was so much Holt wanted to test with the metal, but given their plan involved staying airborne, their immediate options were whittled down to one thing – lots of pre-prepared Flares for him to throw. Having tested that with Aberanth already, he at least knew the concept would work.

Using his will and magic, Holt peeled pieces off the metal, pushed power into them, and willed them to release their bursts of light on impact. Ash was quick to point out the flaw that they were trying to disrupt moving targets. Holt experimented with much smaller strips of scale steel and landed on a three-second delay for the Flare to release. Holt would just have to be careful not to blind himself in throwing them as Ash relied on his eyes to fly.

As the sun began to fade, the washed-out full moon arose. While Beast would not emerge until closer to midnight, they needed to be on their way.

Holt added the Flash Shards he made into pouches at his belt or baldric, then packed the remaining plates into the rest of his gear. He checked and secured the straps, tying everything to Ash, then double- and triple-checked them, buying a bit of time. When he could afford no more, he beckoned Wolf closer.

“It’s only right you know what we plan to do.”

As he explained, Wolf’s face went on a journey from intrigue to fear to distress.

“And you are, uhm…” Wolf gulped. “You are quite sure about this, are you?”

“If the attack comes, I don’t see us having another option.”

Wolf’s eyes took on a thousand-yard stare. “The code does not guide me on this. He is not me, that is true, so the code does not apply to Him. Oh, what am I to do?”

“It’s your body too,” Ash said. “We won’t reach the northernmost parts of the forest until tomorrow night. If you’d rather try to get far enough away that he won’t reach us, you can try.”

They knew Beast would hound them anyway, and Wolf knew it too. It would be a hideous game of cat and mouse.

“He will come after you tonight whatever I do. I would not make it far enough.” He hesitated, then said, “You are going north no matter what I decide.” It wasn’t a question. Holt nodded, then Wolf fought some inner battle, whined, growled, stretched his four legs as far as they could go, then slumped flat on his belly. His eyes were shut, and his teeth clenched when he finally said, “Very well, then. Try your luck with Him… Make Him do something worthwhile for a change.”

Ash rumbled. “That’s very brave of you, Wolf.”

He opened one brown eye. “Oh, He will not like it. That much I know. Oh, He will not like it at all!”

On that point, Wolf was spot on.

Come midnight, as they soared north, Beast pursued them and hollered his displeasure.

“You seem confused about our relationship. I’m your end, your inevitable, ravenous end – not your trained hound!”

“We thought you wanted to fight something?” Ash said. “There’s going to be a really big fight – lots of things you can maim and kill to your misshapen heart’s content.”

Ash was being quite literal. Holt’s sense of Beast’s heart through Ash was an enormous, bulbous thing, larger on one side like his face, both halves beating out of sync.

“Demand the weakling fight your battles for you? I shan’t, shan’t ever – ever…” But the wet salivation of his voice gave his true feelings away.

“We’re almost certain to die without help,” Ash said. “You won’t get to eat us then.”

“Can’t fly away if you’re dead.”

“That won’t work,” Ash said as though correcting an infant. “My core would die with me. You could eat me, and I’m sure I’d still taste great, but you’d never have my magic.”

Beast roared and slammed his fists as he knuckle-ran. “You’re bluffing. You’re too gutless to pick a fight you can’t win.”

Both Holt and Ash chuckled at this.

“I can tell you about the time we stood up to a Fire Warden,” Ash told Beast.

“That’s a lie!”

“Lying isn’t good for the soul. Now shut your ugly mouth and listen – really listen carefully, Beast. We’re doing this. You can help, or you can lose us forever. It’s your choice.”
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Each time Neveh joined the Collective, she gritted her teeth, fighting to maintain her own thoughts: who she was, why she was here.

“Where is your sister?”

The ‘voice’ – a mix of the Emerald Wardens, the Warden of Soul’s sonorous tones, and her beloved Nilak – crawled through Neveh’s mind, a scuttling, unnatural thing. Did Nilak even know he was asking the question, or did the emeralds have him fully in their grasp now? With each day, he grew more distant, and that worried her worse than anything Ice or Thrall could ever do.

“Where is your sister?”

Each time, she answered the same.

“I do not know.”

Surely, they knew this to be true from Nilak, but perhaps his efforts to ward off all knowledge of the Life Elder had blocked more than he intended.

Recollections from the East Warden arose, shimmering dream-like: of the Life Elder with Kalanta and Tanyksha, her limestone green scales appearing solid next to the Elder’s rippling meadow body. Memories from the Northern Grove, of purging the scourge from the mountains of the Spine. They lingered, replaying over and over, as though the Collective hoped a reminder of Kalanta would dredge up the knowledge they sought in Neveh. So bittersweet. Kalanta looked well, her skin weathered bronze by Mithran salt and sun, her jaw wide, her broad nose a slab of stone. Not an open or inviting face, and Kalanta had often secluded herself within Tanyksha’s wings, but all the same, Neveh missed her – now more than ever.

“She’s dead,” Neveh told the Collective. “Else she would be here.”

The Collective reeled; more memories flashed. A high peak rose taller than any other, its top an incongruous green to the white world surrounding it. The Life Elder, Kalanta, and Tanyksha flew to the strange summit alone. Within the blur of the Collective, Nilak stirred. Neveh tracked his racing thoughts as he pondered over White Ape… White Ape…

But from the others came desperation – burning desperation.

“Where is she?”

The Collective knew they could not win this war. While joined, Neveh felt the endless bombardment against them, compressing them, shrinking their reach and sight.

“She said she would aid us!” the Collective wailed. “Where is⁠—”

The voice seized, and the forest lurched. Neveh felt herself yanked across hundreds of miles in a moment, arriving with a jarring quiver to a stretch of woodland floor. Somehow, she knew it was the northern forest, far from the front lines, the frost glinting silver under a bright full moon.

She just about registered all the passing shadows before the Collective’s gaze hurtled upward to the canopy, where the silhouettes of dragons, stingers, and carriers flew unchecked. A lurch forward, then down again to the forest floor, where blue dragons on foot and a swarm of scourge tore, hacked, and uprooted trees.

“They were right,” the Collective said in panic, thoughts of Holt Cook and his blind dragon blaring bright. Eastward, from the front lines, their defenses shuddered under fresh blows. The Collective felt torn – north or east – and all the while, Neveh wriggled to stay out of their clutches.

“I will go,” she told them. “We will go. Nilak! Nilak!”

She felt her dragon’s reluctance. They were still bonded, even if he felt frighteningly far away. And she knew him well enough to worry, for he did not revile this intimacy as she did. He was not cursed to always go against the grain.

Through pains, a small piece of the Collective grudgingly stirred, began to break apart. Neveh felt her dragon returning, yet he brought echoes of the Collective along with him: shards of both battlefronts and the pull of indecision. Bowmen screamed in the east and trees screamed in the north, while a lone white dragon flew northward to meet the threat, trailed by a vast shadow.

“Do not leave us,” the Collective begged. Whatever the Warden of Soul thought was a mystery, buried under the panic of the emeralds. Nilak hesitated, and all that panic became Neveh’s own.

“Nilak… please…”

The Collective’s full ire and attention turned upon Neveh. “Where is your sister?!”

Kalanta again, soaring with the Elder of Life. Neveh’s guilt squirmed, and now the Collective noticed it, and she could keep her secrets no longer. The Collective prised, and Neveh’s soul opened, seemed to bleed spirit. All the extraordinary doubt and paralyzing shame from that fateful moment poured from her, and like blood, she could not scoop it back inside.

“What is this?” the Collective asked.

No, no, no⁠—

She was in the Spine again, where the Life Elder had met his doom. It was her own memory, from her eyes, of flying down from the north, over the land devastated by the clash of great powers. Trees were burning as others formed a last ring around the Elder, who stood alone among the fallen dragons of his flight against the blood-red dragon. Scourge-risen dragons lay sprawled and broken in great numbers too. They would not rise again, but the emeralds would if their Elder failed.

Nilak gathered his breath, then hurled ice at the foe, deflecting attacks made on the Elder, trying to strike at Sovereign, but he evaded or checked their distant assault.

The usual fog did not press in this time – all was clear as pure ice.

“A Paragon?” The Life Elder’s surprise was palpable.

“We’ve come on behalf of the Elder of Ice,” Neveh told him. “To fulfill her promise.”

Life snorted. “End this, and I’ll never doubt my sister again.”

Neveh glanced at the enemy, this Sovereign. He swooped over the carnage, his eyes a black-red glow. Neveh felt an attack on her mind, but forewarned, she and Nilak Lifted their mote channels and so withstood the assault. Wearied though Sovereign must be, his power still hit like a juggernaut, rattled her skull.

Life bellowed a challenge. “We kill him now!”

Nilak roared with him. Neveh yearned to as well, but she felt a strange hesitancy like a trickle of water through her soul.

“The scourge has been kept under the talon,” Ice had fretted at their parting. “Are we ready to handle it unfettered?”

Neveh thought the Elder over-concerned. Sovereign had to be removed, yet… there was a risk. She could not deny it. In the Jade Jungle, snap-jaw ants could burst from their mounds in such numbers and fury to overwhelm larger creatures; the scourge would do far worse.

As though there was a sheer snap of cold, the trickle through her soul froze, expanding and cracking her spirit like ice fracturing stone. It felt like a frozen thorn; all the breath felt driven from her body.

Sovereign’s red eyes turned on her. The battering around her mind breached a single stone of her mental walls, but it was enough, and a sweet, very reasonable voice told her to wait. For once, Neveh thought she ought to listen.

The Life Elder lifted from the ground, wings thundering.

Neveh drew on magic, such power that her bond turned rigid under the strain and her arm felt numb from the cold flowing through her channels. She had to wait, had to hold the Elder back. She sent that power to freeze the Elder’s hind leg, to harden his tail and weigh him down.

Life thrashed; Nilak reeled in confusion; Sovereign dove.

It was quick, at least, and as the Elder’s bleeding body hit the earth, Neveh blinked, suddenly bone-weary. The thorn of ice inside her melted, taking a small piece of her with it. Was this why she’d struggled to recall, struggled to understand why she did it?

“Traitorrrrrrsss!” The Collective’s voice contorted – no longer dragon, no longer a living thing, just hate and fury incarnate.

And now Neveh’s memories spilled like wine from a knocked glass. The flat Dead Lands bordering the White Wilderness materialized, where the Mystic Flight warred with Thrall’s armies, where the Life Elder’s risen body flew against the living, its eyes pulsing with sickness. Neveh relived the moment she drove her lance of diamond-hard ice deep into his corpse’s chest, gifting him a second death – the final death.

“You are not welcome!”

Neveh’s senses turned confused and wrong. She tasted color, smelled sound, touched thoughts, before lurching back to reality. Even on a frigid winter’s night on Nilak’s high nest, her sweat felt slick beneath her armor. Her bond was white hot with pain, and the tiny crack inside her soul from the frozen thorn stood out to her now, a sliver of blackness in the snowy ball of spirit.

Crawling, she made it to the edge of the nest and retched through the branches of the Terwyn Tree. The bile tasted of failure. But though the worst had happened, a part of her was glad to be free of the Collective. To lose herself in such a way, that was her true nightmare. To sink into the oblivion of a greater whole, never knowing or feeling her own mind again.

Nilak convulsed where he lay. His tail lashed out, snapping branches and the wooden rim of the nest. It was all Neveh could do to roll to avoid his flailing wings.

“You let him go!” she called to the winds. “Let him go!”

Her focus turned inward to her bond. In her mind’s eye, she reached out her little-girl hands to cup her dragon’s snout. Nilak shivered, fell still.

“Neveh…”

She crawled to her dragon and placed her real grown-up hands on his dry nose, her skin dark against his crystal scales.

“Neveh… I’m sorry.”

The tear fell cold down her cheek. “It’s me that should be sorry.”

“Traitorssss,” the air rasped, and then the hatred cooled, leaving only winter.

“They’ll have gone back north.”

“An attack…” Nilak said dimly. He snuffled, roused, and then growled the words again. “An attack. We… we must go.”

Still lying down, Neveh nodded. Yet as she pushed herself slowly to her feet, she found herself steadier in body and soul than at any time since that great mistake.

She’d allowed the doubt to affect her. She shouldn’t have, but Ice had buried a shard within her, helping Thrall to sway her for a moment. It was still her fault, mostly her fault, but at least she understood it now.

The cold fury returned.

“To the north, then.”

“To the north.”
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“Turn aside,” the Wardens pleaded for the dozenth time. “Spare yourselves.”

Holt and Ash stayed on course.

Two ice dragons were on their tail, hurling hardened hail, freezing the air in front of them to force them into sheer dives or to blast the ice apart.

In their sixth sense, lunar motes were rich as a silver sea with its own ebbs and currents that sped them along, helped Ash make impossibly tight turns, time a backward swoop to level out behind a foe.

Yet no matter how fast they flew, the manic slathering was never far behind.

Holt glanced behind, counted a third ice dragon, threw a handful of Flash Shards, and twisted back to face ahead. A moment passed, then the white bursts cast the branches beneath into tangled silhouettes. Their pursuers roared, and Ash dove for the forest floor, landing hard, crushing ghouls underfoot.

Immediately, a flayer leaped for them. Holt blasted Shocks from both palms, hitting the flayer mid-air. The one-two punch twisted the bug’s torso around like an owl’s head, and it impaled itself upon one of Ash’s spinal ridges. Ash turned hard to throw the limp flayer off just as the ice dragons hunting them landed around them, sending shudders through the ground, up Ash’s body, into Holt’s legs. Holt would have liked to blind them using Astralis, but the sword was still recovering from the fight with Sol, and anyway, Ash needed Holt’s eyes. The Flash Shards helped, leaving the ice dragons disoriented, their heads bowed, but they hissed and rushed on as though driven by the very will of their Elder.

“They are mine!”

The stench of oily musk preceded Beast.

Ash kicked into flight again. Precious core-forged motes spilled from him, rushing with every raw mote in the area toward the void of blackness around Beast. His powerful fingers brushed Ash’s tail and might have taken hold had one of the other ice dragons not slammed into Beast in the blind crush below.

“I said mine!”

Wet tears and death agonies followed as Holt and Ash broke through the canopy.

“That was too close,” Holt said as the sound of Beast’s butchery grew distant. So far, Beast had obliged in attacking enemies they lured, but he never missed a chance to take a swipe at them.

As they searched for the next enemies to bait, the Wardens’ echoey voice again urgently told them, “Turn back.” But they would not, could not.

Balefire consumed the forest to the north, the inferno’s writhing edges like black tentacles under the shining moon. Holt and Ash’s bond burned just as hot, assured this was what they had to do. They hadn’t any hope of turning back such a tide, but with the wrath of the forest and Beast in tow, they could at least slow the enemy down, lessen the destruction.

The ice dragons harmed the wood in their own way, killing trees with ferocious cold snaps. Those trees were dead things to Ash; no smell, no taste, mere husks around which sounds rebounded in a one-sided exchange.

Below, Beast was catching up again, his pounding fists growing louder. Ash deviated from their course, banking sharp left to avoid a mystic with a black chain collar. When he leveled out, gliding on taut wings, they sensed a great clump of scourge below, impeded by a risen thorn wall. Holt dropped three Flash Shards through the canopy one by one, and, burst by white burst, their power released. Scourge screamed, and Beast tore through them as he raced after Holt and Ash.

So it went on and on. Another three rounds of luring, springing the beastly trap on unsuspecting dragons and scourge, until an enemy storm rider proved unshakable, came close enough that Holt was forced to draw Astralis and meet the rider sword to sword in the sky. The exchange of steel and claw was brief before Ash broke free, diving hard to where Beast prowled below them.

“Are you sure?” Holt asked.

“I’ve got this,” Ash said as he pulled up hard over the canopy, talons scraping the treetops. The storm rider followed suit, started gaining on them. Behind came flashes of blue, the gathering of lightning, while light trailed out of Ash’s core, pulled down to Beast. Ash held for a daring moment more, then lurched back up, pushing magic to his wings, desperate to climb, even as Beast jumped.

Holt just clung on, switched cycling to Grounding, and willed himself to stay on Ash’s back. A zap and a bang thundered below and Beast roared, though whether in pain or anger, Holt couldn’t say. He just held on as Ash climbed higher.

“Just a scratch,” Ash said, although what he called a scratch was increasingly severe.

The core of the storm dragon snuffed out, and Beast loosed a wolfish howl high to the moon before returning to the chase.

When Ash leveled out his flight, a lance of steel-sharp ice grazed Holt’s back, a burning cold that ripped through his brigandine plates. He’d only stopped Floating for a moment there, but that was all it took. Nothing chased them, so that had been some wayward blow, but it hurt – dammit, it really hurt.

A ringing deadened his ears and his whole body seized, went numb, before he gasped for breath and the noise of battle and the pain returned. Holt started Floating again, but even with his magical defenses at their highest, aided by elixir and jerky, the repeated blows began to ache.

And as the night wore on, Ash’s nightscape darkened. The constellations winked out, the moon dimmed to a dishwater-gray crescent.

Perhaps Beast sensed them weakening, for he struck up a wicked song.

“Just one mistake, that’s all it takes! A slip, a trip, one tiny break!”

Ash drew on the raw motes of the silver sea, but it was a meager boost for their needs.

“He buries me beneath his lies, down, down, til the moon is high!”

Determined, hardened, Ash brushed up against his limits.

“I… I can’t, boy.”

“The cycle turns, and then I wake⁠—”

“Turn south,” Holt said, and he let him know through their bond that there was no shame in it.

Beast reached his crescendo. “What He denies, I’m here to take!”

Ash veered south, and Beast followed. However, it wasn’t long before a fresh power hurtled up from the south.

It was the Paragons.

Distantly, Nilak surged wordlessly past, and by the time Ash turned, hovering in the air to watch, the Paragons were already fighting. Armored in glistening ice, Neveh and Nilak struck down stingers and carriers with deadly, rapid accuracy. Nilak expended so much magic that his core overshadowed all other power on the magical landscape, and scourge and dragons alike fell like flies around them.

For the first time in recent memory, Holt felt truly in awe. He’d never seen a rider or a dragon of that caliber in battle before. The Life Elder’s contribution at Sidastra had been swift and aided by his entire flight. This was something else. For all his and Ash’s fast development, he understood they were still no more than children swinging sticks. He grasped the meaning of Rake’s admission that a Paragon would outclass him even at the height of his overlarge core. It was the skill, the control, the way the snow itself seemed to cover them, harry their enemies, how they seemed to will each movement into perfect precision.

It inspired him.

Alarmed him.

A shiver of the fear he’d felt in killing that rider at the grove ran through him again.

“This might sound strange, Ash, but the thought of becoming like them frightens me.”

“I know what you mean.”

They flew on, keen to put distance between themselves and the battle. To the east, a dirty dawn rolled back the night, and a creeping mist veiled the frost-laden forest. A poor dawn, yet still a dawn.

No longer hearing Beast, and his wings throbbing, Ash lowered them to the forest floor. Fate granted them time to catch their breath, and Holt raised his bandanna, thinking it was over. Then scourge came running from the south, fleeing treants and golems.

How far had the enemy penetrated?

Ash didn’t have the strength left to fly, Holt knew that in his bones. He dismounted in a jump and started cutting ghouls down, only to find a mystic rider swinging at him. She’d come out of nowhere, her pink armor torn, her mouth a rictus of madness, her hoarse cry full of grief. Whoever she was, she didn’t move like a rider should, didn’t have magic, didn’t put up a fight, and when Astralis bit into her, she closed her eyes and fell with a sigh.

A golem lumbered by without acknowledgment, its slitted green eyes fixed to the north where the battle grew muted.

Then a pang of panic from Ash. “Beast!”

Using his own senses, Holt could not hear or smell Beast, but a heartbeat later, he saw him. Without direct moonlight, Beast was no longer surrounded by darkness and so appeared as he truly was, a towering, lithe mass of coarse silver and charcoal hair, currently upright on his two hind legs.

Though hunched, his broad back looked capable of bearing an elder dragon, but the weight of his misshapen face made him favor one side. It was more snout than face, wolfish but distorted in ways Holt hadn’t perceived using Ash’s ears alone. The eye on his ‘good side’ bulged twice the size of the other, bloodshot, fit to burst, with his ‘bad eye’ half hidden beneath bulbous flesh.

Beast staggered fast as though drunk, swung an overlong arm, fingers flashing like onyx daggers, and caught Ash in the face.

Pain and shock exploded over their bond.

Beast stumbled sideways, and this time, his swiping hand went wild, and his momentum twisted him around and sent him face-first into a thick oak. His growl became a whimper through heavy drool, and he slid to the ground, shrinking until Wolf returned, curled up and no longer monstrous.

Holt blinked, dazed as though he’d taken the brunt of one of his own Flares. One moment, certain death; the next, deliverance, and all by chance alone. He wondered how many times he ought to have died by now. But he couldn’t think about that, not if he wanted to go on.

From the southeast, more powers approached: a Warden. Valor, most likely, and some fire dragons surging their cores to fly at great speed.

Holt struggled to raise his voice above a whisper. “Anything else about to ambush us?”

“Nothing,” Ash said, biting back pain.

Holt nodded. If there was still fighting going on, it was too far off for his human ears to perceive. That seemed far enough away for him to finally stop.

Still half dazed, he cleaned Astralis on the snow and sheathed it. He shared the exhaustion of his blade and wanted nothing more than to sleep. As he shuffled back to Ash, he discovered new aches in his legs, hips, and back, and the short journey to his dragon seemed to take miles. When he reached Ash, got a good look at him, his heart sank. Cuts, scrapes, and bruised scales covered his white body, but his face was the worst.

Beast’s final, savage attack had torn Ash’s blindfold, revealing bleeding hide around an unfocused ice-blue eye. Ash hung his head, drawing ragged breaths, blood flowing to the tip of his snout before dripping into a pool beneath him.

Holt’s heart missed a beat, then he missed a breath, and he slipped and crashed to his knees. In the slush, Holt hung his head, tried to pull his bandanna completely off his head. It wouldn’t budge at first, so he yanked it and tore chunks of hair free with the gore-soaked material. On top of all else, he barely felt the new burn on his scalp.

Clenching the cloth, he squeezed out the blood: his blood, the blood of dragons, scourge, and men; it ran green and black and wrong through his fingers to join Ash’s growing pool.

“Boy?”

“Hmm?”

“Are you… going to get back up?”

Given Ash’s state, it would be shameful for Holt to be the one to fall.

“Yeh,” he sniffed, somehow rising, stumbling forward until he placed a hand near the gash around Ash’s eye and managed to stay on his feet.

They remained there for some time. Boy and dragon, their pain was one.

Sometime later, quietly and without fuss, Wolf awoke and picked his way over to join them. Whining, wordless, he licked Holt’s hands, then attended to the wounds on Ash’s face.
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SYNCHRONIZATION


Two hearts as one, one heart to match the beating of their bond. Vald and Raiden’ra had deprived themselves of vision while sense sharing, but it wasn’t enough. More had to go.

Hear nothing, Vald commanded of his ears, muffling them with a spiritual seal. Over their bond, he advised Raiden to do the same. Now sightless, deaf to the world, their two hearts pounded louder in what felt like one chest, one body.

They could reach thirty-five beats now, the point at which they Forged and Cleansed concurrently.

Smell nothing, Vald commanded, sealing his nose as Raiden’ra sealed his snout.

Forty beats. Forty-six.

Vald’s cloud core expanded, fluffing white. With precious little sensation left to them, the stone beneath them seemed to dig in, every movement sending shockwaves through their bones, the air creeping like ice through every hair on his scalp, through the grooves in Raiden’ra’s scales.

Feel nothing, he commanded his skin.

Fifty beats. Sixty beats.

Deaf, blind, anosmic, numb. With nothing else, even saliva became potent, a salty, metallic taste. It too must go.

Taste nothing, he willed his tongue.

Seventy beats. Eighty beats.

Deaf, blind, anosmic, numb, ageusic. Two hearts made one, one heart in rhythm to the bond; two souls made pure, every impurity banished, every mote of the storm crushed into their cores under inexorable might.

Vald’s cloud swelled, darkened to a nimbus.

One hundred shared beats.

“Synchronization,” Eso dubbed it.

Senses unsealed, brimming with hope, Vald beamed. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

Eso gave a half-hearted shrug. “Will it be enough?”

Enough to stand against the Elder of Storm at full strength? Vald doubted it.

“This technique is powerful, but by the time I’m capable of fending for myself like I used to, Raiden’s core will dwarf even the Elder’s. Unless…”

They’d been unable to press Raiden’ra’s core-forged motes into Vald before with conventional means. The natural step was to try again.

Senseless, one heart, thunderous pressure in their souls – yet no matter how long they held the Synchronization, Raiden’ra’s core-dense power would not join Vald’s core.

Magic, once Forged, was truly dragon-steel.

Synchronizing held enormous promise, but they could not sustain it forever. It was wearisome, it was brutally hard, and it left their souls raw – unsurprising, given the battering they endured while doing it. But relieved of the duties of Cleansing, Vald had more time to rest, to attend to Eso, to begin to dream again that their purpose may yet be fulfilled. For as they Forged both cores, Raiden’ra grew yet more powerful. From an endless lightning storm, his core condensed, solidifying into a pulsating effervescent essence, from which sparking waves ebbed in and out, ever pulled back into the power of the center. It seemed something purer than a mere storm, the wellspring of lightning from which all such magic sprang.

When morning came, it was as still as the dead. No bird calls, no bleating goats, no moaning from the sea. Vald checked his ears, but he’d left no seal around them. Eso slept, so as quietly as Vald could, he slipped out of the little cave to Raiden’ra. A thick mist clogged the opening of the overhang, walling them in. Tendrils of it curled around Vald’s feet, all silvery and tinged with blue.

“I didn’t mean to do it,” Raiden’ra said.

“What did you intend?”

Vald swept one hand through the mist. It felt heavy and resistant. There were storm dragons out there, at the edge of his perceptions, heading south, probably to join the war against Squall Rock. Through the mist, their cores felt like murky, swift-moving smudges.

‘It cleanses, purifies, and brings life,’ the Warden of Rain had said. ‘For friends, it can obscure and hide.’

“It wouldn’t work against the scourge,” Raiden’ra said. “The bugs would still be drawn to life.”

Vald agreed. The scourge were drawn to populated areas over huge distances, beyond what any rider or dragon was capable of sensing magically. He could appreciate why the riders of old might have chosen to neglect the rain, instead favoring the powers best suited to destroying a swarm. In their place, he would have done the same, and he would have been wrong.

Raiden’ra’s fumbling with the rain had turned this inhospitable location bearable, and that had helped bring Eso back from the brink.

The old Paragon sat up under his own strength now, and the mound of discarded cloaks stacked higher as he shed them. Yet without a comb, Eso’s beard matted like the wool of the island’s black sheep, deep bruised circles hung beneath his eyes, and his veins were blue, his skin sallow.

“I’m sorry, dear Eso,” Vald said one night.

Eso did not look up from the embers spitting in their paltry fire. “Would you have fought Rostam if it had come to it?”

“I would have, and as I was, I would have failed.”

“Why?”

That word again, cleaving between them.

“Because of our Lordly Purpose.”

Eso scoffed. The air caught in his throat, and he hacked, coughed wetly, clutched at his chest with a bony hand.

“Are you saying your purpose was to kill Rostam and Azarin?”

“Our purpose was to advance beyond Lord. Facing Rostam… that realization was part of the insight which achieved it.”

“What a terrible thing,” Eso whispered. He let his gaze fall, and he did not speak again for days, might have been a week. All the while, Vald and Raiden Synchronized their hearts, Raiden worked the mists, and Vald strode for long hours across the moors, challenging the elements to do their worst to him. He had little else to do. With Raiden’ra’s burgeoning control of the rain, Vald didn’t even have to fetch water from the island’s rivers. He walked by copses of deep-rooted pines, took to the hills to look across the bay, searched shipwrecks on the shore, trudged over frozen mud and brittle grass, and watched the tiny outlines of storm dragons.

Heading south, always south.

And the snow fell. Snow… even here with all the salted air, heavy flakes piling into high drifts, snow so sudden and smothering that sheep slumped dead at the edges of their flocks. Vald’s sixth sense still felt muffled compared to before, as though trapped behind a spiritual seal. Yet the unnatural current in the frigid, driving winds was plain.

Storm and Ice were now too dominant in the world – who would check them?

In such a vengeful winter, their little cave on the coast felt almost warm and homely.

“The last boundary,” Eso said with effort. “You say a final insight is required?” He spoke as if picking up their last conversation where they’d left it, as though no time had passed. Vald recognized the generosity in it, knew he was getting off too easily, which made withholding from Eso excruciating.

He met the old man’s eye. “A final insight, as we always suspected.”

“And… do you understand it?”

Vald did. On this island, he’d had plenty of time to think, and the lead-up to his ascension was burned into his mind; he could relive it just by closing his eyes.

It remained anchored to their Lordly Purpose.

Why had Vald wished to break the last boundary? So he could lead others in advancement and destroy the scourge for good.

How did he hope to train so many? By advancing so far that the Paragons and all the Order would naturally fall in behind him.

Why did Raiden’ra wish to break the last boundary? So he could take his rightful place at the head of the Order, but he would have guarded the insight jealously.

How did Raiden’ra seek to supplant Fire? By defeating Adaskar and Azarin in direct combat.

Why did you seek your purpose, and how did you envision achieving it?

On this, like all else with the bond, alignment was necessary. In hindsight, it seemed such an obvious thing. Two beings could have the same goal but for entirely different reasons.

Painfully, they’d unearthed their truths and struck an accord. Raiden had agreed to Vald’s vision of leading others in their footsteps, a chance to defeat the scourge forever. Vald had accepted Raiden’s pronouncement that Rostam and Azarin would never stand aside, never willingly open the seals to the deep places, and so they would need to be faced and defeated. Only then could they lead the Order into a new era.

All this, Vald had considered, mulled, turned over and over again. When an Exalted Champion’s soul was strong enough, they were summoned and taken through the rites to reveal the insight of the Lordly Purpose. Vald would need to consider when a Lord or Lady was ready to have this final insight revealed to them, but until he and Raiden had puzzled out the true potential, he would not risk other Lords losing their power in the near term, not when the Order and the world needed them to be strong.

All this hung heavy on his mind. What answer could he give to Eso’s question?

“There are nuances that still elude me.”

Eso could not hide his disappointment. “One must be certain of these things. What would you name this rank, as the first to reach it?”

“Dragon Soul,” Raiden’ra said for them. “Vald is now a being of magic.”

Vald gave a non-committal hum. As a Lord, his skin had hardened, but as a Dragon Soul, he did not feel so different. He felt no fresh vitality coursing through his veins to hint at centuries more life.

“It still feels… incomplete. We can Synchronize to Cleanse and Forge, but elsewise, what has become of the bond? We cannot share power.”

The strongest possible bond, or so it should have been, but theirs seemed reduced to a sense-sharing funnel and little else.

Nothing like they’d envisioned.

Eso stroked his beard. “As children grow and leave the care of their parents, mayhaps a rider with a core gains independence. Perhaps that is right and proper… perhaps that is the natural end of things. Power comes with a price.”

Vald tugged at his collar, suddenly hot in his armor. Rostam seemed to be sitting inside the cave, his dark eyes sad under crescent brows. His lips did not move, but Vald heard his voice: ‘I swore an oath,’ he’d said as he’d tried to rise with his sword in hand. The price had already been too high. Advancing was not worth the entire Order. Across their bond, Raiden’ra tensed, but rather than bite back, his spirit squirmed, and that led to a pang of surprise.

“What is happening to me?” Raiden’ra asked privately.

Vald looked to Raiden’s core, which had transformed again. The essence of lightning still whirled with the wind, still thundered, but now it took on water to become a maelstrom. The power within it was already beyond Vald’s comprehension. As to why Raiden’ra felt differently now, Vald had no idea. Perhaps the rains had softened him like water to stale bread.

Vald left the cave. A thick magical fog kept the worst of winter at bay, soft sparks throughout it providing them with light. Vald did something he could not recall doing for years – he sat close to his dragon, pressed his head gently to Raiden’ra’s own, held his dragon close with both hands. He’d used to do this when he was a Novice. When had he stopped? More pressingly, why had he ever stopped?
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BREAKING THE CYCLE


Talia pressed her seal into the yellow wax, imprinting the royal crossed swords and crown. With her sigil appended to the parchment, she passed the treaty along to Roland, who stamped his seal into light blue wax before passing it to the Archduke. Once the eagle was pressed into black, those gathered took a solemn, collective moment to mark the occasion.

Such a thing ought to have more pomp and significance. Instead, they were squeezed inside a dining room of the Mecklen estate where a snarling centaur leered over the proceedings, almost mocking them, and yet it was done.

“The Pact of Feather, Bloom, and Steel,” Talia said.

“For our prosperity,” Roland said.

“For our security,” Conrad intoned.

Copies of were made: more wax, more seals, more grunts and nods and toasts, and so the war was concluded. Actual smiles appeared, and Talia too found her stiff cheeks moving. All those years, all the misery and blood, hatred and bitterness, suddenly over. A sharp and sudden stop to what had seemed intractable.

“I knew we would do great things together,” Pyra purred over their bond.

“We can be proud of this one, girl.”

Pyra’s dragon song swelled, and Talia told the room not to be alarmed as her dragon roared in triumph; a fearsome sound that shook the water and wine upon the table.

As everyone began to relax, another weight lifted from Talia. Since she’d called on riders to help her strike at tunnels beneath the Red Range, she’d all but held the New Order together by her own force of will – their lodgings, supplies, everything flowed from her. But now, that was no longer the case. And she couldn’t shake the feeling that this day marked an end to more than one thing.

Drefan entered the room with General Edric and announced their Brenish and Risalian counterparts with stiff courtesies. Behind them came yet more officials and hangers-on, and the solemn signing of the treaty grew into a tepid celebration, stilted and awkward without a doubt, but no one came armed, and everyone forced a bit of cheer.

All except Britta Grayhart. Her face sapped any sense of accomplishment, but Talia’s heart lightened when she spotted Fynn behind Britta. She did a double-take, blinked. It was Fynn right enough, but he was clean-shaven. This amused and puzzled Talia in equal measure, though she wasn’t sure why, and though burning to ask him about it, when she pushed through to Fynn, she asked instead, “How is Eadwulf?”

“Better with each day,” Fynn said. “His balance has returned, and he’s growing restless. I think he enjoyed Britta’s visit also.”

“What?” Britta said, coming back from far away. “Oh, yes, your guardsman. A brave man – brave men all. I hope Your Majesty doesn’t mind, but I took the liberty of conferring the honor of the Heart of Stone on Eadwulf and his men. I’ll see those who died receive it posthumously too. I’m afraid we only had one spare insignia among us, but I’ll ensure they all receive theirs when…”

‘When I return home,’ she might have said. ‘When the Skarls are gone’? Perhaps. Either way, Britta’s eyes fell to the floor, and Talia never found out. Talia wanted to say something but thought hollow words would be worse than nothing.

What could be done? Fornheim forces had attempted to gather near the southwest coast of the province, away from the main roadways, which the Skarls had taken control of. The latest news from scouting dragon riders told of the Skarls hounding this resistance south of the Haldask river into the new so-called Protectorate. The Skarls were holding position on the northern bank of the river, but Conrad’s bastard son, the Iron Duke, appeared to be marshaling troops, presumably against the Fornheim rebels on behalf of the Skarls.

Britta’s hesitation dragged on into discomfort, and for want of something to fill the gap, Talia blurted to Fynn, “You’ve shaved.”

“A keen eye as well as a keen blade,” Fynn said with a smirk. “That cut down my cheek made things, mmm, scraggily. Make a clean start, I thought. What do you think?” He gave her an expectant look.

“It’s…. well, it’s different.”

“You don’t like it.”

“I just mean it will take some… You don’t look like you, is all.”

“I thought⁠—”

But he stopped there, and Britta jumped into the pause to say, “Brodir, I think it’s fetching.”

“Thank you.”

It took Talia a moment to register that he’d used Skarlish and that she’d understood it without a second thought. That pleased her.

“It’s good of you,” Britta said in Common, “to show your support for Fornheim. Leif still shaves daily.” She didn’t completely choke on his name this time. In fact, there was something close to pride vying to break the surface. “His men adore him,” she added, more to herself. “Maybe… maybe if he were to⁠—"

“Hold the thought there,” said Fynn. “Today is about celebrating a peace. The Pact of Feather, Bloom, and Steel,” he said, rolling the words as though testing their feel.

“Yes, of course,” said Britta. “Very accomplished, Your Majesty. Truly,” she added brightly as though fearing insincerity. That Britta could never be accused of.

“Thank you,” Talia said, wishing she could do more. “You must celebrate doubly so for me. It will take days to fly north to deliver this news to Sky Spear, and there’s not a single one to waste.”

Britta bit her lip, nodded. Fynn wrapped an arm around her and said something in Skarl that forced Britta into a reluctant half smile. He gently shook her as though he could tease that smile into growing and led her off.

As Talia headed for the door, she noticed Drefan was trapped in polite conversation with General Volumbre and a Risalian knight in a black doublet. The knight almost choked on his drink as Talia approached.

“Don’t die, please,” she said. “That would mar the occasion.” She enjoyed watching the man visibly gulp. “Might I have a word with Ealdor Harroway, General?”

General Volumbre inclined his head, pushing down his many chins, and led the Risalian knight away, who all but jumped at the chance to escape.

“Are you sure you need to go?” Drefan asked.

“Farsa wants me there. If I act like a regular rider, that might help. Besides, if they can’t even be in the same room as me, there’s not much point in speaking at all. Things should be safe here for a while at least.”

“We’ve got it in hand. Volumbre is no slouch.”

“Try to play nice.”

Drefan glanced darkly at the back of a nearby Risalian. “I will if they will.”

Treaty in hand, Talia flew north with the New Order. As they passed over the Iron Duke’s new Protectorate, Sky Spear riders shadowed their flight, and more came as the New Order flew over the Haldask river into Fornheim. The Sky Spear riders stayed close as they passed by the immense fortress of Vardguard, the seat of Bjorn Grayhart, then onward toward Sky Spear in the foothills of the Spine. There, after several tense exchanges and sufficient soul oaths of safe conduct, the riders of Sky Spear were finally willing to talk.

In short order, Talia found herself in a hastily erected open-air pavilion with a dozen riders bunched in on either side, their dragons outside like a wall of scales. Not yet midafternoon, the light was fading, the sky a mottled haze, but such a concentration of auras fought the winter and soon melted the snow to reveal the frozen grass beneath.

Lady Farsa and the Ice Lord Jocquel did most of the talking. In hard tones, Farsa called for an end to hostilities between them, for while the war in Risalia was over, the true threat remained. To Talia’s pleasant surprise, when Farsa spoke of Thrall, his control of the scourge, the battle that must be raging in the east at that very moment, the riders of Sky Spear didn’t scoff or protest.

They know, Talia thought grimly. They know, and they’ve been fighting us anyway.

“We understand Paragon Neveh has flown east against Thrall,” Farsa concluded. “The leadership of a Paragon must still count for something.”

Jocquel turned grave. “Neveh was denounced by Paragons Adaskar and Eso. Adaskar is dead, Wynedd is dead. Paragon Kalanta is presumed dead. Vald is a traitor and a broken man. There are no Paragons left.”

Farsa steepled her fingers, took it all in. “How do you know this about Vald?”

Jocquel turned to his riders. “Ingrid?” The riders of Sky Spear shuffled, and a blonde Storm Champion stepped forward.

“Those of us who followed Paragon Vald witnessed everything,” Ingrid said, her voice marking her as a Fornheimer. “Paragons Vald and Raiden’ra took us deep into the Storm Peaks, and there Vald gained his own core.”

A ripple ran through the New Order. Talia’s heart and bond jolted, and Pyra roused.

“How is such a thing possible?” Pyra asked over their bond. There was a touch of the old desire for power in her voice. Talia felt it too, but found she didn’t like the taste as much, like how she’d lost her sweet tooth as her dragon bond had deepened.

Commander Farsa was also shocked. Talia knew it because her immaculate black curtain of hair succumbed to the breeze.

“His own core?” Farsa asked.

“It is nothing to envy,” said Ingrid. “We were in awe at first, but something must have gone wrong. His core would not grow, and he could no longer draw on the strength of Raiden’ra. I’m ashamed to have ever followed him. I thought…” she struggled, “he⁠—”

“He vowed to make the Order obedient to the Elder of Storms,” Jocquel said. “A breaker of the Pact as well as a murderer. With or without Vald, the Storm Flight is now our enemy.”

This confirmed Lucia and Druss’s news from the Stretched Sea, of the Storm Flight battling riders over the dark waters.

“Nothing can be done with a Wild Flight biting our tails,” said Jocquel. “Only once the Order has thrown off the Storm Elder can we deal with this puppeteer of the scourge.”

“Then let us each fly to our causes,” Farsa said.

“We’ve already allowed all those to go that can be spared. Lady Antonia took many of our strongest riders to assist Lord Dowid at Squall Rock.”

Farsa fell still again, every hair rigid as rock, and even her lips seemed unmoving as she said, “Spared from resisting us, you mean.”

“Resisting?” Jocquel snapped like breaking ice. “We’ve been guarding against further atrocities from her.”

All eyes shifted to look at Talia.

You can forgive Ingrid and others for following Vald, but not me? Never me?

More and more, Talia understood how Holt must have felt. No matter his reasons, no matter his actions, he was never accepted, never forgiven, and, above all, forever pushed to the outside.

With attention lingering on her, and as Jocquel had dragged her into the proceedings, Talia felt obliged to speak.

“I did not come to justify myself.”

There would be no point in it anyway. She could tell them how sorry she was for Stroef, but they wouldn’t believe her; she could tell them all the nuances of Wismar, but they wouldn’t listen; she could call out their imagined fears, but they would appeal to principle. Perhaps Roland ought to have a word with them about that.

She went on. “For riders so scandalized at my immorality, you’ve been very supportive of Empress Skadi.”

The riders of Sky Spear shifted uncomfortably.

Lord Jocquel wrinkled his nose. “The empire is too vast to be left without protection. The Roaring Fjord and Claw Point must be reopened. We needed to secure our food—” He halted mid-breath, composed himself. “What choice did we have?”

Talia had to gulp down an urge to laugh. It was just that perfect.

“And now you know how I felt, Lord Jocquel. When half the world declared against me, when they started a war, when Adaskar sent riders to fight us, what choice did we have then?”

Round and around they went, but as with the Archduke, this cycle too had to break.

Eventually, Talia asked, “Shall we find a way to live with each other?”

“Break your bond,” a rider on the Sky Spear side threw out.

Pyra bellowed at that, and every dragon growled or snarled, causing the ground to shake.

Jocquel rounded on his riders, sending out spiritual pressure to smother them. “You’ll be silent if you have nothing worth saying. Do not back her into a corner she must cut her way out from. Such an act—” He winced. “In any case, we lack the strength to perform it.”

He was admitting a lot in that statement. Between emerald riders answering the call of the grove, of riders peeling off to the Stretched Sea, Sky Spear lacked the High and Exalted Lords needed to quash the New Order outright. Probably that was why they were even talking in the first place, although calling this a discussion seemed too generous.

Disagreement boiled into fierce argument. The spiritual knots keeping the peace began to strain, shook so much they threatened to loosen.

For Talia, the real weight came from her circlet; the purple steel on her brow seemed to dig into her skin. The impossible conundrum, the thing tearing her, half the world, and the Order apart. That crown might as well have been lodged in an open wound.

She thought of old Johann Clerk’s story, of Consul Stolo and how he’d set his pride aside and given up so much to achieve what he needed. She thought of the treaty she’d just signed, and how, despite winning her war, she’d lost much of her power. No longer the linchpin of the New Order now three realms recognized it, no longer the driving head of a coalition but one member of three nations trading freely and fighting the scourge together. It didn’t all depend on her anymore; another could continue in her place.

And given all of that, she found herself asking, “What if I step down?”

In the heat of the argument, no one heard her.

Talia cycled magic down her left arm, formed her whip, and lashed it. The whip-crack cut through the racket, and a new quiet fell.

“What if I step down?”

At great length, Jocquel cleared his throat and said, “Are you seriously suggesting it?”

“I’m willing to discuss it seriously. If I stepped down, then what?”

Every face went blank. She’d caught them on the hop. They were demanding she do a thing but hadn’t the faintest notion of how they would like her to do it. It was all words, less than wind. And she was getting so sick of it.

“Could Pyra and I become simple members of the New Order?” she encouraged.

More murmurings, this time from both sides.

“If,” Jocquel began, “the Ladies Farsa and Ethel could make assurances that you would receive no special privileges… it would be a start, at least. There would remain the issue of your marriage.”

Another jolt through her chest; apprehension came across the bond.

“Really?” Ethel put in. “Talia is already offering far more than she must.”

“It is another breach of the Oath.”

Ethel scoffed. “We’re all oath-breakers now.”

“It’s alright,” Talia said, though the twist in her soul told her otherwise. “I asked what it would take. I’ll hear it all.”

Jocquel inclined his head. “If Talia does give up her crown, the need for a political marriage goes with it. That alliance would appear to be dead already, so it surely wouldn’t be much of a sacrifice.”

The murmurings softened, became almost… agreeable.

Just a rider again. It would be a lie to say it wasn’t tempting.

When the New Order stopped at the Haldask River for their dragons to drink on the flight back south, Ethel sidled close to Talia and asked, “Why bring it up?”

“I thought it worth asking the hypothetical.”

“But you can’t actually step down.”

“I’m not going to throw Feorlen into strife over the throne, if that’s what you mean. That was the whole damned point in the first place.”

She was very aware of the Sky Spear riders out there, their bonds and cores at the edge of her perceptions, even if they were hiding in the dark clouds.

“It seems all I did was trade one conflict for another,” Talia went on. “But I’m right on one thing. I’m no longer the sole person holding this all together.” The fact that Farsa hadn’t come to her in concern like Ethel spoke volumes. “If there is a way…”

Ethel bit her lip, dropped all manner of being the senior rider, and spoke more like a friend. “What about Fynn?”

Another twist in her guts like the warping metal of the portcullis she’d melted.

“Lord Jocquel is right. The marriage would serve no… no purpose were I to step down. Fynn… He’d have no place in an Order Hall.”

Pyra lifted her head from the river and gave Talia the saddest, most pitiful look she’d ever seen a dragon make.

“You don’t mean it.”

A quiver went through Talia’s lips. She could weep or scream or burn something. Hard to say which was more likely.

“This can’t go on forever,” she replied across their bond, fighting to be strong. “We must think about the greater picture, can’t value one person over thousands – over millions. I couldn’t give Holt and Ash special treatment either. This… this is the same.”

Pyra fully rose, water dripping from her snout, and padded over to Talia, bending her neck low so her amber eyes were inches away from Talia’s own. They pierced her, as Pyra’s presence pierced across their bond.

“But this is Fynn.”

She was spared confronting this painful truth by Hava telling them to come at once. Lucia and Amon had flown ahead to seek news from the Protectorate, and what they had learned could not have been worse.

“The Fornheimers have fled south into Risalia proper,” Lucia reported. “The Skarls have crossed the Haldask and joined up with the Iron Duke to pursue them. We saw a banner bearing the silver boar.”

“Aren,” Pyra snarled. Of course he’d be leading this latest folly.

The news struck like a punch to the throat.

After all of this, was it to be more war? And if it could be avoided—if there was any way at all to keep the peace—Talia feared what it would cost.
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FREE TO BE WRONG


A half moon struggled to shine over the northeastern front, and Holt’s foot slid in the slush. His stroke fell short, and ghouls closed in, their bony fingers abnormally strong, ripping his leathers, nails scraping brigandine plate and the skin at his collar. With his bandanna lowered, their stink hit like a midden, a dizzying punch of rotting onions and garlic and fish guts. He was only off balance for a moment, but on the northeastern front, a single moment could spell disaster, and there had been so many moments.

Sensing need, Astralis waxed, and as the ghouls reeled, Holt swept his sword through the throng, cracking through shell-like skin. Holt righted himself, told Astralis to wane lest they blind the bowmen hurrying their way.

Kyro the storm dragon was calling for a retreat. Astralis sent a stab of frustration, and Holt agreed. Rarely were the retreats called this quickly.

His next thought was of Ash. They’d become separated in one of those knife-edge moments, and now Ash was cumbersomely trying to turn amid a knot of trees, warding off scourge with bouts of his breath.

“I’ll cover you,” Holt said, and as he met a flayer’s arm with Astralis, Ash tucked in his wings and pushed between the trees. Holt laid down a Consecration, fought so Ash could navigate the tricky terrain, and was about to fall back himself when a blood-swollen cultist stampeded toward him, unaffected by the Consecrated ground.

A howl, high and long and fretful, four paws racing, the heavy scent of fur. Wolf was there, clamping his jaws around the cultist’s leg. The brute bayed but could not get free of Wolf’s grip and staggered down to one knee. Holt used a Lunar Shock to knock the man’s clumsy swing off, then drove Astralis through the opening in his hood.

There were half a hundred things Holt might have said to Wolf right then.

“Thanks,” he managed to gasp just as the presence of the enemy Ice Lady closed in from the east.

The Paragons were fighting up north, the Warden of Valor down south.

Holt knew what to do. “Run!”

Wolf followed, his breath heavy as they rushed for the protection of the Wardens, with Eloise and Bereale gaining behind, flying faster than they could run.

Spiritual power struck Holt’s back like a lashing whip.

‘Why fight when all will end the same?’

Holt wanted to answer, knew he should answer, but the will behind that question was harder than ice and much, much colder… as if it had never known joy or laughter, as if such things were childish dreams in a gray world.

Astralis aided him, but Holt could only dull the blow rather than turn it, and the barbs of the spiritual check sapped heat from his muscles. He slowed, finding it harder to lift his feet. Wolf snarled, nipped at the lower unarmored half of his leg. Holt yelped, but the sharp pain cut through the fog in his soul, and he was running again, rushing for that thin curtain of the Wardens’ shield. A bowman crawled toward that protection too. Holt seized the man by the nape of his neck and half-carried, half-dragged the soldier over the line even as Eloise dropped beneath the canopy behind them.

Holt sensed her standing there, brooding there, as if debating the merits of pursuing. Finally, she thought better of crossing the Wardens’ shielding alone and contented herself with freezing nearby trees to death.

Holt lifted his bandanna and checked on the bowman. He looked even younger than the others, which was saying something. Only a few wispy hairs covered his chin. It was plain the boy couldn’t support his own weight, so Holt supported him under one shoulder while Wolf shifted to his human form and helped on the other side. Ash kept a vigilant watch as they hobbled back amid Coedhens struggling to regroup.

No sooner had Holt given his charge over to the care of the physicians than four riders arrived, hovering above the chaos. Brax and Kyro led the little formation. Considering Neveh’s riders were limited and spread wafer-thin, this was a large force to assemble in one place.

Ash reached out to Kyro to find out what was going on.

“There’s a Warden out there,” Ash relayed.

Holt twitched. Now primed to notice it, he felt a great power flitting in and out at the edge of perception. Not an Elder, but the next worst thing.

“Do they know which one?”

“The Warden of Preservation,” Ash said. “They made a feint against Valor and flew here instead.”

Holt sniffed. “Preservation.” How could such a dragon cause so much destruction? “How much ground did we lose?”

“Half a mile.”

Holt cursed. Since the northern attack, much of the bolstering effect of Valor and her fire dragons had been undone. He and Ash and Wolf – well, Beast – had done what little they could, but it had been no real victory. Many trees had been burned, frozen to death, or hacked down, and with the wrath of the emeralds turned entirely there, the northeastern front had suffered high casualties and a lot of lost ground.

For reasons unknown, Neveh and Nilak were no longer adding their strength to the emeralds’ defenses. Perhaps it had been decided that their physical presence on the frontlines would be of greater help, but Holt wasn’t so sure. The breaches were more frequent and deeper than before, and despite every effort, an inexorable corridor through the Fae Forest was being carved toward the city of Coedhen.

Eloise’s spiritual check crept up his back again, a spider on his shoulder. They were fighting and fighting, and men were dying, and there seemed to be no hope. Neveh had come, but her riders were too few. Valor had come, but her dragons weren’t enough.

“Let’s check your scales,” Holt said, inspecting Ash’s body for any loose ones they might gather for Aberanth. They’d delivered a healthy number to him after their beating in the north, and Holt managed to pluck another four now. Working by the faint glow cast from his palm, Holt finished by stroking Ash’s neck. They hadn’t had time when delivering scales to Aberanth to get a new blindfold for Ash, so he still wore the one Beast had ripped, exposing one icy eye. Holt ran a gentle finger around the puffy half-healed hide, then down over the angry scab from eye to snout.

“It’s not sore anymore,” Ash assured him. “Just itches.”

As though in sympathy, Holt felt the old burn from Dahaka at his side, though of the two of them, Ash had fared worse in their adventures. A broken spine ridge, visible lines from the phoenix’s talons, and likely a scar from Beast. Holt scratched Ash on either side of the wound, and Ash rumbled in relief. They could feel Wolf watching, feel the guilt radiating from him.

“We should make sure Wolf is alright,” Ash said.

Holt nodded, gave Ash a gentle pat, and considered again that his dragon was too good for this awful world.

Their lonely brazier burned warm that night, and Holt, Wolf, and Ash crammed in around it. Holt sat with his arms wrapped around his knees and pulled his cloak tight. It was shorter now, for he’d cut a piece from the hem after the northern battle to make a new bandanna after condemning his previous one. His damaged brigandine couldn’t be replaced so easily. All that white leather and cloth was crusted in a questionable mix of blood and filth.

Beside Holt sat an empty bowl, their meals consisting of beans in an ever-thinning broth. Ash lay curled tight, his stomach growling. His meat had been more gristle than flesh, and Wolf gnawed on one of the leftover bones.

Holt breathed into his cupped hands, reckoned this would be as good as it got for a while. “Wolf,” he said gently.

Wolf looked up from his bone, tongue lolling.

“Thanks for the help back there.”

“Oh,” Wolf said with genuine surprise. “Oh, I am certain you would have triumphed without me…” But here he lowered his gaze, looking despondently at his bone.

“I know that must have been hard for you.”

Wolf made a sound that might have been a whine, might have been a gargle, and then burst into a flurry of trembling words. “I b-broke the code… do no harm. I broke⁠—”

In a fit of disgust, Wolf swung his head with prodigious strength, sending the bone he’d been gnawing on hurtling into the black night.

