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      Some secrets are best left buried.

      Desiree Black’s foster family welcomed her years ago, but most of the villagers merely tolerate the seventeen-year-old’s presence with barely concealed hatred—and fear. Dez herself can’t stomach remembering the strange power that rose up inside her and left her brother with a shattered arm. The only peace she finds from others’ accusing stares is in the misty swamps surrounding the village. Swamps that have long held mystical secrets.

      Secrets that are ready to be exposed.

      After a narrow escape from the town bully sends Dez deep into the swamps, she stumbles across a glowing warm stone buried in the muck. Long hidden truths are divulged when a crazy hag rescues her and sets Dez on an extraordinary new course—to become one of the legendary dragon riders.

      Now Dez and her dragon hatchling must harness their magical link on the long journey to join the Rebellion—and avoid the enemy closing in on them. But it’s in the heat of battle where Dez discovers the painful reality of her forgotten past.

      And exactly why she can’t be trusted.
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      Desiree Black’s sword was planted hilt-deep in a cypress tree.

      She stared at the weapon—a wooden practice sword, not even a real steel one—in consternation. She was supposed to have landed this blow on her sparring partner, not on some random tree. But instead, she’d hesitated a little too long when the moment had come to thrust toward her partner, and then she’d overcompensated and lunged further forward than she’d meant to. And this poor cypress had paid the price.

      She sighed, wrapped her hands around the hilt, and pulled. Anyone else wouldn’t have been able to dislodge the weapon, but in her hands, the sword came loose after only a moment of straining. Splinters rained down onto her boots.

      “Get back in the match, Dez! Unless you only fight trees?”

      The lighthearted taunt had come from directly in front of her. Dez glanced up at her sparring partner—her older foster brother, Khan Roser. He was smirking, the way he always smirked when he challenged her: his green eyes laughing, his sandy golden hair somehow managing to look irritatingly perfect even though they’d been sparring for nearly half an hour now. There was a note of concern in his voice that she knew no one else noticed, though. It reminded her that she needed to do better. That she needed to get back in this fight.

      That she needed to land some decent blows to something other than a cypress, and fast, before the Rebellion captain who was watching from the sidelines decided she wasn’t worth recruiting.

      Biting her lip, she lifted her training sword again, but took a few extra seconds to sink into defense position, using the time to sneak a glance at the recruiter who stood a few yards away at the edge of the small clearing. He was smoothing out his long mustache, his gaze inscrutable as he raised an eyebrow at the splintered cypress.

      “I suppose the bayou must grow weaker trees than we have up north,” he mused, and then he waved a hand at Dez and Khan. “Let’s have one last match between the two of you, and then I believe I’ll have seen all I need to make my decision.”

      Dez swallowed and glanced at Khan. He nodded at her, eyes full of confidence—for both himself and for her. She envied his certainty, his easy conviction. She tried hard to swallow her own worry as she squared off against him again and breathed deeply and focused on the swamp around her to try to settle her nerves—the wisps of mist drifting along the boggy ground, the earthy smell of mushrooms, the far-off splashes of hunting alligators. The trees around her were solid and hardy, their sturdy branches overshadowing the little clearing, and she imagined herself drawing on their strength. After a moment, she felt a bit steadier.

      A flash of movement a few feet away pulled her from her thoughts. Khan was lifting his sword. Quick as anything, she took in his stance, the way he shifted his weight, the direction of his gaze… He was going to feint left. If she stepped in while he was feinting, if she angled her sword just right, she could nail him hard in the sternum. The blow, and the resulting quick end to the match, should be enough to impress the recruiter. But she’d have to judge the amount of power to put behind the strike just right or she’d risk seriously injuring Khan.

      Sickness swirled in her stomach at the thought, overtaking her newfound sense of calm. Her hands still throbbed from driving her sword into the tree. What if she accidentally put that much power behind a blow that actually hit her brother?

      Khan darted forward, fast as a swamp snake. He feinted left just as she’d known he would. Now was her chance. Now.