Holt allowed a moment to pass, letting Wolf pant and run out of steam. Since their last encounter with Beast, he and Ash had been thinking about Wolf’s problem, and while most of Beast’s vitriol could be ignored, they’d noticed a consistent grievance in his ravings.

‘Doesn’t give me a drop all month,’ Beast had repeated ad nauseam. And then there’d been those choice lyrics from that lovely song of his. ‘What he denies, I’m here to take!’

Holt summoned his courage. Somehow, it took more nerve to confront Wolf on his beliefs than it did to run headfirst into the breach each day.

“Wolf, we’ve listened to a lot of what Beast says⁠—”

“And that is my fault!”

“Maybe, but that’s not⁠—”

“We are to avoid attachment… but I broke that too. I let you in, and He gnaws at it like that bone – uses it against me.”

“Beast couldn’t give two ladles’ worth that you care for us. Oh, he uses that to torture you, but that’s because he’s a cruel, petty creature. And because he’s furious at feeling… trapped, maybe?”

Floundering for how to continue, he jolted Ash over the bond for assistance. Now the delicate moment had come, it was imperative to find the right words.

“What Holt’s trying to say is we don’t think Beast is riled up because you broke your code. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

Wolf twitched. His hair ruffled, stood on end, and he wriggled backward as though intending to leave but stiffened.

“You’re a wolf,” Holt reminded him. “Don’t you ever feel violent?”

There was something of the beast in the way Wolf frowned then, the way he snapped, “No, never!”

In the quiet of the night, in the calm, Holt sensed Wolf’s banging heart across his bond with Ash. They gave each other a bond nudge, and, suspicions confirmed, Holt tentatively pressed on. “What about when you attacked that cultist earlier? What did you feel then?”

Wolf twitched, scratched one ear excessively hard, then his brown eyes began to darken. “It felt… overwhelming. I saw you were in trouble, and something just came over me. It felt as though I were burning all over, and then I was running, leaping, biting – tasted disgusting, but I—” He cut off in a whine.

Holt gave Ash another bond nudge to say, ‘Your turn.’

Ash wound his tail around Wolf and gave him a squeeze. “Do you regret it?”

“No,” Wolf said, quiet but firm. “But I am afraid. That side of me, the darkness, it affects me a lot more than you.”

“Is that what you think?”

A shiver not born of winter ran through Holt’s hand, worked up to a trembling twitch in his fingers. Looking at them, he saw they were splattered red, flecked with bone and flesh.

There was a dragon in him too, some beast lurking, waiting. Funny how shocked he’d been to find that within him, whereas Wolf was already afraid of his. Couldn’t let that stop him, though, otherwise he wouldn’t act at all. Couldn’t be like Wolf sitting aside while those weaker around him died. Couldn’t let the fear of what might be make him useless.

A cooling tug from Ash brought him back to the present. Mastering his hand again, Holt realized the red splotches were no more than ember-colored light from the coals.

“You’ve got it wrong, Wolf,” Ash said. “This isn’t easy for us.”

“How do you stand it?”

Holt cleared the catch in his throat. “Because it’s our choice.”

“I see.” Wolf’s eyes shimmered from brown to black to silver, back to brown again.

Holt thought back to his life before he’d taken Ash’s egg, before an earthquake had sundered his every belief and value and made rubble out of certainty.

“It’s scary to have to make your own way.”

Wolf drooped his ears. “Perhaps… perhaps you could tell me what I should do?”

Holt gave a wan smile, shook his head. “No, we can’t. That’s the whole point. We can discuss things, we’re here for you, but whatever you decide, it has to be you who decides it.”

“What do you want to do?” Ash asked.

Wolf licked his lips, then gulped. “I want… I want to help my friends.”

And help Wolf did.

Fighting at Holt and Ash’s side over the following days and nights, no one observing would have thought ‘do no harm’ was a mantra he lived by, at least toward scourge, Wyrm Cloaks, and enemy dragons. Fangs flashing silver, he could pierce scales when he worked himself up, letting a little of the beast out.

During the darkness of the new moon, a blighted stag, a once majestic king of the woodlands, joined the battle. Huge with green froth at its mouth, it lowered chipped antlers and charged squads of bowmen. Wolf leaped in, savaging the stag’s flanks, and by the time Holt caught up, Wolf had already sent the poor creature to its second death.

There was fresh screaming from a clearing nearby, but the densely packed trees blocked Ash’s path. “Go on,” he said. “I’ll double back around.”

The distance between them could become confusing while sharing senses, so Holt raised his bandanna and cried, “Come on, Wolf!” And together, they burst through into the clearing where two distinct battles were taking place.

One of Neveh’s ice riders fought an abomination, dark magic screeching in the magical realm, while a flayer ravaged a score of Coedhens.

There was a choice to be made.

Wolf howled and bounded to aid the beleaguered bowmen while Holt raced to help the ice rider. Facing two riders, the abomination didn’t last long. The ice rider scored the killing blow, then Nilak’s high voice entered his mind.

“Fall back!”

As the order repeated, the buzzing of stingers drowned out all other sounds, sending a skittering sensation over Holt’s skin. Branches cracked and fell around him. He blasted a few Shocks through the gaps as the stingers scuttled down before coming to his senses and tossing Flash Shards up high, then started running alongside the retreating bowmen and Wolf.

They rendezvoused with Ash, who was standing firm and raking heavy moonbeams to cover the retreat, and together they brought fourteen bowmen back to the protection of the emeralds. Most were bent double with exhaustion; one man was vomiting, another collapsing from wounded legs he’d miraculously run on.

Another fight had ended. Optimists would have called it a victory to cede less ground than usual, but such a victory tasted like dust, and Holt and Ash left the battle downtrodden.

“I’m starting to hate the new moon,” Holt said.

Ash grunted. “I feel starved.”

Wolf especially struggled. He dragged his paws, his head low and quiet. “I feel all raw inside.”

These creatures did not hold cores like dragons did, but Holt imagined they must have mote channels or something akin to them. Wolf was used to using his power in the controlled manner of healing, whereas battle brought bursts of panic, of blood-hammering desperation.

“It’ll get better,” Holt told him.

Wolf snorted. “It feels like my very blood surges and burns.”

“Sounds like you’re exhilarated.”

“It does feel like a… release.” Wolf spoke grudgingly as though the truth chafed. “He does not rile inside quite so much.” He hacked for breath and went quiet again, tail low between his legs.

Later, closer to dawn, Holt emerged from a short stint of Cleansing to find Wolf still awake and sitting in his human form. His heavy cloak was draped over him like a tent, hiding his body so that his head seemed to sit on a mound of brown fur. Subtle changes had come over Wolf’s face. His jaw and cheekbones were sharper, his eyes hardened as he gazed into the ashen coals of a burnt-out brazier.

“Holt,” he asked, “why did you help that rider tonight instead of the people?” His tone was curious, not accusing.

Holt considered it. Truth was, he’d made a gut decision in the snap of a moment. “We can’t afford to lose any riders. He’s worth far more than twenty men, so I went to him, harsh as that might sound.”

Wolf frowned, eyes still on the dead brazier. “I wanted to help those men, they were powerless – it seemed the right thing to do.” There was a wonder in his voice, as though looking across a strange new land. He hesitated, then asked, “What if… what if it turns out to be the wrong choice?”

“Then you live with it. Sometimes you’ll be wrong, but it’s better this way.”

Holt’s soul stirred.

Wolf looked up, his eyes pleading. “Better how?”

“Because,” Ash rumbled, “we’re free to be wrong.” His rumbling cut off in a growly start, as though taken aback by his own brilliance. And there was something there. Their dragon bond grew warm, and Holt’s soul began to turn.

“Free to be wrong…” Wolf whispered, half in awe.

Free to be wrong, Holt thought.

His soul revolved, gaining speed.

Free to say things that need to be said.

His whirling soul came to a sudden halt, quivering in anticipation, the way his Flares strained before being released. Astralis gave him a prod, guided him to recall what he and Ash had declared with it atop that towering pillar at Red Rock.

‘From now on,’ Ash had said, ‘we set our own missions.’

‘We choose our own destiny now,’ Holt had replied.

He’d felt his soul twitching then, but he hadn’t pushed it to where he needed to take it. Now, his thoughts clicked into place, and ‘free to be wrong’ seemed but the shadow cast by the greater truth behind it. Being free to fail was to make mistakes, sometimes terrible ones, but without that, you would just stay the same, like the endless cycle against the scourge, like Wolf and his struggle against Beast. Only by being the fool did you have a chance to gain wisdom.

I’m willing to be wrong.

His soul rushed outward, pushing against his ribs, but it didn’t hurt. Rather, it felt like his body had been hollow and now was full. And in the sudden sear of his soul, his will tempered from iron into steel.

Ash rumbled louder than carts trundling over cobblestones, and Wolf’s human ears raised in a very wolfish way.

“What just happened?” Wolf asked.

Holt raised one hand as if studying his palm and fingers. There was no difference, of course, not physically. The new sureness was all inside him.

“You don’t learn how to chop an onion through words – you learn by doing. Be free, Wolf. Don’t be chained to a code you didn’t create. Don’t blindly follow, and don’t be afraid to fail.”

Wolf gave a toothless smile. “Free to make mistakes… I like the sound of that.” He shifted back into the great wolf he preferred to be, only now his brown fur had turned white, his eyes a cold gray. “In your honor, I choose this new form.”


51


WHERE LAND AND SKY ARE ONE


Osric thought he had traveled the world and seen it all, but he’d never seen land so flat and white like marble, nor air so dry and shimmering.

“Asezamin,” Esfir declared it, repeating it slowly so Osric could learn. “A-seh-zah-min.”

“A-seh-za-min,” he said. Each breath nipped with salt, and when he took his first step, the pale crystals crunched crisply underfoot.

Nox followed with a growl. “It scratches.”

Stolid as ever, Belle the camel came without complaint.

“Behmoon,” Esfir called.

Osric reckoned this roughly meant ‘stop’. He glanced back and found Esfir struggling to tie leather padding under her camel’s toes. Osric went to help her, lifting the camel’s leg with ease. Once her camel had its salt shoes on, Esfir produced four more for Belle.

“Sorry,” she said with a nod toward Nox.

Nox swished her tail and said with uncharacteristic pride, “I am a dragon.”

However, a few hours of marching over the salt led her to being carried in their shadows or taking flight by night. Osric wondered how long it would be before she could carry him. It would have made traversing the desert a simpler affair, and it might have spared him these long silences with Esfir now. While he usually favored quiet, he felt it encircling him, outmaneuvering him, leaving him stranded on poor ground without options or retreat. And with her face hidden beneath a headscarf, her mood often remained a mystery.

“Just talk to her,” Nox would tell him. “You can’t avoid it forever.”

She was right, of course. Better to charge into battle, he knew. Better to roar as you rush your enemy. He was the one who’d come all this way, yet he could not find the words. And even if he did, she probably wouldn’t understand. What a farce.

Does she hate me? he’d fear in his darker moods. No, he knew the taste of hate too well to be fooled by anything less. Was she regretful? Resentful? Which would be worse?

He did not know.

“I must see this mission through,” he would tell Nox by way of excuse. Hearing the truth would sap his strength to carry on. He knew that much for certain.

Thinking was treacherous out here in this kingdom of salt. Thinking taxed the mind when it was already squeezed by the heat. The plains stretched endlessly with no natural shelter or shade, save for occasional ditches dug out by the Rashai, which offered brief respite. These were marked by posts standing out like rogue hairs after a close shave. Although the ditches could do little when the midday sun burned directly overhead, and some had been rendered useless through collapse or flooding. Esfir never once complained. She never had all those years ago either, no matter how far the Gray Cloaks had marched.

She could have stayed in Negine Sahra, he reminded himself. It would have been more comfortable for her there by far, but she’d made it clear she’d rather be with him and the Company. Because it would give her a better chance to go home, he also reminded himself.

She was tough, stronger than him in all the ways that really mattered.

Yet a day came on Asezamin when the air turned still as death and suffocating, and the sun beat down so badly that even Esfir wilted. Thankfully, a usable Rashai ditch was nearby, the bottom of which was currently in the shade. It was a tight squeeze, though, as they sat opposite each other, backs against the roughhewn walls, their legs entangled, and Osric’s heart banging against his ribs.

Esfir unwrapped her headscarf and sighed through chapped lips. Osric offered her his waterskin. She accepted, drank deeply, then pushed it back at him. He put up his hand, she insisted. Osric took the skin but drank the barest sip. Enhanced as he was, he could make it on less.

Nox’s head emerged from the shadow on the ditch wall above him. She placed her snout onto his shoulder and breathed in a wispy, snuffling way that turned his whole world soft. He could feel her thirst, and so he tilted the waterskin up so she could lap at the drops.

“You good with her.”

Osric started. For a moment there, the sun, the mission, and even Esfir had melted away.

“All dragons…” Esfir struggled, “…like her?”

Thoughts of Thrall flitted through his mind.

“Na,” he said, having taken a liking to the Rashai word. “She is special.” He wasn’t sure if Esfir understood ‘special’, but she seemed to grasp his tone.

“She is like child.”

Nox chirruped.

Osric considered. “Perhaps. Although she takes care of me as much as I do her. She feels like a part of me.” He realized this wouldn’t make it through, set the waterskin in his lap, then moved his hand between Nox and his chest and back again.

To his surprise, Esfir nodded eagerly. She tapped her belly and made mention of “Leelah.”

A sticky lump lodged in his throat. She could be mine, he thought, heart racing again. Did that make it better or worse? Did he even want to know? He coughed and allowed himself a sip of water.

He ought to say more – anything would do. He could reform plans in the heat of battle, fight a foe on instinct, but in this, his mind went blank.

Esfir opened her mouth, then seemed to think better of it.

Nox cooed and spoke to him privately. “Go on. She can’t do worse than Thrall did, or your mother or brother.”

That’s where you’re wrong, he thought. With a single look, she might lift him to the stars, or with a few words, she might send him reeling into the darkest of pits.

“I’m sorry,” he blurted out.

Esfir frowned.

“Sorry I’ve been so quiet,” he elaborated.

She tilted her head, considering. “Not be sorry,” she said. “It who you are.”

She leaned forward, and Osric’s heart thudded so hard it shook his dragon bond. For an instant, he soared toward the clear blue sky – the stars awaited him beyond – then she indicated she wanted the waterskin. Lost for a moment, he hesitated, then handed it to her.

This was too much, to hang upon every word and glance as though clinging to a ledge with his fingertips.

Esfir took a swig and looked contemplative. “Dark Cloaks,” she began. “Dark Cloaks…” She used two fingers to mime walking. “You – you, not words.”

Osric gently chuckled. He rummaged in a pocket, brought out some of his last coins, and rubbed them together purposefully.

“Dark Cloaks liked this.”

Esfir eyed the coins, then shook her head with an emphatic wave. “Na,” she said, pointing to him. “You. They – they—” She huffed in frustration, then said softly, “Nox?”

Nox croaked and lifted her head from Osric’s shoulder.

“She says the Gray Cloaks didn’t follow you because of nice words, and it wasn’t only because you brought them gold. They looked up to you and learned from you. And she says the Rashai learned from you as well.”

“The Rashai?” he said, thinking it through. During his time, the Rashai had grown more disciplined, become terrifying on the battlefield. He thought of Osvan of the Dune Drivers, who’d said he’d ‘known him’, and Rooz of the Sirocco Sages, whose father he’d fought against. If war came to Ahar now, would those deaths be partly on his head? Well, what was a little more blood in his already sodden ledger.

Osric strained to use the little Rashai he had. “I want… make right.”

“Guardians,” Esfir said, which was enough.

“I’ll get you there,” he said, returning to Ahari.

She got the gist. “I know.”

Nox rumbled portentously as though the exchange had been an erudite and profound listen. Osric’s heart rattled along, but it wasn’t quite so painful as before.

When they fell back into silence, he found it comfortable again like it used to be.

They didn’t speak further until the following day when jagged, dark mountains emerged on the horizon, stretching from east to west beyond sight. They seemed to mark the end of the world.

“Darye-Marg,” Esfir said. Darye-Marg, the Valley of Death, home of the Guardians of the Rashai.

Belle snorted as though scoffing in the face of fear, and they resumed their trudge across the salt. With their destination looming, Osric brooded over the potential threat at hand.

“How can I guard Esfir through an uncertain test,” he complained to Nox, “given by creatures her own people know almost nothing about?”

The more Osric considered these so-called Guardians, the more he disliked them. They seemed a capricious lot, and true protectors might have explained themselves or done more for those they guarded. Instead, they distorted and removed memories, and whether by accident or design, they had sent Amir into a permanent sleep. Esfir insisted they were not dragons, but as everyone’s memories were clouded, dragons remained the likeliest possibility. If they weren’t dragons, then they were some unknown magical beings, and he liked that even less.

“We ideally want to fight them during the day when the shadows are strong,” he mused to Nox. “Although to live in the desert, they could be linked to fire, like the thing Holt and Ash encountered, and the heat of the day would play to their advantage if so. But if they are mystic, we’ll need to⁠—”

“Must we fight them?” Nox asked.

Osric checked himself. “You’re right. Old habits.”

It irked him though, a horrible itch he could not scratch. The unknown frightened him.

Clouds gathered above the distant teeth of the mountains and slowly rolled out over the Asezamin. When the rain fell, it was mercifully light, but without any shelter, they were forced to shiver in wet clothes upon wet salt with little sleep.

Come morning, the world was transformed: the salt plain had become a mirror of the mountains and sky. To the north, there was no longer a horizon, just an endless crystal blue. All was still. No wind, no clouds, nothing.

Nox yawned and blinked her purple eyes open. As she stretched, she disturbed the film of water, sending ripples across its glassy surface. As the water settled, Nox’s reflection stared back at her, and so fine were the joins of her scales that it seemed almost a shadow.

“I’m glad to have seen this.”

“Me too,” Osric said in an awed whisper.

When Esfir woke, she seemed happy as a child on their birthday.

“Asezamin,” Esfir said and gave Nox an encouraging look. Nox chirruped, and there was a moment of intense eye contact between them.

“She wanted us to know the meaning of Asezamin – it means ‘where land and sky are one’.”

Esfir gave Osric an expectant look.

For once, he knew exactly what to say. “It’s beautiful.”

‘Like you,’ he might have added. As a young man, he would have, although such chivalrous declarations had never gained him favor. With Felice Valois, such utterances had earned him pity at best, and often revulsion.

He did add one thing, though.

“I’m glad we came with you.”

It took Esfir a moment, but she smiled warmly, and then she started readying for the day whilst humming under her breath.

Nox sloshed over the water to him, gave him a knowing, comforting bump with her snout. Osric stroked her neck and knew to say no more. When you find perfection, leave it well alone. And he was glad to have come. It was the truth, which always helped. He was glad to have witnessed this wonder – to know, at the least, that Esfir did not resent him.

This alone did not mend his soul, but it was a comfort as they headed toward this Valley of Death.
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SURGING


A howling storm engulfed the island, and Vald was unable to sleep. Lying groggily on the hard rock, his mind drifted into dreamy thought, took him down wandering ways and dead ends until, like a whip crack, something struck. Core-forged magic could not be reworked, could not be forced into Vald’s core, but perhaps it could be willed to join.

He snapped out of his dazed state. Why not try? Nothing to lose.

Still lying in the dark, he gathered his spiritual power and willed his magic to cross the bond and join Raiden’ra’s core. A blue thread of power unfurled from his own core, snaked through the tornado bond-bridge, looped around the shimmering, transparent shell of Raiden’ra’s maelstrom before connecting. A fierce lurch tried to pull his soul from his body, and magic from Vald’s core began spilling along the blue thread, rushing toward Raiden’s. Alarmed, Vald cried out, cut the tethering, waking his dragon in the process.

Eso stirred as well. “What’s wrong?” Vald explained, and Eso pushed himself up, rubbing his eyes. “It happened as you willed?”

“Yes,” Vald said, not daring to hope. Power had flowed from his core at an alarming rate, but it had worked. Raiden’s dark lightning bolt irises sharpened. Excited, he used his own spirit to create a connection from his side.

A blue tether, a moment of paramount anticipation, then magic spilled from Vald again. Horror did not suffice. Terror, perhaps. Vald tried to cut the tethering but couldn’t affect it, and with each passing moment, his nimbus core lessened, turning pale and wispy. With ferocious blunt force, he threw his will around his own magic to pull it back. His core shuddered – soon it would rip in two.

The tether severed, and Vald bent double, clutching to his aching chest.

“Eso!” Raiden said with uncharacteristic concern. “Vald, help him!”

Vald came around and noticed Eso lying sprawled and groaning. He half-crawled to the old man’s side, helped him up.

“What happened?” Vald asked.

“Some force pulled me over.”

Blood trickled from Eso’s temple into his white beard. Vald dabbed the spot, thankful it was a shallow graze.

“I didn’t mean it to happen,” Raiden’ra growled.

“It’s not your fault,” Vald said, curter than intended.

“Your magic left in favor of Raiden’ra’s core?” Eso asked.

“More like it flew out. I couldn’t cut the connection.”

“I severed it.”

“Good, good,” Vald said, making a note that whoever created the tethering could end it. “I don’t think I could have held my core back much longer.”

“Mmm.” Eso nodded. “Raw motes are drawn to cores. The larger the core, the greater the draw. Power begets more power.”

“So, the smaller core rushes to join the larger.” Vald almost laughed. It was too perfect, so close to a solution, and yet⁠—

Raiden’ra interrupted his train of thought. “We should try again.”

Vald’s old instinct was to agree with Raiden, to push himself, but new caution led him to inspect his core. Even the drainage from that short tethering had had a visible impact, and a few seconds more might have set him back weeks. Reeling, he checked Raiden’ra’s core. The maelstrom turned around a black heart encased inside a lightning shell. Vald could only stand to behold it for a moment before his inner eye turned aside. His physical eyes watered, and his ears rang as though thunder bellowed inside their cave. If it came to a fight, Raiden’ra would be handling things, but Vald still had to be strong enough not to die immediately.

“We should try again.” Raiden’ra was insistent, but these days, Vald didn’t feel swayed as easily by his dragon’s wants and moods.

“I can’t risk it,” Vald said. “We grow mine as much as we can.”

And so they did. Day by day they labored, Synchronizing that bit easier, maintaining their rhythm that bit longer, until Vald’s core became a respectable vortex worthy of the highest of Champions, and Raiden’ra’s core surpassed all attempts at comprehension. All that remained to Vald’s understanding was the dragon song. It started low and slow each time he heard it, ominous drums rumbling in the far distance, a sudden clash cutting through before sharp, cracking strings began to build. The drumming rose, a grand bass, the song swelling to shake the sky before descending into a long, lone, menacing cello.

Vald caught himself holding his breath and wondered whether there might be a thing as too much power.

And then the dreaded day arrived.

Vald walked the island, crashing through the snow, Floating his mote channels against the cold, but the fierce winter still nipped through his shielding. He came across another sheep that had fallen prey to the fangs of the season, slumped like a black cloud in all that white. Vald was on his way to retrieve it when a tremor rippled through the magical landscape.

“You feel it too?” Raiden’ra asked him.

Ripples rose to waves.

Vald’s alarm mingled with Raiden’ra’s. For Vald’s part, fear for every rider left in the world; for Raiden’ra, fear for his own rider.

The waves began crashing, roaring, moving ever outward, coming closer.

Storm had emerged.

Raiden’ra’s magic pushed back. The wind shifted, blowing from the relatively warm south. It rushed over the island, struck the snow, rose up as mist.

“Come back,” Raiden’ra implored Vald.

Vald switched cycling to Grounding and hurried for the cliffs. The Elder’s presence lashed at his back, but as the fog thickened, masking the treacherous path into the overhang, the lashings lessened. Vald couldn’t see his own feet, but Raiden’ra’s presence in the haze guided his steps until he emerged to meet his dragon.

“What can I do?”

“Spirit,” Raiden’ra strained to say.

“Vald?” Eso called. “What’s happening?”

“Elder’s coming – stay back,” he said, needlessly throwing out a hand as though Eso were running out, staff in hand. Not wasting a moment, Vald sat close to his dragon, closed his eyes, and began threading his spirit through his dragon’s.

Their bond roared, grew hot. Vald sensed the fog still gathering, smothering the island from all eyes, both within and without. His perception of the dragons flying with the Elder vanished, and the Elder’s presence dulled before it too disappeared.

Raiden’ra snarled, straining under the effort to maintain it.

“Enough,” he said, and he let go.

As the fog began dispersing, Vald gained a fleeting sense of the Elder far to the south, just a moment before he flew out of range. Dozens of lesser cores trailed after him.

“He’s flying slower than he’s capable.”

“Escorting the rest of his flight to war,” Raiden’ra said. “We’re out of time.”

Vald saw it unfolding. The Elder joining his Wardens of Rain, Thunder, and Tempest in the Stretched Sea, their full flight at their backs, vengeance for the fallen Warden of Lightning driving them on. Dowid would fight, Dowid would die – question was, how many would die with him? How many would have the sense to bend the knee?

Soul burning, Vald declared, “We try again.”

Raiden’ra rumbled with approval.

“Vald?” Eso spoke so softly, yet his voice cut through. “If your core is drained⁠—”

“Then Raiden’s will be stronger for it.” Across their bond, he said, “I’ll hold my core. The rest is up to you.”

Without hesitation, Vald willed their cores to tether. In control, he could cut it if needed, but there could be no half-measures now.

The pull on his soul was immense, as though Raiden’ra’s core hooked onto his and heaved with a dragon’s strength. Using every ounce of spirit he possessed, Vald willed his magic to stay. The counterforce sent him physically onto his back, where he convulsed, limbs spasming, biting his tongue, tasting blood. Vald let everything go, left his body to writhe, his being now focused on a single thing – to hold on.

Hold on…

And then power slammed into Vald.

His soul crackled, charged and ready to burst. Dimly, he was aware of Raiden’ra willing magic to surge over the tether, actively pushing as hard as Vald pulled. This time, magic entered Vald’s core, and it stayed, swelling his vortex, greater, faster, darker. The larger his core grew, the easier it became to hold on from his side, easier and easier until Vald’s core became a hurricane and he no longer had to restrain his magic at all.

Vald cut the connection, returning to his body with a violent crash. Sparks zipped and zapped over him, a pleasant tingle on his skin. He wished to rise to his feet and the air answered his desires, lifting him upright. It cost him a little magic to do so, but he wouldn’t have known any power had left his core.

His core.

Made equal to Raiden’ra’s, who, thanks to their Synchronizing, remained as mighty as before the leap to Dragon Soul. Vald raised a hand slowly, as though it were foreign to him, trembling to contain the power now inside him.

His core.

“More than we ever dreamed,” he said in awe. He could feel Raiden’ra working up to a roar and sent protection to Eso’s ears just as his dragon bellowed loud enough to wake the dead. All the fog around the island dispersed in an instant. It mattered not now who could sense them.

Let any challenger come.

Let the world try.

In the little cave, Eso staggered to his feet, leaning on his staff for support. “You did it…”

“Surging, I name it,” Raiden’ra said, his old arrogance returning. “The push of power from one core to another.” He breathed deep, as though finding clean air for the first time in months. “We must make for Squall Rock.”

A tension strained between them and upon their souls, the lingering effect of their oath to the Elder of Storms.

“To what end, Raiden?”

“To bring the Order under us, to stop this slaughter.”

Vald clenched a fist. “And if they won’t listen?”

The tension became even worse than when Syncing. Just the thought of striking at the Elder caused a pushback, made direct disobedience all but impossible. The wording had been clear: ‘We swear our allegiance and our strength to you.’

But it left room at the margins. No direct oath had been made to the whole flight, no oath had been made to the Wardens. There would be resistance in straining against its wider meaning, but Vald felt he could do it.

Together, they reached the decision, and Raiden’ra growled it into words. “If Dowid won’t bend the knee, then we fight the Storm Flight alongside them.”

Vald smiled, unclenched his fist.

“What brought this change of heart?”

“The bond works two ways now, Vald. You were right to regret what we did… I was taken by the Elder’s vision, but strength alone is no basis for loyalty. Use force, and resistance will rise to meet it. For all that has gone wrong, we must have it mean something. Whatever happens, the Order must survive.”

“If we leave now, we can outpace the Elder,” Vald said. Using their vast stores of magic, they would shatter record flight times. “He still has half a world to cross.”

Eso thunked his staff against the stone. “Find Neveh. She will help.” Vald frowned, but Eso pressed the point. “She cannot truly be a creature of the Ice Elder – it’s not in her nature to kneel.”

Vald nodded. They would need her. Who else could hope to strike at the Elder while they handled the rest?

“We don’t know where she is.”

Not with Dowid, they knew that. Not hiding in Angkor, for Rain would have sensed her. She would not be beholden to Agravain’s faction. She could be anywhere, really. She could be dead. But assuming she was alive, she’d be fighting this Sovereign. She’d been the one to bring testimony of him to the council, had stated her intention to neutralize him as a threat. She’d be fighting back. Perhaps she’d struck at Sovereign after he’d bloodied himself against the Storm Elder.

The Grim Gorge: Sovereign had been at the Grim Gorge.

Vald shared his deduction, and Raiden’ra agreed.

It was worth a trip to Oak Hall to be sure.
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A FAIR FIGHT


On the northeastern front, Holt, Ash, and Wolf found a chokepoint flanked by trees and scale-steel traps laid against the enemy. Even now, unwitting scourge ran onto plates that speared them on ice or sent them into a mystic frenzy against each other. Stingers scuttling down the high branches were met by chitbreaker teams using scale-steel quarrels, striking with an earthen weight that dragged the bugs thrashing to the ground.

A carrier fell under such weight, crashing at the edge of Holt’s Consecrated ground. Ash blew a moonbeam through its back, burned the ghouls beneath its carapace; Wolf clamped his jaws around a flayer’s thin leg; Holt danced the deadly dance, ghouls his unwilling partners, Astralis in one hand, lunar-steel knife in the other, tongue and throat aflame with the ginger from elixir and jerky.

Tonight, they held the line.

Tonight, the Coedhens gathered in force behind them.

Tonight, they would advance, not retreat.

A brief gap opened in the onslaught. Holt ran through it and stamped out another Consecration. Out and out and out rushed the lunar-scorched ground, arrows cut the air, chitbreakers thrummed, then Ash was with him, and Wolf charged in, and the enemy broke against them. As Ash roared, Wolf howled, and the Coedhens cheered, another dragon crashed down, dirt, snow, and broken branches raining around it.

Bandanna down, Holt picked up a frail human heartbeat through Ash and was by the crash site in a moment. He sheathed his knife, stuck Astralis in the ground, but even as he knelt to assist, the faint heart gave its last. Holt rasped a curse. There was nothing he could have done. The rider’s lower half had been crushed under their dragon – her dragon, he realized as his hand touched long, curling hair. Raising his bandanna, his sight reverted, and he found it was Jenna.

Things had been going too well.

Perhaps that was why Lady Eloise arrived. Out of the chaos above the trees, her presence broke apart, heading for the ground.

Holt lowered his blindfold and grabbed Astralis as his world turned ghostly. Ghouls were clambering over the tangled corpse of Jenna’s dragon, so Holt cut his way free, then headed for Ash.

Eloise drew closer. The freezing air pressed in, hardening, and arrows slowed, dropped to the ground, or else struck with all the force of flowers against the enemy. Despite his enhanced Floating, Holt slowed, feeling as though he were wading through mud until he reached the lunar-webbed earth.

As Floating didn’t seem to be helping, he switched to Grounding and swallowed a salty elixir, all compounding with the warm boost from his Consecration. While on Consecrated ground, he’d be fine, but the bowmen were suffering, shivering uncontrollably, notching arrows and reloading chitbreakers languidly.

Holt hated to call it, but it had to be done. “Get back!”

A few might have heard him, tried to turn, but they were so slow.

Eloise descended beneath the canopy, landing, to Holt’s horror, behind him and Ash and Wolf, and she sprang into a murderous cull of the Coedhens.

The cowardice, the injustice of it, stirred the dragon inside Holt, burned out any chance to second-guess. He turned his back on the scourge, stalked toward Eloise, filling his lungs to scream at her to pick a fair fight, except the words did not leave his mouth.

Without him meaning to, they left him as a spiritual check. The check had all the subtlety of a butcher’s cleaver hacking bones, yet Eloise halted mid-stride, glanced over her shoulder, then turned to face him. Bandanna down, Holt could not see her eyes, but he could feel her boring into him as though he were the only thing in the world.

“Fight me!” he managed to call this time.

She advanced to meet him, a Lady against a Champion, an easy fight for her. The ground around her sundered and erupted with stakes of ice, slaughtering straggling Coedhens. Holt backed off as her ability advanced, yet when it met his Consecration, it stopped. Astralis all but gasped, delighted at the revelation. So long as Holt stood on his own ground, she could not place her magic into the earth.

Holt’s next step was forward, Astralis humming. They reckoned her powers were more suited to affecting wide areas than single combat. Had to think they had a chance, for she was coming whether they were ready or not.

Eloise struck, and dragon-steel screeched as Holt parried. Now close for the first time, he gained an impression of her face, a skull-like visage of hard, sharp lines, and she smelled… cold: an odor of apathy. Holt turned her sword, stepped in, tried a strike at her shoulder; she slid away, he pursued, couldn’t let himself fall onto the back foot, not against a Lady, not in a prolonged fight.

Astralis couldn’t wane to make an Eclipse, for that would draw up the power of his Consecration, nor could it wax, for it lacked stored moonlight. He couldn’t spare a hand to use Flare – he needed both hands to grip his sword, keep it swinging fast enough to contend with her. Holt fought like a madman, bellowing, spittle flying, yet with every exchange of blows, his hard fury began to break.

Another clash, parting into another clash, which ended in a bind. If Astralis had teeth, it would have been gritting them.

Then it alerted Holt that his Consecration would soon fade. Astralis’s presence blazed as if working thrice as hard, pulled magic out of Holt’s body, imparting what needed to be done as it had when fighting Sol.

Holt twisted free of the bind, backed away, and ended in a guard position. Eloise didn’t follow. Magic coursed down her legs again. She meant to claim the ground for herself. Just as Astralis hoped. Holt switched Grounding to Sinking, drawing magic faster over the bond, knowing he’d have but a moment.

The invigorating heat underfoot disappeared, Eloise raised one leg⁠—

Holt gathered and released a Flare before her foot fell. Her scream sounded harsh, grating. Holt moved in for the kill, but without the boost from Consecration and Grounding, her freezing shroud sapped his limbs. Astralis’s tip pierced the outer layers of her brigandine, scraping the plates but no more.

Dazed from his Flare, Eloise slashed with wild abandon, and it was all Holt could do to block. Too slowly he tried to score another hit, but she dropped low, and her palm slammed into his outer thigh.

An overlong second dragged out in which Holt knew something was horribly wrong.

Then it came. Ice burning in his leg, worse than Dahaka’s fires, biting deeper, banishing all memory of warmth. Even Astralis seized, its presence stuttered. Through the pain, some disembodied part of Holt knew he was falling. When he hit the ground, he rolled and kept rolling. When he stopped, he half rose onto his right leg, gasping for air.

Eloise stood tall, one arm over her eyes, power coursing through her legs again, ready to claim the ground for her own. Holt couldn’t contemplate channeling magic down his legs right now, couldn’t feel his left side at all. He drove Astralis into the half-frozen soil, and though exhausted, the sword spurted its last strength to guide the Consecration. All Holt had to do was channel the magic required.

Eloise’s foot struck the ground⁠—

And the two abilities vied for dominance.

Neither won.

The clash created a magical blowback that swept Holt bodily off the ground, pulling Astralis free with him. World spinning, ice shattering, he dropped face down in the slush.

“Boy, get up!”

He didn’t need telling. Being down in the mud was bad in any fight, alarmingly so with the Ice Lady trying to kill you. Holt spat filthy ice water and tried to rise but couldn’t.

“You’ve got to!” Ash wailed. “You’ve – got – to – get – up!”

Around him was roaring, the sizzle of moonbeams through chitin.

Holt wanted to move, wanted to help. But there was no feeling in him. He could hardly cycle.

Cold… so very cold.

“Oi, pipsqueak, get up. It’s not time to die.” Wolf was by his side now, kneeling in his human form, fur cloak bloodied. “My deepest apologies, Holt. That was Beast. You greatly impressed Him.”

“E-Eloise?” Holt wheezed.

“Gone. She blasted off over her icicles, then shot off with the rest of the enemy. They are falling back.”

That made no sense. Despite all their effort, they hadn’t held.

“Jerky,” Holt said. “Give… potions.”

He tried to shimmy so that Wolf could access his bandoleer. He could feel the wetness from smashed vials, but a few might have survived, and the jerky would be fine. Enough Grounding and he could get up, he knew it.

“No need,” Wolf said, lifting him with arms like steel rods.

Whether through will or his connection to the sword, Holt somehow held onto Astralis. Its presence dimmed to a slumber as Wolf skirted the edge of the icicles and made for the defensive line where the emerald presence had reformed.

Ash arrived, padding close to Wolf and snarling this way and that.

“Ash…” Holt said, teeth chattering. “What’ssss… happening?”

“Can’t you feel them?”

He couldn’t feel much of anything. Even his sixth sense was numb.

“A rider approaches from the west.” The trepidation in Ash’s voice could only mean one thing.

“A Paragon?”

“No,” Ash said, his voice beyond awestruck. “Even stronger.”
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THE COUNCIL OF TEN


Nilak descended for the clearing, and Neveh shared his disbelief and trepidation.

Vald had come.

The Collective had instructed trees to uproot and make space for a council. The trees obliged, spreading out to form a new glade in which many dragons could comfortably stand.

Far from the front lines here, no other dragon, rider, or enemy clouded their senses. Sure enough, standing proudly in the snow and churned earth, stood Raiden’ra, smaller than Nilak, sleeker in body, but mightiest of the Five.

And Vald…

It was true. He had a core. Rumors of his weakness were false, or else the shortcomings had been temporary.

Only now did she notice who else accompanied Vald, leaning on his dragon-steel staff.

“Eso?”

His name left her as a breath, and she almost ran to him to take his hands and tell him… tell him what? That she was sorry? That she grieved for Wynedd, and for Rostam and Azarin, and for Kalanta and Tanyksha, for concealing her role in these catastrophes? What could she possibly say to cover all of that? But she would have run to him all the same, had it not been for her fear of Vald.

“Why have you come?” Neveh called, cycling magic to throw her voice.

No answer.

“Why have you come?”

Again, no answer, and the world began to shift between two realities, one the world in color as it should be, the other negative. In the shadowy world, four dragons formed out of gray ghost-light, standing on all fours with wings tucked tight. Three seemed to be kin: one flickered radiantly, the second’s scales were much darker, and the third seemed muted and leathery. These must have been the Emerald Wardens, for Neveh recognized the fourth dragon as the Warden of Soul. In the negative realm, he appeared pale, and he alone of the Wardens could bear to look at her.

A moment passed. Then another.

“Might we begin?” she asked. “There is a war to fight.”

“Patience,” snapped the Collective, a serene voice, a sonorous voice, a harsher tone, and an assertive one blended together. “Valor is close.”

Neveh huffed, rolled her shoulders, huffed again. Nilak rumbled reproachfully, yet he narrowed his eyes at Raiden’ra and Vald, his anger bubbling over their bond.

She could stand it no longer.

“Eso, you don’t have to stand by him! Come to us.”

“He says Vald hasn’t come to fight,” Nilak said.

Before she could rally her wits, the Warden of Valor dove into the clearing, landed in its heart, and blocked Vald and Raiden’ra from view. Neveh’s perceptions flitted between Valor’s body of polished copper, amber ridges, and satin wings and Valor’s negative impression in the Collective’s spectral realm.

“Why do we stand so far apart?” Valor asked in her regal voice. “Come closer, I won’t bite.”

The specters of the Collective moved as one, and then Raiden’ra and Vald, with Eso on his arm, came closer. Nilak stepped forth, and Neveh grudgingly followed. Valor moved out of the center, taking a reassuringly close spot on Neveh’s left to face Vald, and so completed the circle.

Closer now, Vald looked much the same despite his core. Same blackened fingertips, same brow locked in a permanent crease, same hard nose, hard mouth, hard jaw. He’d even kept himself clean-shaven wherever he’d been – how disciplined of him.

Had he always planned to kill Rostam? What about her and Kalanta? All those years spent thinking of him as a mentor, even a friend in the odd moment. She scoffed at all of it, disgusted. And they said Ice could be cold and cunning.

“You did it, Vald? You managed to ascend, then celebrated by killing Rostam? How could you?!”

Her hand itched fiercely for her sword, odds be damned: at the same time, a stab of guilt, a clobbering of shame. The Emerald Wardens stood there, saying nothing, their expressions eerily similar to each other. Might they see this as their chance to take their revenge against her? Suddenly, the clearing seemed like an arena.

Vald spread his palms and said, “We’ve come to ask— no, to beg for your help.”

Neveh’s breath caught in her throat. Her lips parted, quite at a loss.

“We were wrong,” said Raiden’ra.

Both Neveh and Nilak shared the same shock. Had Raiden’ra ever shown contrition?

“Neveh,” Eso said, voice as frail as he looked. “Too much is at stake.”

“You’re telling us?” Neveh said. “For someone who could glimpse into fate, you were always slow on the uptake, grandfather.” She gave him a smile despite herself; just seeing him alive was a joy. “We’re sorry about Wynedd.”

“I never received greater guidance in my youth than from her,” Nilak said. “I will dearly miss her.”

Eso’s eyes watered, and he returned the strained, weak smile beneath his ragged beard, skin stretching tight over his skull. For his sake, Neveh fought for restraint.

“Whatever help you need, we cannot give it. Nilak and I can’t leave the forest… We have a debt to pay. You should stay, Vald. The true fight is here.”

“I know.”

Doubtless the Collective had been speaking to Vald and Raiden’ra since they’d entered the Fae Forest, begging for aid.

“Then stay,” she said. “Without you, we won’t last.”

It was the blunt truth; she had no qualms in admitting it. Day by day they lost ground, lost trees. It was only a matter of time before Coedhen itself came under attack, and then it too would fall.

“Even we cannot turn the tide alone,” Raiden’ra said.

Neveh scowled, but that was the blunt truth as well. The Fae Forest faced assault from essentially two Elders, two Wardens, the strength of two Wild Flights, and what seemed like every bug in the scourge. Vald and Raiden’ra felt like an Elder together, maybe greater. One Elder could not overcome all they faced.

Neveh opened her mouth to argue, but the Collective’s layered voice rattled her mind. “Listen to them,” it said in a tone that brooked no argument.

This is no council; it’s them telling me what to do.

Her every instinct writhed against it, but Nilak soothed her, and she managed to bite her lip and gesture for Vald to continue.

“What remains of the Order’s strength is at Squall Rock under Dowid.”

“We know.”

“At war with the Storm Flight.”

“We know. Dowid attacked us.”

“Feckless fool,” Raiden’ra snarled, sounding much more himself again.

Nilak snorted appreciatively. “Who could have foreseen that picking a fight with a Wild Flight would prove disastrous?”

Valor rumbled. A flare of heat turned the snow to water and some of that to steam.

Vald gestured in a calming motion. “Let’s not contend for the worst decisions made. What matters is the future. The Elder of Storm will demand the riders acknowledge him as overlord and kill any who do not. Raiden’ra and I will fly to Squall Rock to save the Order if we can.” He extended his hand, just as he’d done for Rostam at their last council. “We haven’t a hope without you.”

Amazing how tempting it was to take his hand despite it all. A request to defend the Order, to fight as rider beside rider, brother beside sister. She was livid with him, wearied by the puritanical Dowid, and yet they were all the Order, the only family she was allowed.

Eso smiled again, almost breaking her. “You must come. Vald and Raiden’ra cannot attack the Elder directly.”

Neveh scoffed. “You made a soul oath?”

Vald nodded.

“Nilak and I won’t fare much better. We’ve spent a great deal of power defending the forest already.”

“We have a plan,” Vald said, proffering his open hand again.

She hesitated, old instincts raring to make themselves heard. She could not just say yes and accept it out of hand. This madness needed to be tested; she had to attack it from every angle first to make sure it was strong.

“If we leave, the forest won’t stand a chance.” She looked at the specters of the Collective. “Wardens, you’re right to loathe us, but what chance do you have if we go?”

“Little,” the Collective admitted, “but it is the only way. If you both stay, we might push the assault back, but outright victory would still be beyond reach unless you can strike at the enemy.”

Neveh nodded along. Hard to see how they could strike out for the kill when the Collective was tied to the trees.

“If you both stay here, your Order will fall, and Storm and his flight shall be weakened, all to Thrall and Ice’s benefit. If you both go, your chances against Storm increase, and you can rally what riders remain to assist us.”

“And if we fail?” Nilak asked.

“It won’t change the outcome here,” said the Collective.

“All those people…” Neveh said, thinking of the Coedhens, huddled like lambs for the slaughter. No matter how fast they flew south, no matter how decisive any battle, the journey to Squall Rock, the aftermath, and the journey back would take time the forest did not have.

Something of her unease might have leaked from her, for Valor snorted, scuffed the water at her feet, and snorted again, working herself up like a bull.

“I will buy you time.” There was a finality in her voice, a tremendous, ominous weight.

For the first time during this so-called council, the Collective stirred, worried. Clearly this had not been part of their pre-arranged discussions. But Valor raised her head high, roared, blew fire, and after telling them all what she intended, the Collective settled into quiet shock.

“If this is your will, Warden,” Vald said, head bowed, “then we honor you.”

Raiden’ra dropped his neck, eyes shut, tail low.

“You do not need to do this,” Nilak said.

Valor huffed smoke. “To regain the honor of my flight, I must, and I shall.”

Nilak too then bowed, neck and tail low.

Neveh dropped her chin to her chest, laid a fist over her heart. “You’ve made a worthy ally, Valor.”

A silence reigned, the final recognition of Valor’s decision, then Neveh walked out into the center of the circle, and Vald came with Eso to meet her.

“Dear Eso,” she said, “stay in Coedhen. There will be some comfort for you here, and the Rangers would value your⁠—”

“No, no, I could never,” he said anxiously. “If this is the end of the Order, then I will face it with you both.”

“So be it,” she said, placing a bracing hand on his arm.

“Thank you, my girl.”

Those words touched a part of Neveh she’d thought long frozen over. He’d only ever called Kalanta ‘my girl’ before. It shouldn’t have mattered, shouldn’t have meant a thing…

Yet somehow it meant everything.

She stepped back, faced Vald. The power radiating from him was tremendous, not as strong as Raiden’ra had been at his peak, but with each holding equal strength, together they far surpassed their old might. What this new height was, she could not say. How can you determine the mountaintop when it is lost within the clouds?

“How does it feel?” she asked.

“Just like we envisioned.” He clenched and unclenched one fist. “We can make some good of this yet, Neveh. You can follow, and together we can lead others into the depths. We can make an end to all of it.”

A nice thought, but no more real than this spectral world.

“Nilak and I have matters to settle with Ice.”

“To kill the last Elder.” He spoke as if the matter were a daily chore, as if the Elder of Storms had already been conquered. “What happens to the world then?”

“You wouldn’t question it if you knew what she’s done.”

“Then you shall tell me, and we won’t question it. We have a long flight to Squall Rock to fill.” He offered his hand again.

Neveh flexed her fingers, then accepted it. “This better be a good plan.”
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FREEDOM IN DEATH


A quake shook the marble hall, and then the floor tilted, sending Elettra sliding into nothing.

She returned to reality with a start and tension in her heart. A harsh wind drove hail against her like shards of glass. Sharp cuts opened on her face before she tightened her dragon-hide hood, chest heaving, her bond to Sovereign hammering.

“Two of my Wardens!”

Elettra knew that voice. High, high above, clinging to the dark mountainside, the Elder of Ice glared upon them.

“Preservation and Apathy, and many lesser drakes lost in an instant!”

“How awful for you,” Sovereign said.

“I should have left you to rot,” Ice seethed.

The hail of glass-ice intensified. Half crouched, Elettra staggered for shelter behind the corpse of a drained mystic.

“Master?” she called. “What has happened?”

“Something wonderful,” the sweet voice said.

A swirl of confused thoughts, sights, and sounds crossed their bond.

She seemed to float high above the ground, her vision inhuman and fragmented like a honeycomb. Distorted as it was, she recognized Windshear Hold sprawling before her with its five towers atop a bluff of rock. Flashes of blue and red as dragons fought, then a copper-gold dragon dove into the middle of Windshear, and there followed a flash so bright that chunks of the honeycomb vision blackened and blurred. In what vision remained, a pillar of fire climbed ever higher as smoke and broken stone soared outward.

The swirl ended, leaving Elettra with a headache.

Sovereign and Ice argued on, though their voices faded into the recesses of Elettra’s mind. Her bond had closed, she realized, shivering. She’d been left to fend for herself in the frigid snows. Why show her this disaster at Windshear only to cut her off?

At least she understood the Ice Elder’s anger. Any fire capable of reducing stone would make ashes out of flesh. Two of her Wardens were dead. A great loss to the war effort, but not the end. Sovereign was still mighty; she’d seen to that through tireless dedication. There would be vengeance for this.

How had it been allowed to happen? Sol and the others had abandoned their master – perhaps they had revealed a weakness to the enemy.

“Traitors everywhere,” the sweet voice said, and her mind was guided toward Marcus Cook, the Alchemist, and his secret meetings with the Shroud.

The Speaker twitched with a jittery suspicion, but Elettra calmed those nerves – he’d told her his name. Besides, he would be their salvation in this dark hour. His new blood elixirs would surely be ready; it was time to unleash them against their unsuspecting foes.

She fought to her feet, throwing off the snow, and strode out from behind the meager shelter of the violet corpse. Need drove her, as did the thought of Sovereign’s praise when she delivered in this time of crisis.

He’ll see me then, speak to me then.

Yet as she approached the blood lab in the snow-drenched valley, dark hooded figures darted to and from it. When Elettra arrived, a group of huddled faithful scarpered from her, and inside, she found more flustered members of the Shroud. They were packing in a frenzy, clearing the shelves, nailing lids to crates, talking in hushed, panicked voices – all of which stopped when they saw her.

Marcus shoved his way through the throng, carrying tools and knives – many knives.

“Speaker,” he said, relieved. “Thank goodness you’re awake. Come, we must make ready.”

Still no one moved.

Elettra did not understand. “What’s going on here?”

Marcus looked stricken. “Leave us,” he ordered the faithful. “I will explain all to the Speaker.”

The others hurried out of the lab, and Marcus dropped the tools and knives onto a worktop with a shrill clatter.

“Come.” He beckoned her toward a stool. “You may wish to sit down. The news is grave.”

Elettra stepped forward but drew up short, wishing to remain on her feet. Now was not the time to sit.

“What news?”

He hesitated. “Windshear Hold was… destroyed. Some days ago now – I’ve lost track. Two survivors stumbled into the gorge and told us with their dying breaths.” He shuddered at the memory. “Blistered and red, and vomiting blood.”

“Marcus, your new elixirs – the time has come to use them.”

He looked at her, astonished.

“Hurry, Marcus! Sovereign will be so pleased.”

“The new formula? I-it’s not ready.”

“We’ll take it as it is.”

“It might never be ready – what I hoped for… i-it may not be possible.”

“No,” she said, quiet, desperate, “no, you have achieved so much – what of your faith in Sovereign?”

He issued a hoarse, nervous laugh. “I could dream of growing wings, but it will not make it happen. Some things cannot be done.”

“Words of a traitor,” said the sweet, expectant voice.

The Speaker’s cheek twitched, her scar itched, but Elettra shook her head vigorously.

No, no, he told me his name.

“The challenge is great,” she said. “The Shroud must rise to meet it.”

“Elettra,” he said, his tone hushed as though they were by a sickbed. “Dear Elettra, there’s… there’s hardly any of us left. Those few left have lost heart… It is over.”

“Huh,” Elettra said, voice high like a little girl. “What of our dream?”

“We can’t enjoy the new world if we’re dead. Too many of us have died now and will never see it.” He sniffed, hung his head.

“They died because he ordered them to shelter in the fortress,” the sweet voice said.

He usurped my authority, the Speaker thought.

Elettra had no rebuttal. All of it was true…

She glanced at the tools on the table. Some were still caked in dried blood, including the knives.

“I know this is hard,” he said. “But if we have any hope of rebuilding, we must leave now.” He extended his hand. “Come with us.”

Elettra raised her arm a fraction, but the Speaker pulled her back with a jerk.

You gave your name first, the Speaker thought. Foolish girl. Too quick to trust. Never trust!

Elettra faded away.

The Speaker emerged, her voice cold as a corpse. “You have chosen treachery, Alchemist. Sovereign will not accept⁠—”

“Why does he not fight himself?” the Alchemist snapped. “If he’s as strong as you say, why doesn’t he end this?”

“Because he shackles me.” The sweet voice made a low, sardonic snicker. “But soon, I will be free…”

The Alchemist twisted from side to side in alarm. “What did you say?”

The Speaker said nothing, but she took a measured step forward.

“Now, hear me, dear Elettra, I did not mean that – truly. Only I am so in grief over our losses⁠—”

“Do not grieve. They have been freed.”

Terror took the Alchemist. “Who said that?!”

“Do not grieve for them.” The Speaker took another step. “It is a good thing.”

The voice was right.

“W-what?”

“Their suffering is over. Life is worthless. Yours, mine, theirs, dragons, beasts in the field – even… even Sovereign’s.” She tittered, shocked at her own daring, but oh how right it felt to say.

The Alchemist swayed. He glanced from side to side in search of what she did not know, then his eyes drifted down, down to the knives upon the table, still within his reach.

“Madness,” he said, unable to look at her.

“Madness,” she hissed, twitching in her shoulder, neck, and eye.

Suddenly, she was no longer in the blood lab but the study of the Contarini estate, lit by low lantern light. Parchment, quills, empty ink pots, and a letter opener lay on her father’s great desk. Ezio had the gall to rap his knuckles upon the wood as though it were rightly his. His hooked nose and tumbling black hair left his eyes obscured, so she could not follow his gaze.

“You’re right,” he said, more irritated than afraid. “I poisoned Father to gain the estate.”

“And Leo,” she seethed. “You killed him too.”

“Leo?” He half-laughed. “Go on, then. Explain how I managed to sink his ship while still a child at home.” He laughed again. “You’ve always been a burden on us, Sister, and now I understand why. You’re mad. Utterly mad.”

“Mad?” she said, shrill. Ricaldo had called her that after she’d tracked him and his whore down. And now Ezio dared too? After what he’d done to her? “Mad?!”

Ezio seized the letter opener, leaped over their father’s desk, came at her slashing. White-hot pain ripped her face. Blood ran into one eye and wet her lips. She staggered, and he swung again, but she caught his arm with savage strength, relished the surprise on his face. She’d been a Squire at Squall Rock, served in the Mithran corps, whereas he was soft and pampered and loved, and he would die.

Elettra smashed her head into his face, broke his fat, ugly nose. He dropped, and she straddled his chest, pinned him down, grasped for his throat.

She squeezed.

Ezio squirmed, kicked, wheezed.

She squeezed.

His face turned red, then purple. His limbs went feeble, then, with a shiver, he fell still.

Back in the blood lab, the hearth light was red, the shelves were clear, and the Alchemist gazed at her with wide eyes. The Speaker knew she’d been twitching, mumbling.

“My dear Speaker,” he said, creeping forward, “you’re unwell. With rest and food, you’ll think clearer.” He moved quicker now, stepping around the workbench toward her. “Come,” he said softly, hand outstretched, hand passing over a knife.

Her heart seized.

“Kill him,” the voice barked.

Screaming, the Speaker threw her full weight against him. Something cracked sharply against the table as they tumbled to the floor, then she scrambled at the collar of his cloak, slipped her hands under it, found his throat. He didn’t even fight. The air popped from his mouth in a rasp, his eyes rolled, and the Alchemist died. When at last she let go, she found blood on her hands. Blood soaked the floor under the Alchemist’s head and dripped from the corner of the workbench.

“You did so well,” the sweet voice said.

Her dragon bond was still closed.

“Thank you, Master.”

She glanced at the body.

“Will Sovereign be angry?”

“Perhaps.”

The Speaker smiled. She did so yearn for the dragon’s attention.
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UNTO THE DAWN


Rake had abandoned the hill of the Tower of Dawn. Cyron’s headless body didn’t require his protection, and more of Freiz deserved to taste the enemy’s blood.

In the lightless remnants of the Auroral Court, he stopped juggernauts in their tracks. Upon the shattered fragments of the Glass Gardens, he cut flayers down. At the Kroma Theater, he unleashed magic so bright and strong that the shadows of three ghouls now stained the surviving wall. Upon a western hill, he found the ruins of the Tower of Night and defended its summit from abominations attempting to ascend.

Yet as sparing as Rake was with his magic, his core whittled away, and his body gathered wounds. Black bruises beneath scales scraped free, shallow cuts all over, what felt like sprains in his tail. The half-healed gashes on his thigh and chest inflicted by the predator sometimes tore, weeping blood, and the hood of his new cloak had torn free in the fighting. What little sleep he stole came in short, fitful bursts, without dreams of Elya or the glory days of Freiz.

One evening, at twilight, he crouched in a nook within the ruins of a long-lost estate and checked on the vials he’d scavenged from dead Wyrm Cloaks. Four blood elixirs and a fifth vial that he’d emptied and refilled with the distilled shots of marrow. He thumbed that concentrated marrow, gazing into its bruised depths. Sooner or later, he’d sustain a wound too grievous to heal, and he hoped the predator emerged then, hoped it would see him take the marrow and deny it and Thrall the pleasure of a kill.

That last defiance would be his final act.

Rake slid the vials back into his cloak’s inner pocket. With spiritual power to spare again, he willed the vials to remain inside.

Another wave of scourge entered the city, and an aura of death crept closer.

Closer.

Closer.

With a roar, he sprang from his hiding place, fell upon a juggernaut’s back, drove his polearm through its carapace to pierce deep into the red flesh beneath. Its death bellow drew the rest of the undead, and Rake stood his ground on the juggernaut’s back, spearing ghoul after ghoul before he Kickbacked high and away, landing on the other side of a crumbling wall. He sped through gathering night, striking the scourge in hit-and-run attacks.

The one advantage of being alone was his veiled core. Combined with the cover of the ruins and snowfall, he became the hunter as much as the hunted. Stingers, flayers, juggernauts – none found him before he found them. No abominations came this night, no cultists either. When the hunt ended, Rake stood panting, breath fogging, and, with a snort of impatience, called across the city, “Face me!”

If he could have willed the predator to show itself, he would have.

“Face me!”

He roared until his breath was spent.

The flared blue ridges down the back of his head prickled before he sensed it. A core. The predator, he first thought, but no, it came with a bond. A Lord or Lady.

Snowflakes swirled around him, which he welcomed like a white cloak. With care, he darted from cover to cover, trying to distance himself from the evidence of his recent kills. He wasn’t keen on this fight. Gone were the days when Rake took on a Lord for sport, never mind after days of endless battle.

Any hope that the rider might pass on soon vanished. They swept over Freiz again and again, each time circling closer until Rake feared leaving cover at all. He lay down and rolled under a great slab of debris. Still the rider circled closer. How were they narrowing in on him? Between the stench of the scourge and all smell tempered by the cold, he ought to have been undetectable to any dragon save Ash. Perhaps his footprints in the snow, but they would need keen eyes to spot those in the darkness. He huffed, batting away the snowflakes still spiraling close to his face… while he was lying under cover.

Rake suppressed a growl. Only now did he sense the light touch of will behind the flakes. An ice rider, then, able to commune with frost as earth riders listened to stone. They’d find him eventually, and the act of dispersing their technique would reveal him sure as anything.

Rolling out from cover, Rake stepped between two broken columns into a wide forum, a relic of the days of Aldunei when the republic’s glory stretched to the edges of the Green Sea. Remnant pillars stood like gray ghosts marking the arena for the fight to come.

As he walked, glass tinkled inside his cloak. Rake’s fingers itched for the vials, but he decided no.

They found him. The dragon’s blue seemed faint under the scant starlight, and all Rake could discern of the rider was that she was female. Sword in hand, the Ice Lady descended to join Rake on the ancient voting grounds.

“Before we begin,” Rake said, “I would know who you are.”

“Eloise,” she said in a Brenish accent.

“Bereale,” said the dragon, also female.

Rake nodded. “I will remember your names.” He stepped forward, and Eloise raised her jagged sword to check him. Its steel hummed with a soft blue light, and the glow revealed something skeletal in her face. Skin whiter than bone, sunken cheeks with an equal hollowness under the eyes.

“We thought his command deranged,” Eloise said. “A half-dragon? Whoever heard of such a thing?”

“I’m special. Mother always said so.”

Eloise tsked a derisive laugh. “You must be dangerous for him to pull me away from the front.”

“He holds a grudge. I almost killed him once, you see.”

Bereale snorted, and Eloise furrowed her brow. “A pity you did not succeed.”

That left Rake wrong-footed. “You wish him dead?”

Bereale rumbled, and Eloise placed a hand on her dragon’s side. Her glare turned colder than cold itself.

“Before he opened our eyes, we were like children stumbling in the dark, ignorant as to what must be done. Now, we cannot unsee the truth.”

Rake raised his brow. With each word, Eloise slid further from the realm of the sane. Deftly, he checked on their bond again. Their core strength – though clearly weakened from war like his own – remained impressive.

“Let me take a stab at this great truth,” Rake said. “Oh, the cycle is endless. Oh, it feels so pointless. Is that about right?”

Their silence said far more.

“Ah,” Rake said, saddened.

“Once the world is empty and cold, there will be no suffering.”

“Ah,” Rake said again, chewing on the word to stall for time. There was a perverse logic in it. To stop future sorrow, you simply ended the possibility of the future. No people, no dragons, no woe at all. All life was doomed anyway, so what was the harm in the end?

Logical, perhaps. Rational, to a point.

And yet it betrayed the soul.

Eloise tilted her sword. “Why resist? Whether by my blade or time, you’ll die. What’s the point?”

Such a simple question ought to have a simple answer.

“To fight back is the point, to struggle, to spit in adversity’s face. You’re a Lady of Ice. You could not have reached such heights by spooning honey into your mouth.”

He focused his sixth sense upon their souls, and to his continued shock, he found them sturdy. The result was a shiver of fear through him deeper than mere winter was capable of.

Rake hefted his polearm. “I take it back, Eloise, Bereale.” He nodded to them in turn. “If you feel life has no meaning, allow me to end yours.”

He leaped toward the dragon.

Spiritual power blazed, but Rake was ready for it. The check of will slammed into him with the weight of mad certainty. With assistance from Elya rising, Rake waved the check aside and thrust at Bereale’s throat. Eloise’s pale blade flashed, turned his strike, and the dance began.

Blade to blade, they fought in the heart of the forum, sparing their magic as each probed for weakness. When Bereale joined the fight, Rake struggled as though each moment was his last, finding but one opening, which he seized. With a tremendous swing at the full extent of his range, he drove Eloise off and caught Bereale on the tip of her snout. Ending in a crouch, Rake prepared to Blink, but even as the world began to compress at his back, a hard cold pressed deep between his shoulder blades. His breath caught, his body seized, he lost feeling, then his Blink took effect, and he shot ahead.

Emerging clear of his foes, he struggled to move his shoulders and arms. A numbness held him in an iron grip, middle back aching. Had he not Blinked away, had Eloise’s touch lasted a moment longer, he knew he’d be lost to frostbite.

Bereale’s core flared with use, and the snow of the forum trembled as the ground split into fissures. Blue light rose like the deathly aura from a scourge chasm, and spikes of ice shot up from the cracks. Rake was forced to cast a wide Barrier, pouring magic into it as the icicles crashed into his shield.

The entire forum became a forest of crystalline shards shrouded in a gathering mist, and both Rake and his foes had spent much of their remaining power in the exchange.

Either way, it would be over soon.

Amid so many spears of ice, Bereale took flight, rising on heavy wings. Rake shuffled through the ice forest, his back still numb, legs wobbling, made it to the base of the closest column. He faced up, gathered extra power, Blinked its full height, and pulled himself up onto its top. Standing high over the ice forest, he braced for Bereale’s first breath. It came from his left – he swung, cut the frozen power in two, used a Barrier to knock the next from his right off course, all the while aware of thick ice snaking up the column.

Lacking finesse, and still half numb, Rake turned wildly, hoping ferocious strength would see him through as Eloise reached the summit. It almost worked. She caught his blade and almost buckled but held it in a bind.

Rake could not afford to hold it, for Bereale’s next breath would cut him in two.

With his back to the edge of the forum, he used Kickback. Bereale’s attack passed through the air where he’d just been, and the blowout blasted Eloise off her ramp of ice. As Rake dropped down, he lost sight of her on the other side of the column, but he heard the wet crunch and burst before he touched down outside the forum.

Rake had never heard a dragon roar so high or in such pain. He staggered to one side, saw Eloise speared high upon one of her own shards, body and blood black against the ice’s blue-white shine.

Bereale came crashing down, shattering icicles and shredding her own scales as she forced her way toward her rider. Rake pitied her. They willingly served Thrall, desired the death of all life, but still he pitied her as only one who has lost their bonded partner can understand.

He backed away into the darkness of the ruins, thankful for every limping step he could take until she started pursuing. The snow betrayed him again, following him, marking him, hatred scalding with every flake. Rake met a dead end, debris and rubble piled on all sides. He couldn’t climb in this state, and it was too high for a Kickback or a Blink.

Thump-thump-thump, went Elya.

He’d reached the end, but he turned to face it.

Bereale arrived at such speed that even she failed to slow on the icy ground, slamming into some long-lost building, and what remained of it crashed onto her back.

Rake wanted to charge, seize his chance, but the numb ache in his back and faltering leg told him no.

Bereale burst out of the mound of rubble, roaring, bleeding, broken spinal ridges falling from her as she stumbled to meet him.

“What are you?!”

Rake breathed hard, put one foot after the other, edging closer to the dragon.

“Who are you?!”

She unleashed her breath, a howling force with winter behind it.

Rake’s Barrier deflected the attack, but his shield shrank with each heartbeat. He poured the last of his magic into it and willed the Barrier to hold. It slowed the decay but could not halt it. All the while, Bereale maintained her attack, depleting her own core, eyes widening in grieved fury.

“Who are you?!”

Her rage rattled Rake’s skull, but he reached her and, with his last drops of power, pushed his Barrier outward so that Bereale’s breath splashed back into her face. As she turned aside, Rake gave her an answer.

“Lorkan!”

He swung his polearm.

“Lorkan!”

Another swing, a long red gash.

“Lorkan Torkallan!”

A final thrust into the dragon’s heart.

Bereale, dragon to Eloise, choked on her life’s blood and joined her rider in death.

Rake tried to yank his polearm free, but his numb hands failed⁠—

And then he felt it coming.

Through the falling snow, it seemed like a passing shadow. It flitted here and there, but that might have been his vision darkening. It was all Rake could do to fumble inside his cloak, find the right vial, and drink it.

The predator scuttled toward him, its reeking breath rising in dark clouds. Another nemesis might have had some final words, some choice remark at the end.

The predator struck just as Rake’s legs gave out, and he slipped. A sear of pain ripped his flesh. It felt so familiar to the last time, blood bursting, steaming in smoky coils, only this time, Rake didn’t have to feign anything. On the ground, on his back, Rake looked into the creature’s eyeless face. Nothing could be read in it. There was no malice, no lust – even ghouls and the greater bugs showed fervor for the kill. This predator was dead, truly dead.

Ta… thump… ta… thu⁠—

His heart and soul went still.

Blackness swallowed him.

A single spark kept him from the abyss. Elya. It had to be her. Something, someone, willed him to stay conscious. And after what felt like a terribly long time, a single beat droned in his chest.

Rake opened his eyes, the world returning in a rush. The predator still stood above him, the air hissed, two dragons roared, and men were calling, calling the words of Freiz.

“Unto the dawn!”

THUMP – THUMP!

Elya spurred him to act while he had the chance.

Rake hurled himself sideways, body and tail sweeping the predator’s legs from under it, sending it to the ground. He rolled clumsily onto its back, scrambled with his claws, one hand pressing its face into the snow, the other grasping for its throat. Acid spilled hissing and sizzling from its mouth, the vapor searing in Rake’s nose before he got a firm grip on its neck.

“Lorkan Torkallan,” he rasped as he twisted hard.

Crunch.

Squirming limbs spasmed once, twice – then fell still. Rake gasped for air, then wished he hadn’t as the predator’s putrid fumes entered his lungs. Rolling aside into the cool embrace of snow, a part of him wanted to remain lying down, just for a little while. Head spinning, the victory reached him on delay.

The predator was dead.

He’d defended the east.

‘Feels like we’ve earned a break, Elya. What do you say?’

The surging uplift of his soul helped him rise back onto his feet.

‘Lorkan…’

‘Elya?’

‘You reckless fool.’

‘It’s really you. It’s so good to hear your voice again.’

He could feel her trying to say more even as her swelling presence continued pushing outward, ever outward. Rake threw his arms open; any moment now, she would be free, and this curse would be undone.

Any moment now.

Eidolan and Yume landed nearby.

“You did it,” Eidolan said.

Yume trilled like a great songbird.

“Stand back,” he said, breathless. “I don’t know what might happen.”

He closed his eyes.

And… it ended.

‘Elya?’

‘Don’t fight… don’t fight for⁠—‘

But what he shouldn’t fight for, he never found out. The burn in his chest settled, and the winter night gathered in. Tears flowed, and he didn’t try to hide them.

Eidolan made a pitiful growl. “Oh, Rake…”

Yume squeaked, bounded to him, and Rake held her close and praised her fiercely.

“You did it.” He said it over and over, but Yume pulled back, growling and rumbling. Rake blinked. “You tricked it, right?”

She made a trembly, frightened sort of squeak.

“You… didn’t?”

“We thought you were dead,” Eidolan said as though speaking to a ghost.

Rake gulped. “I drank the marrow. I…”

‘I died,’ he almost said.

Perhaps for a moment, he really had, or close enough to it to make the predator think so. An illusion by other means.

“How much marrow did you take?” Eidolan asked.

“No idea, really. Four shots, but they’ve done something to concentrate it.” He still couldn’t feel much, which was perhaps for the best. “I felt you both coming,” he lied. “Thought if I drank the marrow, it would slow my heart enough for Yume to do the rest.”

Eidolan snorted, and Rake knew the old illusionist thought that story was codswallop, but Eidolan, ever a friend, let him have it.

“Another one of Rake’s flawless plans.”

Yume trilled, oblivious to the irony.

“At least something worked.” He regretted how bitter he sounded. Elya was still coming back, still growing stronger. Never give up. That was the real trick. Still holding Yume, Rake gave her another firm squeeze and said, “Very good of you to come back for little old me.”

“I dare say,” Eidolan said, “you owe us a favor.”

“Ha, two favors, if you count saving me at Windshear.”

“You got us out of the gorge,” Eidolan said. “One favor seems fair.”

Rake chuckled, then realized in alarm that Nelwyn wasn’t with them. “Where are the others? Are they hurt?”

There was a tap at his head, and he beheld Eidolan, Nelwyn, and Yume reaching the edge of the Fae Forest. Upon crossing the boundary, a collective voice spoke to them. Then the vision showed an emerald and a mystic escorting Nelwyn and the hatchlings away as Eidolan and Yume turned back.

“Thank you,” Rake said. “Both of you.”

Thoughts of the forest and the war there made him turn northwest. And in a moment of blinding clarity, he realized his folly.

Freiz had fallen, but Coedhen remained, the distant kindred of the Freizians – those who shared in the light – and the last living realm east of Athra. Thrall sought to break the forest as he’d broken Rake’s home.

‘Our purpose may yet be fulfilled,’ he told Elya.

Ta-thump… TA-THUMP.

Grunting, he fetched his polearm from Bereale’s body, then removed her head. Back in the forum, Eloise’s spears of ice were gone, her body now sprawled on the cracked ground. Rake ensured she too wouldn’t rise again. He didn’t fancy facing her for a second time.

“Well, this was good fun, wasn’t it? What say we head back to the forest and… ugghh⁠—”

Wincing, he became horribly aware of all the pain again. The marrow’s dulling effects must have been wearing off, and now the predator’s last wound seared and bled, the ache returned to his back, and his leg buckled. Groaning, he slumped and would have fallen but for Eidolan propping him up. Neither dragon said a word nor sent a vision; they simply half-carried Rake as they limped away from Freiz.

As the sun rose at their backs, the sonorous, long peals of the Tower of Dawn rang across the city, and Rake finally remembered how their music once sounded.

It sounded like hope.
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THE IMPOSSIBLE CHOICE


Talia arrived for the war council with a heavy heart and a throbbing soul. The others trooped in quietly, save for dark mutterings and the scuff of chairs being pulled.

King Roland paused beside Talia, touched her lightly on the arm, and whispered, “Should she really be here?”

Talia glanced at Britta’s downcast scowl. Beside her sat the square-jawed head of her personal guard, glowering at everyone.

“It concerns her more than us,” Talia replied under her breath.

“She’s just a girl.”

“She’s only a year younger than me.”

“You know what I mean. It will be hard for her.”

Hard, yes. Britta would have to grow up fast.

“Let’s take our seats, Uncle.”

They did, joining Britta and her guardsman, Generals Edric and Volumbre, Archduke Conrad, and two of his margraves flanking him like black birds. Talia sat down, glanced to her right for Fynn, but it was Drefan sitting there.

She’d not insisted on Fynn joining because she’d have to get used to him not being around if she ever stepped down. Already she regretted it, her soul knotting. She could have done with his Fynn grin right about now, which probably meant it was best she got some distance. It couldn’t be healthy or wise, like yearning for magic.

She settled for clenching a fist beneath the table and nodded to one of her Queen’s Guard, who closed the door with an ominous thud. Mecklen’s horrible statues leered, seemingly relishing in the dire business.

Drefan began. “I trust our reports were received and read?”

Nods from all.

Talia had forgone meditation to make sure she knew the details back to front.

The Fornheimers were around two thousand strong. Aren had only given them a bloody nose north of the Haldask, but fleeing south in this winter, they were now in a perilous state. Doubtless they’d pushed into Risalia, hoping to lure the enemy with them, hoping to force aid and response from Wismar. Aren’s host was similar in size – a testament to the still tenuous hold the Skarls had on the Province of Fornheim – but reinforced by three hundred rogue Risalians under the Iron Duke.

Small forces with major consequences.

“Then let us waste no time,” Drefan went on. “I’m sure we all agree these armies cannot be ignored. There is the integrity of Risalia and the safety of its people to consider. A task force must be readied at once.”

“Are you suggesting the Fornheimers are also a threat?” Britta said, her voice shot with nerves.

“They wouldn’t be the first desperate soldiers to demand food at sword point.”

“My people would never act so dishonorably.”

“Ealdor Harroway makes no such claim, Lady Grayhart.” Roland’s tone was a lesson to alchemists worldwide on measurement. “I am sure he is only thinking of how northern Brenin was ravaged by marauding mercenaries during our recent troubles.” He gave Conrad and the Risalians a fleeting look; they all seemed suddenly preoccupied with one of Mecklen’s goblins. “Naturally, it is the Skarls and these wayward Risalians we are most concerned about. I second the need for a task force to shadow the enemy’s movements.”

“Risalia is grateful,” Conrad said, “and, given our current state, offers to bear the monetary burden in lieu of military support.”

Roland rapped his fingers and nodded; Generals Edric and Volumbre nodded; Drefan glanced at Talia, and she nodded. Strange the dances they performed at these councils.

“Fornheim will play its role too,” Britta piped up. “We have two hundred men in Wismar who are eager to fight.”

“Just so,” grunted her guardsman.

Talia frowned at the man. Any hopes he would be a stabilizing influence on Britta seemed forlorn.

“Lady Grayhart,” Roland said again in that careful manner, “there has been no talk of fighting anyone.”

Britta blinked. “But Aren must be stopped.”

“Would you have us start another war?"

“I would have you do what’s right,” she snapped. “Archduke, they seized a portion of Risalia!”

“I’m quite aware, my Lady,” Conrad said in his most unctuous tone. “Ludwig must be punished.” Roland looked ready to interrupt, but Conrad raised a hand. “With words, dear Roland, with words alone.”

Roland held his neck rather high, eyes beady like a stoat. “How?”

Conrad fussed with his mustache and smoothed down his waistcoat before finally saying, “Ludwig is no child of mine, and I shall be pleased to reveal this.”

No one quite knew how to react.

Roland recovered first. “A natural son is still a son, Archduke.”

“He’s a fraud,” said Conrad. His two advisors were staring fixedly at their hands. “A total fabrication. My wife will attest as much.”

Talia glanced at Drefan, who looked just as bewildered as she felt. Had he been unable to sire a natural son for the army, as seemed customary among the dukes? Had he been incapable?

Roland narrowed his eyes. “You have proof of this?”

“I kept hard evidence, yes, and it would seem useful that I did.”

“Ludwig will claim you’re lying,” Drefan said.

“He might, but we need only sow doubt into the slippery dukes who are propping him up. They’ve already proven themselves disloyal. Before it comes to that, I shall offer him a fair choice. Ludwig can give up this folly, and I’ll allow him to live out his days far away in the conditions befitting his status. In Lakara, perhaps. If it works, Aren should find his Risalian allies melting away.”

Drefan, rallying from the revelation, faced Britta and said, “There is some hope, then, that Aren will give up his pursuit of your countrymen, Lady Grayhart.”

Britta looked disgusted. “You call this hope? Aren is rash. Are you all truly willing to stand by and do nothing if he attacks my people?”

“I don’t recall inviting a host of Fornheimers into the Grand Duchy,” Conrad said. “They had no right.”

Britta’s guardsman turned beet red as she scoffed. “Host? You call two thousand battered men a host? Why is this even being discussed? Those brave men need food, shelter, weapons.” She seemed to be throwing words out in the hope one might stick. When none did, she ended on a resounding, “We cannot leave them to be slaughtered!”

“They dragged a war onto neutral lands,” Roland said, “in the hope that we would embroil ourselves in their defense.” He was still so calm. Talia was in awe. “If it’s a question of two thousand deaths now or countless tens of thousands later, I know which I would pick. It is regrettable, but we believe it is the only— no, the right course.”

General Volumbre slapped a meaty hand upon the table, his heavy rings clanging powerfully in agreement.

Britta’s lips trembled, and her eyes were watery when she looked at Talia. It broke Talia’s heart to know she was letting Britta down. She was the only person who had admired her, put so much faith in her, wanted to join in rather than resist. It was heartbreaking, but letting people down seemed to be what being queen was all about.

“Might we now return to the arrangements of our task force?” Roland went on. “There is the matter of who shall comman⁠—”

“I will lead it,” Drefan said, rising in his enthusiasm. “In fact, I insist.”

Volumbre sat back in his chair with a bluster, and even Roland twitched in surprise, but their shock was nothing on Talia’s.

She grasped his blue hawk surcoat. “One moment, councilors,” she said before dragging Drefan back down into his seat and whispering to him, “Are you sure you can handle it?”

“Of course,” he replied lowly. “Why would you ask?”

Because, she thought, Duke Rittenmark is among the Iron Duke’s followers, and I’m worried you won’t think straight.

She didn’t say it, of course, not in front of the others, and she was aware of her uncle’s eyes on her. This was the sort of outburst Roland had worried about.

“I suggest Volumbre and Drefan both go,” Talia said. “Lead together as you have done so successfully until now.”

She threw Roland a look, and he threw Conrad a look.

“That seems to settle the matter,” Conrad said, plainly unsure of the politics of the moment.

“I look forward to serving with you again, Ealdor Harroway,” Volumbre blustered.

The voices of the council faded out then as Pyra’s voice came loudly over the dragon bond. “We should be saving Britta’s people.”

“How can we without making things worse?”

“Aren won’t dare attack if we’re there.”

“He still might if enough Sky Spear riders are with him. We’d only aggravate the situation by turning up.”

The council were all watching her now. Could they see the internal squirming playing out on her face?

“I’d do something more for the Fornheimers if I could,” she said, for it was the truth, and it was right for one’s soul to be truthful. “Might we not offer them food and supplies in exchange for them surrendering? We could take them in.”

Roland drummed his fingers on the table. “That could become… messy. Better that they turn around and leave. I’d offer them supplies on those terms.”

Britta seemed unaware of what was being said now. Gray-faced, gray-eyed, truly gray of heart.

Talia sensed the danger in pushing Roland, but her burning soul compelled her. “So we’ll give them food and send them off to die?”

“Not right away if the Archduke’s ploy works,” Roland said.

“But the principle of the thing⁠—"

King Roland stood, making no sound, not even a scrape with his chair, yet the table fell quiet. His whole bearing changed, no longer relaxed as he had been since taking Wismar but hard again, his mouth tight, jaw tense, eyes hardest of all and boring right into Talia.

“Enough of your principles. Brenin shall not abide any action that risks conflict with the Empire. We must assure Skadi we mean to keep the status quo. Blight take us all, but we need some sense around this table. Athra is finally making overtures to begin talks – the last thing we need is further war, offering them a chance to continue. To even contemplate— Talia, you have spent much breath warning us of this villainous dragon in the east, but you would risk more misery in the west? No.”

‘No.’ It almost had spiritual weight behind it.

“This must be brought to an immediate close,” Roland continued, “else we’ll all be swept aside by the next catastrophe.”

General Volumbre slapped his other hand down and said, “Hear, hear.”

Conrad and the Risalians put their heads together, mumbling, and Talia became aware of how still she was, as though to move at all would betray her one way or the other.

“If it helps,” Roland said, recovering some of his patience, “Brenin could undertake this task alone.”

“No.” It was Drefan this time, his voice croaky. “Whatever the council agrees, Feorlen should play its role. We must stand together.”

The Risalians split apart and nodded emphatically.

“This isn’t right,” Pyra growled over their bond.

No, it wasn’t. Talia’s heart was with Britta, but her head… her head was with her uncle. That was why her protests were so limp. That was why she shouldn’t be queen. Just as well Uncle Roland was here.

She registered a stinging from her left hand, realized she’d been squeezing her fist so hard she’d drawn blood from her palm.

King Roland Valois gave the council another stern look. “Then can we consider this matter⁠—”

Shouting came from outside, then a chorus of metallic bangs.

Roland’s attention snapped to the window. “What in the world…?”

Talia, who was closest, leaned back to take a look. “It’s Leif.” Leif and a band of his men, smacking their axes against their shields.

Britta seemed too stricken to react.

Drefan got smartly to his feet, heading for the door, and Talia shot across to join him. Outside, Feorlen, Brenish, Fornheim, and Risalian soldiers were standing uneasily in Mecklen’s entrance hall, some with half-drawn weapons.

“Clear out,” Talia called. “Get inside the feast hall, all of you.”

The Feorlens hopped to it, but the others hesitated.

Bang, bang, bang.

Leif’s thunderous knocks kept coming. Between each round, he yelled, his voice muffled by the thick estate door.

“Inside w-with the dragon?” called a concerned Brenish voice.

“She won’t bite,” Talia said, “and there’s a good fire in there.”

Bang, bang, bang.

“Clear out,” Talia snapped at the stragglers, right as Fynn was ushered through the throng by the Queen’s Guard. Talia already felt calmer for seeing him.

“Quite the showman, my brother,” Fynn said, a little breathless.

Bang, bang, bang.

“What’s he saying?” Talia asked.

“He says he wants to help.”

Talia harrumphed and stomped toward the doors. “Unlock them,” she ordered. As the bolts slammed, Talia gestured for Fynn to follow. “Tell him to go.”

She opened the great doors by a crack, a freezing gust knifed its way inside, and Leif tried to push in, forcing his head through the gap.

“Brittaaaaa!”

Fynn tried to speak, but Leif’s calls drowned his brother out. Then Britta came storming across the hall, her expression murderous, her face scarlet, unhearing of Talia’s insistence that she stay back.

Amid the furor, Pyra informed her, “The soldiers are pressed against the far wall, and I fear some are getting crushed.”

“Try to calm them,” Talia said.

“I already did.”

Leif, Fynn, and Britta were still shouting at the top of their lungs.

We don’t have time for this.

Talia reached around the door, grabbed a fistful of Leif’s fur cloak, yanked him inside, and slammed the door shut. “Bolt it,” she ordered even as the first knocks of protest thudded.

Leif had staggered to one knee on the hardwood floor.

“Sorry about that,” Talia said tersely. She marched around to stand in front of him. “Say your piece and be done with it. There is a council in session.”

Not that she was in a hurry to return to it.

“I much want Aren stop,” Leif boomed despite his trouble with the language. “Modir”—this he still said in Skarlish—“wrong. Want to help.”

Fynn spoke in gentle tones, but whatever he said, Leif wasn’t having it.

“No!” Leif said with a shaking fist. “Fight!” he cried, then rattled off some Skarlish in his enthusiasm. Talia only caught Aren’s name.

“Aren won’t attack his own brothers,” Fynn translated. “Leif reckons he can still talk him down.”

“Did you get hit on the head that night too?” Talia demanded. “One of Aren’s men almost had Fynn’s head off.”

“Aren pulled that man back,” Fynn said.

“Are you seri⁠—”

Fynn hushed her, pointing to Britta and Leif as though they were creatures in a menagerie. The pair had entered a world of their own. Britta approached now like a wary kitten, and with Leif still on one knee, he might have been making an oath to her. When Britta reached him, their heads were almost at a level, and they spoke low as if abed.

“What are they saying?” Talia asked.

Fynn frowned in an effort to hear. “She’s asking if he truly means it… All of it, you understand.”

Leif clasped his bear-like hands over Britta’s and insisted on a word Talia understood.

“Yes,” he said, over and over again.

Britta’s icy exterior began to thaw. She visibly relaxed, knees wobbling as though ready to fall into Leif’s arms.

“She… she’s asking what they will do if Aren doesn’t back down.”

Leif made a bold declaration, and Fynn’s eyes popped.

“Then we’ll stand shield to shield with the Fornheimers,” Fynn translated.

“What?” Talia exclaimed. “No!” But her protest fell on deaf ears, and neither Leif nor Britta reacted. “Fynn, do something!”

“What can I do? Hold them both down?”

Talia reckoned that would be the best thing for them – and for everyone else.

She was about to rip them apart and throw Leif into a cold bath at the least, when Britta led Leif’s hand down to her belly and held it there. A moment later, Leif roared with delight, scooped Britta up, and spun her around until sense made the long journey from his head to his limbs and he gently lowered her. Britta beamed, radiant now where she’d been an overcast sky before.

Before Talia knew it, Britta was hugging her, joyous tears fountaining down her face, and while struck close to dumb, Talia managed to say, “C-congratulations.”

The fullness of it sank in, began to warm her from the inside out. Heart and soul bloomed like a comforting hearth and softened her fury toward Leif. Families – caused you endless grief, but one bright moment and you folded. And if one were to act half-mad, as Leif was, better half-mad from love.

Britta pulled back and moved to embrace Fynn, whose expression reflected Talia’s own mix of excitement, bewilderment, and trepidation.

Would a little heir to the Empire make Aren less likely to attack, or would he feel more obliged to secure them and pack them back off to Smidgar?

After Talia returned Leif’s bear-crushing hug, he and Britta returned to each other, lost again in their own world, gibbering to one another.

Fynn slid back to Talia’s side. “They’re talking about leaving at dawn. Between them, they have almost five hundred men, enough to make Aren think twice… if the Iron Duke’s men disappear.” Not being in the know, Fynn looked perplexed.

Talia could only utter a resigned sigh. There was no stopping them, not now they were worked up, Leif in the glow of earning forgiveness and Britta gleaming with hope out of darkness.

At dawn the next day, Talia rose from her meditations and traveled alone through the winding streets of Wismar. Inside the city’s northern gatehouse, she lit fresh coals with a touch and watched from a sentry window as the cloaked ranks trudged across the snow, their red torches shrinking to dots in the gray morning.

A door squeaked open, and Roland came to join her by the window and brazier.

“I told you we had to make decisions together.”

“This one wasn’t ours or Drefan’s to make,” Talia said.

“Better to have Skadi’s grandchild in our hands.”

“You were welcome to stop them, Uncle.”

Roland sighed.

“There’s a chance Leif is right,” Talia said. “Maybe he can talk Aren down.”

“You should let go of wishful thinking too.”

No, she thought, you shouldn’t.

Day by day, she and Pyra were becoming more like Holt and Ash and allowing their hearts to lead them. Well, they always had, just under different fuel. There was no place for that in such a role, not when Skadi, Roland, Conrad, and the Archon were playing a different game. She’d wager the Shah of Ahar and the Magisters of Lakara understood the rules.

But not her.

She should not be queen anymore, and she told Drefan as much that very night when he came to brief her in Mecklen’s feast hall. They were sitting by the great hearth, Talia cozy, Drefan sweating, and Pyra unusually upright and alert, having picked up on Talia’s nerves.

Despite the revelation, Drefan looked contemplative rather than shocked.

“Who warned you of this?” Talia asked, but she should have known the answer.

“Ethel,” Drefan said, tugging at his collar. “She wants me to talk you down.”

“Are you going to try?”

He considered this. “Not sure I need to. I don’t believe you’d give up so easily.”

“Is that what you think this is?” Pyra asked.

Even by the hearth, Drefan shivered. He wasn’t nearly as used to hearing Pyra speak to him as Fynn.

“You’re right,” Talia said. “I wouldn’t do it thoughtlessly, which is why I’m thinking it through.”

“But it can’t be done,” Drefan said. “Not without an heir.”

“The Free Cities manage. Aldunei managed once. Feorlen could manage just the same.”

Drefan shook his head seemingly out of instinct. “That method comes with its own troubles.”

“So does a crown. That there would have been bloodshed had I not taken it seems like plenty of trouble to me.”

“Those were exceptional and unprecedented circumstances—” He cut himself off, wiped his brow, and suppressed a laugh.

“What?” Talia asked.

He cleared his throat. “Nothing.”

She narrowed her eyes in mock outrage. “Had I not been a rider, it wouldn’t have been an issue in the first place. That’s what you were going to say.” He looked apologetic, but she joined him with a chuckle. “You’re not wrong. I only think about it every day.” He was sweating profusely now. “Take off your damned layers, Drefan. I can’t have my Master of War boil to death.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

He started by removing his cloak, then the blue hawk surcoat. Talia hadn’t failed to note his evasive return to formality and proceeded with caution.

“Am I wrong to think there would have been bloodshed had I refused the crown?”

Drefan loosened the toggles on his jerkin and began rolling up the sleeves of his shirt with slow precision. “No,” he said when he finally ran out of garments to fiddle with. “I think you were right to foresee danger there.”

For the first time in a long time, Talia became heavily aware she was speaking to a Harroway – and not just any Harroway but the Harroway, the head of that great house, despite his age. In the firelight, his hair glistened more gold than blond, a mark of the Skarl ancestry that ran through half of Feorlen’s Ealdors.

“Does that danger still exist?”

Drefan turned his head to show her his maimed ear. “After the Withering Woods, I’m pleased to say I gained perspective.”

Pyra rumbled sadly, as she always did whenever they recalled that heedless charge underground.

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“It hardly makes things simple,” Drefan said.

“No, but it lessens the chances of fatal danger. Still, I wouldn’t want to step away if it meant everything I’ve worked for, everything we’ve both fought for, is undone. The Pact of Feather, Bloom, and Steel, the New Order… And, well, I’ve tried to think of how things could be should the scourge be defeated. A world with a bit more freedom than we have now, where even a queen might choose a different path.”

Drefan glanced around as though anticipating an ambush.

Pyra puffed a ring of smoke. “What do you think of this dream?”

“It sounds like a fine one, once the scourge are gone. But you have a lot of work still to do, so let’s have no more talk of leaving.”

Talia shook her head. “It’s too much for one person to manage, at least not all at once or so fast. I feel I’ve pushed as far as I can. The Old Order fears I will commit atrocities, or the New Order will in my name, and that fear leads them to fighting us when they needn’t.”

“The true strength of the Order has been taken up with greater battles,” Pyra said, “but the Lords and Ladies will someday turn their attention back onto us.”

“And if we keep going like this, Pyra and I will have more nights like Stroef, like taking on the Risalian knights. Eventually, we’ll cross a line even the New Order cannot stand, especially now I’m increasingly more of a loose end or a hindrance to Farsa. If I go, that would be the best thing now.”

“And the Hive Mind needs to be defeated before the dream can come true.”

“So, you see, I’m not giving up. I think I’m doing what’s for the best, but only if we can leave Feorlen secure.”

Drefan barely seemed to be breathing.

Talia shuffled to perch on the edge of her seat. “If I were to step aside, it would be a relief to have someone I trust carry on what we’ve started. Someone I could put my voice behind. Drefan—” She gulped. “I won’t call it a duty, for that’s what trapped me. It’s not a blessing, it’s far more of a burden, but perhaps, as a final… favor to me?”

Drefan wet his lips, fumbled, and wiped his brow. That was good. Had he jumped at the chance, she’d have dropped all talk of standing down.

“I… I… don’t know if I would be best suited to⁠—”

“Who else?”

If it were put to the Ealdors, those of the old Skarl blood would accept a Harroway as readily as fire dragons took to hot beef. Those who traced their privileges back to General Sulla’s Alduneian officers would hopefully accept Talia backing him.

“There’s no one better placed. Vittlinburg made you a war hero.”

“I don’t know ho— how I’d react or cope with all the—” He stopped, scratched at his maimed ear, and tried again. “I had my father above me for a long time and the King above him; now I have you. It acts as a check, but without—” He clenched his jaw and looked toward the fire. “I’m not sure how I would cope…”

The back of Talia’s mind prickled with thoughts of Duke Rittenmark, of Ulrich lying cold on a slab of stone. It was good that Drefan wanted time to think. She just hoped he wouldn’t take too long. For now, she’d leave matters there. She’d learned this much tact in her time as queen. The seed had been planted, and now was the time for it to grow.

“Think about it on your march north,” Pyra suggested.

Drefan gulped. “I shall.”

Talia smiled. “Go get some rest, Master of War. And good luck out there.”

The task force left the city the next day, with two-thirds of the army comprised of Brenish troops. General Edric, his Brenish counterparts, and their remaining forces still had Wismar well in hand, but the Risalians were granted control of one small district again. And now, aside from being tense at awaiting news, there was little else for Talia to do other than Cleanse and Forge.

Or so she told everyone. More importantly, so she told herself.

For days, she remained in Mecklen’s hall with Pyra and the hearth. She’d even told Fynn she needed to focus on her meditations, to ‘catch up’, and she’d said it often enough she almost believed it. Fynn was with Eadwulf, or so she was told when she surfaced for a bite to eat or a sip of hot tea. Yet no matter how hard she focused, she couldn’t find a smooth rhythm to her Forging; the bond didn’t bloom with heat as it ought to, and Pyra’s core resisted the motes she tirelessly hammered toward it.

“I told you,” Pyra said.

Still inside the core-scape, Talia relented. “Fine, you’re right.”

That did not mean there was an easy answer.

“He’s here,” Pyra said.

Before Talia could think, a fiery surge of spiritual pressure pushed Talia out of the core-scape. She gasped back to reality, where she sat cross-legged on a heavy rug. Shadows flickered over the grinning gargoyles flanking the hearth. They seemed to be cackling, ‘Can’t hide forever!’

“I’ll tell him to come in,” Pyra said.

“What…? You⁠—”

Talia scrambled upright and had just about managed to straighten her circlet when Fynn stepped in.

“Look who I have,” he said brightly, gesturing to Eadwulf, who marched in behind him and stood at attention.

“Your Majesty,” Eadwulf said.

“Eadwulf! At ease already.” She hurried over. “I’m glad to see you back on your feet.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Other than a purplish mark at his temple, no one would have known a shield had almost caved in his skull.

“King Fynn has been too generous with his time,” Eadwulf said. “I would be pleased to return to duty.”

“I’ll rest easier knowing Fynn is back in safe hands.”

Eadwulf snapped his heels together, saluted, then marched out, stopping only once at the door to steady himself before carrying on.

Talia became painfully aware of Fynn’s presence, the way he bobbed on his heels.

“Oh,” he said, “I thought you’d like to know. The old scholar is up and about too.”

“He’s doing well, then?”

“So the physicians tell me.”

“I’m sure Conrad will be receiving some stern letters.”

“I’m minded to turn it into an epic for him.”

“No more than Conrad deserves.”

Fynn smiled, rocked on his heels again, then seemed to realize where he was. “Sorry, I’m intruding.”

“No,” she said, voice treacherously high. She should tell him her plans, tell him now. It was only words. She came this close, drew the breath⁠—

“I’ve been thinking,” Fynn said. “I… I…” His eyes flicked to the door. “May I?”

Talia nodded, mouth turning dry.

Fynn closed the door, then crept back as though this were a clandestine meeting behind enemy lines. The two halves of his broken panpipe clanked with every step.

“I’ve had time these last days to think, and I know why you’ve remained in Wismar while the others have gone off, but I… I beg of you to take me up to meet them.”

Talia blinked. She’d heard the words, but they didn’t fully register, as though he’d spoken half of them in Skarlish.

“I realize it’s not only your decision,” Fynn said with an acknowledging nod to Pyra, “and you’ll have to convince Lady Farsa, but I really think I ought to be there.” The dam burst, and he gathered speed now. “Leif’s right, you know, I don’t think Aren would really hurt us. Mother wouldn’t either, not really. I imagine Leif falling in love with Britta wasn’t even considered – Mother probably didn’t expect him to take much interest. He never has in anything before outside of long hunts in the Black Woods with his friends, competing at lifting heavy stones, and drinking games. And Aren, well, something he said that night hasn’t left me alone. I think Aren feels he has no purpose unless he’s Mother’s favorite – I think he wants a way out, well, I hope, but knowing those two, they’ll trip over their tongues and end up using fists. I should be there. Might be able to stop them being stupid.”

Pyra rumbled – taking action always appealed to her – but Talia bit her lip, torn as ever between wondering ‘what more harm could it do’ and the danger of Fynn being there should things go deadly wrong. And then there was the other thing: that they’d be pressed into each other’s company without any excuses for her to rely on. She’d have to tell him, she’d have to, but she didn’t want to. She didn’t want to make it real.

“Better going than sitting here like two old hens,” Pyra said.

“It will make Sky Spear jittery,” Talia said. “We should ask Farsa whether⁠—”

Pyra snorted. “Are you the Red Bane or not? Ask permission!” Another snort. “What say you, Talia?”

Talia’s swirling, burning soul said it all. She’d tackled Conrad’s knights bare-handed to stop further bloodshed; she could take fresh scorn from riders on either side if Fynn could stop more with just his words.

“Maybe one of the wild emeralds would be willing—” Fynn began.

Pyra stood. The hall was large enough for her to stretch out her wings. “Another dragon carry you? I think not.”

The sentiment burned over their bond. Talia considered how she was always letting people down, apart from Fynn. Strange. Then again, it wasn’t strange, really. Not when she thought about it.

“We’ll take you.”

He grinned and hugged her and whispered thanks in her ear. She’d done well to hold off for this long, but her heart had won once again. And Talia resolved right there that whatever happened between the brothers, between the Empire and Fornheim, she would tell him once all was done.
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DOWN AND OUT


Holt drew ragged breaths, vision turning from darkness to blurry to darkness again, body wreathed in pain, burning and freezing, then numbness, then terrible pain. His bond to Ash was his only shred of order in the chaos. In one of the blurry moments, he realized he was on his back looking up at a gnarled wood ceiling lit by dim green light.

“Substantial mortification,” a grim voice said. Metal clinks, scuffling feet. Holt tried to move, but straps on his brow kept him down. More bindings kept his arms and legs pinned too. He ought to cycle his channels, break free, but the room seemed to be spinning now.

“Ash? Ash?”

“Be strong, boy.”

“Marrow?”

“There’s none left.”

A grunt, and then a leather strap was forced into Holt’s mouth.

“Bite down on this.”

Holt did.

“Ash… Ash?”

“It will be alright. You’ll be alright.”

Something metallic prodded at his left leg. As it reached his thigh, he lost the feel of it.

“Scalpel,” said the grim voice.

A silence fell, or else Holt’s racing heart drowned out all else. He closed his eyes but struggled to reach out to the bond, kept fumbling like fingers scrambling at a ledge.

There was scraping, a cracking, followed by brittle thuds in a bowl.

A sharper pain now, squelching, then a tearing like old hide. More slimy thuds in the bowl. Something dripped down his leg, then Holt seized, bit hard on the leather, felt the material give way under his strength.

Ferocious pain – wet slicing, hacking.

Holt groaned, his body thrashed out of his control, and one arm ripped free of its bonds.

“Hold him!”

More hands, more grunts.

“He’s a rider!”

“I’m aware – damned flesh is tough.”

More hacking, slicing, peeling, burning… burning alongside the numbing cold.

Sickening thuds in the bowl.

Holt screamed; he wanted it to end.

“Ash?!”

“You’re strong, boy. I’m here, always here.”

A soothing pulse, a gentle nudge as though from a wet snout.

The next thing Holt knew, he was blinking, slowly coming back to the world. His leg throbbed so hard he wanted to yank it off, but at least when he twitched, he no longer felt the restraints. He could lift his hand, run it over his face, grind the crust out of his eyes with a knuckle. His throat was so dry, and his head seemed made of lead, but at least he lay on something soft, propped up enough to take in his surroundings.

An infirmary inside one of the Terwyn Trees of Coedhen. He was in one of the few beds; most other patients were crammed on the floor, lying on sleeping rolls and furs. A fug of sweat and dried blood clung to the place, the ward quiet save for the coughs and whimpers and the hushed murmurs of physicians.

Ash tugged at their bond. “You’re awake!” Holt groaned, tried to sit up, and decided against it. “Take it easy, boy.”

“What happened?” Even telepathically, Holt sounded groggy. “Wolf was carrying me and… I-I don’t remember.”

“You were bad,” Ash said. “Your leg… the smell…” He cut off there, but Holt got an echo of the scent over the bond, of black, dead meat.

Holt drew a few deep, snuffling breaths, tried to summon the courage to pull back the sheets to look, but his nerves failed him.

“How did this— I’m a rider. My body’s enhanced.”

“An Ice Lady gave you that wound.”

“Even so…”

He inched his fingers along the sheets toward the stained patch of linen, scrunched the crusty cloth into a weak fist, breathed out hard, then pulled the sheet back.

It took a moment to register the gray crater as his thigh. The physicians had left it exposed to the air, the skin taut at the edges and the remaining flesh folded and rough. Dark fluids oozed in the hollow. His mind seemed to become aware of the horror all at once, and then the pain redoubled, and the icy air became nails digging into him.

Fighting for breath, Holt began clumsily cycling magic, focusing the flow of energy through his left leg, but he found it difficult, much more difficult than before. He’d lost mote channels there, and it was harder to force magic through untrained lesser channels. While the effort brought some relief, it was fiendishly hard to maintain. Cold sweat slicked his brow, and he gave in, sinking back into the pillows.

A physician bustled over, muttered it was good to see Holt awake, checked the wound, and made stern noises that summoned a helper with a sponge and bowl. Holt caught a whiff of vinegar and alcohol – not unlike a Sinking elixir – and winced with every touch of the sponge.

“I’ve left it open tae watch for signs of further necrosis,” the physician said. “It also needs tae drain. We’ll clean it regularly – won’t be pleasant, mind.”

Holt grimaced. It took all his willpower to resist lashing out.

“As for recovery,” the physician continued dispassionately, “only time will tell. I’d expect a rider tae heal, but I’ve little experience with your Order.”

“Not part of…” Holt tried to say, but then he decided it wasn’t worth explaining, and the physician moved on.

Holt lay there, feeling that the burn he’d taken from Dahaka seemed as trivial as a stubbed toe now.

“Ash…” he whispered over their bond, fighting tears. It wasn’t just the pain, the grotesqueness, but what it meant for the battles still to come. “Ash, I can’t fight like this.”

“No…” Ash didn’t try to offer empty words, and Holt preferred it that way.

Holt tried to sit up again, but tiredness overcame him, dragging his eyelids shut.

“We have some time. Sleep, Holt.”

Holt slept.

When he came round again, it seemed like early morning. The delicate nightlights of Coedhen weren’t glowing; there was only the pale winter gray. He checked on his bond, sensed Ash was still asleep, then sat up and felt dizzy as the blood rushed from his head. Massaging his temple, he glanced at his fellow patients, and to his shock, he recognized one of them.

“Lachlan?” His voice came out in a strained croak. “Lachlan,” he said again, more forcefully, and this time, the young bowman looked over at him. He was lying two beds over, one arm missing from the elbow, the stump buried beneath layers of bandages.

“Honored Rider,” Lachlan said. “Wouldnae’ve thought tae see you here.”

Holt nodded to Lachlan’s arm. “I’m sorry.”

Lachlan gave a noncommittal grunt.

“Have you seen any of the others since that night?” He thought of Aidan, the sickest and the youngest of the group.

“Er, only Rhys, sir rider. Our companies merged, both bein’ from the northern woods.” Lachlan hesitated, then cleared his throat with a hoarse cough. “He fell, mmm, ’bout a week ago, I think. Well, might’ve been more than that now.”

“Oh… w-was it quick?”

Lachlan shook his head, the slightest shake a man could make, and Holt did not ask more.

“Honored Rider?” Lachlan asked.

“Yes?”

“We’re… all gonnae die, aren’t we?”

“I don’t know.”

It was the best Holt could give without outright lying. The front lines had been pushed so close to the city that it must have taken less than a day for Wolf and Ash to bring Holt here, but things could not yet be so dire if Coedhen and its infirmaries remained unmolested. With Ash asleep, he had no one to ask what might really be going on.

A Paragon, he remembered. A Paragon had been coming from the west. Perhaps the Paragon had joined with Neveh and Valor and driven the enemy back. He grasped in his sixth sense like a child reaching for the jam jar, eager and wild, but there were no Paragons nearby. Well, that meant little. He couldn’t sense the entire city. The Warden of Soul was said to be in a deep trance somewhere in Coedhen, but Holt wasn’t in range to feel them.

With little else to do, Holt gingerly checked his leg. It may well have been wishful thinking, but he thought the wound looked a mite better. The rough, folded flesh no longer oozed, and it seemed to be drying out. He knew he was fortunate, in a way. If he wasn’t a rider, he’d have lost the whole leg or be dead. Still, it was nauseating.

He searched for his armor, bandoleer, and baldric and found them folded on the floor out of reach, his last pouches of jerky and vials on top. The armor and clothes looked clean and repaired; doubtless he had Aberanth to thank for that. He called for help and asked the nurse to hand him the jerky and vials until he found Grounding versions of both.

The saltiness felt sickening, but he managed to keep them down, and they eased the cycling through his leg. Basic cycling was one thing, but he wouldn’t be pushing a Consecration down that leg anytime soon. He could still do it with his right, if less efficiently, or with Astralis – but then he had to catch himself and remember that he wouldn’t be fighting.

Not if he couldn’t stand.

After hours of cycling brought some small improvement to the wound, Holt tried to get to his feet. He wobbled immediately, slipped back onto his bed, and brought the ire of the physicians upon him for his trouble. There was talk of straps again as they poked and prodded at him, followed by giving him another good wash of the stinging ointment. Then they decided the worst danger had passed and so bound the wound with padding and linen. Holt lay back down, relieved to no longer see it.

When Ash woke, Holt bombarded him with questions on the state of the war.

“You should rest,” Ash said. “There’s time yet.”

Although time for what, he wouldn’t say.

“Where’s Wolf?” Holt asked, then suffered a spike of panic. He’d lost track of days until the full moon. “Ash, how long until⁠—”

“Five more nights.”

“I’ll be ready.” He checked on Ash’s core, finding the moon a thick crescent but the constellations dim. “Can you get closer to me? I might be able to Cleanse and Forge.”

“I’m at the base of the tree, as close as I can be. Focus on your leg, boy. It’ll be no good if you can’t even sit on my back.”

Holt huffed, then groaned even from that small exertion. He continued cycling, drawing on pinches of Ash’s core to infuse directly into the surviving muscle.

After two days of this, the coarse folded skin had regained a hint of color, the rigid hide at the edge of the crater crumpling like dry leaves, revealing softer red tissue beneath. The air no longer felt like stabbing icicles, merely cold, and the pain, while constant, was no longer crippling. Holt tried to stand again and found he could with the aid of a crutch. The physician in charge looked pale-faced as Holt shuffled to the end of his bed, then made a lap of the infirmary, but then seemed to decide that a rider would know his own limits and said nothing.

Holt did not attempt the cumbersome task of donning his armor, but he accepted warm fur-lined clothes and fresh boots. He considered strapping Astralis back on, but the sword gave him a warm hum, telling him in its way it didn’t mind being left behind this one time. So dressed, Holt hobbled out onto the Terwyn’s walkway and struggled down its winding length.

Every limping step felt like a mile, and when he reached ground level, his crutch slipped, and the snow rushed up to meet him. It was soft – at least, soft enough that he considered lying there for a while until Ash hung his head over his own. Someone had stitched his blindfold where Beast had torn it, the material now pulled tight and covering his eye again.