      Now.

      She’d hesitated too long, though, and Khan smacked her painfully on the shoulder with the flat of his sword. One point to him. Two more, and he’d win this match—and she’d be that much closer to missing her chance to join the Rebellion.

      And missing her chance to honor her parents’ legacy.

      She rubbed her spine and turned to face Khan again, trying to keep her face blank even as she fumed internally. Curse it, she’d had that point. It would have been hers, if she could’ve just brought herself to land that blow. She knew she was strong enough to have done it. But that was just the problem—she was the strongest girl, the strongest teenager, in the whole village of Bleakwater. If she’d accidentally used too much power, she could’ve snapped one of his ribs. She could already hear the sick crunch that such an action would make. Could see the way Khan would bow over in pain, gasping for breath.

      She could all too easily envision the way his whole future in the Rebellion would be ruined—all because Dez couldn’t rein in her strength.

      “Mind if I join?” called another voice, pulling Dez out of her miserable thoughts. It was Pieter, her younger foster brother—though he wasn’t that much younger, being sixteen to Dez’s seventeen. He smiled at Dez. It wasn’t a smirk, like the expression that Khan so often tossed her way, but a true smile, sweet and open and a little worried. Pieter’s black hair—cut in shoulder-length waves to mirror his older brother’s—was carefully tied back so it stayed out of his eyes, and his pale skin shone with sweat even though his earlier sparring match with one of the recruiter’s underlings had only lasted half the length of Khan’s and Dez’s. The three siblings were the only ones trying out for Rebellion positions this year; although several other Bleakwater teenagers were angling to join, most of them wanted to wait and train for another year or two first.

      “You want to be on Dez’s team, even out the odds?” Khan asked, twirling his practice sword in a complicated pattern that somehow managed to look lazy when he was the one doing it.

      Pieter raised an eyebrow. “Stop treating your sword like a juggler’s baton,” he answered calmly. “And no, I want to be on your side.”

      Dez narrowed her eyes. “Wait. That doesn’t seem fair.”

      Pieter smiled innocently, kicking a few mushrooms out from underfoot as he sank into a ready stance. “It doesn’t, does it? But Khan and I will do our best anyway.”

      She ground her teeth. So, that was his plan. He meant to force her to show her full strength, to back her into a corner so that she had no choice but to fight from instinct rather than hesitate and think and carefully judge her blows.

      The recruiter watched their exchange, still thoughtfully smoothing out his mustache. “A free-for-all,” he decided. He took a few steps back to give them extra room, leaning against a tree at the far edge of the clearing, and raised his voice a bit more so that they could hear him. “Every person for themselves! Khan already has one point; first person to three points wins and gets my automatic recommendation to join the Rebellion without the need to prove themselves further.”

      Everything within Dez shriveled up into what felt like a solid ball of worry in the pit of her stomach. She needed to join the Rebellion. It was her destiny. It was the only way she could honor the memory of her parents, who’d been high-ranking Rebellion heroes even before they’d sacrificed themselves for the cause. And she wanted this for herself, too—the chance to fight for good, and to help stop the corrupt empire of the Spirit King, which was slowly creeping its way across the entire world.

      But she couldn’t hurt her brothers, either.

      She lifted her sword back to defense position. She could do this. She had to do this. Winning this match would be the easiest, quickest way to win over the recruiter. All she had to do was fight.

      Khan and Pieter lunged at her as one. The move was practiced, familiar. The three of them had fought together many times, especially since none of the other teens in Bleakwater would deign to give Dez the time of day, much less spar with her.

      She lifted her sword. Pieter’s thrust was easy to block, and she parried quickly, tapping him gingerly on the hip with the flat of her sword. He shook his head at her, rolling his eyes with a look that said You can do better than that and you know it.

      “One point,” the recruiter said, but when she glanced at him, he was frowning.