“Holt?”

“Hmm?”

“Are you going to get up?”

For the first time, Holt had serious doubts.

“Falling over a lot, aren’t I?”

“It’s your clumsy footwork.”

Holt groaned. “Help me,” and he raised an arm so Ash could place the tip of his snout under it and lift him. Once back on his feet, supported by Ash on one side, crutch on the other, Holt gritted his teeth against the fresh agonies from his thigh.

“Why must you be so rash?” Ash asked. Whether he referred to fighting Eloise or walking too soon, Holt thought it a fair comment either way.

“I’m sorry, Ash. I shouldn’t have fought a Lady on my own.”

“No, you shouldn’t have, but you were defending others. You couldn’t stand by and do nothing. It’s my fault, really.”

“How d’you figure that one?”

“I should have fought her with you.”

“Don’t be silly. You and Wolf kept the scourge off my back. Besides, those giant ice spikes made it impossible for you to get close.”

Ash grumbled and said, “You held up well against her.”

“I suppose.”

Holt hadn’t considered that until now – defeat rarely felt good – but now he reflected, it did seem a milestone in his advancement. He hadn’t intended to lash her with a spiritual check, but it had made her stop and turn. To affect a Lady was no small feat, and he ought to have been happy about that. Still, his injury had left them in a terrible situation regarding Wolf and the full moon.

They both knew it. Both avoided it.

Holt opted for feigned nonchalance. “So, what’s going on?”

Ash told him all he knew. The Paragons had gone south to get aid, but the specifics were unclear, while the Warden of Valor had flown to Windshear Hold with the bulk of her dragons to destroy the Ice Wardens there.

“Or at least,” Ash hedged, “that’s what the fire dragons working with Aberanth said.”

As there’d been no attack since Valor had flown, her success was assumed, but neither she nor any of her kin had returned. As if to make up for their loss, Qhorin and his dragon Braelor had arrived with the emerald riders loyal to the grove along with the last of the Emerald Flight’s strength.

“Has the blight got into the city?”

“There are soldiers and others from the front in the isolation areas. Wolf is tending to those he can.”

“At least I can still help with that.”

“Or… just take care of your leg?”

“Ash,” Holt huffed, “I have to do something. I can’t just sit around when—” He was about to say ‘when the end comes’ and was thankful he’d caught himself.

Ash puffed thin white smoke and enveloped Holt with a wing. “You can take scales to Aberanth if you must and make something useful out of them. I have a few loose ones here.”

Holt nodded. That seemed within his capacity.

“I’ll walk with you.”

Ash escorted Holt ponderously through the city, able to navigate the wider roads without breaking too many branches until they parted at the edge of the bustling forge yard.

“And what are you doing here, hmph?” Aberanth asked from somewhere out of sight.

“Brought you some scales,” Holt said. “If you have space for an invalid, I’d like to help – any way I can.”

Aberanth scurried out of the maze of worktops, crates, and smoke haze to meet him, his brown scales stained with soot and his oversized eyes narrowed.

“Don’t suppose there’s any point in telling you to take care of yourself. Come along, then, we’ll find you a spot.” Aberanth slid in on Holt’s right, craning his neck up to offer support. Not wishing to lean on the little emerald, Holt took a few steps alone before admitting defeat and placing his weight on Aberanth.

“Thank you.”

Aberanth growled the way a person might mutter under their breath, and they limped on, often stopping to avoid smiths and younger apprentices rushing about with tools and materials. Sand spilled from knocked buckets, glass shards rattled, forges roared, hammers fell clanking and clanging. The air was a merciful haven of warmth in the freezing city.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Holt asked.

“Hmph, they don’t tell me much, Holt, just give us orders for arrows, quarrels, elixirs, jerky, and scale-steel – always more than we can manage,” he added irritably. “Most of our supplies are going to the Cardhern.”

“What’s the Cardhern?”

“It’s a bit like a fortress inside the city. It’s a trio of Terwyns that have grown in unusual proximity to each other, so close that archers in each tree cover the other two.”

They passed through a section of the forge yard given over to alchemy tables where many a black pot bubbled and scores of elixir vials stood in racks.

“Where are they making jerky?” Holt asked.

“One of the underground kitchens nearby has been given over to it,” Aberanth said, “but don’t you dare ask me to take you there, you can barely move!”

As if on cue, his leg seized up, and they had to wait for a few minutes before finally limping into the zone for scale-steel production. Dragons of each type were present, the largest group of six being the fire dragons Valor had left behind, but there were emerald and ice riders too, as well as a couple of wild mystics. No storm dragons or riders, though. Only Brax and Kyro possessed the spiritual power needed to infuse storm steel, and they were likely the most senior riders left in the city and needed elsewhere. Young smiths rushed to deliver plates and pre-cut quarrels; the dragons would lower their snouts, power shimmered, then even younger apprentices sorted infused scale steel and took it away.

“I take it you found more iron ore,” Holt said.

“The villains hoarding it were rooted out. One of the Rangers of the city was involved too, hmph. Despicable behavior. They’ll be rotting in cells within the Durgard now, I should think.”

Aberanth led Holt to sit on an upturned crate. Embarrassed to have to catch his breath after the walk, Holt lingered a little too long in watching the emeralds work.

“I’m not sure they can help, Holt,” Aberanth said.

“Hmm?”

“Your leg,” Aberanth said, not unkindly. “Healing and restoration take a lot, even for minor things, and for a magical wound⁠—”

“I understand…”

Holt recalled only too well how the East Warden had tried to heal Aberanth’s burns and only managed partly to do so. Aberanth gave him a fussing, motherly sort of look that made Holt look away, his cheeks burning.

“I’ll have one of the boys bring you lunar plates,” Aberanth said, and he bustled off.

So, Holt sat, and an apprentice brought him a sheet of white steel flecked with silver. He turned one plate into Flash Shards, assuming other riders might make use of them, then opted to make quarrel heads and load them with lunar power. The larger bugs deserved nothing less. As he worked, some of the dragons and riders tired and rotated out with newcomers with fresher spirits, but Holt could not switch out for someone else.

He worked alone.

He was used to that by now, nor would he change his choice to refuse the Oath, but whether it was because of the agony in his leg, or because forming the seals drained him, or because the cold burn of white steel under numb fingers wearied him, he wished he had chosen differently at other times.

From heading blindly into the Fire Elder’s domain, rushing unasked to defend the grove, chasing after Wolf at Brackendown, to picking a fight with an Ice Lady he wasn’t cut out for – it had all led here. He fumbled a piece of white steel, cut his thumb, and cursed throatily as the blood trickled down his wrist. Another damned thing to heal. Well, what did it matter? This was where he’d be when the scourge and Thrall’s black-chained minions forced their way into Coedhen; here, sitting on a crate, getting splinters in his backside and sucking his thumb.

Holt’s heart raced, and he gulped for air. He couldn’t feel Ash – it was as though the doorway of their bond was bricked up. Realizing what he’d done, he mentally tore the bricks down, and Ash’s concern rushed in like warm water.

“Don’t do that.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. I just felt so… frustrated and⁠—”

“I know… I know.”

Aberanth scurried back into view so fast he slammed into a box and sent arrowheads tumbling everywhere. “What’s all this, hmph? Ash told me to check on you. He⁠—”

“Sorry, Aberanth. I accidentally closed our bond over.”

“I didn’t think you could do that by accident.”

“Neither did I.” When he’d done it before, it had taken a deal of effort to plug the bond with emotions contrary to what his bond gave him: loneliness for friendship, grief for joy, hatred for love, despair for hope. “I suppose I lost heart there… for a moment.” He cleared his throat. “Stupid of me. Can’t change it now, just got to get on.”

“Hmph,” Aberanth said, sounding unsure. Then he padded closer with a croak of concern. “You’ve hurt yourself.”

“Oh, this?” Holt wrung his hand, sucked at his thumb. “I’ve had worse cutting onions, trust me.”

He picked up the half-torn plate of white steel, turned it over in his hands, and put the metal down again, fighting some unease he couldn’t place. Aberanth stood just out of reach, and Holt sat unmoving. The whole thing was suddenly awkward and unnatural. That stung at a deep place inside him. There was a distance between them where before they’d felt so close, a subtle thing, a film of grease upon water. The blindingly obvious hit him: Aberanth’s new bond. It didn’t affect their own friendship, of course not, yet it had also changed everything.

Holt couldn’t assume that Aberanth would always be with him and Ash anymore.

“Have you and Ferruccio talked about where you’ll go after this is over?”

“Go? After… Oh, no, not really. We’re so busy I need to remind Ferruccio to eat, never mind talk about what… what comes next…”

“Of course, I just, well, I mean, if you’d like help putting your grotto back together, you don’t even need to ask. I know Ash would be happy to come too.”

“The grotto, hmph. Goodness, it was all I thought about while we were at Red Rock, and now – well, we’ll see, Holt.” He gave a little shake, an even smaller laugh. “Got to get through this first, don’t we?”

Holt sniffed, pretended to tend to his thumb even though the bleeding had stopped. “You should get back to work. Sorry I distracted you.”

Aberanth hesitated, then he crept forward and placed a delicate wing on Holt’s leg. “I never properly knew a human before you, Holt. I… I admit I did not consider your species in high regard, even though I wanted your tools and equipment. Not sure what that says about me, but probably nothing good, hmph. Anyway, I’m glad, very glad indeed, that Rake brought you to the grotto that day. I’d never have been open to the possibility of bonding without your friendship, and I wouldn’t have Ferruccio now.”

Holt gulped. Hearing that from Aberanth meant more than he could possibly convey, so he simply smiled and said, “I’m glad too.”

Aberanth gave a conclusive ‘hmph’, then trotted off. Holt warmed his hands with his breath, then plucked the scale steel back up and crafted more quarrel tips. Once his body gave out, he limped out of the forge yard and reunited with Ash.

As they made their way slowly back to the infirmary, Holt broached the topic. They could no longer avoid it.

“You need to leave with Wolf.”

“I know,” Ash said, sadder than Holt had ever heard him.

“Maybe the next attack won’t come while you’re gone,” Holt said, trying to be optimistic. “Maybe Neveh will come back. Even if she doesn’t, the front didn’t fold before just because we left. The city is easier to defend than woodland. It’ll be here when you come back.”

But they’d be apart, so far apart that they’d lose all sense of each other, far worse than Holt clumsily closing their bond, more nauseating than the state of his leg. And Holt would be weak and vulnerable if an attack came.

What was there to say? What could be said?

“I know,” Ash said again.

They couldn’t think about it, else they’d never manage it.

By the time Holt made it back into bed, he was sweating so hard he felt too hot. He sat up, chewed on a salty piece of jerky, washed it down with a salty elixir, and started cycling, bathing his leg in motes.

He must have fallen asleep at some point because the next thing he knew, he was waking groggily in the dim green dark with cold sweat clinging to his skin and two blue glints by his bedside.

“Dear, dear, you’ve got yourself into quite the state.”

Holt assumed he was feverish again. “Rake?”

A scaly orange hand patted his own. “Hush, now, Rake is here.” He lifted the sheet over Holt’s leg and tutted theatrically. “Gnarly stuff. Would you like me to kiss it better?”

“You’re lucky that wouldn’t work, or I’d call your bluff.” Holt forced himself to sit upright, huffing and puffing through the spasms. Blinking away the sleep, he found Rake sitting on a stool, his frame comically too large for the seat. Rake looked hale as ever, his winning smile pearly white even in the night glow of Coedhen.

Pleased and amazed, Holt asked, “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come to fight. Not too late, am I?”


59


THE LORDLY PURPOSE


“Well, this has been a lovely catch-up,” Rake said. “We really must get together more often.”

Holt winced at a twist of pain in his thigh, tried to shift into a comfier position on the gazebo’s bench, and failed. The wood was rough, hard, and bitterly cold beneath him.

Outside the gazebo, in one of Coedhen’s public gardens, Nelwyn gave a snort at Rake’s remark. She seemed a crotchety old mystic, but she’d apparently saved Rake’s life at least once, so Holt considered her prickliness well-earned. And she’d had the guts to fly to Coedhen after her hatchlings had been left safely in the Eastern Grove. Now, she, Eidolan, Yume, Ash, and Wolf, in his preferred form, sat in a semicircle around the gazebo. Aberanth was able to fit inside with Holt and Rake.

“It’s a damned wonder you’re alive, Rake,” Aberanth said.

“No mystery, friend, simply Eidolan and Yume’s burning desire to return for my excellent conversation.”

“Hmph. I’m referring to those scars.”

Rake glanced down, almost bemused at the angry marks visible between the folds of his cloak. The Emerald Wardens had healed the worst of Rake’s injuries when he, Eidolan, and Yume entered the forest. A fair use of power, Holt thought; Rake was too useful in a fight, and his injuries had been superficial, unlike his leg.

“A shame you did for Eloise,” Holt said. “I owed her one.”

“Fancied a matching pair of legs, did you?”

In kinder tones, Eidolan said, “You’re just as lucky to be alive, Holt.”

“If you’d been there,” Ash said, “you’d have done the same.”

Eidolan snorted. “In my youth, perhaps, but now⁠—”

“You do yourself a disservice,” Wolf chimed in. “I am sure good friends of Holt and Ash are also brave.”

Nelwyn stared at Wolf and squinted hard enough to make a raisin of her face. She seemed determined to prove he really was an illusion cast by Eidolan and Yume.

“Hmph, yes, this is very nice and all, but might we get onto the discussion at hand? Some of us have work to do – Ferruccio needs me back at the yard!”

“Oh, pardon us for keeping you,” Rake said. “Very well, let’s get on with it. Seeing as we’re outside the various chains of command, we’ll have to figure things out as a, well, as a team. Except for Nelwyn, of course. She hasn’t abandoned her flight yet.”

“And never will!”

“That’s the spirit. Now, from what I gather, Coedhen is in a bit of a pickle.” He turned serious. “Coedhen’s eastern border is a one-and-a-half-mile slant, a lot of ground to cover, and some eleven Terwyn Trees. In the end, they’ll fall back to their one feasible position. That will be the Cardhern a mile in from the eastern border.”

“The Cardhern has served the city well during incursions before,” Eidolan said.

“You ever fight in one of those?” Holt asked.

“If I did, it has faded into all the others…”

Rake placed a hand over his heart. “My sympathies, friend. There’s hope yet. Coedhen isn’t as horrible to defend as it seems. Terwyn branches mess with the stingers and carriers, and, in this case, dragons, and I’ll eat my own tail if the emeralds haven’t been raising earthen walls to funnel the scourge where they want them.” He turned abruptly. “Nelwyn? Any insight from Oramyst and the mystic flight? Nelwyn?”

Nelwyn, still leering suspiciously at Wolf, gave a jolt and said, “A little. Mystic scouts report that Windshear Hold is gone.” Here, Nelwyn grew wary. “They say the rock on which it stood is a half-melted, charred wreck. And there were no bodies… from either side.”

The whole group drew a collective breath.

“How?” Aberanth croaked, giving voice to what Holt was thinking. “How can fire reduce stone?”

No one offered an answer.

“Not in seven centuries have I ever heard of such a thing,” Eidolan said.

Holt met Rake’s eye.

“Afraid I’m lost on this one,” Rake said. “Perhaps that’s for the best. I’d wager no one would like whatever occurred there to be repeated.”

There was a general murmur and rumble of agreement, and then Nelwyn carried on. “Whatever occurred at Windshear set the enemy back, but they’re closing in again. Oramyst says they’ll reach the city tomorrow night.”

Wolf and Ash both growled, thumping their tails in the fresh snow.

“There’s no use complaining about it,” Nelwyn chided.

“They’re not complaining,” Holt said. “It’s just that tomorrow will be the first night of the full moon.”

It took a few heartbeats for the significance to register. “Ah,” she squawked, glowering at Wolf again. “Ah…”

Wolf rose slowly to all fours with the air of announcing grievous news at the dinner table. “I had hoped to be able to assist with the coming battle, but I suppose Ash and I ought to leave at⁠—”

He jerked, snout twitching, eyes darkening.

Ash was up and braced in a moment, while Holt wobbled on his crutch.

Wolf snapped his jaws, gave another twitch, then mellowed out.

“He does not wish to be taken away from a good fight. I believe… I believe he will take his frustrations out on the enemy, if we let him.”

“What did he say exactly?” Rake asked.

“Begging your pardon, dragon man, but He did not speak with words so much as thoughts, feelings, and rather colorful imagery. He assumes Holt and Ash will want to use Him as they did in the north. I think…” Wolf gulped. “I think He rather enjoyed Himself last time. Especially how close He got to catching Ash at the end.”

“Can’t say I’m thrilled to hear that,” Holt said.

Wolf cocked his head. “Why can you not?” Despite loosening his code, he still seemed to take things literally.

“Never mind,” Holt said. “You’d really be alright with that again?”

Wolf’s ears drooped. A beat of silence, and then he threw back his head and howled to the branches. “I would be ashamed to flee now. So yes, I will stay, and I understand what that may mean.”

Meaning, Holt guessed, that if Beast went rogue and attacked the defenders, he’d be put down. A fine sacrifice, a fine idea, only Ash couldn’t fly without Holt, so it couldn’t be done.

“That’s very brave of you, Wolf,” Holt began, “only⁠—”

“Shush, you fool,” Rake said to him privately, and when Holt stopped, Rake took over. “Onlyyy,” Rake drawled, “it would be good to know how many times he has honored such agreements before.”

“We have never made arrangements before, so none.”

“Absolutely not!” Nelwyn said.

Yume peeped several exclamations that Holt couldn’t quite interpret.

“One moment, Wolf,” Rake said, then he caught Holt’s eye and beckoned him and Aberanth closer. As he approached, Holt’s ears filled with faint crackles and pops.

“We can speak more openly now,” Rake said.

The crackling ended, and Holt found he couldn’t hear much of the world beyond the tight confines of himself, Rake, and Aberanth. A more robust muffling haze than Rake had created before, the spiritual power firm and pushed back when Holt lightly brushed his own will against it. He felt Ash wishing to sense-share and allowed it as he lowered his bandanna.

“I assume Ash is listening in?” Rake asked.

Holt nodded.

“Good, well, now you can’t go blundering into ruining a perfectly good opportunity, what do you make of it?”

“I think it’s stark raving lunacy, hmph.”

“Noted.”

Aberanth huffed. “I suppose you want to humor the ghastly creature, don’t you?”

“Beast was of use to Holt and Ash in the north.”

“But,” Ash said, “we can’t guide him around the battlefield like we did there.”

“Can we not?” Rake said.

Holt knew where Rake’s mind was going, and wasn’t that a worry. “Eidolan, Yume, and Nelwyn don’t feel on top form to me.” They’d had more time away from Freiz to recover than Rake, but they lacked a rider to attend to their cores. All three of them seemed low on power.

“If it is their sole focus—” Rake began.

“Beast will already know Ash is grounded,” Aberanth butted in.

“Not necessarily,” said Holt. “His memories from Wolf are imperfect. You heard him. It’s a lot of emotions and impressions.”

“You can’t seriously be entertaining this?” Aberanth blustered.

“Your concerns are noted,” Rake said, “but I’ll take Holt and Ash’s opinions on the matter more to heart. They’re the ones who’ve dealt with the creature.”

“But, but, but…” Aberanth struggled, seeming ready to explode. “He’ll be as much a danger to the city as to⁠—”

“I know,” Rake cut in, “and I’m afraid if he becomes a liability, then we’ll have to put him down.”

“He’s much bigger than you, Rake.”

“Well, someone has to be.”

Holt frowned. “You can’t have much magic either.”

“I Forged a little on the way here. I’ll do nothing else until the battle comes, and we have other riders and dragons, not to mention the Emerald Wardens.” It wasn’t the most convincing argument, and Rake sensed that, for he added, “I grant you, it could mean a lot of deaths on our side, but at least this way, the real Ash can stay in the fight, and the way I see it, that gives the city the better chance of survival.”

Another hard choice to make.

“We cannot let Coedhen fall,” Rake urged.

Holt bit his lip. “Aberanth’s not wrong—” he began, but he knew, and Ash knew, and they shared the feeling that everything was on the line. If they sent Wolf and Ash away and Coedhen fell, that wouldn’t do them any good at all.

“We won’t be able to help you if it comes to it,” Ash said. “I can’t get close to him.”

Rake winked. “Noted.”

Aberanth deflated, making a sound as though he might be sick.

“Excellent,” Rake said. “Must say, I’m surprised. I expected the pair of you to squeal like little girls at the notion.”

“It’s really Wolf’s decision,” Ash said. “You should thank him.”

“Let’s thank him, then.” Rake dropped the muffling effect, and Holt raised his bandanna and cut sense-sharing.

A hard choice made. Holt hoped it would be the right one for Wolf. For them all.

Rake stepped to the top of the gazebo’s steps and made a bow. “I applaud your boldness, Master Shifter.” He stood dramatically and added, “I suppose there’s nothing left to do but fight like mad until the Paragons return.”

“Hmph,” Aberanth grumbled. “So glad I waited to hear that insightful plan, hmph.” And off he shot, tripping on his own tail as he scurried up the garden path.

Holt tightened his grip on his crutch, picked his way down the gazebo steps, and limped through the snow to join Wolf and Ash.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” he said in an undertone.

Wolf licked his lips. “If I leave and the city falls and the darkness spreads, I know I shall regret it. No, Holt, I have made up my mind.”

Holt nodded. “I have one more thing to ask of you. Will you help Ash in making sure the last soldiers in isolation can come inside the city?” He recalled looking out over the quarantine isle of Sidastra when the battle had started there: the buzzing and the screaming were etched into his memory the way fire and ice had carved into his body.

“Of course,” Wolf said.

Rake came swanning over to join them. “No time like the present, eh, Wolf?”

“No there is not, Rake! I shall attend to the eastern pens at once.” He transformed into a human, the white fur of his clothing matching his new white hair and eyebrows, and gave them all a beaming smile before leaving by the same path as Aberanth.

Nelwyn watched him, her eyes narrowed to dark slits.

“You want us to distract the monster, don’t you?” She scoffed. “‘What does Oramyst say’, indeed. This is why I’m really here.”

“You wound me,” Rake said. “You’re here because we’re friends, the very greatest of companions with bonds forged in the heat of battle.”

Nelwyn gulped as though forcing down bile.

“And… maybe a teensy weensy bit of distracting the lunar monster.”

Nelwyn huffed smoke, then gave them all a weary, resigned expression before taking off, snapping branches as she climbed.

“What was her answer?” Ash asked, annoyed. “I couldn’t tell.”

“She doesn’t like it,” Holt said, “but she’ll help. Come on, we should go heal up the soldiers we can.”

Rake cleared his throat. “I know you’ll ignore me, but I’ll suggest it anyway. You ought to conserve Ash’s power for the battle.”

“I won’t be fighting, so I can Forge tonight and even into the morning. There are motes still around after dawn this time of month – they’re just harder to sense.”

“Leaving you little time to eat, sleep, and Cleanse,” Rake said.

“Forge first, Cleanse second.”

“And who taught you that controversial ordering?”

“A Paragon.”

Rake chuckled. “Well, far be it from me to question such wisdom.”

Holt shrugged. “Maybe no one ever told you. The Order likes its secrets.”

“Ha, that’s right. Eidolan, remind me, how many secrets are left? I’ve lost track.”

“Some insights are kept back, Holt, it is true, but only from those who aren’t ready for them.”

“That’s how it works for you servants in your kitchens, right?” Rake said. “Teach the kids to boil an egg before you hand them a cleaver.”

“Spot on,” Holt said. “We have eight stages of advancement, from toast maker to steak searer.”

“Hah,” Rake barked, “I take it back.”

“Take what back?” Ash asked.

“When I said I preferred it when you used to fawn over me, all Master Rake this and Master Rake that. No, I far prefer this version of Holt Cook, or should I say, soon-to-be Lord Cook.” His fox-in-a-henhouse grin showed he’d been bursting to say it.

Holt’s heart thudded, Ash’s jaw dropped, Astralis’s presence perked – things had finally got interesting.

“Are you saying I’m almost ready?”

“Don’t you feel it?” Rake asked.

An oddly simple question, yet now he considered it, Holt found he could answer just as easily. “Yes.”

Somehow, he knew it to be true.

“What do you think, Eidolan?” he asked.

The old illusionist hummed, closed his eyes. A proficient touch passed over Holt’s soul, then his bond with Ash.

“Being cautious, I might say Holt has a smidgeon of growth to achieve.”

“Total tosh,” said Rake.

Eidolan grumbled. “I know what you’re thinking, but if he rushes this⁠—”

“Is he or is he not Exalted? No ifs, ands, or buts, please.”

“He’s an Exalted Champion.”

Holt’s heart banged again.

“I’d like to know what Eidolan is worried about,” said Ash.

Despite his mounting excitement, Holt said, “Me too.”

“Well,” Eidolan began cautiously, “if your soul isn’t strong enough, a Lord’s bond will crush you. I hardly need explain why that’s bad.”

“Rake explained that, but if I’m ready⁠—”

“You’re just ready and no more,” Eidolan said. “Were you in the Order⁠—”

“But he’s not in the Order,” Rake said. “Never has been, never will be. And if he wants a chance to join the battle⁠—”

“I’m only looking out for him. Rushing for the wrong reasons is more dangerous. I don’t want him ending up like—” But here, Eidolan cut off in a sharp growl and scuffed at the snow.

“Like me,” Rake finished for him.

“Rake—” Ash began, but Rake raised a hand.

“Eidolan’s fears are well-placed for most pairs, and you definitely don’t want to end up like me. But you aren’t most pairs, and this isn’t a normal incursion. If you manage it, then, as with other fundamental bond advancements, the human body is renewed in the process. You’ll keep your scars, Holt, but your leg will mend.”

Holt looked between Rake and Eidolan, excitement rising and falling as quick as his breath. “But I thought each insight had to come naturally?”

“Ready for another secret?” Rake asked. “Reaching Lord is something every pair must work on together. By its very nature, it can’t occur spontaneously.” He cast around as though looking for an audience and tutted when he found none. “In the Order, there would be a ritual of sorts, a cozy meeting with the Lords and Ladies of your type, maybe the Paragon if they were around, but we can still play out a bit of ceremony.”

Rake straightened theatrically. “Champions Holt and Ash, step forward.”

With a sidelong glance at Ash, Holt limped to stand before Rake.

“Normally, you would kneel, but under the circumstances…” Rake eyed Holt’s knee. “Lucky I’m so tall. Ash, you may bow.”

Ash dutifully lowered his neck to hang just above the snow. Holt remained on his one good leg, leaned on his crutch, and dropped his chin to his chest.

“Before this knowledge is imparted,” Rake said solemnly, “will you make a soul oath to never reveal this insight to another rider before they are ready?”

He and Ash, and even Astralis, swore to keep the secret. The knot that formed was not with Rake but with themselves. A weight settled onto Holt, linking him to every Lord and Lady ever to grace the Order, a responsibility he was more than willing to accept to keep others safe.

A tap of cold steel on Holt’s right shoulder, then his left.

“Having so sworn,” Rake went on, “I bid you rise.”

A rumble of deep pleasure emanated from Eidolan. “I never dreamed I’d bear witness to another Rite of Purpose – even a shoddy one. Congratulations, Holt and Ash.”

Yume trilled sweetly and flapped her wings.

Holt raised his head, and Ash lifted his neck from the ground.

“I suppose you’ll be wanting to know what to do?” Rake said. “Forming a Lord’s bond brings the human as close to a being of magic as is possible without a core. Holt’s body will be strengthened further, his long life extended, so you must decide what you will be doing with all that time together. What will your Lordly Purpose be? You’ll know when you’ve found it.”

“Thank you, Rake.”

“Thank you,” Ash echoed. “Is there any other guidance you can give?”

“I’m afraid there’s no formula for it – Aberanth would hate it. Each Lordly Purpose is as unique as the pair.”

Holt’s excitement waned, and he resigned himself to the likelihood of sitting the battle out after all.

Rake sighed wistfully. “I find I have little left to teach you. If you become Lords⁠—”

“When,” Ash said firmly.

Rake barked a laugh. “When you become Lords, you can still grow, but the fundamentals are over. It may then be my turn to learn from you.”

“If we manage to advance again.”

“Not when?” Rake asked.

“No one else has,” Holt said. There were rumors about Paragon Vald, but nothing firm. He winced through another round of grinding pain before continuing. “And we might not make it past full moon, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Speaking of which”—he fumbled one-handed at a pouch on his belt and passed it to Rake—“you should take these.”

Rake accepted the pouch. “I do like presents.” He gave the bag a shake, and the contents rattled.

“I call them Flash Shards. Each piece will burst light like my Flares about three seconds after you throw them. They aren’t as strong as a real Flare, mind you, but they’re useful in a pinch. You’ll make better use of them than I will,” he added, tapping his crutch.

“Gladly accepted. Now, unless anyone has something burning to add, I’d say that’s us done. We all have healing, Forging, or resting to do before the big night.”

Later, as night fell, Holt joined Ash in visiting the same isolation pen they’d entered on first arriving in Coedhen. Unlike then, the pen tonight held a sparse population – the last suspected blight carriers from the front lines.

While Ash worked, Holt sat on Ash’s back, bandanna down to Forge. Lunar motes rained silvery bright and energetic to Holt’s sixth sense, but he couldn’t remember meditation being so difficult, save the early nights when he’d struggled to learn from Brode. Each silver nugget hammered into the core wearied him as much as it strengthened Ash, and his wandering mind betrayed his focus.

He was unable to stop thinking about Rake’s last lesson.

He returned again and again to his father’s words, which he held in his heart, that had kept Thrall from dominating him at Windshear Hold.

He gave a nudge over their bond. Ash followed and was willing to try.

Our purpose is to help others.

Nothing, not even a spiritual twitch.

“Sounds too specific to humans,” Ash said. “We’ll help everyone and everything we can.”

A vivid bird of fire stretched its burning wings between them.

They tried again.

Our purpose is to help all those we can.

Not even a wriggle.

As though to punish him, Holt’s leg throbbed worse than ever. In hindsight, that hadn’t been the smartest place to start. He’d tried something along those lines the very first time Rake had explained spiritual insights to him, and nothing had happened then either. And when he’d clung to those words at Windshear, it had been to keep his mind his own.

Those were his words, in his heart. His forever, even if Ash were gone.

Whereas their purpose had to be shared.

The throng of patients thinned to the last bowman, whose case was so weak the scourge song seemed but a whisper. Ash cured him almost with a thought, and the man bobbed and bowed and hurried on his way.

“Sort of backward, isn’t it?” Holt said, a thought occurring to him. “Usually, the healing comes after a battle.”

A nervous tension shot through their bond, their thoughts turning again upon a purpose. Could it be so obvious?

Our purpose is to defeat the scourge.

Nothing.

Our purpose is to rid the world of the blight.

Ash growled. Holt huffed.

Our purpose is to advance beyond Lord!

Surely there was something there. If they hoped to destroy the Hive Mind, they’d need to go further than any pair had before. Holt would need a core to delve into the deep places of the earth.

And… nothing.

Holt slumped forward onto Ash’s neck.

“We’ll get there,” Ash assured him.

“I know.” Holt gave Ash a pat. “Just not tonight.”
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TWO HEARTS, TWO MINDS, TWO VOICES


The Valley of Death was true to its name. Even in the Searing Sands, there was some life, tufts of pale, reed-like grass or oases like islands in the sandy sea, but here there was naught. No vegetation. No circling birds. Nothing but burnt rock, white sand, and a watery yellow sun.

Osric remained on high alert with every plodding step of their camels. He’d spotted cave-like structures hewn out of the slopes with columned doorways into shadowed chambers. They were many and offered shelter to anyone – or anything – wishing to remain unseen. Decaying statues watched over these entrances and the ancient switchback roads winding up the mountainsides. The statues were weathered to the point of enigma. Some seemed human, others were not.

“Who made this?” he found himself asking.

Esfir bit her lip and shrugged.

He gave up trying to keep an eye on every opening. There were too many, and, for all he knew, there were connecting passages between them that could allow the Guardians to move unseen.

At midday, the heat became almost unbearable, even in winter, even given his adjustment to the desert. Small pieces of exposed skin prickled in the early stages of burning. During summer, he imagined this place deserved its name. Small wonder whoever had once lived here had fled north or south – anywhere but this death trap.

They made for one of the chambers at ground level. Nox crawled panting between the columns to flop down in the shade inside. Even the camels were relieved to find shelter. They, Nox and Esfir napped while Osric kept watch, feeling much happier with solid rock around him.

He took the hall to be an antechamber to some larger complex. Another worn doorway at the back led down into the pitch black. It was small – Osric would have needed to crouch to enter it – so he felt nothing too dangerous was about to ambush them from that direction.

The walls bore engravings, images, and symbols but nothing that looked like words to him. One engraving struck him as familiar, but he couldn’t place it. When Esfir woke, he pointed it out to her. She squinted for a while, then grew animated and pointed to the back of her hand.

“Father,” she said, and Osric realized the eye symbol on the wall bore a remarkable resemblance to the mark of the Guardians left on Chief Zahiran’s hand. Osric didn’t know what to make of it other than that they were clearly in the right place.

“I don’t sense any dragons here,” Nox said when she woke up.

“If they are underground or deep inside the mountains, we wouldn’t sense their cores.”

Nox seemed to think about this, then ruffled her wings and said, “They’d all have to be tiny like Aberanth.”

Osric nodded, though he didn’t think there were dragons around, no matter how much he would prefer it.

When the sun passed and the shadows of the peaks grew long over the valley floor, they started moving again. A warm scent lay thick in the air now, earthy like dried clay, and a whistling wind swept glistening sand across their path.

Osric thought he saw a red flash out of the corner of his eye, but nothing was there. A prickle ran up his spine, and he drew Vengeance to be safe.

Mounted on her camel, Esfir turned, seemed about to say something, then went still. Her camel froze. Beneath Osric, Belle also went stiff in mid-stride.

“Nox, hide!”

“Why?” her voice reached him as though from far away. “What’s wrong?”

She’d been walking between the camels within the mountain’s shadow, but now she too had frozen.

Padding steps sounded from behind.

Blood thumping, Osric slid off Belle, hit the valley floor, and whirled to face the foe. He tried to pull magic from Nox’s core, but their bond seemed clogged, the magic crawling like treacle, and only dregs of power made it into his body. An icy feeling washed through him. Not the monster this time, but of certain defeat. Even if he’d had magic, he’d be dead.

There were six of the creatures, and more were moving higher up on the slopes. At first, he took them for lions with russet coats. But no, their heads were wrong. Square cut as though hewn from rock and caught between lion and man, the way Rake was caught between dragon and human. Half of them had goatees ending in curled knots of blue hair, the same color as their manes. He took these ones for the males, whereas the females had lither bodies and golden manes.

“Shedu,” he snarled. They didn’t look exactly like the Ahari depictions, but they were close enough.

One of the females prowled closer, swishing her tail. “That is not our name.” Her voice sounded more than regal – the fount of all majesty in the world – and laced with sultry undertones as if savoring her kill.

Two cubs came gamboling out from up behind her, with eyes as frightening and beguiling as the adults. Oval-shaped with black pupils surrounded by two concentric rings. The middle rings were all an iridescent blue, but the outer rings varied between them; some were gold, some bronze, some pale green, and all shimmered like jewels. It took all Osric’s strength to wrench his gaze free and check on Nox and Esfir.

“What have you done to them?” he demanded.

“Your companions are unharmed,” the prowling female said. “We’ve only altered your perceptions.”

His dragon bond shivered.

“If you harm one hair or scale on them, I’ll⁠—”

“We know what you’d choose to do. You’d choose to tear us apart, but you cannot, Osric. Not alone.”

The two cubs scampered out from behind the female. Even in their strange eyes, Osric thought he recognized hunger, but the moment their shining eyes locked onto Nox, they started whining and backed off.

“Osric,” Nox said, still sounding far away, “you’re scaring me. What’s happening?”

“Can’t you see them?”

“See what?”

The two cubs were speeding away now, heading for the safety of a male with a hard, noble countenance.

The female smirked. “The little ones have never seen a dragon. All they know are the warnings we’ve given them.”

“Nox won’t hurt them.” All the same, Osric took a step between his dragon and the older female as she continued creeping closer.

“We know.” She seemed to be enjoying this.

“Are you the Guardians of the Rashai?”

“They call us that, though it is not our name.”

“What are you, then?”

“We are sphinx.”

“Very well, sphinx.” He nodded toward Esfir. “A member of the Rashai has come to take your trial.”

“We know.”

Closer and closer she crept.

Is she… purring?

“She wishes to spare her people from a war they cannot win. She wishes the Rashai to pass through these mountains into safe lands.”

“Hmm,” the sphinx said, sounding bored. “Another already came for this.”

“It’s important. If you care for these people at all, you’ll⁠—”

“What do you seek, Osric?”

That stopped him mid-breath. He gulped. “I seek the same thing.”

“Yes, but not for the same reasons.”

His grip on his axe felt numb.

“Let Esfir take the trial.” He watched expectantly for Esfir to unfreeze, but nothing happened. Instead, a throbbing formed behind his eyes. “Get on with it, sphinx.”

“We have chosen you instead.”

Every word pained him now. “I’m not of the tribes.”

“Your mind will provide a greater bounty.”

He thought of Thrall breaking minds to feast upon the mystic energy within.

“Oh, it’s nothing like that.” She sashayed around him, placing each paw with exaggerated delicacy.

Osric looked at Nox, at Esfir. Do the job.

“What would you have me do?”

“What would you like to do?”

“It’s your trial, damn you. You tell me.”

The sphinx tittered. “We want you to choose. What would you have your trial be?”

“Combat.”

Never taking her eyes from him, the sphinx padded to a halt. Her long tail, topped with the same golden hair as her mane, curled around her legs. She seemed to be drinking him in, as though he were the finest thing in all the world.

“You would choose to fight us?”

Osric glanced from side to side, but the creatures were far too many. He lowered Vengeance and, fearing the direction things were heading in, asked through gritted teeth, “What is it to be, then? Riddles?”

“Riddles?” hissed the sphinx. “Puzzles. Twisting words. Would you choose that?”

“No.”

“Then why ask?”

“It’s what the Aharis believe you do.”

“They believe it of the shedu. We are sphinx.”

“Fine. No riddles, then.”

“Oh no,” the sphinx purred. “A riddle might be just the thing to warm your mind. Tell me, what has two hearts, two minds, two voices, and yet is one?”

Osric cursed his careless tongue. Nox’s life and Esfir’s depended on him answering. A faint echoing beat of Nox only spurred his worry. He thought and he thought, hard enough that his head pounded worse than ever. Battle was preferable to this. Battles could go many ways, and you could always surprise the foe, break through where they least expected it, and snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. With a riddle, there was only one answer.

A thump reached him from Nox. It felt like her heart.

Two hearts, he realized. Two minds. Two voices.

“A dragon rider,” he said.

The sphinx smiled. It was unnerving. Dragons did not smile. No animal smiled quite like a person, but the sphinx did. Her teeth were perfect rows of pale limestone.

“Very good,” she said without a hint of mockery.

“Give me another task. Anything else.”

All around the valley, the sphinxes tittered.

The regal female gave Osric a pitying look. “Hush, Osric. He of no name and no role. We are ready to begin.”

The world began to spin. Mountains melted into a flat white nothingness, and even the sky turned white. Nox, Esfir, and their camels vanished as well. Only the sphinx remained with him, still smiling.

“Nox!” Osric cried, but she had never felt further from him. He scrambled to feel their bond, but he could not grasp it. His very being seemed to be flattening, turning stark and empty like the world had.

“I must say,” said the sphinx, “we haven’t been this fascinated in centuries.”
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THE TRIALS


When the world reformed, Osric knew where he was. Windshear Hold. The hatchlings’ crates were just as they had been, and a howling wind assailed the heights of the mystic tower. Impossibly, his right hand had returned. In it, he held the second axe he’d forged with Thrall’s magic and blood; he’d named it Spite.

Smoke reached his nose. Outside, night reigned, but coils of orange and red flames licked up from the inner courtyard. The hatchlings squealed, tails scraping off their crates as they turned hither and thither.

This is the night Holt came to save Rake, he realized. And if this is the highest nest⁠—

He searched the crates, found the golden dragon missing, then rushed over to the shadowy corner of the room. A pair of purple eyes blinked out of the blackness. So small. Hard to believe she’d ever been this small.

“Nox,” he said, though she didn’t seem to hear him. Of course not. She didn’t know her name then, while he’d still carried his false one of Agravain.

Dragons roared. Feet pounded on the spiral stairwell without.

“They’re coming for the hatchlings.” The sphinx spoke telepathically, but he felt the words like breath on the back of his neck.

Osric spun, and there she was, out of reach and sitting in repose as though this were a form of meditation for her.

Sure enough, the hatchery door burst open, and in came the Wyrm Cloaks with halberds and crossbows. Thrall had ordered the hatchlings to be killed when he’d fled with his favored five.

“What do you choose?” the sphinx asked.

Osric bellowed and charged. With Vengeance and Spite, he made short work of the Wyrm Cloaks. More came. Three swollen brutes, engorged with dragon blood and drunk on battle lust.

They were harder to kill.

When the third fell dead, Osric staggered against the wall. He steadied himself with a hand, but his fingers were slick with blood. They slipped, then he did too, cracking his head against the stone on his way down.

Pain. Everywhere. Sprawled on the ground, his leg twitching, he noticed his side had been gouged in the fight. Hot blood soaked his clothes.

The sphinx padded closer. “It hurts, but does it even compare to the pain since this night?”

It isn’t real, he told himself. This isn’t how things happened.

His vision swam. Desperate, he searched for Nox, but this time could not find her.

“You know what happens next,” said the sphinx. “Holt Cook will come up those stairs with Rake right behind him. You could cut your bond to Thrall again, or you could choose to obey until the end. You’ll fight, you’ll die, but it will be clean. A good end.”

Osric found himself back on his feet, his body healed, however the thorns of Thrall’s bond had returned, piercing his soul like fangs.

“This isn’t real.”

“We can make it real.”

“You cannot change the past.”

“Your life is only how you perceive it. We can make it however you choose.”

Osric looked at his right hand. He’d forgotten how dark the ink of the Gunvaldr’s horns had stained his skin. Cutting it free had seemed easy in his memory, harder now he considered it again.

A part of him was weary. It would be comforting to bring things to a close.

Somewhere inside him, deeper than Thrall’s thorns, a faint voice chirruped.

Osric met the ancient sphinx in her unnerving, expectant eyes and cut off his right hand with Vengeance. Screaming, he fell to his knees, and the hatchery began to spin. All blurred, save the sphinx.

“We thought you would.”

When the world reformed as the desert, Osric thought he’d been returned to reality. Yet it wasn’t the Valley of Death. He stood atop a dune while the sun bled in the west.

Esfir held his hand. So much was said and yet unsaid in the look they shared. When she let go and walked away, every fiber of his being yearned to follow. But he had a battle to fight. His men needed him.

She faded to a ghostly nothing as she walked, though her footprints continued stretching off across the sand. Night turned to day, which turned to night. Still he stood, watching the crest of the distant dunes.

Watching.

Waiting.

His mind emptied.

There was only the sun, the sand, and the ache.

The sphinx sat on her haunches beside him. Osric kept his gaze ahead. The moment he looked away, the moment he gave up, would make it final.

“What do you choose?”

“My men⁠—”

“The battle is over. The Sunstriders came to help drive the Sages off.”

“But she wasn’t with them.”

“Would you expect her to come to a battle?”

He gulped. “No.”

“Well, then, why not go after her?”

“I’m afraid it was all a lie.”

And I know I don’t deserve it.

“If it was a lie, why would her tribe have helped you?”

“We saved her life, and Zahiran is a man of honor.”

“Do Rashai hold to the same honor as Feorlens?” The sphinx’s tone was rhetorical. “Go to her. You may find the outcome sweeter than you fear. Turn off the dark path you walked. You’d never meet Thrall. You’d never kill your brother.”

The sands shifted underfoot. Osric remained in place while the world moved, bringing a campsite of dark tents arrayed as a sunburst to him. When the world halted, the open fold of a Rashai tent swayed in the breeze before him.

“Come,” the sphinx said. She entered the tent, and Osric followed.

Inside, Esfir sat on a white cushion beside a young girl drinking tea. They beamed at him, and the girl came running.

“Father!”

Some instinct made Osric kneel and open his arms. Both arms with both hands. His daughter leaped into his embrace, her laugh like music. She looked so much like her mother. Osric saw nothing of himself in her.

That’s for the best.

“So beautiful,” the sphinx said, even as his daughter tugged on his arm, desiring him to join Esfir on the cushions. He accepted a warm brass cup. The tea was rich, deep, and delicious, the dates sticky and sweet. For once, he felt as though he could sing the praises of their taste poetically as a nobleman ought, and he did.

The three of them spoke of everything and nothing. They teased him over his shoddy Rashai, thanked him for keeping them safe. When night fell, his daughter curled up in his lap, and he stroked her black hair. Esfir snuggled in, and together they enjoyed the quiet as their child fell asleep in their arms.

When the tears fell from his eyes, they ran hot down his cheeks.

They were real.

This was real.

He was happy here.

A loud purring interrupted his bliss. The sphinx lay across three plump cushions. Osric blinked. Shook his head. When had a sphinx entered the camp? Why had no one seen it or raised the alarm?

“What do you choose?”

Time worked in arcane ways. Osric felt it unraveling. He’d been here forever and yet had only just arrived.

“I choose⁠—”

Something deep in his chest pulsed. He knew what it was, didn’t he, or he had once known. Whatever the pulse was, it made him pause.

Strange thoughts flitted through him as though from another life. Maybe he wouldn’t kill Godric, but the desire would remain, and he’d never admit it. He’d lie to himself and claim he was the victim, never the monster. Unasked questions to his mother would go unanswered. Those wounds would remain open in his soul. Esfir’s love, his daughter’s laughter – these would be powerful medicines but never a cure.

Only by turning away could he learn.

When he spoke, he sounded like a broken man. “I choose the truth.”

The tent, the tea, his wife and child dissolved to white.

His tears remained, though, as did the sphinx.

“We hoped you would.”

When the world reformed as the throne room of the palace of Sidastra, Osric lost all knowledge of Esfir, of his Gray Cloaks, of Thrall, of everything.

Osric Agravain sat upon his throne, the crown snug upon his brow. Petitioners awaited his judgment, and he dispensed justice and reward bluntly but honestly. All thought him fair, even wise.

Yet he could not shake the feeling that something was missing. Probably just weariness from the long day, he decided.

At length, he rose and descended the carpeted steps. His queen met him with her hand outstretched. Felice looked ravishing in a gown of woodland green; it spoke of life and health, all things Feorlen had aplenty.

Why, then, was there a hollowness inside him?

Beyond the open palace doors, a cheering crowd turned almost deafening. Arm in arm with Felice, he went to greet them. Halfway across the hall, a strapping man in plate intercepted them. His brother, Godric – bastard-born but with a noble heart. Osric embraced his half-brother as only warriors who have bled together can.

“Come with me,” Osric said.

“Out there?” Godric waved the notion down. “They are your people.”

Osric clapped a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Our people.”

Felice beamed, and Godric nodded.

Osric led them outside. Flowers landed at their feet. Their people sure knew how to make a noise, although they were an oddly faceless, blurry mass. And then the cheering faded until it sounded far, far away.

“This could all be yours.”

Something twigged in his mind. Osric knew that voice.

“You need only choose it.”

A russet lion with a golden mane prowled before him. Where had it come from? Why was no one else reacting to it? Sphinx, he dimly recalled. Another presence tugged inside his chest, but the sphinx’s shimmering eyes took hold of him.

“You and your brother simply switch places.” The sphinx spoke as though it were the simplest thing in the world. “Everything would be perfect.”

“Perfect?” The word left him as a breath.

Godric and Felice were still waving, though their skin had a waxy, unnatural quality to it now.

“You’d never suffer,” purred the sphinx. “And no one would suffer because of you. It would be all you’d ever dreamed.”

Osric nodded. It would be.

“Would I remember all the… bad?” In truth, he was already struggling to recall it. He just wished he remembered that thing he knew he missed.

“None of it, and all you need to do is choose. It’s the easiest thing in the world.”

The tugging inside his chest turned fierce now. Insistent. A dragon appeared – on the smaller side, he thought, with sleek, oily black scales – and rounded on the sphinx, tail thumping, teeth gnashing.

The sphinx hissed. “This isn’t possible.”

“Get away.”

He assumed it was the dragon speaking. She sounded frightened but quivering with anger, and she took a swipe at the sphinx, who bounded back away from her. The dragon snarled, then huffed an oddly thick-looking smoke and turned to face him with huge purple eyes.

“Osric?”

He blinked. He knew that voice. He knew that voice.

“Nox?” A fresh tear ran down his cheek as his life came crashing back. “Nox, what’s happeni⁠—”

“These weird stone cats are messing with your head. Don’t let them!”

The sphinx dashed around, putting Osric between her and Nox. “She wants to take you back to the pain, but we’re offering you bliss.”

“Quiet, you!” Nox said, more resolute and determined than Osric had ever seen her, and she turned that determination upon him. “I know it’s been hard for you, but it’s not just your life. I get a say too, and I’m not letting you go.”

Osric gulped. Already the temptation ebbed away like a gentle tide. He did not deserve her. She knows it all, and she took me anyway. Esfir wouldn’t, couldn’t, not if she knew.

Who could?

No one.

Save for Nox.

The sphinx edged closer, her smile a creeping thing.

Osric found the words. “You’re wrong, sphinx.”

That wiped the smile from the sphinx’s face. “Pardon? I must have misheard you.”

“This wouldn’t be perfect. A piece of me would be missing. It could never be replaced.” His voice grew stronger. “I choose my life, as hard as it has been.”

Nox roared with delight as, for a third time, the world dissolved to white.

This time, it seemed to take the sphinx a long time to speak.

“We did not think that you could.”
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THE HARD ROAD


Osric swayed as the Valley of Death spun back into existence. Esfir and her camel, Nox, and Belle all returned, but so did the score of sphinxes encircling them, with yet more upon the slopes.

But it was Nox who held his attention.

She scampered and bowled into him, knocking the wind from his chest.

“You don’t need to say anything,” she told him.

Osric shuddered and held her tight while their bond burned hotter than the desert sun.

When at last they parted, Osric became aware of how agitated the sphinxes were. Many arched their backs and puffed their manes, while the older female who had tormented him carefully edged away. Only the two cubs seemed pleased by the events. They hopped onto a warm slab of rock, curled up together, and yawned with languid, satisfied looks about them.

Osric took the chance to check on the others. Belle gave him a weary look as he patted her, apparently unconcerned by the presence of the sphinxes. Osric began to wonder whether anything would faze her. Esfir’s camel, by comparison, seemed unsettled, but Esfir herself remained slouched, her eyes open but lost in some waking dream.

Worried she would fall from her camel, Osric pulled Esfir down. One hand made the task awkward, but a rider’s strength saw him through it, and after laying her on the ground, Nox shaded her face with a wing.

“Do you see them now?” Osric asked Nox.

Nox gave a gargled squeak, which he took for an affirmative.

“Did you… pass the test?”

“I think so, although I get the feeling I wasn’t supposed to.”

A hush fell over the sphinxes, and he felt the weight of their glaring peacock eyes. “Did you give Amir a fair chance?” he called to them. “Or did you intend for him to fail as well?”

The sphinxes went still as stone. With their square-cut features, they fitted right in with the ancient statues of the valley. At length, one of them roared: the sound of a lion woven with breaking rock. The largest and sternest male padded down from the slopes, his blue goatee swinging in a heavy bob. He joined the female who had put Osric through his trial and sat on his haunches beside her, like a king beside his queen.

“You are right, human,” he said, equally as regal. “You were not meant to succeed… yet somehow you did.”

Osric gritted his teeth. “I’ve been the plaything of a mystic before.”

“We know,” said the queen.

Osric’s insides turned cold. “We’ve traveled far with the hopes of many people at our backs. I won’t have it be for nothing – I demand an explanation.”

The king pondered, then dipped his head. “Ask us what you will.”

Caught off guard, Osric’s retort died in his throat.

What to ask first?

“What did you do to Amir?”

The king answered. “Those who fail the trial are put to sleep and taken back to their tribe unharmed. Amir of the Dune Drivers suffered unintended complications. He fought so hard during his final test that the strain damaged his very being. We are pleased to learn he yet lives.”

Fresh anger buffeted Osric, though this time, it was spilling over from Nox. Black tendrils trailed from her mouth, shadows billowing like smoke.

“You risked Osric’s life,” she said. “What happened to Amir could have happened to him!”

“What you sought was too great.” The king sounded tired now, worn like the ancient stone around them. “We did not want to give hope to this notion of moving the Rashai through these valleys.”

“If you care for—” But Osric cut the thought there. ‘Care’ was too strong a word. Instead, he growled a simple but insistent, “Why?”

“Once, long ago, dragons hunted us like thoughtless beasts, drawn by our magic. Our ancestors sought shelter with the humans of these lands in their mountain holds. We benefitted from their minds, and they from our insight.”

Osric felt foolish for not realizing it before. Those so-called trials had forced him to think deeply and desperately. A feast of mystic motes had doubtless spilled from his mind. The two sleeping cubs might even now be digesting the meal he’d given them.

“So, in exchange, you give people, what, knowledge?”

The queen answered him this time. “The Rashai who come with their hands cupped do so because something troubles them. They wish for guidance on what they should do, but often, humans know their options. They just do not wish to choose. The trials can bring them clarity.”

“And if they pass but have a greater problem?”

“We are willing to offer our insight, but humans are not always willing to listen. Some turn angry when our guidance is not to their liking. This we learned to our cost in the old days.”

They were right to fear. Rooz of the Sirocco Sages passed through his mind like a scrape of steel. Osric gave a bitter, breathy laugh. Some things never changed.

“Better,” the king intoned, “that we remain apart.”

“But you still need the Rashai to come from time to time and give you fresh motes.” He grunted and considered the sphinxes must not understand the true danger of the situation. “You must know the Rashai are on the cusp of war with the Aharis. You have to⁠—”

“Men will do as men will do,” said the queen.

“They have warred before,” said the king. “Against each other as against their distant kin. It is not for us to grab them by the nape of their necks and carry them like cubs.”

Nox gave a shrill chirrup. “But many thousands will die.”

The male frowned. For the first time, his bearing turned grave. “Such pleas do not move us, dragon.”

“Our minds rule us, not our hearts,” said the queen.

“Why not let the Rashai pass through to safety?”

Both the male and the female flicked their tails, and Osric’s heart sank.

“We have protected the Rashai from wandering to their deaths for centuries,” said the king.

“This winter will allow it,” Osric said. “The rains have been heavy. Their waterskins and camels are full.”

“Their skins,” the queen said, “and camels will empty before they find the right path.”

Osric’s patience ran out. “I passed your trials, so I’ve earned an insight. I claim the knowledge of how to traverse these mountains.”

The king raised his head imperiously. “If the Rashai choose to come this way, we shall not stop them this time, but they must do so alone. To guide them would mean revealing ourselves to too many. We can alter a mind or two at once but not hundreds, not thousands.”

“You can return in triumph, Osric,” said the queen. “That may sway some minds. Let it be their choice.”

Both sphinxes rose from their haunches, stretched, turned, and began to walk away.

At once, Osric felt their collective power at work. A white mist clouded the edge of his vision, and knowledge of the sphinxes started slipping like the sand through his fingers – they’d make him forget. He’d passed the trial; he knew that much. The Rashai could make the journey south.

But they won’t, he knew. He’d failed to convince them. Their hearts were set on war, and Osric alone couldn’t change them.

“There’s no sense in turning aside,” he called.

The mist dispersed, and the sphinxes returned. The king peered haughtily down from a jut of rock while the queen approached slyly again.

“Why is that?”

“This conflict won’t be like any other.”

He told them as bluntly as he’d told the chiefs. The Rashai would do well at first, then lose – and lose badly. He spoke of the superiority of Ahari horses, of their logistics, of the greater reach of their spears, of how the chaos in the world had put the Shah on edge, and of how Alborz would respond brutally to another threat. He did not embellish. He painted no picture other than with one last bleak stroke.

“Amir wouldn’t have known this,” Osric said. “I do. Read it in my mind if you can. You’ll find it’s the truth. And if the Rashai are crushed, if this is the beginning of their end, then who will come to you after they’re gone? I understand the risks of revealing yourselves. It’s the harder road, yes, but the right one.”

He looked around for signs of the other sphinxes, but none were there, not even the king. Only the queen remained. She prowled around him and Nox, looping many times, until at last she said, “We have an alternative.”

She slinked past and made for Esfir, who was still sitting in a strange frozen crouch on the ground. Osric tensed. He reached for Vengeance but stopped shy of grabbing the handle.

“Never mind all this effort and fuss.” The sphinx tittered and brushed her golden tail across Esfir’s face. “All of this has been for her. You don’t really care for the Rashai. We can tell you how she truly felt, and then you can be on your way.”

Something heavy dropped from Osric’s throat to his toes.

“Leave the woes of the desert behind. It’s none of your business.” Her peacock eyes swirled, the metallic outer rings shrinking and expanding at mesmerizing speed. “And you’d still be with Nox – wouldn’t that be perfect?”

The thudding of his heart jarred his very soul. For the first time, he became fully aware of the fault lines in it, the cracks which, if forced, would tear him apart. There was truth in what she said. All this was for his soul, for himself. Asking Esfir would be the hardest thing he’d ever done.

Nox arrived by his side and smacked him with one wing. “I know you, Osric. You don’t want the easy road.”

He smirked. She was right, of course. She knew him better than these wretched creatures could with all their powers.

“What do you choose?” asked the queen.

This time, he answered easily.

“The hard road.”

The sphinx smiled. And this time, her smile was warm and broad.

“Ah,” the queen purred. “We hoped that you would.”

She sat on her haunches and raised one of her blocky paws as if to shake his hand. Instinct made Osric drop to one knee and raise his left hand to meet it. When they touched, the eye of the sphinx burned black onto the back of his hand.

White mist floated in, and the world twisted and spun.
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DEATH OF THE ORDER


The skies were charcoal over the Stretched Sea, the waters roiling black far below the circling Storm Flight. As Vald and Raiden’ra flew toward them, the flight scattered in gray blurs like a crumbling wall to reveal their Elder and Wardens.

Vald sent courage to his dragon, and Raiden’ra did the same in return.

They could do this if they remained strong – and they were strong.

The Elder seemed to drink Vald and Raiden’ra in, starlight eyes narrowed to silver slits, spiritual presence wafting clumsily their way before whipping back like a hand brought too close to the fire. When the Elder crested forth again to take measure of their bond and cores, it was with a defter touch.

“Elder,” Raiden’ra declared, “we have come to deliver you the Order as we promised.”

There was a long moment in which the gathering storm seemed to fall still. The Warden of Tempest’s scales were ever-shifting, but even he could not conceal his shock, nor the Warden of Rain her fleeting hope. The Warden of Thunder, black-scaled and sharing the Elder’s silver eyes, was unreadable, much like Storm himself. Yet the soul oath they’d sworn weighed upon and between them, and so the gathering storm returned howling and crackling, and the Elder said,

“You are relentless, Paragons. But for the slaughter of my Warden of Lightning, for the dragons killed by their blades and claws, there must be retribution.”

All as expected. Now came the delicate part.

“Your ire is justified, Elder,” said Vald in his mind, knowing Storm would be listening, “but a confrontation will mean the loss of both dragons and power when we should all be turning north against Sovereign.”

“My rider has learned to harness the true potential of his advancement,” said Raiden’ra. “Lord Dowid must take heed of that. It is the way of the Order that strength should lead, as we have sworn to you.”

The Elder uttered no sound himself, but the thunder of the storm rolled on and on and on.

“You and your Order shall have your last chance or else be sent to the bottom of the sea.”

Vald inclined his head. “They shall kneel, Elder. Our revered sister will make sure of that.”
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“Lower the dome,” Dowid ordered, striding to join Visaeyra awaiting him beneath the bronze-plated roof. Gears cranked, and the dome twisted down and apart, letting in the roaring wind and torrential rain.

Exhausted as they were, Visaeyra’s aura no longer warmed the rain as widely. Droplets hissed within two strides of her but no farther. As the world opened above them, Dowid turned his focus from the physical to the magical.

She was out there, just as the scouts said, on the very island of Squall Rock. The nerve. The arrogance. Just her, without her Elder, without the Ice Flight.

Well, they’d driven her off before.

“Summon the Lords and Ladies for battle,” he called over the parting dome, its gears screeching and crunching from the hasty repairs made after Neveh had blasted her way free. Lesser riders and attendants scurried off, messages needing to travel by mouth and foot inside Squall Rock.

Out of habit, Dowid tightened the straps of his vambraces and pulled his baldric tighter.

‘…I’ve come to rely on you…’

Lord Adaskar’s words still filled him like a second oath.

‘…Do you understand what I’m telling you…’

The dome’s segments shuddered into their grooves, and Visaeyra began to growl.

“Nilak says they wish to talk.”

Dowid heaved a derisive snort, causing a buckle on the side of his brigandine to pop off. He huffed. His armor was ragged from battle, but with limited resources, he’d not repaired it. Fuel for their fires had dwindled so low that fire riders huddled around one low brazier, competing against each other for sparse motes. Everything was running low within the Rock, not least of which morale, and Dowid hadn’t the faintest notion of how to raise it.

Visaeyra’s growling cut off in a rumble of surprise. “He says Paragon Eso is with them.”

“Confirm it.”

Visaeyra snarled, strands of smoke billowing between her teeth to join the wisps of steam. “He is there… He says they have come to help against the Storm Flight.”

Dowid could hardly believe it. He’d assumed Eso had perished in the wake of the Day of Fire. Paragon Adaskar had trusted Paragon Eso above all. Could he really have turned against Adaskar’s legacy, against the Order, against the Oath?

“He says everything Neveh told us is true.”

‘…I’ve come to rely on you…’

“He might be under duress,” Visaeyra said.

“Might be,” Dowid concurred.

‘…only so long righteous pride can deafen you against challenge…’

A couple of Fire Lords and one Mystic Lady had arrived beneath the dome, each grim-faced and hollow-eyed and looking to Dowid, even though he lacked the answers. How had Lord Adaskar managed this for so long?

“We should attack,” Visaeyra said, “with all force – drive the traitors off!”

‘…When your time comes, don’t repeat my mistakes…’

“We shall hear them out.”

The words left Dowid’s lips, and so he would abide by them. He mounted Visaeyra and took off through the dome, heading out of the drum tower and into the battering weather. They waited for the last Lords and Ladies of the Order to assemble with them, some emerging from the dome, others flying out of secondary tunnels that led deep into the nests of the Rock.

Once assembled, they made the short flight to the end of Squall Rock’s island peninsula, curving away like a tail. Working together, the riders pushed the storm back, creating a pocket of bearable weather in which their words would not be drowned out by the wind and crashing sea.

Neveh and Nilak were there, their strength as battered as Dowid and Visaeyra’s. And there stood Paragon Eso, a hero, a martyr, and still upright, even if he leaned on his staff.

“Speak, then,” Dowid demanded. And Neveh and Eso spoke, and Dowid listened, and with every word, with every complexity, he bristled more until they mentioned his name and he could stand it no longer. “No!”

Damned vambrace felt loose again, and he tightened it so hard it hurt.

“No,” he repeated, “Vald killed Paragon Adaskar, his own followers confessed as much.” He’d sorely wanted to try those storm riders who had come slinking back to the Rock in Vald’s place, those oath-breakers, those chaos-bringers, only now he found it hard to remember why he hadn’t.

“He’s ascended,” Neveh said. “Our only hope of success is with his help.”

Dowid frowned, shook his head. “Lord Adaskar assured us it was impossible.”

‘…don’t repeat my mistakes…’

“He’s a traitor! He broke the Order!”

Neveh answered remarkably calmly. “We each played our role in that.”

He sensed accusation in her words: ‘You as well, you left him behind.’

“He ordered me to go,” Dowid said through gritted teeth, spittle frothing. It was his one great regret. He should have taken Adaskar and Eso away, brought them to the Rock.

He told me to speak up even against his will. I should have done so then.

Neveh looked confused, but it was Eso who spoke up. “Rostam wished for the Order to heal. We have one last chance for that, Lord Dowid. If you mean to honor his memory, then work with us.”

Dowid felt the flame inside him flicker, but Visaeyra’s still burned fiercely. “The Storm Elder has come with his entire flight… What hope is there?”

The admission sent a shiver through the riders.

“Would you rather die?” Neveh asked, again so calm, so unlike her.

“Death comes for us all,” Visaeyra said, working up to a great roar. “Better to meet it with honor!”

‘Speak up,’ Adaskar had said. ‘Don’t repeat my mistakes.’

Dowid found his hand at his dragon’s breast, her heart burning beneath the scales and muscle, and she sagged, almost as though she’d been waiting for his touch. The tremor of tension throughout the riders broke with palpable relief.

“What do you intend?” Dowid asked.
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So far, so good, Neveh thought as the two sides gathered upon some common jut of rock on the Stretched Sea, its palm trees uprooted by the high winds.

She and Nilak stepped in with Dowid and a few trusted Lords and Ladies in tow. The riders hovered miles back to their rear, the Storm Flight equally far off to the west. Down came the Elder of Storm, his seamless body reflective even under the impenetrable clouds, with three Wardens and Vald and Raiden’ra close behind.

Neveh drew a breath, steeled her nerves. It was on her to spring the trap, Vald’s trap, which rankled, but it was the best they had. It was just like him to suggest a direct confrontation, much like their tortured logic in facing down Adaskar and Azarin. She’d heard it all on their journey south, regaled him with her own follies and failures in return.

Only she could not get Vald’s reasoning out of her head. Had he and Raiden’ra truly expected Eso, Kalanta, and her to do nothing while he strode over Adaskar’s corpse to the head of the Order? Neveh would have resisted, she was sure, yes, quite sure, but Nilak? Of that she was less certain.

She chanced a glance at Vald’s new power again, and doubt returned. Wynedd had died, and Kalanta had vanished, and it was so easy to contemplate what-ifs and might-haves with the benefit of time. Far harder to make the right call in the moment, as she knew only too well.

And after this day? Well, they would have to survive it first.

The Elder, his Wardens, and his Paragons came to hover in the air.

Nilak loosed a long, cold breath beside her. “Stick to the plan.”

Stick to the plan. Easier when it was your own. Easier when it didn’t threaten the end of everything.

“Revered Elder of Storm,” she called, “the riders of Falcaer are ready to hear your demands.”

Storm gestured with his snout, the barest, dismissive sort of flick, and Raiden’ra flew out between both parties with Vald upon his back. They made a good show, pushing out spiritual pressure to make even Neveh wobble and cause the air to spark and hiss around the Lords and Ladies.

“The last boundary has been shattered,” Vald called, voice booming from cycled magic. “Storm has done this, and as the first Dragon Soul, I take my rightful place as leader of our Order. Raw strength is needed now against the challenges ahead: the corrupt mystic who has shackled the scourge and the Elder of Ice who has allied herself to him. And as our might gives us natural authority, so we pledge ourselves to the revered Elder of Storms, greatest power in all the world. Under his wings this chaos shall end, and we will have peace.”

Raiden’ra turned and flew behind the Storm Wardens as a gesture, hovering a little closer to the twitchy one clearly itching for battle. The Elder roared, a rich, satisfied sound, before landing on the island and approaching with slamming steps to receive their fealty.

Nilak braced, and it was all Neveh could do not to start cycling already. She glanced over her shoulder, checking on Dowid. His barrel chest rose and fell just as heavily as Nilak’s, and his fingers fussed at his vambrace. Neveh caught him in his fiery orange eyes, gave the slightest shake of her head. Not now, Neveh urged with her eyes. Not yet.

But when?

And should we?

She cursed herself. They had a plan, damn her, she should stick to it.

Not much of a plan, though, she thought as the Elder of Storms came to a booming halt, head high, appraising his new subjects imperiously.

“You have drawn the blood of my flight,” Storm said. “But heed your superior, never defy me again, and these transgressions will be forgotten.”

The strain from Nilak grew terrible; he was ready, but Neveh was not.

“Is this how the cycle ends?” she asked her dragon. “Here on this spit of rock, the Order will destroy itse⁠—”

“What else can we⁠—”

“Keep our honor,” Neveh went on, “but abandon the world?”

Nilak rumbled strongly enough to cause vibrations in the air. Neveh warily considered his diminished core, then she took in the Elder’s and found the whole thing mad. Trap or no, victory or no, this would be a bloodbath from which the Order could never recover.

“Neveh,” Raiden’ra growled privately to her. “Do it.”

“Neveh?” Eso said softly to her left. He would die in the first moments. He was willing. And it hurt too much.

Nilak gave her a thump across their bond. He knew she wavered. “I’ll be with you, no matter what.”

How could she know what was right in the moment? Not by fighting against every fiber screaming in her body. Not by following along with this insanity just because everyone else agreed to it.

Neveh drew her sword and drove it into the mud as she fell to one knee.
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“Under his wings this chaos shall end,” Vald boomed, “and we will have peace.”

Dowid gulped air, heart pounding. At least that wouldn’t seem suspicious to the Elder, for how else should he feel in forfeit? How else within that presence?

‘…all these unintended consequences…” Adaskar had told him, ‘…this is what I fought against…’

Could the Storm Paragons do what they claimed? Strike at the Wardens, run interference, and deflect the Elder’s powers, even if they couldn’t harm him directly?

The Elder approached, each foot falling with world-crushing weight. Seemed there was no turning back now.

“For Adaskar,” he said privately to Visaeyra.

“For Azarin.”

Something in Dowid eased, made his next breath easier. He made a poor replacement for their lost Paragon, and with each great step the Elder took, the burdens of the past months sloughed from Dowid like dead skin.

He tightened his left vambrace – infernal thing just wouldn’t sit right. Then he noticed Neveh glancing at him with those stark white eyes. ‘Not now’, that shake and that glare commanded him. Dowid looked to Eso for confirmation, but the Mystic Paragon’s focus was all ahead, braced for doom. There was nothing to be done about him. In the opening torrent of magic, Eso would be torn apart, but his steadfastness now, keeping the Elder none the wiser, would be remembered.

If anyone survived it.

‘…speak up… don’t repeat my mistakes…’

His brow creased. So many deaths, and now he brooded… for what? A brave but futile struggle, no less in vain than the willful rebellion of Agravain and her clutch of rogues. Would Adaskar have wanted that? He’d fought at Falcaer, but it had been for Eso’s sake. He’d evacuated Falcaer, intended to go on, to live.

‘…I did not cause these things, but I bear some responsibility for them…’

The Elder drew to a halt, surveyed them. “You have drawn the blood of my flight,” he accused. “But heed your superior, never defy me again, and these transgressions will be forgotten.”

Neveh did not react. She stood there, as frozen as her magic. Nilak rumbled loud enough to carry to them, and Visaeyra flexed her talons, squelching them through the wet earth. Her core flared, ready. Dowid pulled the strap down on that damned vambrace, snapped the leather, and watched the armor flop down to the mud. He stared transfixed at the red studded cloth until a flash of blue steel jerked his attention back to Neveh. She’d unsheathed her sword, driven it into the ground, and dropped to one knee.

Visaeyra huffed. “Is this part of it?”

“Revered Elder of Storms,” Neveh called, her voice enhanced. “Were it another time, I could not do this, but with darkness falling, with the vile alliance between Ice and the dragon Sovereign, my first duty as a dragon rider is to the world. In swearing to you, do you swear in turn to destroy our common foes?”

“Dowid?” Visaeyra near hissed his name.

“I don’t—” he said low, hardly believing it. He glanced at Eso again, read the shock on the old man’s face.

The Elder laughed. There was no other way to describe the rumblings from his belly, low and mocking.

“My sister and this upstart will be dealt with,” he said. “That I shall gladly swear in turn.”

“Then we make it binding,” Neveh called, and spiritual power flowed out from her and Nilak as they made an oath.

Vald’s face was too distant to read; Visaeyra, too much in shock to do anything, so Dowid sought Eso for guidance. The Mystic Paragon’s eyes were misted, and he too seemed stunned rigid before hurrying forth to kneel beside Neveh as the spiritual knots of her oath tied around her.

Dowid wondered if there’d been some trick, if the plan to take the Wardens by surprise and then turn upon the Elder to drive him off had been the real feint to bring him here. But such thoughts hurt his head, and it was far simpler to believe that Neveh’s nerves had shattered – as ice did, hard but brittle.

Raiden’ra’s voice entered their minds. “Don’t be fools.”

Visaeyra snarled at that. “They think us cowards.” She wished to prove otherwise, Dowid knew, and that desire burned within him. Better to go out with honor.

‘…do you understand what I’m telling you…’

“We swore to protect the living and the world,” he said to his dragon. “Not to burn up and leave it defenseless.”

Visaeyra tugged on their bond, but Dowid was sure now.

“For Adaskar,” he said as he stepped forth. Sword drawn, he knelt beside the Paragons and bitterly raised his blade with both hands.
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WAS IT WORTH IT?


Winter’s thin light darkened, but Coedhen’s moss did not yet glow. Holt leaned on his crutch, tightened the buckle of his baldric, and ran a hand over the vials and jerky, wishing he could do more, wishing they had time. The full moon was gently rising, some hours from reaching its peak, and though Holt had been Forging, he stopped with battle drawing so near.

He didn’t want to lose one moment remaining with Ash.

They stood at the edge of a field hospital at the base of a copper Terwyn called the Durgard. Aberanth had mentioned it – a prison tree where those responsible for hoarding stolen iron ore were being held. The roads leading here were wider than most, and it was only a little over a mile west of the Cardhern where the Coedhens would make their last stand.

Physicians huddled around low braziers, and old men coughed and shivered at their guard posts. A younger boy counted and recounted the bandage rolls, unable to be satisfied. One by one, their voices lowered and faded, as though the snow buried the sound, until such a silence fell that it seemed wrong to break it.

Both Holt and Ash breathed steadily in the chill air, listening to the beat of their bond.

Waiting.

Waiting…

“Remember before the battle at Sidastra?” Ash asked.

“I remember.” Holt had been gripped by a fire before that battle, flames the inexperienced stand in to stop themselves freezing in panic. A need to fight, to prove himself, to prove to Talia that ‘marginal gains’ were worth the effort. Seemed such a petty thing now. Most searing had been his anger over the quarantine isle. Still he heard the screams ripping across the black waters.

“At least we stopped that here,” Ash said.

“We’ve done all we could,” Holt said.

Soft pinks flickered from the moss draped over the low branches of the Durgard. Here and there, the lights of Coedhen began to shimmer while, in his sixth sense, the tide of the silver sea rose ever higher.

Ash rumbled low and slow. “Have you thought about what we’ll do after?”

“After what?”

“After Thrall is defeated, and the Hive Mind too.”

Holt scoffed, a nervous, fragile sound.

“I’m serious,” Ash said. “It could help us understand our purpose. What would we do if the scourge were no more?”

Holt considered, feeling Astralis grow warm from its own introspection. What became of unneeded weapons?

“I’m not sure, Ash.”

“I thought we might try to find the rest of Wolf’s kin or save more eggs like we hoped to do. More lunar dragons might hatch. Maybe… it would be our place to build a flight.”

There was a stirring in their chests and a long note of the flute across their bond.

Our purpose is to lead a Lunar Flight.

The stirring whimpered, died. Both sighed, then returned to their quiet watch, although it wasn’t long before scores of wings filled the night. The remnants of the Mystic Flight were heading east, but two broke off, and Eidolan and Yume awkwardly navigated down through the canopy to join them.

“It will start soon,” Eidolan said.

Yume peeped, a shudder running through her tail.

A soft finger tapped at his head, then Holt saw a monstrous wolf with burning red eyes chasing a phantom of Ash.

“The real Beast is even scarier.”

Yume cooed and blinked her buttery eyes.

Holt checked on their cores, worried about their low reserves. “Stay well out of his reach. And don’t run dry.”

“Nelwyn’s assistance will stretch our magic much further,” said Eidolan.

Nelwyn’s core had hardly been brimming either, but none of them were exactly fresh.

It was cruel in a way, making use of Beast, horrible though he was. Even with Wolf’s consent, it still sat uneasily in Holt. Could cruelty that saved thousands of lives be right, be good?

“Master Eidolan, how does this compare to other battles you’ve fought?” Ash asked.

“Hmmm, little compares to when the Great Chasm split Aldunei. In every one of those fights, Gideon and I expected to die. But at least the rest of the world was united in the face of that calamity…” He forced his stiff neck up a smidge, and the night lights twinkled in his faded green eyes. “I’d forgotten how beautiful this city can be, the way the colors splatter against the Terwyns, the glow carving soft shadows. And in the summer, when the leaves are fat and fireflies dance in the gardens, oh, it is a splendid city.”

Eidolan sighed and ushered Yume closer to him with one wing. “To think you might never have hatched to see it, young one, and that I would have gone along with it. All for what? Because an older female would have sensed your muteness without even knowing exactly what it was she felt. Just something… different.” He grumbled, sounding older and more worn than ever. “Good thing Rake brought you both along when he did.”

“A good thing Rake’s mad plans brought us all to Windshear to save her egg,” Ash said.

Holt clenched his jaw, lost in yet more implications. So many turns in the road. How could anyone conceive where their choices would take them? Not Rake, not Wolf, and certainly not Holt. When he’d taken Ash’s egg, he’d never have imagined he’d be standing in Coedhen on the cusp of Lordship, unable to walk, and on the brink of what could well be the last true battle.

It made his head spin, his stomach hurt.

Coedhen’s alchemical substances glowed in earnest now, bringing life to the murals on the trunks, the lanterns along the paths, and the signage on the posts.

“Everyone ready?” Rake asked from afar. They said they were, and Ash asked after Wolf. “He’s a bit nervous but in position. Eidolan and Yume, better come join Nelwyn before she pecks my head off.”

Eidolan stretched his wings and tail, and Yume did the same, curving her whole back as though trying to crack a knot in it.

“Luck be with us all,” Eidolan said, Yume agreeing with a bright peep before they took off.

Dreading it, Holt braced as Ash took a few steps forward. “I’d better start heading for the front.”

“Don’t die,” Holt managed. Couldn’t treat every parting like the last, or they’d never manage it.

“I won’t.”

Astralis sent an encouraging pulse to Ash, then Ash trudged along what counted for a road in Coedhen. His departure alerted the old men and boys that the hour drew near. They rose to their feet, looking around, fear and nerves palpable in the air.

Minutes dragged on, and no sound or sense of fighting reached Holt’s human senses. Whispers of it crossed his bond, but by the time Ash reached the front, even their connection stretched to its limit.

Nothing could have prepared Holt for feeling so helpless, knowing his dragon was in danger, knowing there was nothing he could do. His duty was to assist the wounded, to scour out the blight and lend his arm’s strength where he could, but even so, the torment began ripping through his heart and soul. He ought to suppress the fuzzy flashes from Ash, but he lacked the courage. He needed to feel every confused moment, for though it was utterly unbearable, it was better than not knowing.

After a time, the first cart of wounded men rolled in, horses snorting. Holt made his way over, felt no trace of the blight, and hobbled aside to let the physicians do their jobs.

His dragon bond trembled. A distant, jarring echo of hot bile and scourge blood stung his tongue. Roars, twanging bows, and groaning golems sounded muffled in his ears.

Time marched faster. More wagons arrived, the wails of the wounded rising as did the buzzing and zipping overhead. Holt looked up through the web of branches, watched the silhouettes of stingers and carriers moving fast through the colorful gloom. He tried to form a Shock, but the magic came like sludge at this distance, and too little answered his summons.

From higher Terwyn branches, chitbreaker teams responded, their weapons thwacking in sharp cracks. White light burst, streaking silver like the trail of a falling star, and Holt felt some satisfaction that one of his scale-steel quarrels had found its mark. The lunar quarrel appeared to have struck a carrier by the shape of its shadow – an extremely large, swollen carrier, writhing downward. It passed over the field hospital to crash on the upper levels of the Durgard.

Holt glanced around, but he knew there were few real soldiers to hand. So he called to the old guards at their posts to follow him and hobbled his way onto the spiraling ramp of the great tree. The men above called hoarsely, steel rang, arrows hissed, and a stream of civilians rushed down the ramp.

Holt struggled up the outer walkway until he and his old guard came upon a group of young bowmen with arrows nocked and aimed at an ill-conceived barricade of upturned furniture and arrow barrels.

“What’s going on?” Holt demanded.

One fool yelped, turned without lowering his bow, and cawed in fright, “Scourge above, Honored Rider.”

“Aim that somewhere else,” Holt barked, too far from Ash to feel patient. Every action felt sore and sluggish, as though beleaguered by inadequate sleep. He cast his sixth sense upward. Ghouls, definitely ghouls, and something else, something… off. Astralis woke up, encouraged him to grip it.

“Get this blockage out the way,” Holt called as he unsheathed his sword. “Now!” he added when no one moved. “We need to push up.”

“There’s nae need.” This came from a gruff, pockmarked officer. “Only prisoners left up there. Can hold ’ere and catch the ghouls when they come down.”

“And just leave people up there?”

“Scum, sir.” The officer spat. “Some o’ them were arsing up the war for us.”

“Chaos-bringers,” another lad put it.

“Aye,” chorused others, cursing or spitting as they chose.

“No,” Holt said, limping past, heart already banging, leg burning, the distance from Ash the purest torture. “No,” he said, stronger now, the dragon inside him roused.

“Ack, leave ’em,” somebody called. “Lord Rider, they’ll be infected already.”

“Not a problem.”

Holt slashed with Astralis, making wood chips of their shoddy barricade. As he stepped through, a very high, squeaky, shrill sound rang from above. It was a flayer’s call, though unlike any Holt had ever heard before. Just how big had that carrier been?

He turned and cried to bowmen young and old, “Those who fight for the living, come with me!”

Then he hobbled on, one hard step at a time, Astralis in hand, up and up the Durgard.

The first ghoul he came upon was hunched over a woman’s corpse, tearing flesh out of her side. One clean stroke split it in half, and he limped on.

Why was he doing this? Was it because it was the right thing, truly the right thing to do, or because someone had told him no?

Blood ran down the walkway, trailed down the copper bark of the Durgard’s trunk, the red mixing foul in the moss light.

Two more ghouls dashed down the ramp. The first leaped, and Holt impaled it on Astralis, but his leg dragged him back, and he couldn’t shake the weight of the ghoul off his sword as the second rushed closer, all teeth and green spittle. A whiz and a thump, and the ghoul toppled with an arrow in its misshapen head. The old bowmen from the hospital stepped in beside him, and a few of the younger lads too, looking sheepish. Holt thanked them, pressed on.

The now familiar tremor shook his hands, matching the trembling in his leg, almost balancing him out in a twisted way as he shambled like a ghoul. Men followed, perhaps to their deaths. If one died to spare another, did it matter? Did it all just even out?

Ghouls and corpses. Ghouls and more corpses.

Was it his head or heart or soul that had made this choice? Where did he even come into it? He had to be more than just parts, more than this aching sack of bones.

The fight led into the hollow heart of the tree. Carved corridors of cell blocks curved onward, their iron bars lodged like black teeth in the wood. Most of the inmates had backed up to the far wall of their cells while scourge attempted to break the bars, their nails scraping wincingly on metal. One ghoul held a purple-faced man aloft between the bars by his neck. Holt lunged to cut the ghoul’s arm but twisted badly as his left leg gave out. The ghoul dropped its victim, howling, and an arrow took it in the chest. Holt tried to regain his footing but slipped on scourge blood, and his crutch went out from under him.

Bowstrings twanged, and short swords sang from sheathes as the Coedhens pushed into the cell block. Holt grabbed hold of a cell bar, half pulled, half kicked himself upright, each breath like gravel in his chest. He reached for magic, and it struggled to reach him as if running uphill.

A ghoul with half its skull exposed rushed low, tackled a bowman to the ground, bit into the man’s neck, and ripped free in a red spray. It twisted its neck like an owl to look at Holt and rushed him, blood running from its mouth. Astralis did the work, guiding Holt’s arm in an upward flick in time to save him.

‘Thank you,’ Holt sent to the sword. The grip warmed in his hand, but even as it did, his leg gave out entirely. Holt sank to the floor, back against the bars, as a squeaky high shriek rang through the block.

Rapid feet, wet slashes, screaming men.

Just enough magic entered Holt’s soul space for him to cycle it to his left hand.

The flayer came sprinting into view, a tiny one, maybe five feet at most. One arrow protruded from its torso, another pinged off its exoskeleton. Men backed away, stepping into each other in the crush.

With a yell of effort, Holt managed to release his pathetic Shock. The blast of silver light clipped the baby flayer, sending it in dizzying circles. Bowstrings snapped, and an arrow punched through its neck, ending its shrill cry in a wet gargle.

“Clear!” It was the gruff officer from the barricade.

Coedhens stepped carefully along the block, kneeling to check on the wounded and the dead.

Holt lay there, his leg dragging him into a world of agony. He tried to rise, couldn’t muster the strength, and with desperate need, he called on Ash over the long, long distance.

“Come closer. I need you!”

The swirl of battle from Ash’s side eased, as did the tautness of the bond.

“Holt? Why have you been fighting – have they broken through?”

“It’s alright. I just need⁠—”

And he drew from Ash’s core like a suckling babe, sighed as its power entered his body. Cycling it, drinking a Grounding elixir, the throbbing in his leg and head eased, his vision sharpened again, and he pushed up enough to sit against the bars.

Out of the corner of his eye, the strangled man lay unmoving, his head swollen dark as a cherry. A bottle green cloak sprawled beneath the body, marking whoever the man was as a noble of the city. Someone else was in the cell, out of sight, breathing hard.

“I lost five men.”

The gruff officer stood over Holt, a streak of gore across his face. His tone was a clinical thing, reporting facts to a superior, but Holt heard the missing word. Five ‘good’ men, the officer wanted to say. Might have said it to anyone but a dragon rider.

While respectful and stiff-lipped, he didn’t meet Holt’s eye. ‘Was it worth it?’ he wanted to ask Holt. Five good men to save criminals and chaos-bringers.

Was it worth it? Had Holt charged in because saving prisoners was right, or had he been trying to prove something, prove he was good even though there was a beast within him too?

They’re still people, Holt thought, soul burning, but what he said to the officer was, “Your men fought bravely.”

The officer grunted and went to give orders to the survivors.

Groaning, Holt stretched to retrieve his fallen crutch and cycled until he could stand again.

“Oi, psst.” It was the second occupant of the strangled nobleman’s cell. The prisoner had stepped away from the back wall to grip the bars near Holt. “That’s it, Honored Rider, my hero, you are – couldn’t do us a favor, could ya?”

Astralis thumped indignantly, and Holt frowned. “No, I couldn’t.”

“Oh, go on, it’s me love, Rider. They put ’er down the block there, where that little flayer was carving folk up.”

Holt’s frown deepened. The prisoner had a warm complexion like the crust on a good loaf, which, coupled with an accent he’d never heard before, meant the man wasn’t from Coedhen, nor even the Fae Forest. Coarse red hair dusted with black and gray tips, prominent ears, and a long nose gave the impression of an old fox.

“Her name’s Trisha. You’ll check on her, won’t ya?”

Holt pulsed lunar motes through Astralis to scour off the scourge blood, sheathed the sword, and almost shuffled off without answering when his nose twitched and a grating note rang in his sixth sense.

“You’ve got the blight,” Holt told the fox-man. “Give me your hand.”

“What’s that now?”

“Give me your hand,” Holt repeated, slowly, with authority.

The man clicked his tongue, eyes shifting, then he passed one leathery hand between the bars. Holt took it and gently pressed lunar magic into the prisoner.

“Shame about him,” Holt said with a nod to the dead noble.

“Oh, ’im. Err, shame ’bout that, yeh,” the fox-man said without a hint of remorse.

The thought flicked through Holt’s mind that this one probably hadn’t been worth saving, but that was the trouble with hindsight.

“Trisha, yeh?” the man insisted.

“I’m sure someone will let you know.”

When Holt stepped away from the cell, he noticed that several prisoners in the block were staring his way, each wearing brown kerchiefs at their necks. Bowmen whacked the bars to drive them back, bows drawn in warning so the cells could be opened and bodies dragged away.

Holt made a circuit of the corridor, checking for signs of the blight, curing two more prisoners and an injured bowman on his way. He found the cell the baby flayer had broken into and the body parts it had left behind. A severed head lay face down, a little scrap of brown cloth still tied around the neck. Should have turned his stomach, but he only turned aside and limped on, coming to the female end of the block. The cells were larger here, but each had multiple occupants.

Two bowmen hauled a body out of one pen, a shard of chitin lodged in the woman’s chest. She looked too young to be the wife of the fox-man, but then who was Holt to say? He scanned the faces of the survivors, checking for likely candidates as much as searching for evidence of the blight. An older woman stood out to him, white hair just covering her ears, sitting at the back of her pen with her head down.

“Trisha?”

The old woman jerked her head up, a flash of old authority crossing her face, though it burned out into fatigue. “Y-yes. Has something happened to⁠—”

Holt raised a hand to stop her rambling. Curious, though. She sounded like she could have been from Feorlen, although there was a trace of something else underneath he could not place. Whoever she was, wherever she was from, she’d taken many wrong turns to wind up in a Durgard cell.

“He’s not hurt,” Holt told her.

She shuddered in relief, ran both hands down her face. “Thank you, Honored Rider. Your voice… You’re from Feorlen, aren’t you?”

Holt nodded.

“A long way from home,” she said.

“Both my homes burned down.”

He turned painfully on his heel, trudged back down the cell block, and told the old fox that his beloved was alive before heading outside onto the exterior ramp.

With the heat of the skirmish gone, the frigid bite of air this high sapped him. Instinctively, he drew on magic from Ash and found it easier than expected.

“I’m fine now,” Holt said over their bond. “You can go back.”

“Needed a moment myself.”

Exertion and aches echoed over from Ash, but nothing worse. The moon was still rich in his nightscape, the constellations and stars shining bright.

“Is it bad?” Holt asked.

“Look east.”

Holt did. A distant Terwyn Tree burned with oily black flames. It should have sent a weight plummeting through his stomach, but it didn’t.

Five good men dead, and for what?

He explained to Ash what he’d done, then asked, “Should I have helped them?”

“I say yes. They couldn’t have protected themselves, just like the folk at Red Rock.”

A spiritual tension.

Our purpose is to defend the weak.

Nothing.

To defend those no one else will.

A shiver, nothing more.

Holt refused to let it go.

Our purpose is to fight injustice!

Warmth, a serious twinge in his soul. Even Astralis hummed, its presence stretching in anticipation. Both hearts boomed, and all three wills braced⁠—

And nothing happened.

Holt made a fist, rasped a sigh, then began his long limp back to ground level. About halfway down, Rake reached back out to him.

“That’s our friend come out to play.”

Holt glanced up to find the moon shining at its midnight peak.

“Is he holding to his promise?” Holt asked.

“Eidolan says he’s being a good boy – for now. Sorry, Holt, but I’ve got to get back to the fight.”

“Look out for Ash,” Holt said.

Rake took a while to reply. “Anything for you, Master Cook.”

As Rake’s voice faded, Holt stopped to lean on the guardrail of the ramp. Out east, great flashes of power revealed the smudges of warring dragons and stingers. When at last Holt moved on, another distant Terwyn went up in flames.
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WHAT HAD GONE WRONG?


Rake leaped from the high branch onto the back of an enemy ice dragon, drove his polearm deep, then twisted it free with a gush of blood. As the dragon began to plummet, Rake jumped and free fell two stories of the Terwyn before Blinking to emerge on another huge branch. An indulgent use of his limited core, perhaps, but one Blink to take down a dragon seemed worth the price.

Spying ghouls on the Terwyn’s spiral ramp, Rake dashed down the branch into the fray. Once the ramp was secure, he paused to catch his breath, swallowed another Grounding elixir, and scoured his sixth sense to check on the illusion team.

They were three distant dots northeast outside the city. Beast had kept his promise so far and seemed to like the thought that Ash was close by, courtesy of Eidolan, Yume, and Nelwyn. The real Ash was closer to hand, his core lost in the crush of battle.

His breath caught, Rake whirled in search of the next fight. The options were overwhelming. He’d almost forgotten what it was like to partake in a battle on this scale: how deafening the screaming became, the stench of blood and sweat, and, worse, the way you danced with death in every moment.

‘Ah, I’ve missed this.’

Elya didn’t respond, but then he might have missed her thumps as pulses of white light below drew his attention, and he launched into thundering strides down the spiral ramp to help Ash.

At ground level, Coedhen became another world, one closed off and stifling and murky despite the lanterns and moss light.

Ash held the approach to the Terwyn, smiting ghouls with short bursts of his heavy breath off the forest path. Even as Rake moved to assist, Ash tensed, half-turning, but too slow as a juggernaut smashed between trees and rammed him with its hammerhead. Gargantuan beetle and dragon went down, thrashing tooth and claw. By the time Rake reached the struggle, Ash had his jaws around the juggernaut’s neck and burned lunar power clean through it.

“How’s your second night going?”

Ash spat out a mouthful of black-green goo, then turned with a sharp snarl. Rake felt it. A core approaching along the path, yet there was no sign of a dragon in the distant gloom.

“Where is it?”

“It’s not a dragon.”

“Has to be.”

“It’s h-human?”

And out of the gloom walked a figure on two legs with two arms, all in undoubtedly human proportions. Its body seemed cut from rigid lines, save for the dark, curving horns from its head. Unlike the predator, this thing had eyes shining bone white with red centers.

Rake took an instinctual step back but stiffened once he took a proper measure of the thing. This hybrid’s strength was no greater than the average Ascendant. Although his own hastily Forged reserves weren’t much better at the moment, when compared to the predator as a foe, Rake could only laugh.

Is this the best you can do, Thrall?

As the foe stepped into the lantern light, its warrior build became clearer. Its body was covered in thick exoskeleton-like plate armor, its sword a hardened, thicker version of the bone blades of the predator. Catching sight of Rake, the hybrid swept its sword up and rushed him without a second thought – all brawn and no brain.

Rake tossed a couple of Holt’s Flash Shards into its path, waited two seconds, then shut his eyes and stepped to his right. The silver-white flash stung even through closed eyes, but the hybrid recoiled, growling in pain. Rake opened his eyes and turned with a savage slash, cutting the enemy in two.

Back up the forest path, Coedhens were rushing down from the Terwyn, emptying barrels of sticky pitch over the lower ramp and branches. The rest raced west. Only two Terwyns remained between here and the Cardhern. Seemed too fast a retreat for Rake’s liking. The last Coedhens threw small pieces of red metal that burst into flames, lighting the pitch to send a flaming trail up the ramp, spiraling into the night.

Rake sighed. It wasn’t done to injure the enemy but to burn the bodies left behind.

Ash growled as if in pain. “I wish my nose wasn’t so strong at times.”

Rake gulped, not even wishing to imagine.

Coedhen could not be allowed to fall, but it was going to.

Not yet, Rake told himself grimly. Not yet.

Rake and Ash covered the retreat, coming within sight of the next Terwyn when Eidolan reached out with utter terror in his voice.

“Yume has nothing left. Rake, Beast knows!”

Rake cursed and searched his sixth sense. Only now did he notice Eidolan, Yume, and Nelwyn were heading back inside the city.

“Where is he?” Rake asked.

“Coming for Ash.”

“So much for that promise.”

Nelwyn cut in, panicking. “He started raving about how this wasn’t the deal⁠—”

“I’m on my way,” Rake said. “Stay with him.”

“I will,” Eidolan said. “Nelwyn’s taking Yume back to Aberanth.”

“Ash,” Rake roared aloud, “Beast is coming for you. Run!”

“I should lead him away from the city.”

“You said it yourself; you can’t outrun him if you can’t fly.”

“And you can’t fight him as you are,” Ash said.

“More than you can. Find Holt, see if you can get enough distance to throw him off the scent. Go!”

Thankfully, Ash didn’t argue. “Good luck.”

Rake turned north, sprinted off the path, and ran between the trees, vaulting drifts of snow, heading for the feel of Eidolan’s core as he shadowed Beast’s rampage.

“He’s inside,” Eidolan reported. “Smashed through one of the stone walls the emeralds raised.”

Surely the Wardens would notice that. Rake wouldn’t say no to the assistance.

Thump-ta-thump?

Why fight, then, Elya seemed to ask.

‘Because the east cannot fall.’

Elya’s response became lost amid an ear-splitting clap of thunder. The bare canopy silhouetted as black cracks in the flashing blue. Dragons roared and howled, steel screeched against steel. Beneath the warring riders, Rake ran on, legs hot from the effort, and tried to form a semblance of a strategy. Beast seemed wildly strong, and getting close seemed too reckless even for Rake’s tastes. His best chance would be one sufficiently powerful Soul Blade to take out Beast’s legs.

Another roar came from the northeast, this time definitely real, ending in the distinct high howl of a wolf at the moon.

“Hold where you are,” Eidolan ordered, and Rake duly did.

He stood now in the relatively open ground between two Terwyns, far enough from the main assault that these trees were only lightly garrisoned, and the Wardens’ shielding presence still covered them in a blanketing comfort. A pink haze of alchemical lanterns and moss light hung like mist, but the oaks, pines, and lampposts trembled as Beast pounded closer.

Rake found the blood elixirs already in his hand. Four vials, fewer than he’d drunk at Redbarrow, more than he should risk without marrow. Given his state and the fight at hand, it seemed foolish not to drink them.

Coedhen cannot fall.

He dropped his polearm to the snow, slid one vial into his left palm, thumbed the cork⁠—

Elya blazed inside him. A confused rush of emotions, almost overwhelming, but they made one thing clear.

‘Lorkan, no!’

The effort sapped her, her presence shriveling back down. Rake’s mouth turned dry. Maybe the blood mix affected her, or maybe they made it harder for her to come back.

He threw the vials to smash out of sight.

And then the tremors in the ground fell still as Beast stalked into the revealing pink mist, pressing his knuckles into the ground as he walked. Hunched over, Beast was still several feet taller than Rake, covered in coarse silver and charcoal fur, matted with scourge blood. His lopsided face was grotesque, one eye swollen, the other hidden beneath a fleshy overgrowth that seemed to weigh his whole frame down, giving his movements a lurching quality.

Drool ran from Beast’s mouth. “Get out of my way.”

A part of Rake regretted smashing those blood elixirs. He drank his two remaining Grounding potions for all the good it would do. A bit of jerky would have been nice, but the Coedhens didn’t have any sheep.

“Move,” Beast snarled, “or I’ll pick my teeth with your skinny arms.”

“You can still turn around. Don’t pretend you weren’t enjoying yourself out there.”

“Such fun,” Beast relished. “More than the wimp’s ever allowed, but it’s worked up a painful appetite, and you tried to trick me. Ooooh, I couldn’t keep fighting your enemies for you without a bite – give me Ash, and I promise I’ll smash all the bugs.”

Coedhens yelled from up in their trees. Arrows and one chitbreaker quarrel hit Beast but glanced off his bulk.

Rake cycled power to this throat and called, “Hold your arrows!”

Beast made a gritty chuckle. “I’m not ticklish.”

“Just wait til I tickle you.”

“You’re a funny freak, aren’t you? Funny, but slow!”

With a lurch, Beast came careening toward him.

Blight take me, Rake thought, redoubling his cycling to Ground his body as if— no, because his life very much depended on it. He gathered magic along his glassy blade, sliced up in an angle from foot to hip, and pushed out a Soul Blade many times larger than the stroke had been, too great to swerve or dodge. Fueled with greater spirit, the orange arc caused ripples in the air as though parting the fabric of reality, but Beast leaped high, higher than Rake could have imagined.

So much for that plan.

The force of Beast’s landing caused Rake to stumble even with his boosted Grounding. Rake readied to Blink, waited for the last moment. Beast’s great jaws opened wide, then he jerked backward as a thick vine wrapped around his leg. Rake spared the use of magic, risked stepping in, ducked under Beast’s swinging arm, and cut at a hind leg. The orange blade parted the heavy fur but did not find the flesh beneath.

Rake slid in the slush, darting in and out, jabbing at the full reach of his polearm, but only hacked away more hair until he was forced to summon a Barrier to block Beast’s huge fist – willing it to hold as he had against Bereale. Beast’s fist connected with a rending crack, so hard the Barrier splintered and smoked, so hard Rake was pushed backward through the snow, so hard every joint popped from head to the tip of his tail.

Rake swayed, felt a hot trickle under his nose, and wiped away blood.

‘I should have Kickbacked,’ he told Elya.

More vines rose from the ground, trying to bind Beast. He ripped and tore at them, but the Wardens were relentless, and soon Beast’s legs buckled.

Rake aimed another Soul Blade at Beast’s free arm, this time thrusting like a spear with what precious power he had left. Orange energy formed limp and feeble, and though it rushed forward, Beast snatched the Soul Blade right out of the air, and the ability disintegrated into orange vapor.

The blended voice of the Wardens vibrated in the air. “He costs too much to hold.”

Earth crawled up Beast’s legs, encasing him, holding him, and vines thick as a man’s arm tightened around his snout, cutting off his roar. Beast’s all-black eye throbbed, and his smaller one twitched as he strained.

“End him,” the Wardens said.

Rake wiped fresh blood from his nose, gulped in air. The east could not be allowed to fall. Sorry, boys, this has to be done. He ran, came close, pulled his arm back, intending to ram his blade through that monstrous eye⁠—

Beast reared back, shoulders and chest swelling until he ripped his own skin as well as the vines and snatched Rake like a rag doll. Rake squirmed uselessly as Beast’s fingers clamped like dragon-steel, driving the wind from his chest, lifting him higher and higher. Wood cracked, Rake’s polearm fell from his grip, and it became impossible to breathe, never mind think.

Vision blurring with dark spots, Rake felt so starved of blood and air that when Beast took him by the arms and began to pull, he hung limp as a boned fish. Shoulders burning, joints starting to tear apart, Rake fought the desire to scream so hard he bit his lip, then the scream burst from him anyway.

TA-THUMP – TA-THUMP – TA-THUMP.

‘Should have Blinked in for the kill,’ he admitted to Elya. What had gone wrong? He’d made so many mistakes.

Ta… thump…

‘I’m sorry.’

Somehow, Rake breathed again. He sucked in freezing air, ribs aching as his lungs expanded. Blood returned to his head, his limbs, his tail, and he realized Beast was lowering him to the ground.

“You should stay away, dragon man,” Beast said, voice softer, almost shuddering as he lay Rake in the snow. “All of you should.”

Fresh vines latched to Beast’s arms, slithered around his thick neck, and started tightening.

“No, I’ll fight. I’ll fight.”

To Rake’s astonishment, the vines began unwinding, and the packed earth around Beast’s legs turned to soft mud. He feared the Wardens had gone mad, but then he saw the mass of ghouls in the pink mist, heard the shrieking and the buzzing. Beast lumbered backward, rising to his towering ten feet, then slammed back down on his knuckles and thundered toward the scourge.

Gasping, Rake got onto all fours, patted the ground for his polearm, and found the broken shaft. If the Coedhens were loosing arrows from above, Rake couldn’t hear them over the crunching wet savagery as Beast brutalized the scourge. A dragon’s roar cut through, then came another, and a storm rider and a wild mystic arrived on the defenders’ side.

Better late than never, Rake thought bitterly. He’d rather stay down for a while, just a few moments more.

No time for that.

Ghouls slipped by Beast in the carnage, as did a flayer. Rake forced himself to his feet, misjudged a cut with his broken polearm, attacking only air, then met the ghoul with his left fist instead.

The storm rider dropped down between the Terwyns to join Rake, taking care of the flayer. An Exalted Champion, Rake was pleased to find.

“What’s going on?” the rider demanded, his jaw working hard as though breaking every word. “Wardens spoke of a dark creature, then told us not to kill it.”

Rake pointed ahead, and the rider gawped.

An idea struck Rake. “The creature pulls in moonlight. Kill the lights around it.”

“The lights?”

Rake demonstrated by smashing a nearby lantern. Glass flew and the alchemical substance spilled, still glowing but now vulnerable to the snow Rake swept over it.

“Kill the ligh⁠—”

He had to stop to dispatch another ghoul, but it seemed the rider had understood the point.

“Kyro is spreading the order,” he said, joining Rake in picking off Beast’s leavings.

Sure enough, flicker by flicker, the lights closest to Beast snuffed out. Arrows shattered lanterns, mosses were cut to the ground, and defending dragons scratched alchemical paint off the trees. Only starlight remained near Beast, and this soon vanished into his void.

What glow remained near the base of the Terwyns was barely enough to see by, but Rake limped onto the closest spiral ramp and helped the Coedhens hold it against the scourge that slipped past Beast.

And so, the second night of battle went on until the discord of the scourge quietened, until the press of the enemy’s presence eased, until the cold blue morning peeked through the high branches and Rake crumpled, put his back against the Terwyn’s trunk, and sighed.

‘Just need five minutes to catch my breath,’ he told Elya.

Ta-thump. TA-THUMP!

His core was as dry as the fabled salt plains of the desert.

He noticed now the blue head of an ice dragon lying between the Terwyns, its eyes wide at the shock of its death. Farther along, where Beast had made his stand, Wolf lay surrounded by mounds of dead scourge. Already, some of the wild dragons and a rider were approaching him with caution.

Reaching out telepathically to Ash made Rake feel dizzy. “Wolf’s in danger. Come quick.” He slumped, chin banging onto his chest so hard he bit his tongue and tasted fresh blood.

‘On second thoughts,’ he said to Elya, ‘better make that ten minutes.’
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ONLY TIME WILL TELL


“Chaos-bringers.”

“Oath-breakers.”

“Dangerous.”

The words of Brax and the other riders swirled in Holt’s head. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake them. He’d thought such things wouldn’t affect him anymore, couldn’t hurt him. Well, this time, they’d bitten in.

Because they have a point.

He was sitting awkwardly in the back of a wagon, the same sort used to take injured men away from the front, only now it transported Wolf. Fresh blood bubbled from Wolf’s leg wound, the fur around it crusted. Holt dabbed with a cloth soaked in ointment so strong it stung his nose, checked the splint at one of Wolf’s hind legs was secure, then used his lunar-steel knife to cut another patch of fur encrusted with scourge gore – there always seemed to be a spot he’d missed. That Wolf lived was a wonder.

Broken back leg, broken front paw, broken claws, other claws splintered to the quick, fur missing, skin beneath broken into red marble, joints swollen, one eye swollen shut, ear leaking pus, and the other torn ragged from its tip. His snout was dry and cracked, his shallow breaths came wet and difficult, and that was just the visible and audible damage. Ash reckoned there were fractured ribs and internal bleeding, though not so bad that he’d die. In such pain, death might have been preferable.

Ash stalked behind the wagon, as much to ward off interference as to offer support. The wild dragons on their side hadn’t exactly been ecstatic about Beast’s rampage either, and things might have turned harsher than words had the Wardens not granted Wolf clemency. It hadn’t stopped murderous glares, and, in their position, Holt would see Wolf as a monstrous threat too, one to be taken care of. Maybe Astralis had been right.

“Chaos-bringers.”

“Rogues.”

“Heedless – indecent!”

Brax’s scorn had stung. The silver bruise on his arm had shone even as he’d threatened to take Wolf’s head. And all that horror and panic was then turned upon Ash.

“Broken – impure – no true dragon!”

A wild dragon? One of the Order? Holt didn’t know who’d hurled the insult. They were lucky Holt didn’t know.

As it all swirled in him, Ash said, “I’m sure they… didn’t mean it.”

“No, they meant it,” Holt said. That was the truth, the hard truth. Everyone was happy to have them when they needed them, but they were the first to be turned against whenever something went wrong. That’s how it was to be outsiders.

“They’re afraid and desperate,” Ash said.

“We were desperate enough to let Beast loose; being desperate doesn’t excuse you.”

Only time would tell if they’d made the right choice. If they won, perhaps. If they lost, well…

Wolf spluttered, drawing Holt out of his brooding. As Wolf struggled for breath, his lips twitched back, revealing a chipped tooth and blood trickling from his gums. With an effort, Holt propped Wolf’s head up, and his breathing began to ease.

“There is… ringing… so loud.”

Ash thought Wolf’s inner ear had also been perforated. He also thought that the silent driver of the wagon was afraid, judging from his heart. Holt didn’t doubt it.

All afraid… all afraid and desperate.

Wolf wheezed, and his one open eye blinked fast. “Get away – must… get away.”

“I don’t think you or Beast will be doing much for a while,” Holt said. “We’re taking you to the western edge of the city. You’ll get a nice dark room underground there, free from moonlight. And the Wardens will—” It caught in his throat. “The Wardens will seal you in with stone. They’ll let you out after the full moon passes.”