      Oops—while her attention had been diverted, Khan had slipped beneath her guard and landed a blow to her leg. Hissing with annoyance, she pivoted and just managed to catch him with her own wooden blade to his left arm. He yelped, rubbing the spot. She froze at the sound, afraid she’d hurt him, and in that moment, he dodged back toward her, knocked her sword away easily to jab her quickly in the ribs—and then pivoted neatly and thrust his sword into Pieter’s stomach, winning two more points and the match.

      And automatic entry into the Rebellion.

      She dropped her sword to her side and shook her head, disbelieving. She’d been nervous about this match, but she hadn’t allowed herself to think about what would happen if she actually failed—and now that she’d lost, now that she’d frozen up in front of the recruiter yet again, it would be that much harder to prove she was ready to join up.

      She had no idea what she would do if the Rebellion didn’t accept her. She only knew what she wouldn’t do: allow herself to be conscripted into the ranks of the Spirit King’s forces. But according to rumors, the Spirit King was sending recruiters this way, too, and if she didn’t leave the swamplands with the Rebellion now, chances were good that she’d end up leaving them as a conscripted soldier in Ashimax’s army soon enough. The other teens in the village might be content to plan “extended trips” out of town to hide from the enemy forces when they neared, but that felt too much like cowardice to Dez, who desperately wanted to fight Ashimax’s army, not hide from it.

      “Well done,” said the recruiter. “I believe I have seen enough now to make my final decision for all three of you.” Dez glanced at him, wanting to sink into the ground in her shame at the tone of his voice, which was kind but disappointed. It sounded like they were finished entirely now, like she wouldn’t even get another match or two to try to redeem herself.

      Pieter, who was still catching his breath after his brother’s attack, carefully sheathed his sword. Khan went back to twirling his, grinning with triumph. Dez just stood there, unmoving, despair pulling her down sure as a quicksand bog.

      “With his victory, Khan has earned my automatic recommendation to join our ranks,” the recruiter said. Khan’s grin widened and he paused his sword-twirling long enough to step forward and shake the man’s hand. The recruiter gave him a crisp nod of approval. “You’re eighteen, right? In another two years, you’ll be old enough for a promotion to captain—I encourage you to aim for that.” The recruiter then turned to the other two siblings. “However,” he said, and Dez’s heart dropped into her shoes, “I don’t think either of you two are ready to join yet. Pieter, you need a bit more work—you’re still slow and clumsy. And Desiree, you’re too timid. In a real battle, hesitation will get you and the people relying on you killed.” The words were gentle, but firm.

      Dez was stepping forward and fumbling for words before she even registered her own actions. “Please,” she said. “Isn’t there a way we could—go with you now, and prove our worth later? I promise we can do better. We will do better.”

      But the man shook his head. “The Rebellion can only feed and arm a limited number of soldiers. We can’t afford to take on anyone who won’t contribute more than they cost. Plus—” he chuckled, “I’m no high-ranking dragon. I can’t bring back two scrubs on nothing but the weight of my own opinion and have the Rebellion brass take my word unquestioningly that they’ll eventually prove their worth.”

      Dez winced at the mention of dragons. Her parents had been dragon riders, among the best and bravest of their kind. This man’s words were just another reminder of how she was failing them.

      The recruiter turned to speak to Khan, his tattered, chocolate brown uniform rustling with the motion. “I’ll be in Bleakwater tonight and tomorrow, and then I’ll be spending the next month or so in the neighboring villages. You’ll have that time to pack up and say your farewells before we all move out to headquarters.”

      Khan’s grin faded and his forehead creased as he glanced at Pieter and Dez, but eventually he nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      The recruiter clapped him on the shoulder. “Well done,” he praised Khan, and then he strode out of the clearing and back toward the village, stepping carefully around the puddles that dotted the area.

      Dez’s eyes burned. Emotions tangled through her like the interwoven roots of the cypress trees at her back. She couldn’t tell which feeling was the strongest: shame, frustration, or worry. She breathed deeply again, trying to let the earthy smells ground her as they had before, but it didn’t work this time.

      Khan broke the silence. “Don’t give up. The captain said he’ll be in Bleakwater for another day yet. The both of you could ask for another go at it before he leaves, another chance to show your skill in a match.”

      Pieter frowned at his big brother. “What good would that do?”

      Khan shrugged easily. “It was just nerves. If you spar in front of him a second time, you won’t have nearly so much stage fright.”

      Pieter glanced at Dez. His gaze was tight, but resigned. Khan didn’t understand, but Dez did. Pieter had already been trying his best, had fought as well today as he ever had, but he just wasn’t good enough yet. And Dez—she couldn’t keep herself from holding back her full strength, no matter how many times she sparred. She was always too afraid to hurt someone.

      If they asked the recruiter to watch another match, it wouldn’t change a thing.

      “Maybe,” Dez answered half-heartedly.

      Khan slung an arm around each of his siblings, his wooden sword hanging over Dez’s shoulder. “Come on,” he said, good-naturedly jostling them both. “How about we go charm Mrs. Adley into giving us some pastries? We can celebrate my victory.”

      “And our losses?” Pieter muttered.

      “And your impending victories,” Khan corrected him.

      There was a big part of Dez that wanted to stay under the protective arm of her big brother—to let him cheer her up, to let his unswayable belief in her give her hope. But she couldn’t shake the knowledge that he was wrong. She couldn’t impress the recruiter. Not in a sparring match, anyway.

      But maybe the Rebellion needed more than just warriors. Maybe she could find another way to impress the recruiter—some valuable skill that would prove her worth, allowing her to be valuable to their army in a different way. She couldn’t think of anything that might work right now, but she couldn’t just give up. She had to at least try one more time. She owed her parents, and herself, that much.

      She shrugged off Khan’s arm. “Thanks,” she said, “but you two go ahead and get your pastries without me; I want to be alone for a bit. I have some thinking to do.”
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      Dez slipped in the back door of her foster parents’ house. She slid the heavy wooden door shut carefully behind her, lifting it at the spot where it normally creaked so that it would stay silent, and then crept through the kitchen. She was tall enough that she had to duck beneath the assortment of expensive copper pots and pans hanging from the ceiling and shook her head with a fond smile as she did so. Neither Jakob nor Marya Roser often cooked dishes more complicated than the most common of roasts and soups, but they insisted that no home was complete without the proper array of cooking equipment anyway.

      The windows, too, were expensive, made of flaw-free glass and draped with a simple but luxurious cream fabric. Her foster father was well-off as the mayor of Bleakwater, and her mother was the most popular seamstress in the swamplands, which meant there’d always been enough money to make their home—and Dez’s life—comfortable.

      Or it should have made Dez’s life comfortable, anyway. If she wasn’t constantly reaching for… something else. Something more. She knew her destiny was out there, and she knew it lay with the Rebellion, but she had no idea how she was supposed to reach it.

      She glanced into the living area. Her foster parents were seated in front of the wide hearth, Jakob scribbling in a ledger and Marya busily working on a hem. Dez should be able to get past them without alerting them to her presence. She loved her foster parents, and she was beyond lucky that they’d taken her in twelve years ago when her parents had died, but right now she couldn’t face their sympathy. Besides, Khan would be home with his pastries and good news soon, and they deserved to celebrate it without their joy being tainted by her failure.

      In any case, she didn’t have time for pity. She was on a mission. She had to think up some other way to get into the Rebellion, and fast, before her destiny slipped out of reach.

      She tiptoed up to her room, eased the door shut, stepped over a pile of dirty clothes, and flopped onto her messy bed.

      And then she shrieked like a startled marsh wren because Pieter was lying on the other side of her bed, hands tucked behind his head as if he were considering a nap, a knowing smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “I knew you’d come here to sulk,” he greeted her.

      She threw a pillow at him. “I’m not sulking,” she grumbled. “I’m planning. How did you get up here before me, anyway?”