Of course, if Coedhen fell tonight, it wouldn’t matter. Holt hoped the Wardens would still set Wolf free if that happened. Better to die quickly than starve in darkness.

“The others are right to never shift their form,” Wolf said. “I ought to have become a wolf long ago. I wanted to kill Rake. I remember it clearer than other nights… I wanted to tear him apart.”

“He wanted to kill Rake,” Ash said.

“No, Ash… He is a part of me, as I am of Him.”

“But you didn’t,” Ash insisted. “And you turned around and held the breach. Seems you’ve suffered plenty for it, if that’s your worry.”

“You should not have spared my life in exchange for Sol’s.”

“Enough, Wolf. Everyone deserves a chance.”

This resonated across their bond, and the constellation of Holt saving Osric from Rake shone brighter in the nightscape. Even stronger, even deeper, Holt thought of Ash himself, of saving an egg doomed to the black depths of the sea, all those never given a chance at all.

Holt’s soul bloomed in anticipation, enough that, if Astralis could breathe, it now held its breath. He closed his eyes, focused inward.

Our purpose is to give everyone a chance.

A tingle.

Our purpose is to prove everyone has worth.

The tingle became a vibration. Holt’s soul warmed enough that he no longer felt the winter, but it had to go further. Who were they trying to prove all this to? With thoughts of the Order, of the Wild Flights they shared,

Our purpose is to prove them wrong.

His soul threatened to spin, faltered, stuttered, and sagged back to normal.

Holt sighed and opened his eyes. Ash rumbled sympathetically. Reflecting on the moment, Holt said, “Took the wrong turning there. I don’t think our purpose is negative like that – we’re not against anyone.”

Wolf snuffled. “No, you are not… even when you ought to be.”

“When it comes down to it, I just want to make a difference.”

“For what it is worth, you have with me.”

“Thanks, Wolf.”

He felt an urge to give Wolf a pat but thought better of it. Instead, he freshened the stinging ointment on his cloth and tended to Wolf’s cuts as they trundled slowly through Coedhen.

“Chaos-bringers.”

From one voice, from one hundred, how many times had they heard it? How many people and dragons felt it to be true?

“Chaos-bringers. Chaos-bringers. Chaos-bringers!”
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CHAOS-BRINGERS


A trio of Terwyns formed the Cardhern like the legs of a three-pronged stool. One trunk was copper, one bronze, and one iron: north, south, and west, respectively.

Rake ascended the copper tree halfway to its sixth level, sat down near a chitbreaker platform, and dangled his legs off the branch. Below, between the trio, lay a flat area the Coedhens marked as the killing ground. A good shot from the bronze or iron tree would also reach Rake on the copper, and in this way, the trees covered the other.

The shielding presence of the Wardens shrank back, ceding ground to create an open corridor into the Cardhern. They were as ready as they were going to be.

With the defenders densely packed, Rake had a notion to Forge what he could from their fretful thoughts, but after an abortive attempt, he found he lacked the focus. He’d woken late that day, too weary and too sore to do more than search for food he could actually eat. Beans did not agree with him. And really, even if he’d Forged every minute since waking, it wouldn’t turn the battle now.

Such a careless attitude sat uneasily with him.

‘I’m not giving up,’ he told Elya. ‘Magic or none, I’ll fight until the end.’

She tapped so faintly he might have mistaken it for a fly landing on his scales. No great mystery why. Coedhen could not fall, but it would, and she knew it, and why return if their purpose failed?

Especially for a second time.

On Rake’s right, the chitbreaker teams shivered, teeth chattering; on his left, on the spiral ramp, boys carried bundles of arrows to refill the barrels, their fletchings a mismatch of feathers. Now Rake paid attention, he noticed there were a lot of boys, some older ones pretending to be bowmen. Reminded him of Red Barrow. A shame Osric wasn’t here to stiffen this lot too. Rake loathed to give Osric credit, but for a man of few words, he had an ability to instill focus into a rabble with his predatory looks and terse tones.

The storm rider Brax came walking down the ramp of the copper tree. Rake caught his eye, nodded in acknowledgment, and to his surprise, Brax joined Rake out on the branch, sitting down beside him. If fighting shoulder to shoulder behind Beast of an evening didn’t form comradery, nothing would.

“How do you fare?” Brax asked.

“Core’s empty,” Rake said cheerfully.

“Hmm,” Brax mused. Rake sensed the rider wished to enquire further – how did Rake have a core that could not be felt? How had he come to be? In the end, he seemed to resist and said only, “It’s been hard fighting.”

“That it has.” Rake deftly checked Brax’s own status. Solid bond, a firm spirit, but the reserves of his dragon were low. “You came with the Ice Paragon, yes?”

Brax’s gaze slipped down to the tangle of lower branches. “Nineteen of us flew from Drakburg… Eight of us remain.”

And one of those has a Frayed bond.

“You can’t save them all,” Rake offered softly. Brax looked up at that, and again Rake sensed his yearning to enquire, but Rake cut in to spare him. “I sense more than eight riders here. The others aren’t with you?”

“Some emerald riders came up from the grove itself. Qhorin of Oak Hall leads them, but they’re loyal to the flight now. Between my riders, the Wardens, and the Coedhens, it makes for a mess of command – it’s a wonder we’ve lasted this long. Had your”—he struggled with the word, jaw muscles working hard—“friends to thank for much of that, until last night,” he ended sourly.

“My friends punch above their scrawny stature.” Rake drew a dramatic breath. “And as for our lunatically violent friend, I’d say he helped more than he hindered. I assumed you’d be fleeing to the Cardhern on the first night, instead we’ve made it to the third.”

Brax strained to keep an even tone. “That thing almost ruined us.”

“Almost,” Rake admitted. “He’s paid a price for it, as did my young friends, who you say you owe so much to.”

Brax dropped his gaze again, this time to his forearm, where silver bruising shone.

“What they did… They aren’t… They should have consulted me.”

“You would have said no,” Rake said. “And tonight, this city would be rising again.”

Brax seemed on the verge of an outburst but swallowed it back down. “Will Ash join the battle?”

“He’ll come. He’s with Holt right now, Forging.”

“We need him.”

“You should tell him that.”

“I will,” Brax said, rising to his feet. “Fight well.”

“And you.”

As Brax left, Rake spared a thought for Nelwyn out there among the mystics. She had so little power left it would quickly come to tooth and claw. Tough old bird to still get stuck in. Little Yume and Eidolan were easier to pick out, for they were back west with Aberanth, too drained and exhausted to do anything more than get in the way.

The snow fell heavier, and the world darkened. Heavy things lumbered at ground level. Earthen golems, Rake supposed, but the forest floor was obscured by the low canopy and the emergent blue-green gloom. High on the Terwyns, Coedhens lit braziers, adding orange and red to the alchemical haze.

It put Rake in mind of the night candles of his homeland, of how eager he’d been as a child to light his family’s. Despite the progress he’d made, much of the human remained buried in him. He couldn’t conjure his own mother’s face, no more than he could remember the curve of Elya’s snout or the sound of her rumbling. Time had ground it all down.

A disturbance on the ramp brought him out of his reverie. The Coedhens parted to allow a tall, gaunt figure with iron rings in his hair to walk among them, a man wearing the civic crown. The First Ranger stopped to grasp men by the arm, offering words in a stony voice. With a bow over his shoulder and a full quiver, it seemed the leader of the city would fight alongside them tonight.

“We will not follow our Freizian kindred into darkness!” the First Ranger called. “Coedhen will see another dawn!”

When the response emerged lukewarm, Rake stood and roared for them, so loud his throat ached, enough to buck up those nearest into a genuine cheer. Once his cry gave out, Rake kept breathing hard, working himself up, keeping his blood hot, right until the moment when the first fiery scale-steel traps sprang on the perimeter.

Rake searched his sixth sense for the toughest foes and found only a handful of dragons and not a single enemy rider. Had they dashed themselves upon the forest already, or were they hanging back? Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen Wyrm Cloaks either. Maybe they were all dead. Maybe Coedhen could make it after all.

Bowmen of the copper tree nocked arrows, loaded quarrels, aimed at the killing fields. The dark flatness between the Terwyns flashed icy blue as scale-steel traps spread hard ice under the swarm, yet the scourge’s greatest strength was its lack of fear, and nothing could prevent them from reaching your gates, your walls, nor the base of your Terwyn Trees.

Without magic, Rake couldn’t offer much on the higher levels, so he headed down the ramp and leaped the barricades, cutting out onto the ring road linking the Cardhern. Beneath the lower canopy, the battle condensed into something fathomable, the purest sort of fighting, one foe then the next.

Just hold your ground. Just one bug, then another.

Rake wielded the broken shaft one-handed, his arm and shoulder burning, unused to the shortened reach and the lack of cycling magic. He kept close to a groaning golem swinging blocky fists, kept one eye out for scale-steel traps lining the roads. The traps dropped the ground into sinkholes or clamped the feet of unwitting scourge in stone. A charging juggernaut stepped on a stone trap at such speed it went careening into a golem, driving them both into an ash tree, smashing the golem to rubble and bringing the tree yawning down onto the juggernaut’s back.

One ghoul, one bug, another and another. The next clash, the next foe, the next step, the next breath. Had to keep breathing, keep swinging that aching arm. Rake tasted blood – hard to say what kind.

Coedhen could not fall.

The east could not fall.

A powerful knot of four cores entered Rake’s sixth sense. None came with a bond. Predators, he first thought, or perhaps those hybrid warriors, one of them strong as a Lord.

Even worse, he realized Ash wasn’t on his way.

“We need you now!”

“On my way.”

The four powerful scourge split up. Three headed for the bronze tree, the other for the copper, but that one was a Lord.

Breaking branches made Rake throw himself aside as a stinger crashed down. On the ground, bony fingers caught his tail, yanked him back. His retaliatory strike only grazed the abomination’s huge humerus, but the severed torso of a golem reached out an arm, grabbed the abomination’s fibula, and cracked the bone, bringing the skeleton down.

Panting, Rake scrambled away, remembered the approaching hybrid, turned up the road – and there it was, a dark figure with high curving horns ravaging toward the base ramp of the copper tree. There was a name there, Rake reckoned: ravagers. The ravager’s bone sword was alit with baleful scourge fire, black with flecks of sickly green.

Brax descended through the canopy to meet the ravager Lord. That was brave of him, but he was on the back foot immediately, hard pressed, giving ground with every stroke.

He would lose unless Rake did something.

What, though? What?!

Scourge swarmed in behind the ravager, chasing the Coedhens as they fled for the copper barricade, many slipping in the red-green slush. The scale-steel traps had already sprung, and the remaining golems could hold back the tide. Rake fought madly to push through, slashing with one arm, clawing with the other – desperate to reach Brax. He still had a few Flash Shards left. If he could⁠—

The Lord ran its sword up Brax’s side, splitting his brigandine. Blood spurted, dark as the black fire on the ravager’s sword, and Brax staggered several paces, his face breaking into relief in seeing Rake before he crumpled.

The Lord advanced on Rake.

Rake tossed the Flash Shards at it, turned on his heel, and tried to scurry away low -only to find the press of scourge too thick. The copper barricade was beyond his reach. The ghouls were pressing, clawing, tearing at his scales.

“Close your eyes.”

Ash’s voice came layered with spirit. Rake willingly complied, tucking his chin to his chest as the world turned stark white through his eyelids.
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The full moon emerged before darkness fell, bringing soft motes that would once have been hidden. Holt knew them now.

In Ash’s nightscape, he Forged every vital speck he could, using Neveh’s hummingbird breathing method to push hard against the impurities around the half-moon core. The constellations remained bright enough to spot, from the simple hut to the sword crested by a shooting star to the newest addition: a wolf’s head, one side animal, the other monstrous.

When the lunar motes became a shower, he knew Ash must leave. All too soon, he heard an echo of Rake’s voice over their bond.

“We need you now!”

Holt emerged from the nightscape, back to the real night and the misleading quiet of the field hospital.

“I have to go,” Ash said.

Tears burned in Holt’s eyes. He couldn’t treat every parting like the last, even if this time it really was.

“I’ll see you in the morning.”

He took up his crutch and struggled to his feet, gave Ash a thump, and received a nudge in return. He knew, and Ash knew, and words weren’t needed when you could sense how another soul felt.

Ash stepped four paces, then paused.

“Go,” Holt urged, but Ash did not move.

“It’s just struck me… We keep searching for a purpose that we think is right and good, but it’s like we’ve told Wolf: not until the dust settles can we ever know. How can our purpose be something we can’t be certain of?”

Holt hadn’t been expecting such an oration on the cusp of battle, and it took him a moment to catch up, to think. And he decided Ash had made a fine point.

“I’m not sure where that leaves us, then. What can our purpose be if it is not doing something we think is good?”

Ash rumbled, almost knowingly. “I should have known it right away. It’s what everyone always tells us, calls us. They call us chaos-bringers.”

“They mean it as a curse.”

Tension tautened their bond. Both souls lifted and started turning. Astralis half-woke, as though opening one eye.

“Chaos means change,” Ash said, “and it’s change they fear. We’ve done things differently, sometimes for better and, yes, sometimes for worse. But we can’t live in fear and never fly. Chaos-bringers,” he scoffed. “I say we turn that curse into our armor. We’re change-bringers, Holt.”

Their bond shook now, souls spinning, and Astralis awoke, alert to triumph. If a sword could smile, then this one was beaming.

“Change-bringers,” Holt whispered.

“For better or for worse.”

Their bond all but spoke to them, yearning for the next step.

Funny how apparent it seemed now. Ash was right. Everyone had told them as much: Aberanth bonding to Ferruccio, Eidolan caring for Yume, and Wolf, Wolf most of all, each shaken from their old ways by encountering a pot boy and a blind dragon.

Change-bringers, Holt thought, turning inward, feeling Ash do the same.

It didn’t make them heroes, didn’t make them villains, it made them Holt and Ash.

Our purpose, they willed together, is to bring change.

It wasn’t like becoming an Ascendant or a Champion; there wasn’t a painful transformation in Holt’s body or a burning swell in the bond. The connection simply sank deeper into his soul, as part of him now as his own limbs. A soothing energy filled his mote channels as though washing them clean, and they expanded, wove in intricate new threads.

Magic coursed across the bond – impossible now to Fray – into every new conduit, through every tiny channel as though Holt were powered by elixir and jerky and impeccable cycling all at once. Silver veins shone on his hands; light radiated from his neck, his face; a cool, brushing presence touched his leg, leaving it pain-free.

A sense of clarity, of wholeness.

Astralis drummed. Ash roared with joy.

And Holt Cook drew his first breath as a Lord.

With his second breath, he threw his crutch into the darkness and leaped onto Ash’s back.
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Rake had screwed his eyes shut. Ash had been quite compelling.

White. The whole world had gone white.

“Ash?” he asked aloud, baffled as to how he could feel the dragon close by, how he’d arrived so quickly when he couldn’t fly. One of the Lords was with him – no, there were no Lords or Ladies on the defending side.

It couldn’t be, but it had to be⁠—

“Holt Cook!” Rake cried, free hand shielding his eyes as he blinked to take in the wonder. At the base of the copper tree, the scourge howled in the aftermath of the Flare, ran pell-mell into each other, clawed at their own faces.

Amid the carnage, Ash clawed them down, clobbered with his tail, harvested swathes with his breath. The full width of the ring road was aflame with the white light of Holt’s Consecration. And there he was, the Lunar Lord, bandanna down and clashing swords with the mighty ravager. Astralis dazzled bright enough to make Rake’s eyes water, so he turned away, laughing as he hacked ghouls down, laughing as the bugs smoked on the Consecrated ground. Arrows zipped down from the copper tree, then the Coedhens left their barricade to join Rake and the last golems upon the road.

Men cheered. Rake hadn’t heard them utter so much as a battle cry until now.

Holt pushed the ravager away from the copper tree. The Scourge Lord had to be strong to withstand Astralis’s light this long, but under Holt’s furious assault, it weakened, buckled, its exoskeleton cracking and smoking as if melting before Holt rammed Astralis through its torso.

Ash bellowed and surged up the road after Holt as he headed for the bronze tree. A bit of sense made Rake hold back and shout at the Coedhens to do the same.

“Back to your positions! The night’s far from over!”

Holt was a Lord, but still only one Lord against a swarm. Ash’s core was not limitless, nor could they cover every inch of the Cardhern by themselves. Before the night ended, scourge fire consumed the bronze Terwyn, Coedhens lay like spent arrows on the forest floor, and Rake moved to fight by the iron tree, his arm so heavy now he could hardly lift it.

‘Don’t think I want to do a fourth night,’ he told Elya.

Ta-dum. Ta-dum.

That was when a crushing wave of power surged into his sixth sense. It came from the south, moving fast, as blinding in magic as Astralis was to the eye. An Elder, three Wardens, and… three Paragons? But two of those cores were bonded…

“Can’t be,” Rake gasped.

The shock knocked the last strength from his body, made him drop his broken shaft. No matter, he didn’t need to fight anymore, for that wave from the south cleared the enemy in one crushing sweep of wind and lightning and shattering ice. And yet more still came, wild dragons and riders, many Lords and Ladies, and whatever remained of Thrall’s great swarm was utterly destroyed.

As on the second night, Rake crumpled, his lower back pounding away down there, but this time, he found nothing to rest against. He crawled instead to the base of the iron Terwyn and slumped into its gouged roots, though they may as well have been a feathered bed. He coughed wetly, but, twitch by twitch, the ghost of a smile played at his lips.

The east was saved.

Thump… Thump…

The smile died, as did his hopes. The east was saved, so why wasn’t she coming back?
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THREE SACRIFICES


Under wary eyes, Talia drew her sword. “We’re not here to fight,” she said, turning the blade over and driving it into the ground.

With shaky reluctance, Pyra lowered her head, not to the ground but enough to show she meant it; snarled too, enough to remind them she was still a fire dragon.

Lord Jocquel stood silent. His presence roved over their bond, over Talia’s soul, until at last he said, “Why come if not to fight?”

“King Fynn feels he can end things peacefully between his brothers.”

Her next intake of breath plunged ice through her chest. There were no fires here on this mound with its single slanted standing stone; no shelter or relief save for the protective film of her Floating. The snow melted as it passed through her magical defenses, the damp already weighing down her fur cloak, seeping beneath her collar, under her brigandine and gambeson.

“I felt it worth trying,” Talia went on. “Don’t you?”

“What if he fails?”

Then Pyra and I will swoop down to save Fynn, leading to who knows what.

“I have every faith in King Fynn,” Talia said, though she was unable to hide the quiver of fear – fear for him.

“You have another force marching north,” Jocquel said.

“The bulk of the troops are Brenish, and they will not engage the Skarls unless attacked themselves. King Roland made that explicit. If things go wrong, the Fornheimers are on their own.”

“How careful of you,” Jocquel said, and yet something seemed to break in his bearing, the first hint of thawing. “Unexpected for daughters of fire.”

The four other riders of Sky Spear on the mound mumbled in agreement.

Talia glanced at the armies encamped in the distance. Each sprawl seemed evenly sized. Leif and Britta’s men had marched fast – for the conditions at any rate – meeting the Fornheimers shortly before Talia and Fynn arrived on Pyra’s back. Barely half a day later, Aren and the Iron Duke’s men had appeared, with Sky Spear riders not far behind.

“Perhaps we can also make an agreement, Lord Jocquel?”

“That will depend.”

“I have decided it would be right if I were to step down as Queen of Feorlen.”

More silence, more stillness. The wind dropped, the snow fell limply down, speckling her face with tepid rain.

Others would have asked her if she was sure, why she’d decided this, had she thought it all through? Lord Jocquel said, “At last, you accept your folly.”

Pyra’s snarl became a snort of smoke. She snapped at the air but managed to restrain herself.

“Allow me one year,” Talia said. “Feorlen must be prepared for my departure. One year, and then I’ll be just a rider again.”

She could almost see the thoughts wrestling behind Jocquel’s pale eyes, could almost hear the heavy crack of ice as he gave something up to meet her halfway.

“One year,” Jocquel echoed. “Will you swear to it?”

“We will,” said Talia.

Jocquel thought some more. “And will you swear, when the time comes, to never enter Feorlen again?”

This threw Talia off, made her lose the rhythm of her cycling. She chewed on a gingery strip of beef and washed it down with an elixir to help regain her Floating – and to buy her time to think. Yet no path emerged, and all she could think of saying was, “Is that necessary?”

“We’d feel more comfortable if you were posted away from Feorlen, Champion Talia,” he said, already treating her like one of the rank again. “If I had it my way, I’d send you to Alamut or Angkor. Your King Fynn might succeed today, but there will always be another conflict. Better you’re not close to avoid any… relapse. It’s expected of most riders, after all.”

Another twist of the familiar knife. It was true enough that if she’d been sent to some far-off hall to train, she wouldn’t have been in Feorlen to take the crown. But Leofric had convinced Father that Talia could improve relations were she at the Crag, and so Father had pressed Commander Denna to take her. Resentment toward riders had grown over a time of low scourge activity, and some had wondered if the riders were still needed in such numbers.

What a world it had been.

Pyra teetered on the edge of a roar. “My rider is willing to give everything, and you’re making more demands?”

“A thief is not applauded for returning what they stole. We must insist. We see no other way to ensure you’ll never involve yourself in the affairs of the kingdom again.”

Talia took in every stony face staring her down and knew she must do it. Her stepping down wouldn’t mean anything if she could return, nor would their fear of her doing so be quelled.

“It’s not right,” Pyra growled over their bond.

“None of it is,” Talia said.

That was why they were going.

“We have a requirement of our own,” Pyra said. “Talia is no conqueror, but Empress Skadi is. Sky Spear must reject her claims and cease your open support for her.”

The Sky Spear riders turned to each other, and their dragons rumbled. For the first time, Jocquel hesitated. “We are in need of her resources.”

“She needs Claw Point and the Roaring Fjord garrisoned,” Talia said. “On this, she’ll have to blink.” She could see this upset Jocquel, how it all reeked of politics. “Skadi is the one who forced you into this position, remember. Push back.”

Another glacially long pause from the Ice Lord until, finally, a stiff nod.

Talia and Pyra’s bond burned happily.

“And one more thing,” Pyra began.

“Careful, girl,” Talia said privately, patting Pyra’s neck.

“Yes?” Jocquel asked through his clenched jaw.

“Your most senior riders will assist the New Order in breaking the seal on Drakburg,” said Pyra. “Enough Lords and Ladies might crack the Paragon’s ward. The New Order will have need of the Order Hall.”

Frowning deeper, Jocquel gave another slow nod.

Pyra rumbled deeply, and Talia smiled, breathing hard as much from the effort of fighting the cold as her exhilaration.

“All of this,” Jocquel said, “depends on further war being prevented.”

Everyone looked upon the camps again.

Talia’s excitement withered, but she recognized the sense in it. From Jocquel’s perspective, those armies could surge at each other at any moment, and blood would steam to a mist over the plains.

“I understand,” Talia said, and for the first time, Jocquel relaxed, if only by a little. One Sky Spear rider took off as the other three came to stand by them, their dragons settling into a warm huddle. Everyone watching. Waiting.

Much to everyone’s surprise, Pyra started laughing, a hearty rumble high in her throat. “All this probably won’t matter,” she said over their bond. “To think so much depends on Leif talking Aren down.”

Whatever her dragon felt, Talia failed to find the humor in it, but she said, “Thank goodness Fynn will be there.”
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Leif’s pavilion lay in a mess, and Fynn’s head spun. Alright, so he was a tankard of ale to the worse, maybe two, but it was nothing on his brothers. They seemed able to drain kegs and barely hiccup. Even their men couldn’t keep up; most were slumped on the rug-strewn ground, snoring heavily.

In the candlelight, Fynn blinked sore eyes, found a cup of water, then leaned back and poured it over his face. It was ice-cold and jarring as a flubbed note. Gasping, he shook his head, spraying water like a dog, and in dazed bewilderment, he noticed he still held the neck of his lute in one hand, the broken string curling sadly away.

First his pipe, now the lute.

Leif and Aren were still upright at the end of the table, speaking sluggishly but still speaking, and that was good. Neither took notice as Fynn dragged a stool to the end of the table and adjusted the wedding sword at his hip as he sat down. He allowed a moment to feel proud at managing that smoothly, even under ale. Now, squeezed in between his brothers’ never-ending limbs, it was hard to find a patch of wood not sap-like from spilled ale to rest his elbows on.

Aren glanced at him with a nod. “Brodir.”

“Brodir,” Leif said on a delay. He gave Fynn a hearty slap on the back, driving Fynn’s ribs against the table.

Aren took a gulp of his drink, wiped his mouth, fixed Leif with a stare, and said in Skarlish, “You’re serious, then?”

Leif nodded slowly, as though his skull weighed double.

Aren frowned hard, stretching the boar tattoo taut. “But why? You’ve only just met her.”

“Fynn knows,” Leif said. He made another lurch toward Fynn, but thankfully, Leif only patted him on the back this time. “You tell him. Make our little brother understand.”

Fynn blinked again. Maybe there had been a third tankard? Hard to track when there’s a score of raucous, heavily armed Skarls around you.

“Love…” Fynn began, as though ready to erupt into song, but then he hesitated, considered. Couldn’t be too poetic with Aren. “Love sometimes hits like… like a battle fury. All at once, and it becomes everything.”

Aren raised one brow by a fraction. “But battles end.”

“This doesn’t. It becomes a part of you.”

“Mhhmm,” Leif grunted into his tankard. “Fynn knows. He had his”—he belched—“his Foundling girl.”

Aren’s other brow twitched up to join the first. “Freya?”

Just the mention of her knifed at Fynn’s stomach. With so much going on, he hadn’t thought of her in some time, at least not as he had. When had he last played her song?

Quite oblivious to Fynn’s squirming, Leif said, “Yes, that was her. Freya. Freya…” he echoed sadly. His giant hand slid onto Fynn’s shoulder, shockingly gentle. “Will you forgive me?”

“Whatever for?” Fynn asked.

“You’re my little brother. I should have—” This time, he suppressed the belch with a fist to his midriff. “Should have stood up for you.”

Fynn felt something sting in the corner of his eye. It was too much: the ale-head, the pressure, the rush of memories, the sound of her singing, and the coarse, horrifying halt of her voice as her breath left her at the end. Leif and Aren always insisted he was better with words, but dammit if Leif in his simple manner hadn’t just said it all.

“It’s alright,” Fynn said. He would have clasped Leif by the shoulder in return, but Leif’s boulder hand pinned him down. “But it means the world to hear you say that.”

Leif’s lower lip trembled, and his unfocused eyes slid slowly downward. “I was, hic, wrong about that,” he said, pointing to Fynn’s sword. “It suits you.”

Fynn touched the ornate hilt of crossed swords and crown. “I’m getting used to it.”

Aren snorted, very boar-like, and slammed both hands upon the table. “What has gotten into you two? Are you maidens or Skadisons? Are you limp Brenish or are you Skaaaaarls?!”

He roared this, surging to his feet, face reddening. He pulled an axe from his belt and brought it down with frightening strength. The crack of wood as Aren’s axe quivered and hummed woke the intoxicated sleepers for a moment before they slumped again.

Fynn gulped. That Aren had been willing to come to Leif’s tent for talks had seemed a promising start, made even better when Aren had stiffly offered congratulations on Britta’s pregnancy. Leif called for ale to toast it, and Fynn started playing songs of the long halls. Games followed, and all sense of a tense negotiation had melted away, although now, with Aren looming monstrous in the dim light, breathing hard, they seemed perilously close to fists again.

Leif leaned back on his stool, looked between Aren and the shuddering axe, then burst into laughter. He whooped, banged a fist rowdily off the table, and slapped his knee with his other hand.

All the air in Fynn’s chest left him, leaving him trembling like Aren’s axe. Then he started laughing too, throttled somewhat by nerves, but he laughed. He should have known. Of all the men in all the world to try and intimidate, Leif was not the one. The leather straps on his exposed biceps strained fit to burst as he hooted with mirth.

Aren looked utterly lost.

“Sit down, little brother,” Fynn encouraged, leaning across the table to drag Aren down by his sleeves. “Sit down.” Aren did, looking more like the little brother who’d trailed behind Fynn through the Silver Hall all those years ago. Fynn leaned in and said, “One day, you’ll understand what we’re talking about.”

Something dawned on Aren’s face, as though he were finally accepting this wasn’t some hoax or test of his resolve. “You’d really fight me, then?” he asked of Leif. “For her?”

Leif steadied himself with a thunderous cough, then said, “Only if you force me.”

“My men are worth ten of these Fornheimers,” Aren said. It might have been threatening, only he hiccupped. “The Iron Beards are lethal.”

Leif shrugged.

Aren looked positively desperate now, and Fynn seized on it. “I don’t think you truly want to do this.”

Aren threw back his tankard until the last drops ran down his beard.

“Is pleasing Mother so important to you?” Fynn asked.

“Easy for you to say. You’ve always known what you wanted, and Leif knows one day he’ll sit in Mother’s place, but what do I have? All I had was to be the good son.” He stared into the depths of his tankard as though hoping it would refill itself. “She was angry when I failed in Feorlen.”

Yes, Mother had been upset at Aren’s bungled wooing of Talia.

“Should have done better in that scourge tunnel,” Aren mumbled. “If I’d not messed up in that fight—” But he didn’t seem to know what, so he clenched his fist, knuckles cracking.

Fynn’s spinning head took a moment to grasp Aren’s meaning, perhaps because he’d never considered that Aren felt strongly about that day. “You think if you’d done better in that scourge chamber, Talia would have taken you?”

Aren’s ruddy face deepened a darker red. “Who would take a man after he’s cut his braid in shame?”

“Ah, Aren,” Fynn sighed, “Talia knew how much Mother wanted it to be you, so naturally she resisted it. It had nothing to do with that… incident, not really.”

“A man died saving my life,” Aren said lowly.

“Eadwald,” Fynn reminded him. “And his brother almost died that night in Wismar, but I saw you pull the housecarl back. I saw it. Leif did too, didn’t you, Leif?” Fynn gave the great lump a kick under the table.

Leif started and said, “Ahh, yes, that’s right.”

But Aren seemed far away now. “She’s never ignored me like that before,” he said, as though haunted. “Like I wasn’t even there.”

Fynn had grown accustomed to their mother’s cold shoulder, even welcomed it, but baby Aren had always been on her warm side – well, what passed for warmth.

“I expect Mother was more furious at me,” Fynn said. “I never knew she took it out on you, but then you returned to Smidgar when I did not. I’m sorry for that.”

It took Aren some time to speak again. “I can’t undo it,” he said, more to the low-burning candles than to Fynn or Leif. “What would the warbands think of me if I marched them home now?”

Fynn blinked hard again, rubbed at his eyes. What he needed was another cup of water to splash on his face, but there were none in reach. Had to play this gently now.

“Brother,” he began, “it sounds like you care more about what is said of you than you do about me and Leif.”

Aren struggled. “I… ah… I – no!”

“Then don’t fight. Turn back, and make sure you can see our nephew or niece be born.”

“I can’t.”

“You can,” Fynn said. “What will the Boundless Sons, the Blood Bards, or any of the others think of you if you always do what Mother says? You want to be your own man? Hmm. Well, what kind of a man clutches to his mother’s skirts?”

Aren looked hopefully at their older brother. “Would you come home with me?”

Leif swayed a little. “My place is with Britta.”

“But you must come home.”

Fynn tried to give Leif another warning kick – Aren mustn’t think he was backed into a corner, Talia had told him that about a thousand times – but in his dizziness, Fynn missed, struck the table, and winced. Luckily, Aren was too caught up to notice.

“There’ll be nothing for me back in Smidgar.”

“You can be heir,” Leif said. He said it quite dully, as though asking Aren to pass him another bowl of stew.

If Fynn had had a drink, he’d have spat it out. But his shock was second only to Aren’s.

“You be heir,” Leif said, “and I’ll stay with Britta.”

Fynn could almost see the wheels grinding behind Aren’s eyes. The corner of his mouth threatened a smile, then he fell grim again.

“A Skarl must earn his meal,” Aren said with a dismissive wave.

“Come, come, brother,” Fynn said, seizing the moment. “You’d earn respect as the man who forces Empress Skadi to accept his wishes for a change – a feat Father never claimed, not once. What higher reputation could you build? And if you become the heir, she cannot freeze you out, nor can the leaders of the warbands. Mother can’t bully the future emperor so easily.”

She could try, Fynn supposed, and it seemed wrong for Leif to grant Aren this, like rewarding bad behavior, but if it stopped a war… Well, Leif’s simple heart might spare them all. There was definitely a song in that. Maybe the world needed a few more Leifs.

Aren screwed up his face, still wrestling with something. “Do you both hate me?”

“An artist does not judge,” Fynn said. “We seek to understand.” What a line. He’d told Talia that on their wedding night, and he’d been worse for ale then too, but it wasn’t half bad, if a little flowery for the circumstances. “You needed a place, and now you can have one. We’ll all have our place.”

Aren smiled now and looked expectantly at Leif.

“So long as there’s no fighting,” Leif said. “You’re my brother,” he added, as though that were enough.

Aren visibly relaxed. Fynn felt it too, and he scavenged for what sips of ale remained undrunk, then poured them each a measure. He raised a cup and cheered, “To Aren the peace-maker!”
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Drefan glanced at the Risalians being shepherded inside his pavilion, three shivering young men with ruddy faces and pinched cheeks. At least inside the pavilion, they could find warmth, or as much as you could hope for in this wretched winter without the help of a fire rider.

“Thank you, Rolph,” Drefan said to the officer who’d led the Risalians in. Rolph stepped back, stood watchful. A good soldier, Rolph, capable and professional, one couldn’t ask for finer. Almost too professional. Drefan wasn’t sure he’d ever seen the man crack a smile or tell a joke, but professional was perhaps for the best. Harder to get attached that way.

“You’re brothers,” Drefan observed of the Risalians – a statement, not a question. He glanced at the papers on his desk. “Lesser Margraves under the Duke of Krause.”

The middle brother, the one who looked the eldest, nodded on their behalf.

“But the Duke of Krause does not appear to be here,” Drefan went on. “Who was in command of your platoon?”

The ‘eldest’ brother tentatively cleared his throat and raised his hand.

Inside, Drefan groaned. Why send anyone with experience when the experienced can stay home by their hearths?

The more they learned of the Iron Duke’s forces, the more of a sham the whole thing appeared. Conrad had been right to nudge rather than take the hammer to them. Drefan had never seen a man fold faster than when Ludwig had read Conrad’s letters.

Hand still raised, the eldest Risalian brother stuttered. “T-they s-said there would be amnesty… sir!” He had a weedy mustache, hardly better than a third eyebrow. On this, Drefan sided with Britta and the Fornheimers. A full beard he could appreciate, a bit of stubble even more so, but these Risalian mustaches were like ferrets on the upper.

“The Archduke has offered clemency to those who renounce the Protectorate.” Drefan raised his hand to cut the Risalian off. “I don’t doubt that you do. There’s just a few more questions. For the record – to corroborate,” he added with dull formality.

It didn’t take long. The lads knew as much of the Iron Duke’s machinations as they knew how to take a razor to those pitiful hairs, but one had to be thorough.

“That’ll be all,” Drefan said eventually. “Rolph, see they’re taken to the riders to warm up. And see they get a bowl of something hot too.”

“Aye, sir,” Rolph said with a quick salute.

The brothers got up and shuffled off as Rolph pressed at their backs. Drefan couldn’t help but pity them and hoped they would feel more human again once the riders thawed them out.

Not long after the Skarls officially ended hostilities, riders from both sides had landed to help battle the elements, warding the wind, draining icy waters away from the camps, and actively altering the temperature in the air. Drefan didn’t understand how they did it. Talia had tried to explain it once, something about ice riders pulling the cold into their bodies and fire dragons pushing heat out. What he did know was that such a gesture from the Sky Spear riders could only mean one thing.

Talia had given them what they wanted.

Where would that leave Feorlen? Where did that leave him?

His ear itched. It had grown worse of late. Damned cold, he thought as he scratched without relief.

To his surprise, Rolph reappeared wearing an actual expression, one of concern.

“What is it?” Drefan asked.

Rolph drew short of the desk and spoke lowly. “We’ve got the next Risalian waiting outside. It’s him, sir.”

The itch became burning.

Drefan cleared his throat. “Very good, Rolph. Bring him in.” He tried to lean back in his chair and look relaxed, but his heart was attempting to break his ribs, and the writ from Conrad tucked inside his cloak felt heavy as an iron rod.

Rolph returned, leading another black-clad Risalian. This man’s heavier, finer layers meant he wasn’t shivering, and his cheeks were full, yet there were signs of disruption in the shadow of a beard and in the way the heavy oil used to upturn his mustache had dried and cracked in the cold. Otherwise, he looked at ease, almost bored.

“Duke Rittenmark?” Drefan asked.

“Why ask if you know?” His Risalian accent was heavy and used to command.

They held each other’s gaze.

“Bring him a stool, Rolph. This is a duke, after all.”

Rolph did, and Rittenmark sat down and lowered his hood to reveal greasy, dark hair. The tip of his right ear was missing, the remaining flesh purple and blue. Drefan eyed the injury – like a dark reflection of himself.

“Got nipped by the frost,” Rittenmark said without a hint of grief. “You’re in command, are you?” he added brusquely. Drefan nodded. “Easiest victory of your life,” Rittenmark sneered. He looked around the pavilion, appearing to analyze the level of furnishings, lingering on one of the blue hawk banners. “Ah, Harroway, is it?”

“Why ask if you know?”

Rittenmark smirked. “One of my sons was at Fort Dittan during the last war. Spoke highly of how you managed to break the siege there.”

Ulrich took a blow for me. I should be dead.

Rittenmark babbled on, as if reminiscing on old times.

‘You killed him,” Drefan wanted to yell. ‘You killed him and now you’re mine!’

Oblivious to this, Rittenmark gestured vaguely and asked, “So, what’s the meaning of this? I’ve waved the white flag, haven’t I?”

His words grated worse than a rough-spun shirt in high summer.

“What’s more to be done?” Rittenmark went on. “Does Conrad want a promise that I’ll lick his arse as well as his boots?” He tittered at his own joke.

You think you’re safe, Drefan thought. You think the pardon protects you, but it doesn’t. I’ve got your fate in my pocket, and I’m going to enjoy wiping that smirk off your vile face.

Instead, Drefan said, “I have some questions.”

“Well, get on with it, then.”

Drefan took a deep breath. It didn’t help.

“Were you at the Toll Pass?”

“What?” Rittenmark said, plainly caught off guard.

“Answer the question.”

“Yes, I was there. What of it?”

“Did you have command of the assault upon the Risalian gatehouse?”

“I had that honor, yes.”

Drefan twitched. “Rolph, leave us.”

Another rare flash of concern from Rolph. “Sir, you are sur⁠—”

“You heard me. Leave, all of you,” he added louder. Rolph licked his lips but dutifully snapped to attention, saluted, and filed out with the other guards.

Rittenmark glanced over each shoulder before saying, “Should I be worried?”

Drefan stood, struggling against the urge to draw his sword. He could claim Rittenmark had attacked him – it would be his word against a dead man, and no one would miss him. He braced both hands upon his desk and leaned forward instead.

“Your men slaughtered the defenders of that gatehouse.”

“It was a battle.”

“They flew the white flag.”

“I didn’t see it.”

“I saw it from the fortress,” Drefan hissed, spittle flying. “It was plain and clear and flew for too long. I watched it fall from the tower!”

“You care a lot about your soldiers,” Rittenmark said.

Drefan choked, and the Duke seized his chance to advance.

“You’re young, so that’s understandable. Word of advice: not all victories are like today. Men will die.”

There was still time to draw his sword. Drefan was already braced on the desk; he could leap it in one bound.

“It was a war crime. You gave the orders.”

“I was commanded to take the gate. I gave out orders in turn, and my majors, lieutenants, and sergeants sent orders down to the platoon and squad leaders. It wasn’t my sword that cut down your men.”

“Enough,” Drefan said. “Enough. Your command, your responsibility.”

“Do you accept every action by every man in your army?” Rittenmark’s brows went mockingly high. “You’d sink fast with all that weighing you down.”

“Do you have any remorse? Lives were taken needlessly. Those men could even now be alive, could be able to return home to loved ones.”

Rittenmark met him square in the eye again. “I was commanded to take the gate. I succeeded.”

So, no regrets, then.

Drefan reached inside his cloak, grasped the scroll, his heart reaching fever pitch – then stopped. Why had he stopped?

Because Talia had given up her crown. Because even the bull-headed Aren had allowed himself to be talked down. Because peace had been made, a new treaty signed, a new future birthed, and it couldn’t be Drefan who helped perpetuate the old cycle.

And because – and this was what killed him – he wasn’t prepared to draw his sword and end the man’s life. Given that, showing him the writ and stripping everything else from him seemed little better.

Drefan found himself asking, “You have a family, Duke Rittenmark?”

“Wife of thirty-seven years,” he said, accepting the change in conversation easily. “Five hearty children, two girls, three boys. One of them hopes to become a dragon rider. And I’ve contributed three bastards to the defense of the Grand Duchy.” He tsked. “More than Conrad’s managed.”

Of course he had a family. Didn’t everyone? Rittenmark had just told him that one of his sons had been at Fort Dittan. Maybe Drefan had tried to kill that son, maybe Ulrich had. And Rittenmark would have extended family, lesser branches of the house throughout his holdings, woven into the region and society, which made it hard for Conrad, for anyone at the very top, to simply remove a powerful man without consequence. It was the same in Feorlen, the same the world over.

Drefan wanted Ulrich to be able to come home. That could never be.

The grain of the parchment felt coarse beneath his fingers, but Drefan pulled his hand out of his cloak, clenched a fist, and pressed it against the grain of the desk instead.

“If there was true justice, something would be done,” he said, more to himself. He remembered Rittenmark was sitting there and said through gritted teeth. “Thank you for your honesty. Now go.”

Before I change my mind.

Rittenmark got up without another word, turned in a swirl of black, and marched out. It felt like a full minute passed before Rolph returned, his strides firm but his eyes hesitant.

“Sir,” he tried, “shall we continue with the debriefings?”

Drefan sighed until there was no air left in him. “Just a moment.”

He pushed himself up from his desk, walked to the nearest brazier, pulled out the writ he’d fought for, and threw the parchment onto the flames.

“Fetch the Queen for me, Rolph. I must speak with her.”
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DOOSET DORAM


Light stabbed in Osric’s eyes, a dull ache ran through his head, and the coarse mat scratched his cheek. Bleary-eyed, he pushed himself up and found Nox lying over his midriff. They were in a small Rashai tent. For a moment, he worried it had all been a dream. The beauty of the Asezamin, the mysteries of the Valley of Death, the sphinxes.

He turned his hand over and found the oval with the two inner rings and a dark pupil. Somehow, he understood the mark would be unfading, more permanent than any tattoo could be.

Not a dream.

Someone popped their head in through the fold of the tent, called out in Rashai, and disappeared again.

Nox stirred, yawning as she stretched out her neck. “Good morning.”

“Morning,” he mumbled hoarsely. His throat burned for water, so he relied on telepathy. “How did we get back?”

“The sphinxes brought us.”

Osric wasn’t sure what to make of that, but he noticed he was still wearing the same robes he’d traveled in. “Could you elaborate for me?”

“I’m not sure. I was asleep too. We woke up just before we reached the camps.”

Before he could enquire further, Esfir appeared at the tent fold. Osric had never seen her so joyful – not a pinch of worry creased her face or clouded her eyes. Damn him but he mistrusted it. Things were never this good in life. For a moment, he questioned again whether this was another illusion of the sphinxes.

Nox gave him a nip.

“Ouch,” he grunted, but he took the point.

Esfir came to kneel beside him and offered a waterskin. He thanked her in Rashai, and she showed him her clean palms, a trait the tribes shared with the Aharis, although it was observed with less ceremony. Water had never tasted so sweet, and, mercifully, the pounding behind his eyes began to ease.

Other Sunstriders then bustled in with the usual breakfast. Ghurst, dates, milk, and curd. The first bite made him realize how ravenous he was. A plate of meat came for Nox, and Esfir poured them tea.

Outside, the campsite brimmed with bright voices, and the women sang in harmony together. Hardly the sound of people preparing for war.

By the time he’d eaten his fill, Esfir seemed fit to burst before telling him, “Amir awake!”

Osric expected to feel a hammer blow, but it didn’t come.

“That’s wonderful news,” he said, and then he made a stab at saying ‘happy for you’ in Rashai. The right tone, a smile, and a burbling coo from Nox got the gist across.

Still beaming, Esfir said, “Come.” She grabbed his arm to pull him to his feet. His legs were two stiff old planks, but he managed to place one foot after the other.

Outside, the sun dazzled him, but the heat felt almost pleasant. Perhaps he’d become used to it. Nox followed them through the shadows of tents, leaping from shade to shade. To his astonishment, there were sphinxes walking boldly through the campsite. Perhaps it helped that the Rashai kept their distance, and those who did venture close approached with cupped hands and heads bowed.

A female sphinx – or so Osric assumed, given her yellow mane – noticed them and approached with some purpose. She sat on her haunches, brass eyes glistening, gazing at him as though he were a diamond in the sand.

“We were impressed by your fortitude.” She too had a haughty tone like the queen, only she was far younger. “And by your compelling reasoning.”

Osric felt something was required of him. “Thank you,” he muttered.

“It’s reassuring to know humans are capable when you put your minds to it. And it was enlightening to meet one of the bonded.” The sphinx lifted her head, her shimmering eyes searching for something, or someone.

“I think she wants to see you,” Osric told Nox, and she slid oil-smooth out from the collective shadow of the tethered camels nearby.

“Hello?” Nox said uncertainly.

The sphinx smiled, and on her younger face, it seemed friendlier than the queen’s ever had. “Greetings, dark one. Our fear of dragons runs deep, but if such temperamental species have found a way to coexist, why not humans and sphinxes?”

Nox cheeped, unsure whether to be offended or not. Osric set his jaw and held his tongue. Some truths could only harm, and besides, the sphinxes must have gleaned a lot of the bad from his memories already.

The sphinx carried on. “So much in the world has changed. It is time for the sphinxes to change too. Even now, our elders converse with the Rashai Chieftains on the mound of tall stones.”

Again, Osric sensed some response was expected of him. He considered for a moment, then said, “Try to be forgiving of us. Our emotions are strong and often lead us astray. I know that better than most.”

His cold shadow tried to make itself felt, but it lacked its old ferocity. The sphinx’s peacock-brass eyes started to spin, and she seemed to look through him. He felt a presence brush deep inside him, not unlike how a rider might try to feel the strength of a bond.

“We reckon those days are fading behind you.”

“Hmm,” he mused, then added, almost blurting it out, “Might I ask you something?”

She blinked and swished her tail but did not protest.

“Chief Zahiran of the Sunstriders made the journey to seek you once.” He glanced at Esfir. She plainly wasn’t following but gave him an encouraging smile and gestured for him to continue. Osric soldiered on with his theory. “He came to you when his daughter was taken captive, and he passed his trial and asked for guidance on what to do.”

The sphinx tittered. “Is there a question?”

Osric licked his lips, glanced at Esfir again, then asked, “What did the sphinxes tell him?”

The sphinx looked skyward, lifting one stony paw to her chin as though struggling to recall. “We told him to trust the man cloaked in darkness.”

And that’s why he trusted me time and again when he shouldn’t have.

“Thank you,” he said, half-turned, then pivoted back. “There’s one more thing I don’t understand.”

“You wish to know how you passed your trial?”

Osric nodded, especially considering it had been rigged against him. The queen had wanted him to fail.

“Why do you think?” The sphinx gave Nox a look, then sashayed off, flicking Osric with her tail on the way by.

Nox rumbled. “They’re quite rude with their tails.”

Osric barked a laugh, then sighed and scratched her lightly on her snout. Her rumbling deepened into one of pleasure.

They can know our memories and play with our minds, he thought, but they cannot play with our souls. They cannot block a dragon bond. Not completely, at any rate.

He wondered if they were really the first bonded pair the sphinxes had met. The queen seemed to think Nox barging into the trial should have been impossible, but then he wondered whether those visions had been the real test after all. And then he decided he might go mad trying to unravel sphinx behavior. The whole thing was claptrap designed to wring mystic motes out of humans like water from a sponge.

A feast and a show both, he thought with a tsk.

Esfir led them to Amir’s tent. Inside, Osric found Amir propped up on a mound of cushions with Leelah sitting by his side. Amir’s pallid skin was taut across his skull, but he still tried to push himself upright. First Leelah and then Esfir rushed to place supporting hands at his back. Husband and wife exchanged quiet words, then Esfir waved Osric closer.

With a determined air, Amir raised an arm, and it took Osric a moment to understand he wished to shake hands, for it wasn’t custom in Ahar or the desert. Osric took Amir’s hand as delicately as he could and held it. Amir’s lips trembled, but his eyes said it all. Osric reckoned he was being thanked for more than just the matter of the sphinxes. He gave Amir a firm nod, then gently lowered his hand back down.

“Ezdeha,” Amir gasped at Nox. The rumbling in her throat became a hum.

“If Esfir will let you,” Osric said privately to Nox, “tell her we’re happy for them.”

He took two strides for the exit, then heard Esfir call, “Behmoon.” He halted, then turned around, expecting to see her catching up to him, but instead it was Leelah who tentatively approached. She bounded close, stopped short, then seemed to lose her nerve and looked at her toes.

Esfir gestured at Osric and said something with motherly admonishment.

Leelah drew a great deep breath, puffed herself up, then threw her arms around Osric’s waist.

Osric’s heart shuddered still, his breath catching in his throat. Leelah said something, but he didn’t register it. She bit her lip, then tried again. “Dastet dard nakone.”

‘Thank you.’

He tried to respond, but his mouth was too dry, and his knowledge of the Ahari language seemed to be spilling out of his ears, so instead, with excruciating delicacy, he hugged the girl back with one arm. His stump trembled too much to join in.

“Thank you,” Leelah said again, as though she’d rehearsed it with the tribe’s translator. “Thank you for saving my father.”

No meddling of the sphinxes, nor even Thrall with all his power, could steal this moment from him.

He’d hold onto it forever, even if he had to let her go.

Osric risked a glance at Esfir, wishing for a sign. She was smiling proudly at her daughter and didn’t meet his eye. Whether deliberate or not, whether Leelah was his or not, he supposed it didn’t matter. She was all Esfir anyway. Amir watched with that same proud look – her father in all the ways that mattered.

Osric gave the girl a final squeeze, then stepped aside. Leelah let her hands flop to her sides, pretending to be shy again. Then Esfir called Leelah back, hand outstretched, and the girl hurried back to her parents.

“Time to go, Nox.”

Nox gave a quizzical sort of squeak. “But you haven’t even⁠—”

“Look at them, they’re so happy.” He didn’t have the heart to drag Esfir away from that and into hard questions about their past. “Let’s leave them to enjoy it.”

Nox gurgled but loyally slid into his shadow, and as he stepped outside, a feeling of triumph washed through him. He’d completed the mission. Well, the Shah’s mission, at any rate. War had been averted, a threat to Ahar perhaps removed for good. Alborz ought to be ecstatic. As for the Rashai, whatever came from here was between them and the sphinxes.

It did not take long for him to gather what meager possessions he had, and Alborz had given him most of those. The Sunstriders were generous with supplying him, and so all that remained was to wait until sundown to begin their journey. Osric took the opportunity to meditate with Nox.

After hours spent Cleansing the dust from her core, he opened his eyes to check on the progress of the sun. In the late afternoon haze, a dark figure sat opposite him, legs folded, arms resting at peace against its knees. Only its eyes weren’t black, but purple to match Nox’s own. As Osric breathed, his shadow’s chest rose and fell to match.

Nox’s shadow sat beside his, a dark eggplant color rather than pitch black, but her shadowed eyes were two voids that drank in the light.

Osric watched them until the sun dropped low, and he gently woke Nox.

“It’s time.”

She yawned and got to her feet, stretching. When Osric stood, his shadow stood and followed in his wake. As he stepped outside, he felt a cold breath on the back of his neck, a shiver through his bones, and when he turned, his shadow was gone. The only footprints in the sand were his own and Nox’s.

“Magic,” he muttered.

Nox walked beside him as he led Belle through the Sunstrider camp. It was quiet and no one paid him any mind, just as he liked it. At the edge of the camps, he faced north and found the first stars ringing the dunes like a silver crown. Time to leave the Asemanar Sangs behind. Time to leave⁠—

“Osric!”

He stopped. Nox rumbled and snaked her neck around.

“Osric!”

Heart thundering, Osric turned. There she was, running toward him across the sand. Several guards trailed woefully in her wake until Esfir rounded on them, shouting, and they stopped.

On she came. Osric thought about what he would say, thought so hard his head pounded. When she reached him, she scowled and kicked a clump of sand at him.

The impact of the grains reached him at some delay.

He looked at his feet, then back at her.

Without using words, how could he convey that he thought it would be easier this way? He settled for hanging his head for a while before gesturing toward the northern dunes.

Esfir stood breathing hard and seemed as unsure as he was.

A thump, this time from the dragon bond.

“Now or never,” Nox said.

There was no way to formulate his exact question. No way brittle words and body language could ask, ‘Was it real, or were you just trying to survive?’ There was only the blunt, unsubtle way, yet now it seemed the only thing worth saying. He should have said it long ago.

“Dooset doram,” he said in Ahari. ‘I love you.’ He placed his hand over his chest. “Dooset doram.”

For a terrible moment, one in which the stars stopped shining, Esfir didn’t react. Then, comprehension dawned. She stepped closer, reached for his hand, and cupped it against her cheek. Tears wet his skin. She kissed his palm, then placed it back over his heart, held it there, and met his eye.

And he knew.

Something deep within him sighed, and his next breath felt like it came up from underwater. A warmth spread through him for the first time since… well, he could not recall.

They parted, but he felt whole.

Each took a step back, then another. Neither wished to be the first to turn. At last, Osric found the courage to do so and half-turned toward the distant dune.

“Hodafez,” he called in Ahari. Goodbye.

She smiled. “Hodafez, Osric.”

He allowed himself a final, lingering look, then wrenched himself away into the night.

Belle snorted.

Nox peeped a sad, snuffling peep.

“Are you”—he cleared his throat—“crying?”

“No…” she said unconvincingly, then scurried off, sweeping sand with her tail as she went.

“Hmm.”

Osric took Belle’s lead in hand and marched after Nox. He left the Rashai, the Asemanar Sangs, the desert, and the pain behind him.

One thing remained.

He drew his axe. Under the starlight, the red steel appeared as dark as dried blood and weighed heavier than ever.

Osric dropped it onto the sand and kept on walking. He wouldn’t need it anymore.
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THE NEW WORLD


Holt sat on a stool in the wreckage of the forge yard, gnawing at a piece of Lifting jerky sweetened with wine. Ambient heat still lingered in the forges, making it almost comfortable. What stunned him most was that all his friends – his family – were here with him. He could hardly believe they’d all made it, and he voiced as much.

“I never doubted us for a moment,” Rake replied, wincing. He sat atop an intact worktop with his tail hanging down and waved away Holt’s look of concern. “Nothing a good stretch and crack won’t solve,” he assured him as blood ran from his nose.

Eidolan groaned by way of reply, flexing the talons at the end of an injured leg. A laceration ran from joint to claw, the result of an attack on the forge yard the night before. Yume licked his wound, unable to communicate with them due to her empty core.

“I can still hear the shrieking,” said Ferruccio Smith, rocking by Aberanth’s side. A blood-stained bandage wrapped his head, courtesy of a ghoul’s raking nails. “Their bodies”—Ferruccio gulped—“broke like clay.” He stared at the hammer in his hand, its head caked with green blood. “Will they expect me to fight now that I’m bonded? I do not wish to.”

Aberanth blinked through bleary eyes at his rider, raised a wing to comfort him. Ferruccio slowly settled and ceased rocking and muttering, though he still stared in disbelief at his hammer.

“So…” Holt began.

“Maybe we could just sit quietly,” Aberanth said. “Just for a while… hmph?”

“I should like to hear something pleasant,” Wolf sighed sadly. Holt and Ash had collected him after the Wardens released the seals on his underground cell. Too exhausted to turn into anything smaller, it had been another wagon for him, this time pulled by Ash himself. He lay awkwardly now with his broken leg pinned at an odd angle, chest rising with labored breaths. “A beautiful bird song,” he elaborated. “Or the burbling water of a shallow stream…”

“That would be lovely,” Eidolan said wistfully, and Yume’s sigh came out in a low whistle.

As it was, Coedhen lay gripped in the same grim grieving Holt recognized from Sidastra, broken only by the foreboding snarls of far-distant thunder from the east.

Aberanth rested his snout wearily upon his front feet and fell asleep. Ferruccio blinked languidly, then he too closed his eyes. Yume yawned and slumped her head against Eidolan while he dozed, mouth ajar and eyes misted. Wolf snuffled and drifted off as well. Rake sat hunched, eyes closed, but Holt didn’t think he was sleeping. Maybe meditating? Trying to squeeze in a little Forging?

Holt nibbled on jerky and counted himself lucky. Compared to the Eastern Grove, he was in decent shape. It helped that he had only fought for one night out of three and that, where his brigandine had been penetrated, the strikes hadn’t broken his new Lordly skin. He hadn’t yet been able to inspect the frostbite on his left leg, but other than an area of his thigh feeling numb, there was no longer pain.

Ash hadn’t suffered serious harm either; he’d just lost most of his core during the night. A shard of his moon remained and a few stars stubbornly flickered, but the constellations were gone. Holt hadn’t bothered Forging in the early dawn. He and Ash wouldn’t be making much of a contribution against Thrall. No need with the strength now arrayed against the puppet master.

The Elder of Storms, three of his Wardens, his remaining flight, the strongest part of the surviving Order, two Paragons – and Vald was rumored to be something more. Thrall was all but defeated, even if the Elder of Ice stood by him.

These great powers were all out of Holt’s range of detection now, well beyond even Ash’s ability to hear them save for the thunder, and Holt was glad for it. Would have been impossible to avoid the Elder had Storm landed near the city.

Sensing Ash mulling over the same issue, Holt asked privately, “Not keen to go, are you?”

“I’ve rather lost interest in meeting Elders.”

Astralis shook in agreement.

Holt fished out another strip of jerky, bit in. Ginger warmed the back of his throat.

“We’ll have to think on where we can go,” Holt said to Ash. “Storm will be all calm and noble now, but he won’t always be.” Anyone who demanded you to swear to them wouldn’t be thrilled by a refusal, dragons most of all.

He noticed Rake staring down at his own dangling feet, which didn’t seem like a very Rake thing to be doing.

“We owe it all to you,” Holt said.

Rake looked up, blinked, and seemed slow off the mark to say, “Naturally.” He became preoccupied by his toes again.

This time, Ash intervened. “We will help you, Rake, in any way we can. After we figure out what comes next.”

“If Vald has done it,” Holt said, “at least we know it’s possible. That’s got to count for something.”

Rake made a noncommittal shrug – an extremely un-Rake action.

“Rake?” Holt said, serious now. “We’ll do this. We’ll help you.”

Rake smiled, a half-smile, a terribly, terribly sad smile. “I watched you take on that Ravager Lord – that was something else. No notes from me.”

Holt grasped the obvious deflection but let Rake have it. If he wanted to talk, he would.

“No notes? You sure about that?”

“Wellllll,” Rake added, “I might have been deliriously drunk on the sudden chance of avoiding imminent death. Hmm.” He scratched his chin. “Maybe your footwork⁠—”

“My footwork was just fine.”

Rake chuckled. “That it was.”

Astralis pulsed such that Holt felt a nip. “I owe much to Astralis too. It makes up for my shortcomings.”

“Well done, Astralis,” Rake echoed, and the sword shivered with satisfaction. Rake flashed a proper smile now, revealing a chipped tooth. “You can’t know how pleased I am to see you reach this stage, Holt, Ash,” he added with a respectful nod. “Makes me wonder…”

“About what?”

“Oh, about whether this mightn’t be my true purpose after all, to bring forward those who are truly capable… those better than me.”

“Don’t think I’ll ever be as skilled as you,” Holt said. “We’re lucky that our magic gives us an edge over the scourge.” The ghost of a whisper skittered up his spine, all shock and fury. Holt shivered, and not from the cold. “That thing I fought, the warrior – what did you call it?”

“A ravager. Like it?”

Holt nodded, partially reliving the final moments of that duel, driving Astralis through the foul thing’s armored torso, the splinter of chitin, and the whisper, wordless and crawling with hatred.

“I felt the Hive Mind behind that ravager, not Thrall.”

“What about the others?” Rake asked.

“Killed two more of them, but they were much weaker.”

Ash rumbled, ill at ease. “Why weren’t there any scourge-risen dragons in the battle?”

Rake looked up as Holt and Astralis jerked too, all in collective surprise.

“Yeh, where were they?” Holt said. He’d assumed Thrall had been saving them for the final push.

“I fear to know the answer to that,” Rake said. “Not sure⁠—”

He jolted, plainly sensing something approaching with his extended sixth sense.

Holt reached instinctively for Astralis.

“I wouldn’t bother,” Rake said. “Not that I think she’s coming to attack us, but if she is, even Your Lordship couldn’t do much about it.”

Astralis huffed and encouraged Holt to draw it anyway, but Holt listened to Rake on this one and let go.

Neveh and Nilak brought a frigid, gusting wind with them that killed the last remnants of heat from the forges. Nilak hovered above the yard, and Neveh descended on a slope of ice. She didn’t use her willpower, didn’t even threaten it, but her presence still pushed upon Holt like a glacier. At least he could withstand it now, rise to his feet without tottering like a stack of dishes.

‘Still feel confident?’ he asked Astralis. The sword hummed low and fell quiet.

Neveh’s presence roughed the others enough to stir them from sleep. Only Yume slept on, though her chest rose and fell from shallow breaths.

Neveh only had eyes for Holt. “Master Cook.” She appraised him with a look to freeze spitting hot oil and ran an expert touch over his bond. “You would have done well in the Order.”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

She ignored that, or perhaps she didn’t care, yet for all her hardness, Holt sensed a brittleness. Another white strand had appeared in her hair, and her dark skin looked washed out as though paling from illness. War had taken its toll on Nilak’s core, a stark difference from when Holt had first sensed him in Coedhen.

War had marked everyone. Everyone, it seemed, but Vald.

“There’s still time to head into the eastern woods,” Neveh said.

Ash growled. “We’re not kneeling to Storm.”

“It would betray our purpose.”

Neveh turned grim. “Would you drag your friends down with you?”

“Lord Oramyst has gone on behalf of the Warden of Soul,” Eidolan said. “Oramyst will stand in for Soul until he emerges from the forest and recovers.”

“I hope for your flight that he fully returns to himself. The mystics will need stability after Thrall is removed.” She eyed Rake, Aberanth, and Ferruccio. Then eyed Wolf with a frown. “Whatever your reasons, whatever excuse you think will exclude you, I’d strongly advise you to go. I will say no more than that.”

Holt frowned right back. “You didn’t come just to give us friendly advice.”

“I came to have a word with your half-dragon friend. Rake, is it?”

Rake slid off the workbench and into a theatrical bow. “Also known as the ‘Soul Cursed’ or the ‘Wanderer’. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Revered Paragon.”

“A private word,” Neveh said, gesturing away from the forge yard.

“We may have to wander far for a truly private word,” Rake said. “Some here have rather large ears.”

“No need.” Neveh stepped ten paces and cut lines into the snow with her sword, and walls of ice sprang up from the ground. Rake stepped inside, and a fourth wall and roof sealed them into a box.

“Can’t hear a thing,” Ash confirmed.

Holt watched Rake and the Paragon, trying to gauge the tone of their conversation, but they were just two watery shadows behind the thick ice.

“It’s unthinkable,” Ferruccio said, talking to himself. “Riders swearing to a Wild Flight. What will become of the Order? No matter to us. We will not return.”

“Where will you and Aberanth go?” Holt asked.

Ferruccio seemed surprised that someone had heard him. He always did. “Aberanth speaks of a grove of his flight in this forest. We may winter there; beyond that, I do not know.”

Wintering at the Eastern Grove didn’t sound half-bad to Holt. “That sound good to you, Wolf?”

“If they would accept me.”

“The Wardens will let you all in, hmph,” Aberanth harrumphed. “If they want any maintenance done on the Terrascale network, that is, oh yes, hmph – I’ll make certain of it.”

Holt was already picturing the grove, a haven from the snow, with sweet flowers, soft unfrozen grass beneath his bare feet, fresh vegetables, and herbs.

“There will be mushrooms for everyone,” Aberanth rambled on, eyes popping in excitement. “We’ll⁠—”

There was a sharp cracking as the ice caging Rake and Neveh shattered. Neveh ascended on a stairway of ice to rejoin Nilak and flew eastward.

“What was that about?” Holt asked.

“I’d rather not say,” Rake said. “If it works, I’ll tell you.”

Holt honored the request and didn’t pry further. Instead, he ferreted at his baldric for more jerky and was disappointed that only Sinking strips remained. The vinegar tasted strong enough to wake the dead in this batch.

“Pretty annoying now it’s come to it,” he said while chewing. “All this time we’ve been trying to get everyone to fight Thrall, and now we’re too weak to be of use.”

“We can still go and watch,” Ash said.

“That would be most dangerous,” Eidolan rumbled disapprovingly.

“At a safe distance,” Ash added.

“It’s no longer Thrall who worries me,” Eidolan said.

“I’m with the old-timer on this one,” Rake said. “Let the ‘great powers’ handle it. About bleeding time that they did. Why should we risk getting scratched?”

Across their bond, Holt and Ash agreed on a different course.

“We want to know it’s really over,” Ash said.

“Suit yourselves,” Rake said. “You’re all grown up now – don’t need me to mind you. Besides, it’s time I took your advice and go where Elya and I felt most at home… one last time.”

“We’ll come with you again,” Eidolan said, “if you’ll have us?”

“I’d welcome it, friend.”

“I hope it helps her,” Ash said.

Rake smiled that painfully sad smile again. “You never know. Being in Freiz helped… Didn’t tell you my name, did I?”

“Name?” Holt said, confused. “Your human name?”

“What with all the excitement of impending doom, I must have forgotten to mention it. My name was Lorkan – Lorkan Torkallan.”

“Isn’t it still?” Holt asked.

“I’ve been Rake for so long, I think that’s who I am now…” He seemed to drift off, so Holt tried to pull him back.

“Never give up, right?”

“Right,” Rake muttered.

Now Holt felt real concern. “My father must have taken about fifty attempts to get Ysera’s pork roast the way she liked it. If something isn’t working, make a little change and try again.”

“Sage advice from the Lords of Change.”

Ash grumbled, got up, and went to nuzzle Rake. Holt hesitated in joining in. It all felt perilously close to a grand farewell, another weighty goodbye.

“One moment, Holt,” Aberanth said. “Ferruccio, fetch his satchel.”

Holt smiled. He’d been afraid to ask whether it had survived. “Hold onto it a little longer for me, will you? We’ll meet you at the grove.” His voice betrayed him again by rising a little. “After it’s over.”

And with handshakes, with hugs, and with less fear than before, Holt and Ash took leave of their companions, their fellow outcasts, and prepared to follow the riders and the Storm Flight.

Prepared to see the end.
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THE END


“The end approaches,” the sweet voice told the Speaker.

Sovereign squirmed and moaned as though a barbed ballista bolt were being drawn from his body. The Speaker stood in the snow and watched, and seeing the dragon writhe did not move her as it ought to. When she’d first joined the Shroud, dragons had been held in esteem by the faithful, and she’d been no exception. At what point had she come to care as little for them as for the worthless lives of men?

A nervous giggle escaped her lips, and she turned to hide her face while she composed herself. A serenity fell over her. Her scar no longer itched, her twitching now under control.

Sovereign too gained control of himself, coming to a sudden stop, drawing heavy, rasping breaths. He looked haggard and old. How had she ever thought him splendid and shining? Those spine ridges were tinged green with decay, his scales mottled as though slowly melting. Rotting.

Their bond creaked open, and he asked, “Where am I? What’s happening?”

“Your forces in the forest have been destroyed.” She said it without knowing how she knew it, but it was true. She knew it like she knew the world was without meaning. There was more ill news, and she told him. “The Elder of Storms has joined forces with two Paragons and many riders of the Order. They are coming for you.”

He cast around, but there was only snow. “Where is Sol?”

“He left long ago.”

“Sylth, Hemaron, Nerisara?”

“You sent them to fight.”

“To fight?” Sovereign gasped.

“You ordered them to find and kill the white dragon and the boy.”

“I sent… No,” Sovereign said, insistent, as though he could dominate time itself and have it change. “I would never.”

“You did. I spoke out against it, but you⁠—”

“I did,” Sovereign said, oak eyes widening. He stared off, turned this way and that. “Are they dead?”

“They never came back⁠—”

“No, I meant Holt and Ash. Are they⁠—”

“They are still at large.”

“But their time will come,” the sweet voice said, although, for the first time, the Speaker noted something beneath the sweetness. Apprehension, perhaps?

Sovereign rumbled throatily and swept himself back up to his full height with a puff of his chest. “Good. We can yet dominate them and bring them to the fold.”

The Speaker blinked, dumbfounded. And they call me mad? she thought bitterly. If she were mad, then Sovereign was doubly so. Small wonder Agravain had been so confused. Small wonder he’d cut his own hand off to escape this.

“The Alchemist,” Sovereign rambled. “His new concoction will be ready by now. We shall distribute it among⁠—”

“Marcus Cook is dead.”

Sovereign went still. She’d never seen him react like that before.

“Dead?!”

“He was a traitor. He intended to abandon you and take the faithful with him. He may even have hoped to take his new elixirs to your enemies. For that heresy, I killed him.”

She braced the way she’d braced when she’d given a wrong answer to her tutor as a child, the way her family scolded her for not meeting their desires. The anticipation – waiting for his presence to wash over her, through her, batter her, break her – was more intoxicating than any potion.

Sovereign sagged, huffed great plumes of steaming breath. “You did what you had to.” He rumbled fretfully, his thoughts a fleeting mess she could not make sense of, and the Speaker stood taut without satisfaction.

He didn’t even care. She’d dealt a blow to his cause – he ought to be incensed, threaten to burst and consume her mind! All her life, all her hopes for connection.

All for this.

All a waste.

As Sovereign paced, two blue eyes appeared high in the falling snow.

Sovereign found his defiance and roared up at her. If more passed between the dragons, the Speaker did not hear it.

“Ice is telling him it’s over,” said the sweet voice. “He’s trying to convince her they can still win, that he is strong.” The voice tittered. “She doesn’t believe it, but she’s pretending to be won around, pretending he’s convincing her. She’s asking that they kill the Ice Paragon first in the battle, but she’ll leave the moment they do.”

The Speaker’s time to leave was now. She turned and walked away, leaving Sovereign and Ice to their argument. It felt so easy to go, her feet light, nothing pulling her back. It felt… it felt as though she were gliding across the snow.

At the crevice to a narrow mountain pass, she found the last of the Shroud huddled in their cloaks, torches in hand, heavy packs and sacks slung over their shoulders. Maybe a score in all, some barely old enough to shave – so thin too, all of them, like little abominations. Her own clothes hung loose and baggy on her, so she would fit in for once. They inclined their heads as she approached, though some shrank back.

“There’s nothing to fear,” she said. “Even in death, we may still serve.”

“Especially in death.”

A younger boy in a green cloak handed her a torch and a vial of blood. The Speaker drank, felt vigor return to her freezing body, and her feet carried her off between the coarse black rocks. She knew where to go without knowing how she knew it, and the rest followed.

They passed through narrow valleys, up rocky trails, braved slick escarpments, and not once did her feet threaten to slip; they knew the cracks and drops, knew where to jump and how far. As they emerged east out of the Grim Gorge and entered the deep unknown, the sun was rising.

Her dragon bond flickered feebly. Strange. She’d almost forgotten it entirely. With creaking effort, the bond cracked open.

“Elettra?” Sovereign called to her. “Return to me.”

“Why?”

His shock ricocheted even over this great distance. “You were loyal…”

But you weren’t, she thought.

As easy as wax under flame, their bond melted away until no trace of it remained. And the Speaker’s feet carried her along.

“An end for some.” No longer sweet, the voice sounded… ancient, stronger than any dragon, layered as though a thousand thousand voices spoke as one. “Yet for us, ’tis but the beginning.”
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Vald and Raiden’ra flew in formation beside the Wardens of Rain and Tempest, while Thunder, favored by the Elder, flew closest to Storm as his second in command. Farther back were Neveh and Nilak, and behind them, Dowid and the Lords and Ladies of the Order mixed with the strongest dragons of the flight. Eso had returned to Squall Rock – there would be no more battles for him.

The journey east from the forest went swiftly. Blizzards sent against them were easily blown aside. Ice dragons even came to beg for mercy, which pleased Storm, while others tried to flee, and these the Elder smote from the sky. Upon reaching the Grim Gorge, they descended into the vast valley between its black peaks and flew north to meet their foes.

Sovereign and the Elder of Ice awaited them at the farthest reaches of the gorge as though hoping the enveloping mountains would protect them. There was no doubt which one was Ice. Her scales were winter gemstones, whereas the other one, this Sovereign, bore a strange coloring for a mystic. His scales were red as oxblood, his ridges dirty ivory, his wings tattered like old parchment, and yet he radiated a strength Vald would have considered impossible until his recent ascension. Alone, Sovereign would best the Elder of Storms. Against himself or Raiden’ra, Sovereign would win – but against them both?

With a mile of air between themselves and the enemy, Storm hovered. Vald, Raiden’ra, and all the rest did the same. Sovereign and Ice were still, the remnants of their own flights arrayed behind them, some hovering, others skulking in the crags, visible as flashes of color amid the rocks.

“Why delay?” Raiden’ra snorted, and Vald agreed with the sentiment.

“Lift your channels,” Vald said, and both began cycling magic around their minds – not a moment too soon, for a probing tendril of power brushed close and left the faint impression of rattling chains, the clank of manacles. Other touches came, these spiritual, feeling out their bond and cores. A cold presence lingered on Vald’s core as though it could not look away.

Each side assessed the other.

When it was done, the Elder of Storms began to rumble.

Ice roared, spread her wings, and, with powerful beats, turned north. Her dragons were already fleeing, cores flaring as they drew on magic for speed.

Sovereign barely reacted, a glance over his shoulder and little more, as though he’d expected nothing less.

Nilak beat close to hover beside Vald and Raiden’ra, and Neveh’s reaction held all the fury that Sovereign lacked, her face contorting into a rictus of vengeance.

“We must stop her,” Nilak said.

Storm’s rumble cut off in a snarl. “Let my sister flee if she wishes. Not even her domain can shield her forever.”

Vald cringed. Never tell Neveh to do a thing – if you want her to stay, you tell her to go. He’d thought their plan against Storm would be too serious for her to stray from, and he’d been proven wrong. He should have told Neveh to bend the knee – then she would have sprung for the attack.

Ice disappeared over the mountains.

“No!” Neveh cried.

Then she and Nilak shot off after Ice on their own.

Vald yelled uselessly and Raiden’ra tried to call Nilak back, but it did no good, and they followed Ice beyond the mountains. Vald tracked their progress magically, sensing Nilak gaining on Ice, then Ice veering as though to catch them, but Nilak sped northwest and Ice followed.

Storm huffed as though the whole matter were a minor irritant and held his position.

Sovereign also did nothing. Perhaps because his bound or loyal mystics appeared to be breaking free, scattering from him like startled birds. His strength to dominate had to have its limits, and forcing so many dragons into a clearly hopeless battle seemed to be one of them. Sovereign lashed at the mystics with dark powers, bringing a few back to his side but killing just as many in the attempt. Those that escaped him made for Storm’s vast coalition, gathering close to Oramyst and the rest of their kin.

Sovereign was left alone and cornered at the head of the gorge. Still, he bellowed and pushed his voice for all to hear. “You disgust me, Elder.” His voice had a frothing quality to it. “You and your siblings once sought to rid this scum from the world. We can still achieve it.”

“Once, I had to content myself with a fifth of the world,” Storm said, voice curling with cruel amusement. “Now it will all be mine.”

“Will you keep the humans as they keep their dogs? Are these two your hounds?”

Sovereign’s tendrils hammered Vald’s mind again, searching for weakness.

“Will you welcome them as equals when every rider holds a core?”

More discomfort, though not from Sovereign’s mental assault. Vald glanced to his right, caught Storm looking sidelong at him and Raiden’ra. There was turmoil in Storm’s eye, but he broke contact a moment later.

“To be atop the world requires things underneath,” Storm said. “And you are beneath me.”

“AM I?” Sovereign’s fury struck now like boulders hurled from trebuchets. It was broad but crushingly strong, causing Vald to lose the rhythm of his Lifting.

A roar and flash to their right. A black chain glowed around Tempest’s neck, and dark light leaked from his eyes. He’d struck at his own flight, two dragons falling in sparking death spirals.

Chaos broke.

Tempest killed another storm dragon before nearby riders reacted, and a brief attempt to subdue Tempest ended with Visaeyra making a corkscrew pass beneath him, allowing Dowid to open Tempest’s underbelly near the base of his tail, his red blade so hot that Vald felt its heat at this distance. A barrage of abilities hit Tempest a moment later, and the dominated Wardan died long before he crashed into the gorge.

“LET US SEE WHO IS THE LESSER!”

The distant rear of Storm’s formation began to break, and some lesser dragons and riders even fled.

Storm seemed stunned rigid.

“A worthy foe,” Raiden’ra said, unable to hide his admiration. Sovereign might have been hopelessly outnumbered, but it was clear he’d kill many on his way down. His power seemed inexorable if he focused fully on one target. All except themselves and the Elder, at least for now.

How many riders would die? Too many.

“Paragons,” Storm began, a razor’s edge to his voice now. “I grant you the honor of this kill.”

Vald and Raiden’ra felt their oath to Storm tighten.

“We can do this,” Raiden’ra said over their bond.

Vald was not so certain, yet they had no choice. The price for Vald’s core had been too high. This fight could only be a slight payment toward that great debt, bringing some small meaning to all they’d wrought. Not for Storm would they do this but for the good of the Order.

“First,” Vald said, “this master of the scourge⁠—”

“—and then the scourge itself,” Raiden’ra finished.

Storm and the rest of their forces beat backward, the Warden of Thunder booming orders in a voice that echoed the Elder’s own, driving home his commands.

With the snow-filled gorge as their arena, Raiden’ra shot toward Sovereign. At once, his powers assaulted their minds again, countless long fingers scraping, clawing.

Vald drew his sword, empowered his Lifting, took in a frigid breath.

Could it really all come down to this?

One duel for the world.

They called down lightning, but Sovereign tucked his wings and spun aside, sheer power making him as deft as a storm dragon. No force of wind could buffet or slow him.

Vald leaped free of Raiden’ra, commanding the air to hold him, while Sovereign’s power continued battering his mind on the left side, cracking his mental walls just as the dragons met with a force to level towns.

Raiden’s talons shone with blue power as Sovereign’s glowed black, clawing, grasping, their legs locked, trying to rip each other open.

Vald slid through the air as one might upon a frozen lake, getting behind Sovereign, sword poised. Strange, he considered, how when those of equal strength met, it so often came to physical prowess, then the defenses around his mind crumbled and Sovereign’s presence surged in.

There was no stopping it, and Vald’s last perception of reality was of himself changing course, veering toward Raiden’ra before his consciousness withdrew, leaving his senses, leaving his body, slithering down into a deep recess of his mind. As he’d fled to a cave on the Bitter Bay, so too did this fragment of himself hide, curled up and cowering from a prowling beast.

“Everything will be fine,” a sweet voice purred. “You have a core of your own. You don’t need the dragon.”

The fragment of Vald knew that was wrong, yet he wasn’t sure why. The voice seemed to speak sense. He did have a core; it was what he’d always wanted.

“Raiden’ra has caused much harm, not least of all to you,” the voice went on. “Killing Rostam, that was his idea.”

Amid the devastation of Aldunei, Rostam staggered to his feet again, struggling to lift his sword, and Vald cut him down in a flash of gray steel.

“You wouldn’t have done it were it not for Raiden’ra,” said the sweet voice.

Still curled up, Vald nodded. The voice spoke truth.

“Raiden’ra was jealous of your affection for Rostam, always had been. He’s as cruel as your Elder. Why, he even wanted to kill Eso.”

A mercy, Raiden’ra had called it. Vald’s fragment sniffed, felt tears.

“He has no love for humans,” said the voice, “and he’s led you astray. Raiden’ra lusts for power like the Elder. They are so much alike. Neither can abide the thought of being surpassed.”

Vald blinked and his tears rolled, but something rankled in him. The voice spoke truth, yet something was off.

“Raiden’ra has used you,” the sweet voice insisted, no longer smooth but saccharine. “Made bondage of you to grow his core.”

It was like Vald had been free falling but now struck solid foundations. The voice was wrong, deeply wrong. For a time in their cave, Raiden’ra’s power had grown beyond comprehension, and then he’d Surged half of that power to Vald.

Perhaps the voice misunderstood this, or perhaps it did not know the nature of being Dragon Souled, but Vald felt that solid foundation underfoot now, and so braced, he could push back.

“You’re wrong,” Vald told the prowling creature. “Raiden never once sought to hold me back.”

The creature growled.

“It’s true he did not wish to share our discovery, but he accepted we should raise others to join us. And yes, he felt we must kill Rostam and Azarin, but I agreed to it.”

Vald would not have turned on his student were it not for Raiden’ra, but his dragon would never have acted alone. That was the thing this sweet voice did not grasp.

“We did it together. Whether we’re cursed or praised, Raiden and I will share that blame together.”

Echoes of Vald’s physical body and the real world came to him on delay, the way thunder booms after the flash. There was much pain; his core was burning up. But deep inside, Vald kept gaining ground, driving off the twisted thing he now knew to be Sovereign.

“Together.”

This one thought, this one word, came through from Raiden’ra.

Together.

In the end, all their power meant little. Vald had stepped over everything and everyone to gain it, and once at the pinnacle, he had found no vista, no fulfillment, only barren land and hollowness. Yet even then, he still had his dragon.

We still had that damp, freezing cave on an island in the Bitter Bay.

He’d taken his dragon’s snout in both hands again and held him close, and he’d wondered when and why he’d ever stopped. If he could, Vald would undo the years and hold Raiden more than he had. He would do so every day from here on out, even if that made them weaker.

“I’d give up every drop of power for my dragon,” he told Sovereign. “And I know he would give the same for me.”

Sovereign’s presence reeled back, and Vald drove him off, his will strong, and whether due to the speed of the retreat or Vald cutting pieces off the enemy’s flank, Vald gained fleeting insight into the dragon’s racing thoughts.

Sovereign knew it was over; too much had been arrayed against him. Ice’s plan to divide the world had failed because he had failed. Unknowingly, the beast beneath had taken hold of him, used him in ways he had used it and so many others. Too strong – how had it grown so strong? There was a woman too, a Mithran by the looks of her, thin with a scar down her face. Vald hadn’t a clue who she was, but Sovereign lamented her leaving him, hated the great beast for turning her against him.

As though suddenly aware of Vald, Sovereign’s thoughts honed onto him, only they were now fretful, as though his eyes were wide, and his tail trembled.

“Please,” Sovereign said, sounding young. “Ilvynir, please…”

Who did he think Vald was?

“I can do better,” the young hatchling said. “Please, give me a chance.”

“This is the end,” Vald told him, wondering whether this too might be a mercy.

Sovereign’s presence came around. “Paragon?” he cursed, old and hateful again. “I can keep the Hive Mind subdued for you to finish it, but you must⁠—”

But whatever he must do, Vald didn’t find out. All his senses spiraled, and he returned to the physical world, back to the snow-filled gorge and the oppressive skies, in control of his body again. The air tasted sharp and clean and still held heat from too much lightning, this part of the gorge now more devastated than Aldunei.

Vald fell through the air before regaining command of it and hovered, although his core was so drained he feared he could not remain airborne for long. Every mote channel burned and chafed as though he were a Novice forming his first basic ability, but physically he felt intact, a little sore, his armor torn in places, but nothing worse.

“You’re back,” Raiden’ra said, as though he’d returned after years apart.

His dragon hovered too, a few hundred feet away, scales smoking from lightning burns, bleeding from cuts Sovereign had made Vald inflict.

“He tried to force me to kill you in self-defense,” Raiden’ra said. He needn’t say more. Vald hadn’t a scratch on him, and so he slid through the air down to where Sovereign lay panting, his core sputtering. Vald took pride in knowing it had drained Sovereign to try and break him. He glided along, his sword raised and dripping red with his dragon’s blood.

Sovereign perhaps allowed him to come close, perhaps hoped for one last desperate action, for he gathered all power that remained to him, snapped his head around, jaw clenching⁠—

But Vald was quicker. He thrust, piercing one of Sovereign’s bloodshot eyes, and the old body with its leathery wings and its ivory bones slumped to the snow.

And it was done.

All over.

Vald withdrew his sword, wondering if that was it. What had he expected? For a scourge chasm to open and pull Sovereign down? For trumpets to play? For everything wrong to be undone?

Vald touched back to the ground, then clutched at his chest, the agony arriving now on another long delay.

“I have some s-strength left,” Raiden’ra said as he circled overhead. “I can Surge it to you, and that will⁠—”

From behind, the Elder of Storms bellowed, and he dove down. Every fiber of Vald and Raiden’ra understood Storm’s intent. No words, no warning. Storm had made his sleek body into a great arrow aimed directly at Vald.

There was a heartbeat, maybe two, in which Vald accepted it.

Then Raiden’ra turned sharply and rushed to intercept. “Run!”

That one word carried much of the dragon’s spirit, almost made Vald turn on his heel, but he caught himself mid-pivot.

“I’m not leaving you.”

Mist gathered, rapidly thickening. Vald sent out spiritual strands, weaving them through to bolster Raiden’ra’s ability as he’d done at their cave. As mist became fog, lightning bolts began falling like rain…

Rain! The Warden hurtled downward too, and Vald felt her presence within the fog as well, turning it impenetrable and filling the width of the gorge.

In such a fog, Vald lost sight of the world, lost all sense of the riders and dragons far above him, but he could still sense Raiden’ra through their bond, felt his intent to fly right into the Elder’s flight path.

Vald roared, tore his own throat. He drew on his last reserves, commanded the wind to lift him, to take him to Raiden. He must have made it fifty feet skyward when an errant bolt struck him.

Burning. It felt like he was exploding from the inside out, body convulsing, senses scrambling, all magic in him gone.

Burning. And falling.

Crunching against the ground.

Vision darkening. Sword gone. Fog blinding. Only the bond remained, but the tornado bridge spun feebly.

“Raiden…”

So much roaring, countless thunderclaps.

“Raiden…”

An answer came, filled with pain. “Go – teach – make it worth⁠—”

A crack. This one came through their bond, through his soul and body, tearing his heart to pieces. The tornado bridge shuddered still, then collapsed. It ripped a part of his soul away, spirit spilling from him like blood. He’d have spilled magic too, if he’d had any left.

Raiden… gone.

He had to get up. A small part of him kept fighting. Had to get up and go like Raiden had wanted.

He couldn’t get up. Couldn’t feel.

Hands were at his shoulder now, turning him. A young man in white brigandine and a black mask was shouting something. The world seemed so numb. The rider lifted him like a babe, carried him off… somewhere. Vald did not know where, did not care. He slipped into darkness, hoping he never woke.
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‘The northern Spine.’ Neveh held onto the half-dragon’s words. ‘The northern Spine where the air is thin.’

Razor-hail exploded around them. Neveh deflected them away from Nilak’s wings but took blows on her body, ripping the cloth and leather of her brigandine, denting the steel. Nilak also bled, but they took every cut. They had to hold onto every drop of magic they could.

They’d only get one chance.

“Turn and fight,” Ice demanded, while physically her bellows rang like the cracking of a glacier, the sudden onset of ruin and carnage after centuries of stillness. “My sister cannot save you this time.”

More hail, a searing rip at Neveh’s face. She turned, launching a lance of diamond-ice at the Elder to keep her riled up and following.

The northern Spine, she thought, where the air is thin.

Nilak flew from the Fallow Frontier over the Dead Lands, keeping north and west. Days of luring Ice, staying just ahead.

“You’ll find no help at White Watch,” the Elder said, but when they sped past the Order Hall, Ice grew angrier. Maybe she thought they intended to fly to her domain. Didn’t matter what she thought so long as she followed.

The northern mountains of the Spine rose like a giant’s staircase into dark clouds. Nilak climbed, and the Elder followed, higher and higher until the air turned constricting, and no matter how much Neveh gulped, she never got enough breath. Her chest tightened, head thumped, heart pounded – too quick an ascent and no time to adjust. Nilak suffered the same, both fatigued and dizzy, but as the mountains kept rising, Nilak kept climbing.

The Elder’s roars quietened. She needed air like any dragon.

As Nilak fought to stay airborne, Neveh scoured her sixth sense. ‘It will be easy for you to find,’ Rake had told her. Not so easy when your head felt light as snow, when you felt like you were drowning. Easy to find, she thought bitterly. Not so easy when all she sensed were icy motes in the freezing landsc⁠—

There. An empty swathe where the essence of cold ought to be.

Nilak altered course, fighting now for every beat of his wings, somehow making it to the summit. Green. Impossibly green. There were trees, bushes, even a field of tall gray flowers, and scores of hairy white creatures running in panic.

Neveh almost hadn’t believed these Kars were real. Yet here they were, undeniable, and all at once, her grand plan soured in her guts. It was one thing when the creatures had seemed half a myth, another to bring real danger to them, see them scattering like antelope before a lioness.

Nilak came to a stop, hovering over the paradise below them. Even hundreds of feet high, a trickle of magic spilled from Nilak’s core, rushing downward.

The Elder reached the summit, the bottomless depths of her eyes filling with impending savagery. Nilak drew on much of his remaining power to conjure armor, encasing his neck, chest, belly, and wing joints; such weighty ice made it hard to stay airborne. Only Kalanta and Tanyksha could have formed a stronger defense. Neveh held on to the last moment, then leaped from Nilak’s back right before the Elder crashed into him.

Scrambling in the air, the weight of Nilak’s armor and their inability to beat their wings made both dragons drop like stones. Neveh allowed herself a small use of their dwindling power, guiding her own fall along sloping ice to come within reach of the Elder and brought her sword down in a single hammering blow.

Dragon-steel cut membrane, broke a finger bone in the Elder’s wing – she formed her own armor a moment later, but too late. The Elder screamed, the sound of a hundred fearful horses, though whether for her wing or the magic now pouring from her core, Neveh couldn’t say.

Nilak and Ice struck the field of flowers together, armor shattering, tremors throwing nearby Kars flat to their stomachs.

Still falling, Neveh Sank her mote channels to try and keep her last shreds of power in her body, conjuring a final slope to break her fall. Barely. She turned head over heels as she hit the ground, looking from earth to sky to earth until she slammed to a stop face down in the dirt. Pain everywhere. Instinctually, she reached over her bond⁠—

But no magic came, not one cold drop.

A greater external force pulled on Nilak’s core, so hard their bond strained, started to tear, stretching her own soul as though on a rack. Nothing to do but push herself up, and she did, her head spinning, vision spiraling, spitting soil, lungs chaffing as she gulped for air that wasn’t there.

Nilak and Ice were one writhing blue mound, their cores emptying, icy essence rushing toward the caves. Little streams of the spilling magic broke off toward the nearby Kars struggling to rise.

Ice’s talons screeched against the remnants of Nilak’s armor. She dug through, found his chest. He gripped her back, digging in deep, trying to hold her in place, but the Elder twisted and swept her tail into Nilak’s head with a spray of blood.

He let go. Rather than finish him, Ice attempted to fly, flapping her one good wing furiously. She lifted shakily a few dozen feet, then collapsed back onto the field of gray flowers.

Neveh caught up and drove her sword down through the meat of the Elder’s tail into the earth. Fear laced Ice’s roars, the sort of fear you can smell, and she ripped her own tail through Neveh’s pinning sword as she turned, her eyes murderous. Neveh could feel the Elder straining to use magic she no longer had, and those precious moments enabled Neveh to dodge a foot, duck another swipe, and then Kars came rushing from their caves in an ungainly charge, their cries ragged and throaty, wielding rocks and clubs.

The Elder pounced at the nearest Kar and clamped her jaws around it in a burst of blood and icy motes, but the others started clobbering her, swinging small boulders, beating relentlessly. Neveh retrieved her sword and joined them.

Surrounded, grounded, Ice did not know which way to turn. Blue eyes bulging in terror, core gone, she burst through the press, making for where the glade dropped away in a sudden slope. Neveh tried to give chase, stumbled on her first step, and fell to the churned soil, her chest on fire.

Half-stumbling himself, Nilak lurched into the Elder’s path. At the edge of the glade, they tussled at the precipice, both dragons rearing and clawing, until finally Nilak sank his teeth into the Elder’s neck.

For a moment they held each other close, swaying like lovers in a dance. Then Ice loosed a wet rasp and Nilak slammed back onto his feet, using this last momentum to heave the Elder over the edge.

A thump, a thump, a deep boom far below… It seemed to drag on forever.

Slowly, Neveh realized it was over. She found herself on her knees, covered in dirt and blood, staring down at the trodden gray petals and the pulped tubers.

Kars were closing in, brandishing their rocks and clubs at Nilak. Neveh understood now what the emeralds meant by ‘white ape’. Although the Kars were far larger, their hair was more like bristles, and they were comfortable on their two legs. Yet for all their size, there was a softness to them, bellies wobbling with every movement.

“Nilak,” Neveh whispered over their bond, alarmed at how brittle their connection felt. Worse…. somehow worse than Frayed. “Nilak… tell them…”

“We are so sorry,” Nilak told the Kars. He pressed his body and his neck low to the ground. He apologized over and over, but it wasn’t clear that the Kars understood him. They continued snarling and shaking their weapons but were taking cautious steps away.

One of the Kars lumbered over to Neveh. She looked up. So weak and without magic, the Kar could crush her like a bug. It scrunched its face, narrowed its huge eyes, twitched its lumpy black nose.

“I Chief,” he said, slow and stilted like an oversized child. “You cold humie chief?”

Neveh let her sword fall at her side and raised her hands. “I… am Paragon—” So hard to speak without air. “I am the Paragon of Ice,” she said in her mind, hoping the creatures were able to listen to her thoughts like a dragon could.

“Cold dragon you kill, strong as mountain. They chief of cold tribe?”

Another gulp of air, still not enough to speak. Neveh nodded.

The Kar did not understand her human nod. “They chief of cold tribe?” he asked, more insistent.

“She was,” Neveh said.

“Grass dragon with human made promise to Kars,” the chief groaned. “They ate big root, make promise. No come. No come.”

Grief and loss welled so suddenly and fiercely it toppled Neveh over. On her hands and knees, the tears started streaming. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d wept. Had she ever? They fell for Kalanta, for Rostam, for Eso, for every rider and dragon and simple forester who’d fallen, for the poor Kars she’d used.

The chief waited until she shuddered still, then scratched his great belly. “You no move.”

This was one of those rare times when Neveh found it easy to obey.

Before moving off, the chief stopped over Neveh’s sword, seemed to consider it, then bent to pick it up. No human could have handled its weight, but the Kar lifted it with ease and took it back toward their caves. Throughout this, Neveh was silent, lacking the strength or pride to object.

At length, she languidly moved to a sitting position and crossed her legs as though to meditate, though there would be no hope of that. Her heart wouldn’t slow down. Nilak’s chest rose and fell rapidly, but she could hardly feel him over the bond.

The chief returned, carrying a bucket-sized stone bowl in his black-nailed hands. With a groan, he lowered himself to one knee, sloshing a little of the heavy milk inside it.

“Grass dragon with human ate of big root and made promise to Kars – no come, no come. You drink, then go.”

Several Kars were placing similar bowls before Nilak, although one creature shook with such nerves they spilled the milk entirely.

Neveh tried to take the bowl, but there was no strength in her fingers. The chief seemed to sense this and held the bowl for her, tipping it gently so she could drink. Creamy and lukewarm, the milk felt kind to her ragged throat, though there was more than she could handle, and much of it ran down her chin. When she was done, the chief flashed her an alarming smile, showing teeth like slabs of stone.

“Now you go.”

He lumbered off, and once the other Kars were well away, Neveh felt it was safe to crawl to Nilak. They lay together at the edge of the glade, feeling much too warm. Then, in silent knowing, clutching each other, they rolled over the lip and onto the snowy escarpment. Their descent was smooth, the snow bunching up beneath Nilak so that when they slid to a halt, they were nestled in a cool bed.

The Elder lay sprawled some way off, as still as only the dead can be.
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“He’s not breathing,” Holt told Ash over their bond.

The wind screamed so loud Ash hadn’t any hope of hearing Vald’s heart, and Holt felt the strain on Ash’s wings as though his own arms were being pulled from their sockets. The Elder’s exultant mood was carried on those winds, menacing and unconstrained.

Thunder rolled from every direction, lightning shot out of the rare clear patches of sky, and even the cold had lessened as if bowing to his might. A buffeting gale caused Ash to free-spin for a few stomach-dropping turns before he righted himself. Holt could only hold Vald’s limp form tight and summon his spirit to will himself to stay on as Ash flew.

It had been like this all the way from the Grim Gorge, but under the cover of that impenetrable fog and the chaos of the moment, Holt reckoned they’d got away unnoticed. Surely, if Storm had picked up their trail, he would have caught them.

They were near the eastern edge of the Fae Forest now – where exactly, Holt couldn’t say, but this area had been spared from the war. The trees still stood sentinel, and the snow on the forest floor lay white.

Once Ash made it to the ground, Holt carefully maneuvered Vald down and carried him into the modest shelter of the trees. He laid the Paragon on his back, lowered his cheek to check for breath. Nothing registered.

“His heart isn’t beating,” Ash said.

Holt started thumping on Vald’s chest, the way he’d seen some physicians doing to bring people back on the front lines. He hadn’t a clue how to do it, not really, but figured pressing through armor wouldn’t help, so he began ripping at the fastenings of Vald’s brigandine trunk.

Most of the gray cloth had burned away, leaving the steel plates exposed and still warm to the touch. While the thick gambeson had somewhat protected Vald’s body, his neck, face, and hands were covered in lightning burns, red welts like fern leaves spanned every inch of skin, and his fingers were seared black.

Armor removed, Holt remembered the physicians breathing air into people’s mouths and so hastily did the same – he could hardly make things worse. He pressed on Vald’s chest, gave him more air, pressed again, and miraculously, the Paragon gasped. Momentarily stunned, Holt rallied his wits enough to prop up Vald’s head on the discarded armor, then scrambled for all his remaining Grounding elixirs.

“Drink these,” he insisted, uncorking them. “They’ll help you cycle, that might⁠—”

Then it hit him. Vald had a core, but it was empty. And his soul… The feel of it made Holt sick. Vald’s spirit, his very essence, leaked from that wound. Holt tried to tip the elixirs into Vald’s mouth, but the salty solution dribbled down Vald’s chin, and his eyes rolled, unfocused.

“Failed…” he muttered, “…must t-tell…”

“Come on,” Holt said, desperate. “You’re a Paragon – you’re a Paragon! You have a core – you can recover, and you can avenge your dragon. But you have to keep going; you have to get up. Come on!”

Ash rumbled into a low whine. “He’s gone, boy.”

Holt gritted his teeth and stifled a groan. “No…”

It wasn’t just witnessing death. Vald’s death might mean they’d never follow in his footsteps, might mean the Hive Mind would never be confronted. Unchained, that beast would fester and grow like black rot in the world’s heart.

The cycle would never end.

“No…” Holt groaned again.

As if in answer, Vald’s eyes suddenly lit up, and he grabbed Holt by the collar with shocking strength, pulling him down.

“A Lord? So young… so—” Vald spluttered, blood bubbling at his lips. Holt wiped it away, wanted to fetch his water skin for Vald, but the Paragon’s grip was unyielding. “You must… know.”

He slipped out of consciousness, charred fingers slackening at Holt’s collar.

Holt took Vald’s hand in his own, lifted him into the crook of his left arm, and cradled him, the same way he’d cradled his father. “Paragon?”

Vald returned. Another cough, more blood, then he managed, “Why…” He was choking, struggling for air. “Why… how… Say it!”

“Why… how.”

“And how!” Vald insisted.

“Why and how,” Holt repeated.

Vald nodded, then rasped a last breath and died in Holt’s arms.

The world went quiet.

Holt sat there, the same way he’d sat with his father for a long time. He’d mumbled “no” back then, over and over. From the shock and grief, yes, but also because it hadn’t seemed fair. He’d become a rider who could help banish the blight, and yet he’d been unable to save his own father, coming too late and, perhaps, too weak. Holt didn’t mumble this time; he simply sat there holding Vald’s body until Ash came snuffling.

“It’s not the same,” Ash said.

“I know. Still hurts.” What grief he felt was for the world, but also perhaps for how death always seemed a step ahead of his advancement. Even as a Dragon Lord, even with all his training, all his spirit and strength, Holt had been no more able to prevent Vald’s passing than save his father when he was barely an Ascendant.

Death made a mockery of power.

“We should deal with his body,” Holt said, raising his hand over his shoulder to reach for Astralis.

“Wait,” Ash said. “We’re not so far from the Eastern Grove. We should take Vald there. Whatever he and his dragon may have done, they saved the forest and the Emerald Flight, and they did kill Thrall. That means something.”

Holt nodded, lowered his hand. Raiden’ra’s body wouldn’t be shown any respect, so Vald’s ought to. He couldn’t say why that mattered, but it did.
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A THING IS DONE


In Negine Neginan, Osric sat on a stone bench between two statues of shedu. Under the shade of the lattice canopy, the air was cool, and Nox lay flat in the shadows, limbs splayed, as at ease as Osric had ever seen her. He felt content too, so much, in fact, that he met the Shah’s smile with one of his own.

“Salam, dooste azizam,” said Shah Alborz Dalaee.

“Hello, dear friend,” Osric replied. When they embraced, he gave Alborz a hard clap on the back, causing Alborz to sputter as they parted.

“One hand is quite enough for you, no?” There was a spring in the Shah’s voice and his bearing. Well, more than usual. “My friend, I am so pleased. I knew you would do this thing for me. Come, sit. Tell me it all.”

Alborz clapped his hands, and the girls in pink silks appeared. Osric washed his hand in the bowl of rose water and accepted the soft towel to dry it. Golden platters followed, piled with pistachios, dates, warm sangak, and today, a bowl of yogurt with chopped mint. Two roasted rabbits were presented to Nox – Osric’s mouth watered with her – but ever polite, she waited for him and Alborz to observe the courtesies before ripping into her meal.

Osric tore a piece of flatbread and scooped it through the yogurt. Had the char on the bread been this good before? It tasted like cleansing fire, its brittle smoke tingling in his nose. The whole world felt sharper now. He fancied he could pick out each warbling song of the garden’s kingfisher birds, the citrus tang and sweet aromas of the garden, each sparkling grain of silt and dust suspended in the morning light.

Alborz popped dates into his mouth. “I’m assured the Rashai have gone,” he said while chewing. “The winds already blow sand over their camps, but where have they gone? This I am not told.”

Osric had been kept in the palace until his story had been verified. As a special guest. So special he could not leave, but not so special as to need manacles.

“South,” Osric said, “as I told Captain Ramin.”

Alborz licked his fingers while he pondered this. “What is south but more sand?”

“The world beyond the desert. Some far reaches of the Jade Jungle might be. Far from you is what matters.”

“And you did this by… convincing them?” He said it like a euphemism.

“I had help. From the creatures you call shedu, in fact.” Osric gestured to the carving of the beautiful lion-woman with wings. “Only they aren’t called shedu. They’re sphinxes. And they don’t have wings but manes. Golden hair for the females and blue for the males. The sphinxes had dealings with your ancient kindred back when the Rashai and Aharis were one people.”

Alborz cocked one brow, then switched and cocked the other. After a while, he guffawed and slapped Osric on the back.

“The sun has done wonders for your imagination, my friend. Ho ho, yes, ah ha. It’s done wonders for your health too, I declare. Why, you look as healthy as one of my own horses. But, my friend, you will tell me the truth of it.”

“It’s no lie.” He showed Alborz the mark of the sphinx on the back of his hand, but somehow the Shah did not quite see it. Instead, the Shah laughed as though Osric were teasing him.

“You are cruel, my friend,” he said with sparkling eyes. “Shah Alborz Dalaee would know of your triumphs, but no matter. What is important is the outcome. You say you did this thing with words? Just so. Perhaps next time I need a killer I should send my scholars, ho ho.”

Osric shrugged, took a handful of nuts, and said, almost casually, “Next time you need a killer, you should make sure another hasn’t failed the mission first.”

Alborz frowned in genuine puzzlement. “Whatever do you mean?”

“A Rashai assassin had already tried to murder Amir before I arrived. The Sunstriders were on high alert, and Amir was well guarded.” He had to fight the urge to smirk – the look on Alborz’s face was too good. “Ah, what’s this, my friend? A thing you did not know? Well, no matter now, I suppose. Things worked out regardless, and anyone who neglected to tell you such critical intelligence will be well out of reach and out of mind now.”

Credit to the Shah, he recovered fast. “Out of mind, yes.” His smile turned wicked, his eyes knowing, and he all but stabbed out the next words. “So, Amir of the Dune Drivers survived.”

“Thankfully so.” Osric parried, then struck back with, “His brother won’t have to shoulder the burden of chief after all.”

The blow glanced off Alborz like a knife striking steel-plate. “Osvan must be so pleased. I’m sure Amir’s wife is even happier.”

“She is,” Osric riposted. “As is their daughter.” He turned serious now. “You didn’t tell me they had a daughter.”

“Did I not?” Shah Alborz Dalaee sipped his tea. “How neglectful of me. You will forgive me, my friend, I know. A Shah’s head is always full.” He took another long sip, exhaled with an exaggerated sigh, and patted the plumpness at his waist.

Osric ate his pistachios while Nox, who had already devoured her rabbits, lay languidly in the shade. A perfect moment interrupted by a belch from Alborz.

“Mmf—” He placed a fist to his stomach, then seemed almost buoyed by the gas into saying, “It is well the Rashai have gone; matters with the riders have been most troubling. Those in Squall Rock and Alamut bent their knees to some great storm dragon, then flew north to yet another battle. We hear Coedhen is under siege.”

Nox rumbled and looked up. Osric shared in her trepidation.

“Anything more?”

“Reports are confused. Seems like a scourge incursion, although some say dragons and riders are attacking Coedhen as well.”

“Have you sent aid?”

“Who, me? While my southern border was under threat?”

“That’s no longer a problem.”

“Yes, well, these things take time.” The Shah flattened out his robes. “I’ll send troops to our northern borders, just in case. If Coedhen should call for aid…” He trailed off, apparently thinking no more needed to be said.

“We should go,” Nox said. “Ash and the others will be there. They’ll need help.”

“I fear that battle will be long over, but yes, we should go. There’s just one task I need to do first.”

“Can’t be too careful,” the Shah carried on, almost as an afterthought. “The air is warming again, but terrible storms still rage at sea. Freakish winds, rains, even tornadoes, and in my lands!”

“You have much to manage and more, Shah Dalaee. Nox and I shall not keep you from your people a moment longer. There is only the matter of payment.”

“Payment?”

“I accomplished the mission.”

The Shah grumbled. “Hmm, well, that you did, my friend, just so. Never let it be said that Shah Alborz Dalaee does not reward leal service, ho ho. What would you have, my friend? Gems, land, women? Ask me to make you an Ashraaf, and you should have it all here in Ahar. And then I can call upon my friend whenever I have need of him, no?”

“Your offer is most generous, but I must decline. I’m not one to be trusted with power.”

Alborz scowled, his congenial air deflating. “Come, then, what price would a general name?”

“I’m not a general, Alborz.” Nor was he a soldier, he knew, for that made no space for Nox.

“What are you, then?” asked the Shah.

“I’m a dragon rider, the partner of Nox.”

Riders defend as well.

“Ah,” Alborz said, perking back up, as though the game had turned interesting again. “And what would a dragon rider ask of the Shah?”

Osric had given it thought as they’d crossed the Searing Sands. To reaffirm it, he drew shadows out of Nox’s core, across their bond, and into his mote channels. There was no pain, not anymore. In fact, there was a nutty sweetness at the back of his throat.

“Is the barracks used by visiting riders open and fully stocked?”

“It is…”

“Grant me access, Shah Dalaee.” He glanced at his stump, naked of its buckler ever since the predator had destroyed it. “Allow me to use the forge.”
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TAKING ONE’S OWN ADVICE


Rake crested the hill, crunched across the frost-touched grass, and gazed down into the vale – or what passed for a vale in this part of the world. From this hillock, he could spot four others, and it was between them that the rider stronghold of Meadowvale Hold had once stood.

Alas, no trace of Meadowvale remained. Dense tussocks and a light layer of snow played their part, but Meadowvale had been reduced more thoroughly than even Freiz, down to indents in the earth. Almost as much as Elya had been reduced within him.

Rake reached out to her. ‘We’re home.’

T-tap. T-tap.

Rake smiled wanly and tapped twice back against his chest. Back in Red Rock, Holt had spoken about the spiritual power of being home. Rake had taken it to heart, and Meadowvale had always been at the end of his road, but he’d hoped the return would be as a final triumph.

And here I am, come to make an end…

Eidolan lumbered up alongside him, grumbling and groaning. “Is this it?”

“It was,” Rake said.

Overhead, Yume roared happily and glided into the so-called vale, over where the emerald hall had once stood, its foundations marked by a faint circle in the grass.

“Would you like to go down?” Eidolan asked.

“Well,” Rake said, with unconvincing nonchalance, “seeing as we’re here.”

‘Not much longer,’ he told Elya. ‘I promise.’

Ta-thump-ta-thump? A softer pulse there, almost a question.

Rake took in the emptiness of Meadowvale, felt his heart rising, his breath quickening.

He knew what he had to do, but here at the edge, he couldn’t quite take the plunge.

A rap at his mind. Rake let Yume’s vision in, watched himself settling down to meditate while she and Eidolan flew away over the horizon. The vision ended, and Rake found Yume standing beside him, head cocked and cooing lightly.

“Thank you, Yume, but I’d like you both to stay. I’d rather not be alone.”

Eidolan groaned as he stretched himself from snout to tail. “Might we be of assistance? We haven’t recovered much magic yet, but we might create a brief vision of the hall.”

“You never saw Meadowvale.” It had been constructed long after Gideon had already passed. The fact that Eidolan referred to a singular hall revealed he did not know it.

“You could describe it to us,” Eidolan offered.

“That will work?”

“It’s worth trying. Can you remember it?”

“Can I?” Rake whispered.

‘Lorkan…’ She sounded sad. ‘Here…’

And Rake remembered.

“There were five great halls, each widest at their base, rising like fountains. Turrets on the fire hall were kept burning night and day, the ice hall’s sculptures glistened even in summer, the emeralds cultivated gardens to rival the hanging wonders of Lakara, and the storm hall stood imposing in dark stone with a huge lightning rod at its top. When that rod was struck, the power flowed through metallic channels, causing the whole hall to pulse. And the mystic hall shone with runic engravings, edged with gems.”

Eidolan’s rumbling turned into a curt growl. “Given the circumstances, I’ll recreate just the mystic hall, shall I?”

‘Would you like that?’ Rake asked her.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

Rake nodded. Eidolan asked for more details, then he and Yume walked over the site a few times, the better to judge its space. Then, burning what little power they had, the illusion shimmered into life.

The vast mystic hall of Meadowvale, with its violet amethysts and pink quartz. The runes were oddly shaped but close enough to the real thing, and the warm tingling in his soul grew hotter – a thing the illusionists could not conjure.

‘Nice to see it one last time together.’

Bump. Bump. Bump.

‘Since it all went wrong, I’ve fought every day for you, or that’s what I called it. But there comes a point where it’s being selfish.’

Never give up. He’d clung to that. Never give up. And where had that got him?

Rake drove his broken polearm into the ground. The remaining shaft trembled as he let it go, and he shivered, not from the cold but from something Osric had said to him outside of Red Barrow as the bodies burned.

‘You told me that truth was healing. You need to take your own advice.’

What was the truth here? He’d got it wrong. He should have known then, but now it was far, far too late.

‘I hoped to gain a core so as to defend the east forever, but I wanted the glory too.’

Gea had tried to warm him, hadn’t she? ‘Sometimes, I wish Orvel had given up on trying to advance…’

What a fool he’d been. Always puffed himself up to be a legend. Thing was, legends were things of the past, of yesteryears and golden ages, when the world was somehow better, when riders were heroes and people were made of sterner stuff. Hard to be a legend while you were still alive, what with every mistake and shortcoming staining you.

The illusion of the mystic hall flickered, and Elya’s presence dimmed.

Bump… Bump…

‘We could have been happy,’ Gea had lamented. ‘Instead, he’s dead.’

‘Damn the glory,’ Rake told Elya now. ‘You were enough. I should have known that.’

Never give up. Never. Such a strong word. A bit like ‘forever’, and just as arrogant. Time to take his own advice. After all, he’d warned Holt about those who could not let their beliefs go, about those who would rather stand in the fire and burn.

The vision of the mystic hall turned transparent, ghost-like.

‘I’ve been standing in the fire for too long.’

…Bump…

As the illusion of their home faded away, Rake let her go.

‘Rest now, Elya, and I’ll rest too.’

He expected… wasn’t sure what. Pain, perhaps? He thought he deserved some pain. It came crashing a moment later, but not physically. There was no greater pain than her lack of reply. No tap, no stirring, just a terrible silence in the ruins of Meadowvale.

Rake left his polearm in the ground, turned, took the first heavy step away, somehow managed a second.

Thump.

Rake froze mid-stride.

Thump.

Eidolan rumbled in concern. Yume scampered out in front of him, worry in her yellow eyes.

Thump!

Harder now, a ringing gong inside him. Her presence swelled as it had back in Freiz, only this time there was no sign of slowing down. And now the real pain came. He burned and froze at the same time; he drowned while falling through endless air, the wind sheering him, tearing his soul in two, his core slipping away.

A moment of utter blackness – no feeling, no nothing, just a wandering mind in the darkness.

THUMP!

Windows formed out of the night, grand and arched, intricate with latticework, their orange and blue stained glass clear as mountain lakes. He reached for them, and the windows swung inward, connecting him to the other side.

“Wake up.” Elya’s tone took him back to being a Novice again, when he used to lie in bed of a morning. Yes, he used to do that before she’d whipped him into shape. “Lorkan, wake up.”

He opened his eyes. The world was still gray, still freezing. His teeth chattered, and they were all human, not a fang among them. He raised a hand – a human hand, albeit with blue nails, but they were nails, not talons.

“Unless you fancy becoming an icicle, you’d better start cycling.”

Elya? He tried to project it telepathically, found he couldn’t. What he could do was send the thought through that opened stained glass window, through their bond.

“Elya… are you really back?”

She rumbled. “Why don’t you get up and see?”

Suddenly, the cold didn’t matter. He scrambled to his feet – his very human feet – turned sharply around, and there she was, sitting there as though she’d just settled down for a nap. Blue eyes, blue ridges, a wicked curl at her lips, scales like a burning sunset upon autumn leaves.

He stumbled toward her like a newborn lamb, missing his tail to balance him. After a few clumsy steps, his foot got tangled in the hem of his oversized cloak, and he tumbled to the grass. And in case he wasn’t embarrassed enough, he realized he was naked under the cloak.

As he struggled to rise, Elya padded to his side, wrapped a wing around him, and pulled him in close. He fell against her warm scales and started heaving, partly for breath, partly against the cold, some of it from tears. No shame at all now, and he let them flow.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

He loosed a breathy, indistinguishable noise.

She tutted. “And do you call this a well-kept core?”

He’d only Forged half-heartedly since leaving Coedhen, lacking the will for a true session.

“S-sorry,” he said, although with Elya’s warmth steadying him, he regained enough composure to ask, “Back at Freiz… what were you trying to tell me? Don’t fight for – what?”

“Don’t fight forever,” she sighed.

“You didn’t want it to work?”

“Oh, I wanted us to succeed, and I wanted to stop the scourge scum tarnishing the east, but… I suppose I thought we might one day stop. When we were very old. And we might enjoy a bit of time together before… This would be a very long time in the future, you understand, but⁠—”

“Just not forever.”

“Not forever.”

He gave a nervous sort of titter. Such a small thing, such an easy thing.

“I should have known.”

“I should have said.” She twisted her neck around to bring her head down to nuzzle him. “We can always try again.”

He loved her for that.

“You know, I don’t mind giving this one up if you don’t?”

“Oh, I don’t mind.”

He closed his eyes, couldn’t remember ever feeling this happy. He reckoned he might sleep for a few days now.

“Lorkan?”

“Rake,” he muttered, eyes still closed. “Lorkan got it wrong. I’m Rake now.”

“Rake,” she said, nudging him with her snout. “I worry your friends’ tails will fall off if they get any more agitated.” She pushed some magic through the stained-glass window, and old habits helped him soak it in.

Rake jolted awake, and somehow only now did he notice Yume gamboling around, roaring in squeaky triumph. Eidolan looked dumbstruck, tail beating as fast as his eyes blinked, as though unsure whether Yume was deceiving him.

“Well, we did it,” Rake said, rather needlessly.

That seemed to snap Eidolan out of his stupor. The old illusionist threw back his neck and gave a high, croaky roar as Yume rushed up close. He stroked her snout, finding it weird how he didn’t have to bend down to do that anymore, while she sniffed and rumbled loudly in his face.

“Don’t worry, Yume, I’m still… me.”

What a strange thing to say.

“Sadly, not as majestic,” Elya said. “The human form lacks a certain grandeur.”

“Oh no,” Eidolan groaned. “You’re just like him, aren’t you?”

She rumbled. “Or is he like me?”

Eidolan huffed, neck drooping again. “What have we done to ourselves, Yume?”

Yume didn’t seem to mind, for she trilled again, and then the dragons greeted each other properly, pressing their heads together, bobbing wings low over the ground.

“Thank you,” Elya said sincerely, “for looking after my rider.”

“It wasn’t easy at times,” Eidolan said, and Yume agreed with a low whistle through her fangs. “We’d better get him somewhere warmer,” Eidolan added. “It would feel like a real waste to lose him now.”

“Could try the Eastern Grove,” Rake said. “Aberanth and Ferruccio ought to be there.”

“Hmm,” Elya mused. “We’re closer to Ahar where we are. The beaches there are supposed to be lovely at this time of year.” She hesitated. “Ahar still exists, I trust?”

“It’s still there,” Rake said. The thought of warm sand held a strong appeal. And no one grilled lamb quite like the Aharis. “I’m for it. I think we all deserve some rest.”
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A PERFECT DISH


“Hmph, I’m not convinced that’s going to work.”

Despite Aberanth’s protests, Holt spun his new scale-steel pan in his hand, gleaming white and silver. It wasn’t quite the same as holding Astralis, but it felt a lot better to hold than his iron pan ever did. Poor old thing. It had never been the same since he’d smacked the phoenix with it, leaving the iron corroded and peeling as though burned.

“Have a little faith,” Holt said.

Aberanth huffed and scratched at the ground.

They were in the meadow of wildflowers at the heart of the Eastern Grove, where the razor teeth of winter were blunted; still cold, yes, but an acceptable form of cold. Wolf was nearby, curled up asleep. His injuries were still extensive, and transforming into a sparrow to allow Aberanth and Ferruccio to carry him to the grove had taxed him more than usual. Ferruccio was down in the subterranean vastness beneath the grove learning the art of mushroom farming. Aberanth had probably been rattling through the basics of cutting stems correctly for spawning when Ash had reached out telepathically to request ingredients for Holt.

Perhaps being above ground and away from Ferruccio was straining Aberanth’s bond, for he seemed in a sour mood. “Steel is hardly the ideal material to conduct heat. Copper would be preferable.”

“You don’t say?” Holt said playfully. His father had a set of copper pans and pots at the Crag, the jewels of his utensils. “Shame we don’t have any copper or a forge or any equipment for Ferruccio to make me some.”

Aberanth flicked his tail. “Hmph.”

“I willed those lunar-scale sheets to be a pan. Wouldn’t be any good if it didn’t conduct heat evenly.”

“Pff, magic,” Aberanth muttered.

“Actually, that’s spiritual power,” Ash corrected, rumbling high in his throat.

Holt sniggered, and Aberanth pouted with an impatient, “I know that just fine, Master Cook.” Then Aberanth acted rather oddly. He hesitated, squirmed for a moment, then hastily added a, “Ah, Lord Cook, I should say.”

Holt squinted at his friend, quite at a loss. Perhaps this was just the way others would feel around them now. He hadn’t been around many Lords, but his brief time in the presence of Neveh and the Elders had taught him enough. It took either a lot of spine or not enough sense to be yourself when such power weighed in the world around you.

“Aberanth, don’t you ever bow to me. Do you hear?”

“Nor me,” Ash said.

“Loud and clear,” Aberanth said, sounding more himself again. “So, what are you proposing to prepare exactly?” He ventured a careful prod with one of his frail vines at the leaf bundle of eggplants and herbs he’d brought up from the grove’s stores.

Holt sat back on the comforting grass, picked up his family’s recipe book and flicked through to the emerald rider section where one pork recipe detailed a stewed eggplant accompaniment. The Crag had never got hold of eggplant while he’d been there, and he thought now would be the perfect opportunity to try cooking it. Yet when he turned the book around and tapped the page to show Aberanth, the little emerald made a gagging sound.

“How about I make garlic mushrooms instead?”

“Yes,” Aberanth squawked, “ahhh, but you don’t have any butter, do you?”

“No, the Coedhens didn’t have much of it, but I’ve got some lard from them in our packs somewhere. It’ll do the job.”

“Right,” Aberanth said, hurrying off again, “I won’t be long!”

Holt turned to Ash. “Are you sure you don’t want anything?”

Ash ruffled his wings. “I’m not hungry.”

“Wow,” Holt said, “you really have changed.” Smiling to himself, he began searching through his packs for the lard and salt. He’d cut a chunk from a fallen tree outside of the grove to use as a chopping board, Astralis guiding him to make a perfectly smooth surface. That had been after burying Vald. Holt wasn’t sure he’d recognize the exact spot once enough time passed, for Vald’s mound would be one of many, the sapling growing from his grave much the same as the others ringing the grove. In time, those trees would grow, bushes and thickets and grass and life would fill the gaps, and the desolation of Thrall’s assault would recede into the blood memories of the Emerald Flight.

“Do you think the Wardens will even remember?” Holt wondered aloud as he sifted through their supplies. “After they’ve faded into the trees, I mean.”

Ash growled in thought. “I think the forest will remember.”

In the end, no one knew what would happen to the Wardens. Aberanth’s guesses were as good as any, but they were still only guesses. He’d said that the West and South Warden might have been able to return to their bodies if they’d withdrawn from their Terrascale Trees once the fighting had ended, but they’d wanted to make sure the forest was truly secure, and with the Storm Elder out there, the threat hadn’t entirely vanished. The Eastern Grove would remain the greatest fortress in the world because of their sacrifice. Even once all their individuality was subsumed, the grove and the wider Fae Forest would remain strong and vigilant.

Golems and treants still patrolled the perimeter and the tree wall was giving way section by section to earth and stone, all while the three active Terrascale Trees loomed colossal and warding: the western pine with its dark needles long as pikes, the kapok tree which reminded Holt so strongly of a broccoli floret on a gargantuan brown trunk, and the mighty eastern oak with its jade-like leaves. Holt still hadn’t fully adjusted to their size, nor the way their trunks expanded and shrank as if breathing. He half-feared that if you cut into their scaly bark, the trees would bleed.

While the Emerald Wardens remained fused at the base of their respective Terrascales, the Warden of Soul had detached himself from the Collective, although he too had come to the grove to rest, at least for now. Nelwyn was around too, presently hovering further off over her hatchling charges, who were probably gamboling as usual. All of them seemed happy and healthy, which was more than could be said for the other mystics who had trickled in from the east.

After locating his pots of lard and salt and his chopping board, Holt started preparing a small fire. As he arranged stones and stacked wood and kindling, his thoughts turned, as they often did, to what had happened at the Grim Gorge.

“I can still hardly believe it,” he said, voice low. “To think Thrall caused so much harm and danger for so long, and then Vald and Raiden’ra killed him just like that.” His own voice betrayed him. Even from afar, that battle had been terrifying to behold. Tremors had rocked the foundations of the gorge, peaks of the flanking mountains had broken, and there’d been black lightning from black clouds. ‘Just like that.’ Those had been the words of a frightened boy beneath the Dragon Lord exterior, unable to fully comprehend what he’d witnessed, simplifying it to try and force it to make sense.

“I mean to say,” Holt went on, “that the fact it could all end in one battle feels so… sudden.”

“After attacking Feorlen, he ought to have bided his time as he’d done before,” Ash said. “No one believed us or Talia and Pyra about Thrall until he acted so brazenly that they were forced to pay attention. Even then, it seems everyone argued. What’s scarier is that Thrall could have won if he’d just left everyone to it, because he wasn’t so strong once the whole world turned up to deal with him.”

Holt nodded, sensing Ash was onto something there. Perhaps that was what unnerved Holt most about it all – not what he’d felt or witnessed at the gorge, not the clash of Thrall and the Storm Paragons, but that it could all have ended long ago if only everyone had been willing to listen and agree.

“At least it’s over now.”

“Other than the Hive Mind,” Ash teased. “And all the scourge risen dragons we didn’t fight in the war.”

“Thanks for the reminder.” Holt blew out his cheeks, then said, “Well, it’s over for the time being. Thrall’s swarms have been wiped out – that had to be almost every ghoul and bug in the world. Could take years and years for the Hive Mind to rebuild its forces, maybe a generation. I think we’ll have some time to think and train and… think.”

Why and how. Why and how.

Vald’s dying words had to mean something.

“If the Hive Mind is ever to be defeated, you’ll need a core like Vald. I might not be able to be there with you.”

Holt’s stomach churned at the thought of venturing into the depths alone. “We’ll think of something,” he said, moving to Ash, who lowered his head out of instinct to meet him brow to brow. “Or we’ll find another way. We’ll have to, or else the cycle will go on and nothing will change.”

“Not if we can help it.”

Ash rumbled, their unfrayable bond hummed, and Holt ran his fingers down the purple welts on Ash’s face from Beast’s wounds.

The moment was interrupted by the return of Aberanth with Ferruccio panting behind him, carrying another leafy bundle that all but burst with mushrooms when Ferruccio opened it. Morells, oyster mushrooms, chestnuts and buttons, and garlic too, both cultivated and wild, and a large bunch of parsley.

“I’d better get started,” Holt said, laying the leaf of ingredients beside his chopping board. Unbidden, Ferruccio bent to light the fire, and Holt caught him staring at the scale-steel pan.

“Would you like to inspect it?” Holt asked, proffering the pan to the blacksmith.

Ferruccio nodded eagerly, taking the pan and turning it in his hands as if appraising a jewel.

“It will take time to warm the pan over open flames,” Holt went on. “You can hold it there for me while I prepare the rest.”

Ferruccio got comfortable by the fire, and Holt drew out his lunar steel knife.

He chopped the mushrooms into manageable pieces, finely diced the garlic cloves, and sliced the shoots of wild garlic into green slivers. Aberanth and Ferruccio had brought a lot up with them, so he’d have to cook it in batches. When everything was ready, he ran to a nearby stream grove and filled one of his small wooden bowls with its sweet, pure water.

“And now the moment of truth,” he said before flicking drops of water from his fingers into the pan. The droplets pinged all over the white surface before hissing out – a sure sign the pan was evenly hot. Holt took charge of the pan’s handle and lobbed in the first batch of mushrooms with a hearty pinch of salt. An immediate satisfying sear preceded a strong earthy aroma as the mushrooms dry-fried.

“There you go, Aberanth.”

“Well, hmph, one can’t be right every time.”

Holt grinned as he worked. The new pan handled like a dream. Not a single hint of sticking, and every mushroom developed an even brown crust. He praised his creation to the others, then Astralis twinged upon his back.

‘Are you jealous?’ Holt asked the sword. ‘I don’t think it compares to the Living Star.’

Astralis gave him a few spiritual bumps, its presence turning haughty as it impressed upon him: Nothing can.

As Holt added the lard and garlic to the first batch, Wolf sniffed in his sleep, lifted his head, and opened one bleary eye.

“You like mushrooms?” Holt asked, but he shouldn’t have been too surprised. Wolf wasn’t a true carnivore. Presumably shifters could eat anything, depending on their form.

“I have never cared for them really, but these smell so tasty.”

“Try some, then,” Holt said. He tipped the first portion out onto the flattened surface of one of the great leaves and just about managed to reserve a spoonful for Wolf before Aberanth nearly bowled him over to eat.

Wolf ate his taster awkwardly; his great canines hardly fit for purpose here. “Hmmm,” he considered, “I think I might enjoy them more in a human body.” He winced, Holt guessed, at the thought of shifting.

“Another time, then,” Holt said.

“When you’re feeling strong enough, Wolf,” Ash said, “we should go on a hunt together.”

“I would like that,” Wolf said, wagging his tail.

Holt wondered if that would come before the next full moon, but then he decided to push thoughts of Beast aside. Thrall was dead, and that was worth celebrating, even if only by taking time to make mushrooms. Troubles of the future could wait for now.

Holt cooked another portion for Ferruccio, who ate with gusto and uncharacteristic pleasure, before making his own and tipping the garlicky goodness into a wooden bowl and scattering chopped parsley and a pinch more salt over the top.

Sitting cross-legged in the meadow, breathing the grassy tang from the steaming mushrooms deep, Holt felt his body unwind, his being unclench for the first time since he’d taken Ash’s egg. A lot had changed, and a lot more would change, but one thing never would.

Holt Cook – Lord Cook – would always appreciate a delicious dish.
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NEW ORDER, NEW KINGDOM


Talia lingered at a distance from Turro and Eadwulf, who were standing in the grassy landing area behind the Order Hall. The prospective pair had been conversing for some time, even going so far as to touch hand to snout.

The great tower on the New Order’s island in Sidastra loomed above them, still rising to the sound of clanks and scrapes of the builders. It still needed a name. Some had suggested High Harmony, but as yet, nothing had been decided. Farsa thought it ill luck to name the Order Hall before it was even finished.

Higher still, the clouds swept speedily through the skies, but there were patches of sunlight now, even something approaching mildness in the air. Winter still gripped them, but there was a promise of spring.

“Any sense on how it’s going?” Talia asked of Pyra.

Pyra ruffled her wings, the closest dragons came to shrugging.

“Eadwulf approached well,” Talia said.

“We knew he would,” said Pyra.

Sometimes humans would bolt in fear or out of a deeper wariness they could not articulate. Brode had said that, for some people, opening their soul was more terrifying than the dragon. Perhaps they were the wise ones. All Talia recalled of meeting Pyra was stinging nerves blurred with a burning need to prove herself, but she’d never once been afraid.

Turro began rumbling, loud enough to carry the distance to them.

“Seems positive,” Talia said before a high roar from the tower drew her attention. Pyra lifted her head, sniffing furtively.

“An egg has been discovered!”

Talia did a double-take, then beamed. An egg. The first of the New Order.

Turro bowed now, neck low to the ground, the highest honor a dragon could give short of letting you climb onto their back, so it was confusing when Eadwulf placed a fist over his heart, then turned on his heel and marched back to Talia. The badge of Crossed Blades – silver swords surrounded by a brass crown – was pinned upon his breast.

“My Queen,” he said, saluting.

“What happened?” she said, quite at a loss.

“I am honored that you offered me this chance, and I am grateful to Turro for agreeing to meet me. He is a fine dragon, but we— that is to say, I, have never yearned to be a rider. I am happy serving you with my sword”—just a fraction of a hesitation, the quickest glance to the side, but it was still there—“as best I can.”

“To know oneself shows great spirit, Eadwulf,” Pyra said. “The New Order will be lesser without you.”

Eadwulf gave Pyra a smile. He might have been the first person to react so calmly to hearing her for the first time.

“I shall hold those words close, honored dragon,” he said. “If you have no further need of me, My Queen, I shall return to the King’s side.”

“Very good, Eadwulf, you’re dismissed.”

They watched him go.

“I won’t pretend that isn’t disappointing,” Talia said.

“He’ll do well with Drefan,” Pyra said.

“Mmm,” Talia mused. He’d formerly been in service to the Harroways, after all.

Turro padded over then and rested on his haunches.

“You seemed to be getting along,” Talia said.

“He has a noble heart,” Turro said. “I would have been happy to bond with him.”

Talia frowned. “You mean, Eadwulf really didn’t want to bond?”

“I sensed a part of him did,” said Turro, “but the connection struggled to form, and he winced in some pain. His soul felt… fragile.”

“Oh,” Talia said, feeling guilty. She should have considered that.

Turro rolled his wing joints and stretched, revealing the webbing of dark green lighting burns down his body.

“Perhaps, given time, he will feel whole again.”

Talia found she could not look away from Turro’s scars. Some ran too deep.

“If you feel ready to form a bond, I’m sure Commander Farsa would be eager to bring you other candidates.”

“There should be space within the New Order for dragons to play their part as they are, I think.”

Another bright roar came from high in the tower.

Both Turro and Pyra raised their heads.

“They’ve found another egg,” Pyra said.

“I’m going up,” Talia said excitedly. She ran so hard that, even Grounding her body, she arrived at the nest of the first egg breathless.

Both Hava and Farsa were there, Hava with her head held high like a proud grandparent and Farsa teetering on the brink of looking pleased, which would translate to jubilant on anyone else.

Two younger dragons were lying in nesting bays, each sitting up and attentive: Vasuk, ice dragon to Isak, who’d perished in the Mort Morass, and Elvariv, emerald dragon to Cynnflaed, the poor Novice who’d been called to the morass out of desperation and died to a flayer there. Also present was Galasso, the bronze of his Mithran heritage stark against his pale blue brigandine. Liliane had fallen at Vittlinburg, leaving Galasso to linger on like Brode had, as a dragon keeper and mentor to Squires and Ascendants. Yet in the New Order, even an Ascendant with an enhanced body could be called upon for future missions underground, where magic could not be accessed. Galasso and riders like him would have battles still to fight.

“Red Bane!” Elvariv said. “It is an honor to receive you so soon.” The dragon had curled her tail around the egg, its stone shell coarse and gray and nondescript, as they so often were.

“The pleasure is all mine,” Talia said. She caught Hava’s eye. “I suppose you’re now officially a matriarch.” As the strongest female dragon in the New Order, it was her right.

Hava bristled with a huff of silver smoke and said, “That role no longer seems required. There shall be no choosing among our eggs. Some may forever lie as stone, but any hatchling strong enough to break their shells will be allowed to do so.”

“But you’re sitting by them for the first day all the same,” Talia pointed out.

“Some traditions are worth keeping,” Farsa said.

“Some are,” Talia agreed. “May I?” she asked of Elvariv, indicating she’d like to hold the egg. It wasn’t Elvariv’s egg per se – it belonged to the whole flight, for no dragon was able to trace direct descent other than occasional blood memory – but giving Elvariv and Vasuk care of it was thoughtful of Hava.

Elvariv consented to Talia’s request, and Galasso handed her the egg. Although it felt like stone, it didn’t weigh all that much, at least to her rider’s strength. She ran one hand gently over it, marveling at how smooth it felt despite the scale-like grooves.

How eggs came into being was one of those uncertain aspects of dragons. Not even they fully understood it. Dragon eggs were not laid like those of birds but seemed to form unconsciously and spontaneously, as though the mixing of the dragon songs sang the eggs into being. The mood of the flight seemed important. In times of dire peril, you found few eggs, but after an incursion had been defeated, suddenly the nests would fill up.

New eggs, and no choosings. Excitement rushed through Talia at the thought of more lunar dragons or powers yet undiscovered. Then she recalled it could take years for eggs to develop – nothing about dragons moved quickly – and that poured cold water on her enthusiasm. It made her almost want to change her mind, but she and Pyra had made their decision, and the hot swirl in her soul fortified that choice.

She handed the egg back to Galasso, who then nestled it back into the crook of Elvariv’s tail. As if to disperse their happiness, an emboldened wind came howling into the nest. Farsa’s expression turned sour as she stepped to the opening, working magic and spirit to drive the wind off.

“As if he’s reminding us who’s in charge,” Farsa said, mostly to herself, each word rigid.

The spark of excitement died in Talia. Despite all they’d fought for, Farsa had been forced to bend the knee to the Elder of Storm, accepting him as a sort of overlord. He wanted nothing more, just this acknowledgment. That she had arrived unprompted greatly pleased the Elder, and they had Lord Jocquel of Sky Spear to thank for that. In an impressive act of solidarity, he’d come in person to warn the New Order after news had reached Sky Spear from the east.

The full story sounded wild. Thrall dead, seemingly just like that. Paragons Neveh and Nilak had disappeared chasing the Elder of Ice, Raiden’ra had been slain by Storm himself, and Vald was presumed dead, but his body was missing. The last living Storm Warden had fled, though where to, no one knew. Whatever remained of the Old Order under Exalted Lord Dowid had begrudgingly accepted the honor of the oaths Jocquel had sworn with Talia. The New Order would have at least a year of peace, but even after Talia stepped down, they didn’t foresee future conflict. Even Dowid, who had been the one to lead the first strike against the New Order, seemed to lack the appetite for it.

“He looked shrunken,” Farsa had said about him, “the blaze in his eyes extinguished.”

So, the New Order was free, insofar as it could be, but it left a bitter taste in the mouth. Talia had wanted them to see she had a point and come around. Not this.

In the present, in the hatchery, Farsa turned back from the opening and said to Talia, “While you’re here, Lucia brought word that four more riders wish to join.”

“You want them stationed here?”

“Two, if possible.”

The other two would be sent to Sable Spire, then. Farsa and Ethel had been able to reopen Sable Spire as expected, and Ethel and Strang had returned to their old Order Hall as Flight Commanders.

“I’ll raise it at council this evening,” Talia said. She welcomed the piece of admin. It would help warm her councilors up before revealing her oath to step down. Only Farsa, Ethel, and Drefan knew of it, although with more riders washing up at their doorstep, the rumors were beginning to spread.

The High Council would be the easy part, even telling Mother she didn’t think would go too badly. Discussing it with Fynn, though? Now that would be hard.

“The council will want to know if Drakburg is opening soon,” Talia went on. “To further ease the pressure on Sidastra.”

“I am to meet Lord Jocquel in three days to begin the attempt,” Farsa said.

“Conrad will be pleased.”

When Farsa gave a stiff nod, Talia understood she was dismissed. As she made her way back down the tower, it struck her how impossible it would be to become an ordinary rider again, without input and without any real say. Jocquel had a point. Even in Sable Spire or Drakburg, she’d always have an eye and ear out for the goings on in Feorlen.

To leave the tower, she had to pass through the great hall where the New Order gathered for meals. Fire riders milled about as though a meeting had just ended. Sokeh grinned and waved at her, Kamal gave her a stoic nod, but Hilda and the newer members quickly averted their eyes. Aymeri might have wished to do the same, but he couldn’t in good grace ignore her, nor could Talia ignore him.

They met beside the Lords and Ladies’ high table beneath the wall of hanging blades.

“Champion Talia,” Aymeri said, nasally as ever. “I did not know you would be visiting the commander today.”

“It was unplanned, Master Aymeri.” All the double-speak, all the triple-think. It was one thing she couldn’t wait to leave behind. Definitely her uncle’s niece in that regard, and always would be. “I was introducing the head of my Queen’s Guard to Turro the emerald.”

“Oh, yes?”

“Unfortunately, they did not bond.”

“Ah, that is a shame,” he said, though his eyes spoke differently. There were enough odd ideas around the place to be getting on with, never mind what a former personal guard of Talia Agravain and a spirited wild emerald might bring.

“Commander Farsa tells me there are more recruits on the way. Hopefully, one of them is fire.”

“Ah, excellent. We’ll need every flame we can get if we are to venture into these tunnels, no?”

“I couldn’t agree more.” Talia had to give him credit where it was due. Every rider who joined them was leaving what they knew behind, but she couldn’t expect everyone to run full tilt toward the horizon. “Pyra and I will refocus our training so we can play our part.”

“I have no doubt that you will.” Aymeri smiled politely, and that was the end of that. They broke apart, Aymeri heading for the upper levels. Some of the fire riders were still speaking lowly to one another and giving her furtive glances.

Talia reached out to Pyra over their bond and said, “This would be every day, wouldn’t it?”

Advancement would be… difficult. So long as Aymeri was of higher rank, the riders would look to him; that was just how things worked. And between the known and stable and the chaotic with potential, the world would choose the former every time because it had to – the world could not rely on dreams.

Under Aymeri, the best she and Pyra could hope for was to be left alone to explore their own concepts of fire. But could they count on such leeway once they were just riders again? It felt too much a part of them now to abandon it. To do so would cause them to backslide and stall, become one of those pairs forever hampered by misalignment. Only they would know why, and that would eat away at them.

“You’d hate it even more than me,” Pyra said. “You can give up being the Red Queen, but together, we shall be the Red Banes, whatever it takes.”

“Whatever it takes,” Talia murmured under her breath.

She peered up at the wall of blades with the small plaques detailing the rider’s name and where they had died. The collection had grown. Alvah’s rippling red sword hung there now, as did a new violet blade and a dark brown hammer. She spied Cynnflaed’s simple steel sword, which Talia had hung herself not far from Brode’s huge broadsword with the slanted edge.

When she’d watched Ethel hang Brode’s sword, Pyra had assured her that Brode would be proud of them, for he valued fighting the scourge and saving lives. That had been before Stroef, before that night in Wismar. Talia feared what he’d think of them now, of what they planned to do.

Brode hadn’t approved of her joining the Order – of Commander Denna ‘playing politics’ – and he wouldn’t have liked her becoming queen, yet she didn’t think he would have fought her after the fact. He’d voted to let her see her mother after Leofric died, even though he’d tried to hide it. ‘Damage was done already,’ Brode had said that night in the Withering Woods. She’d never forget that small kindness and wished she’d been brave enough to show what it meant to her. If only she’d known then that love was no dampener to fire.

As her thoughts centered on that night, Pyra aided her, and together, the memory formed clearly.

“We’re still human, aren’t we?” Brode’s gruff voice sounded as though he were standing beside her. “Well, they didn’t let the rules stop you from joining, why not let you see your grieving mother? Damage was done already.”

Brode knew the Order could be cruel. Rules and rules and rules – so many they squeezed out everything that made you ‘you’. Rules and rules; Brode had broken them to defend Red Rock when Silas wouldn’t. Rules and rules and rules.

But we’re still human, aren’t we?

Talia’s soul blazed.

“I’m not sure what Brode would think of our plan,” Talia said to Pyra, “but he’d understand us, girl, I’m sure of that.”

“I know he would,” Pyra said, her dragon song swelling louder than any wind the Storm Elder could conjure; ten thousand drums and horns and trumpets heralding her coming, proclaiming their truth.

And to the march of that vitalizing music, Talia Agravain, Red Bane of the Scourge, walked out of the tower of the New Order, breathing easier than she had in years.
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Fynn followed Eadwulf through the palace corridors, squinting against the low pink light as the day set over Sidastra.

“The queen has requested your presence,” Eadwulf had said, having received the message from another guard. All very official, very formal.

“Anything I should worry about?” Fynn had asked.

“I couldn’t say, sir,” Eadwulf had said rigidly, before softening. “I shouldn’t imagine so, sir.”

Well, he’d find out soon enough.

They turned down the corridor where Talia’s office lay and made it almost all the way to the far end when the door opened and Felice Agravain emerged in a rush. Now that Fynn had met her brother, he noticed the familial resemblance in the narrow nose, the thin chin, and, of course, the red hair, although where Roland was severe, Felice seemed delicate in a dress of dark hunter’s green.

“Oh, Fynn, it’s you,” Felice said, her voice thick and her eyes puffy as though she’d been crying.

Fynn doffed his cap to her while Eadwulf snapped briskly to attention.

“Hello, Eadwulf,” Felice said, regaining some composure. “How is your head?”

“Very well, ma’am.”

“Good, good, that’s wonderful. Good.” Her eyes darted around as though expecting someone else to appear. When no one did, she met Fynn’s eye again, bit her lip, and said, “Well, lots to do. Yes, lots.” Fynn was just about to ask if she needed a moment to sit down when Felice brushed past, paused, and touched his arm. “You’ll be alright. Yes. You’ll be fine.” She left with a parting squeeze.

Fynn watched her go. “You know, Eadwulf, I rather think something is going on.”

“Fynn?” It was Talia standing in the open doorway. “Come in,” she said in a hushed tone.

Eadwulf gave him a reassuring nod, then Fynn followed Talia inside. Nothing had changed here. Same scarlet drapes, same crimson rugs. He looked hopefully toward the trolley, but nothing was laid out for eating today – only a lone cup of Talia’s favored tea, which lay untouched with a greasy film on top.

Oh dear.

“Maybe it’s best if you sit down,” Talia said.

Fynn did so in one of the red cushioned armchairs, then became transfixed by Talia making a meal out of almost sitting down but not quite managing it. In the end, she remained standing.

Oh dear, oh dear.

He wished he’d brought his lute with him, but he’d been caught in the middle of tuning it – it hadn’t been right since the strings had been repaired – and he’d left it behind. Time was he could play a song to distract her, act mysteriously, and everything seemed to land just right.

“How are you finding it?” Talia asked.

Fynn frowned in bemusement, then realized he was absentmindedly touching his new panpipe. Made from boxwood, it shone like white sand. He could play her a song with it, but Talia didn’t respond half so well to its whistling notes as to the lute’s richer strings.

“It’s growing on me,” he said.

She nodded. “Your beard’s grown back in nicely too.”

Moving his hand from pipe to chin, he touched the hairs. “Do I look like me again?”

“I should say so,” Talia said, “but don’t mind me, Fynn. Get rid of it. You liked it that wa⁠—”

“No, you’re right. Much too cold without it anyway.”

Dashing, he recalled with wrenching embarrassment. She’d called Leif ‘dashing’ during that uneasy dinner. In hindsight, it was obvious she’d been being polite, making an offhand courtesy to please Britta more than Leif. More embarrassing, more guilt-inducing, was that he’d acted on it.

‘I tried not to think about her.’ That was what Freya had half-whispered to him. ‘And if I did, I thought the worst of her to feel better.’

Talia’s nostrils flared, the way they always did when she struggled to say something, when she fought some inner battle. Fynn wondered if she knew that.

“I haven’t heard anything from Aren,” he said by way of helping her out. “He may not have even reached Smidgar yet. I wouldn’t be in a rush if I were him.” He chuckled, and the weak laugh withered and died in the air.

“Will he hold his nerve?”

“I think he’s ready to take charge of himself, whatever that may mean. But even if it all goes wrong and they turn their eye outward again, what can they do? Leif and Britta will stack forces along their side of the Reaving River, and no one can dig in better than the Fornheimers.”

Talia nodded along, a little distant. Her mouth seemed to form words, though her eyes were elsewhere. “Bjorn Grayhart has already shown interest in joining the anti-scourge efforts of the Pact of Feather, Bloom, and Steel.”

What that meant for the riders of Sky Spear, Fynn did not know, nor did he think this the moment to enquire.

“That sounds very promising,” he said encouragingly.

Talia gave a noncommittal hum. “Athra’s rumbling toward returning to ‘normal’ too. No apology from the Archon, no recognition of me or that they were wrong, but they’re making noises that the New Order might not be so bad.” She tsked. “Probably terrified, wondering which set of riders will be covering their territory now. No one’s quite figured that out yet. ‘Official ambiguity’, that’s what Lady Ida calls it.” She huffed into a sigh. “Well, in a year or so, it should smooth out…”

Wind battered the palace, rattling the windows. On the balcony, a thin pot holding a shrub tipped and smashed in silence, then a purple scaly body rose into view. Pyra beat her wings, fighting the wind, staring, Fynn felt, directly at him.

“You be kind, Fynn Skadison.”

It wasn’t a threat, but neither was it gently said.

His stomach knotted. Don’t tell me something I’m not ready to hear.

Yet he tried to be brave, the way Leif could be, and asked, “Is there something you wish to talk about?”

“Yes,” Talia said, stiffly. “I need to tell you something…” A hesitation, then, with nervous energy, she said, “I’m stepping down as queen.”

Fynn’s stomach uncoiled. It was all he could do not to show his relief with a sigh. “Ah,” he said, “so that’s what’s been happening. All those cloistered meetings with Drefan and Farsa.”

Despite herself, Talia smiled. “I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”

You wear your heart on your sleeve.

“Well, that wasn’t so hard,” Fynn said.

“Aren’t you worried about what that means for you?”

Fynn considered that. “It didn’t cross my mind. Does it matter? I mean, if you do, then I’m not needed, am I? Unless whoever takes your place fancies being married to a semi-exiled Skarl princeling.”

Talia blinked.

“I mean,” Fynn went on, “you’re doing it to appease the riders, aren’t you? You’ll join the New Order, I’d imagine, but even they aren’t enthusiastic about marriages.”

“I shall take no love and rule no lands,” Talia said, then she blurted out in a rush, “I’m sure you’d be allowed to stay in Sidastra.”

“Your successor would allow it?” he asked, then it hit him. “Ah, Drefan.”

Talia nodded.

“Can it be done?” Fynn asked.

“I’m going to announce it to the High Council this evening.” Now she was talking business, she seemed steadier, more herself. “I want it done by a vote, not scavenging through old family trees over which everyone will argue. We should do it like the Free Cities do, or are supposed to. As Aldunei once did. All of the Ealdors will have their say, of course, but we also want prominent and experienced merchants, tradespeople, folk from as many roles as possible from the Red Range to the Sunset Sea, from Port Bolca to the southern coast.” It felt like a rehearsed speech, and she said it well. “If it’s done right,” she added in less grandiose tones, “Drefan could even one day step aside himself and have another take his place.”

Fynn hummed in agreement. Drefan might find utility in that instead of being forced to create a dynasty. A world where even a queen has a choice, he thought, remembering her words about their dream beyond a dream.

“I applaud the vision,” he said. “I only wish you’d have told me sooner. It’s the sort of thing we hoped to achieve, isn’t it?”

Talia bit her lip. “I do want your help, Fynn – in fact, I want…” Another hesitation. It seemed to drag on for too long. His heart skipped a beat.

Don’t ask me something I’m not ready to answer.

“I want to tell you what Pyra and I are really planning,” she managed.

Fynn stopped himself from blurting out ‘oh’ and inwardly chided himself for being presumptuous. Maybe he’d read her wrong after all.

‘She’s good,’ Freya had told him that night. ‘And she cares about you.’

“We’re not going to be riders again,” Talia continued, growing more relaxed with every word now. “We started something here and made our mark, but everyone, both the kingdom and the New Order, will do better without us. It’ll be cleaner. And we’ll have a chance to advance on our own terms… like Holt and Ash.”

Fynn smirked. “You’re going rogue. Oooh, the audacity. They’ll all hate it. What a brilliant idea!”

The green in Talia’s eyes brightened as Pyra’s amber eyes shone outside. Talia grinned, color rose in her cheeks, and the years etched in by the crown lifted from her face. Fynn had never seen her look happier.

“No one else knows this,” she said. “Just you.”

“Your mother?”

“Just you.”

It was a good thing he didn’t need to sing because his throat felt bone dry. “Well, I’m pleased you trust me enough to⁠—”

“Not right away,” she interrupted, turning nervous again. “I’ll see the year out, make sure everything is in place for Drefan, but when the day comes, Pyra and I will fly away.”

“Far away,” Pyra echoed with a burning crackle of pleasure.

“And…” Talia said, her voice turning higher-pitched before she said in a rush, “…we could take you with us.”

Everything turned quiet. Even the wind seemed to fall still for a moment.

“T-take me…” he trailed off, quite in shock.

Talia sidled a step closer, careful as a cat. “You said you wanted to see the world.”

We did. We wanted to hear every song.

The guilt and the hurt crashed into him, made him feel like he was flailing helplessly in choppy waters.

She dropped to her knees and sat on her heels at the foot of his armchair, almost pleading. “Come with us, Fynn.”

His breath caught in his dusty, dry throat.

‘It kills me,’ Freya had said, ‘but I’m happy for you.’

“At last,” Pyra said with an amused purr. “He’s lost for words.”

A look of squeamish horror broke across Talia’s face. “You can have time to think, of course.”

She beat a hasty retreat, weaving around the furniture toward her desk. Fynn reached out for her, but she moved too fast, and his fingers fumbled at the air where she’d been. He followed, less speedily, bumping one knee as he went, but he followed.

“It’s not fair of us,” Talia went on with her back to him. “We’re putting you on the spo⁠—”

“I don’t need time.”

His mouth had worked without the permission of his mind. Well, he’d said it now.

Talia turned around. She looked expectant, and Fynn became painfully aware he hadn’t given her an answer yet.

“Come with me, Fynn Skadison,” Talia asked, her voice as bold and smoky as any true fire rider. “What do you say?”


IN THE DEPTHS


Paragon Kalanta had all but succumbed. Through earthen stubbornness, she’d fought the long defeat. No limb answered her command, nor could she summon her voice; she’d even lost all sensation of breathing, yet the last remnant of her will held unto the utter last.

“Almost,” Tanyksha said, her voice crumbling into dust. Single words and raw feelings were all they could share now. Kalanta’s diminishing will and focus to resist the creature meant she’d lost track of Tanyksha’s whispers through the rock surrounding the beast in its far-off cavern, creating silent splinters in the stone.

“Hold...”

Kalanta would, she knew that, until her dragon told her to stop. That was as certain as their end. At least the horror in the depths would be removed.

After it was done, she hoped the Life Elder would regrow the lost forests, turn the Fallow Frontier and the Dead Lands fertile. She hoped mankind and dragons could live peacefully after fighting side by side for millennia. She hoped the world itself could reach serenity after so long in torment.

With the Hive Mind’s presence seeping through her like oil, mixing and fusing with her, Kalanta found she understood things about it, the way she would know her own body, mind, and past.

Once, it had been a single Nameless Thing among many, an ancient form of insect from which the vethrax had descended. When the blight had first slunk into these depths, it warped the Nameless Things into a frenzy; they’d fought and consumed each other, and this one had triumphed, swelling into a tangle of endless flesh so vast as to be useless. Yet its thoughts… its thoughts went far. Lesser minions brought it bodies and dead things, its tendrils growing thoughtlessly through every long-lost passageway of its kind, acting with little more intent than the bugs and ghouls that roamed the surface world for its food.

Yet it remained hollow.

Then the dragon found it, using the creature’s own telepathic network to seize control of it. Yet slowly, slowly, it had consumed the dragon too. From its jailor, it siphoned knowledge and power, awaking as a true mind strong enough to influence the dragon in turn, and the arrogant reptile had been in denial until it was far, far too late.

“He hath been slain,” said the creature, as though it finally knew what it meant to feel full. “I am mine own.”

Kalanta felt the true vastness of the Hive Mind’s will rolling behind it as it turned its every thought toward her and Tanyksha. Hard as their spirits were, under such an assault, they would break.

With what little strength remained to her, Kalanta reached across her narrowing dragon bond to say, “Out of time.”

Tanyksha’s soul and core surged outward, every mote of magic, every spiritual fiber expended to spring their trap. For a moment, the Hive Mind was thrown off, but it was no real relief to feel the true extent of her transformation. The blight burned cold in her, her flesh and blood and bones already dead things.

Yet far off in the deep places, the rock and stone collapsed. Every small, imperceptible tear sewn by Tanyksha brought the world down upon the Hive Mind’s bloated mass, all at once, giving it no chance to react. The quake reached the cavern Kalanta and Tanyksha were in, bringing chunks of rock crashing from above and ripping the fleshy bonds holding Kalanta. She fell through the dark, hit more slimy, cold meat on her way down before colliding with something tough and scaly.

Her dragon! She wished to weep in delight but couldn’t, yearned just to say her dragon’s name but couldn’t, yet at least she would feel Tanyksha’s heartbeat again before the end.

She felt no beat.

No warmth.

Tanyksha shifted, and she must have twisted her neck around, for her eyes loomed above, drinking Kalanta in. They did not shine as white limestone should but resembled dull voids, empty of life, empty of individuality.

“Close thou came,” said the Hive Mind as its presence returned and Kalanta diminished. “Alas, t’was for naught. Thou canst not kill death.”

The last thing Paragon Kalanta felt was her now surrendered body rising to both feet, its new owner flexing its fingers. Somehow, the dragon bond remained, yet she only felt the creature on the other side of it. Tanyksha was gone, and Kalanta followed her into a crushing black oblivion.


AFTERWORD


You’ve made it to the end of Reckoning! I hope you enjoyed the story. If you have, would you consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads? Every review really does help and gives the online platforms a nudge to recommend it to new readers. After that, please recommend the series to any friends or family who you think would enjoy Holt and Ash’s adventures. Word of mouth is still the best marketing any author can hope for.

With book 4 down, that leaves just one more to go to complete the series! I cannot wait to get stuck into book 5 (after a much-needed break – ha!). Being able to write toward an ending will feel very satisfying after working on this series for almost seven years already.

If you’d like to stay up to date on my progress, I’d suggest joining my mailing list (www.michaelrmiller.co.uk/signup) as that will always be the most reliable method. To sweeten the deal, you’ll receive links to two free novellas in ebook and audiobook form: one about Brode and Erdra and a bonus story from the world of my first series, The Dragon’s Blade. A print edition called The Last Stand of the Stone Fist, which contains both stories, can also be bought in paperback or hardback.

I’d again like to plug the ‘Endless Editions’ of the series now available from The Broken Binding. These are affordable special editions that will never go out of stock as long as there is demand! Ascendant is currently available, and Unbound is due in November 2025. We plan to create the whole series in this format. With the ‘endless’ nature of these specials, you can save up for them or ask for them for Christmas – the main thing is you shouldn’t feel pressured to grab something limited. Whether you’ve been a fan of Songs of Chaos since the beginning or are getting into the series years after it’s complete, you can get a fantastic set of hardbacks as trophies for your shelf. You can find the Endless Editions on the Broken Binding’s ‘Dragon Hoard’ store.

Finally, if you’re looking for more books from me while you wait for the next instalment of Songs of Chaos, you may wish to check out my first trilogy, The Dragon’s Blade.

It’s about an arrogant dragon prince who is reborn, secretly raised by humans, and must learn to become the king his past self never was.

In this series, the dragons are quite different from those in Songs of Chaos. Here, they’ve taken on human form, but they’re a lot stronger and faster, a bit like Captain America.

Best of all, the entire trilogy is available as a combined set in ebook, audiobook, and hardback: that’s three epic fantasy books for the price of one.

I know that was a lot to take in, so this is just a reminder that you can find all these things on my website at www.michaelrmiller.co.uk.
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A QUICK GUIDE TO CYCLING TECHNIQUES, JERKY, AND ELIXIRS


The following are some abridged notes on cycling techniques and jerky/elixirs to help you keep track. The full guide can be downloaded from my website.

Cycling Techniques

Cycling involves the manipulation of energy flow within the rider’s mote channels. The so-called ‘cycling techniques’ refer to four methods with direct combat applications. They require constant upkeep even amid battle, making them hard to master.

Dragons can employ all these techniques to the same effect, although, like all things magical, they come more instinctively to them. Wild dragons won’t speak of cycling their magic as a ‘technique’.

Floating: The rider cycles motes to their skin to project a layer of armor against magical attacks.

Grounding: The rider cycles motes to their limbs to improve their physical strength and agility.

Lifting: The rider cycles motes to their head to shield their mind from the effects of Mystic abilities.

Sinking: The rider cycles motes around their soul to improve the efficiency with which magic crosses the dragon bond. This can reduce the time needed to prepare an ability in battle by gathering power faster.

Cycling Elixirs and Food

Aberanth developed elixirs to improve the efficiency and power of each cycling technique. Each has a key flavor component.

During the events of Unbound, Holt worked with Aberanth to apply these same flavor principles to jerky to produce similar improvements to cycling.

An elixir and jerky of the same type can be taken together to compound the effects.

Elixirs

Each elixir contains an alchemical herb mixture and a concentrated flavor profile designed to enhance the rider’s cycling technique.

	Grounding = salt 

	Sinking = vinegar 

	Lifting = wine 

	Floating = ginger 




Jerky

The process of drying the meat removes the water content, and extra salt, vinegar, ginger, or wine is added to create an intense flavor profile (same as the elixirs).

The rider must eat jerky of the same meat as is preferred by their dragon’s type. For example, Holt must eat venison jerky as Ash is a lunar dragon.

	Fire = beef 

	Storm = chicken 

	Emerald = pork 

	Ice = fish 

	Mystic = lamb 




Note: Lifting jerky requires a longer drying process due to the addition of wine.


AHARI / RASHAI GLOSSARY


In Reckoning, you’ll encounter more of the fictional languages of Ahari and Rashai. Each word is explained in the story, but this glossary can also help guide you. Both languages are loosely based on Persian (i.e., Farsi).

Ahari

Dastet Dard Nakone [DasTet-daard-nakoneh]: ‘May your hands not hurt’ = Thank you

Dooset doram: I love you

Ezdeha [Ez-DEH-ha]: Dragon

Hashashin: Assassin

Hodafez [hodAH-fez]: Goodbye

Jadoo [jAA-doo]: Magic

Negine Neginan [neGine neGinan]: ‘Jewel of Jewels’ = Name of the Shah’s palace gardens

Negine Sahra [neGine sah-ra]: ‘Jewel of the Desert’ = Capital city of Ahar

Noosh: Cheers (i.e., to toast before a meal)

Nooshe Jan [Noosh-eh Jon]: ‘May this nourish your soul’ = Enjoy your meal

Rooh: Soul

Salam, dooste azizam [SA-lam doosteh AZI-zam]: Hello, dear friend

Sangak: Flat bread made on pebbles

Rashai

Asemanar Sangs [Aa-seh-maanaar Sangs]: Sky Rocks

Azar nadaram [aazaar nadaaram]: I mean no harm

Asezamin [Aa-se-zamin]: ‘Where land and sky are one’ = Salt plains in the Searing Sands

Behmoon [BE-moon]: Stop / Stay / Wait

Darye-Marg [Dar-yeh marG]: Valley of Death

Grisvarda [gris-vaardaa]: Dark/Gray Cloaks

Lotfan: Please

Na: No

Nabard [na-baard]: War

Negahbanan [neh-Gah-baa-naan]: Guardians


DND 5E


The developer Wider Path Games has created a way for you to role-play inside the Songs of Chaos world in this epic DND 5E setting!

This book contains everything players and GMs need to adventure in the Songs of Chaos world, including…

	6 new dragon rider classes, where you play the role of both dragon and dragon rider 

	A new Power system with more than 100 Powers to choose from 

	44 monsters that bring the world to life, including a system for turning any creature into a blight-infected monster 

	A system for crafting your unique dragon rider weapon 

	14 new Special Items 

	25 engaging encounters that bring unique aspects of the world to life 

	An adventure that introduces players to the Songs of Chaos RPG 




It’s available on Roll 20! Find out more information by visiting www.widerpathgames.com/products/songs-of-chaos-a-dnd-5e-setting-and-supplement
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