      He shrugged and held up his hands. They were crisscrossed by numerous scars from their years of sparring, and now several small cuts sliced shallowly into his palms, as well. “I climbed the trellis and came in through your window. I knew you wouldn’t let me in to talk otherwise.”

      She frowned. “You shouldn’t have done that. You know you’re no good at climbing.”

      A frown flitted across Pieter’s face at that, and belatedly, Dez remembered that he’d failed today, too, and probably didn’t want to be reminded of all the things he wasn’t good at.

      But he didn’t say anything about it, instead sitting up and pinning her with a knowing gaze. “When Khan feinted during the match earlier, he left himself wide open—you could’ve taken him out easily with an upward thrust. His overconfidence is always his weakness. You should have used that against him, caught him when he overextended himself.”

      That was just like Pieter, analyzing a fight and picking apart his opponents’ weaknesses. Sometimes she thought that if Pieter had Khan’s talent for combat, or if Khan had Pieter’s keen mind, they would have been unstoppable.

      “I was waiting for a better opportunity,” Dez lied.

      He saw right through her, as always. “No, you weren’t. You were holding yourself back again. If you hadn’t been, you could’ve gotten Khan, and you could have easily gotten me.”

      She turned away, ostensibly to sort through some of the sewing projects on her bookshelf that she was supposed to be helping her foster mother with. “We both know what happened the last time I didn’t hold back with you,” she said, so quietly she wasn’t sure he’d hear it.

      He did. “That was ages ago, Dez.”

      But she still remembered it. That sick crunch of bone, the way it had felt beneath her fingers. The long, awful weeks of waiting to see whether it would heal afterwards. The way the old injury still held him back sometimes—the way it might have held him back today, even, and might’ve been part of what had made him just a little too slow and clumsy for the recruiter to accept. It made her sick to think that he might not be able to fight with the Rebellion because of her.

      She swept up a sewing project at random and sat in her side chair, needing something to keep her hands busy and her eyes down. One of the books she’d been reading recently—a small tome of history and folklore that she’d traded for during a trip to a neighboring village—was wedged into the space between her leg and the arm of the chair. She marked her spot and tossed it onto the top of her overflowing bookshelf.

      “I just need to find some other way to impress the recruiter, that’s all,” she told Pieter. “I can be useful to them somehow. The Rebellion surely needs more than just soldiers.”

      “Sure,” Pieter agreed easily. “For example, they probably need seamstresses.”

      Dez stared at the torn dress in her hands. A sour taste filled her mouth. He was right—the Rebellion likely did need seamstresses. But Goddess help her, she would go mad if she had to sew all day every day and never got the chance to prove her worth in a way she actually cared about. And Pieter knew that—which was why, of course, he’d brought it up.

      “Maybe they do,” she forced herself to say as she picked up a needle and threaded it. “Maybe I’ll ask the recruiter.” She stabbed the needle into the hem much harder than necessary and ended up missing the line entirely. She sighed and pulled the needle back out, lining it up more carefully this time. She liked sewing. She did. It was calming, relaxing; a nice hobby. But she’d never wanted it to be a career, unlike Marya.

      But what if sewing was the only way she could help the Rebellion?

      She could always start out as a seamstress, she supposed, and find a way to prove her worth as a soldier later. But it would be humiliating, and not at all the way she’d imagined things playing out. And what if she was never successful at moving up in the ranks? What if she ended up stuck as a seamstress forever?

      Pieter sighed and sat up. “Or,” he said, his tone as sensible and even as always, “you could stop holding back your strength and show the Rebellion what we all know you’re truly capable of.”

      She threw the sewing down. “Pieter, I can’t,” she said, remembering just in time to keep her voice quiet so that Jakob and Marya wouldn’t hear her. If they realized she was home, they would come up to ask her how the match had gone, and she wasn’t ready to face their pity just yet.

      Pieter spread his hands. “When you hurt me all those years ago, it was an accident. It could’ve happened even without you being as strong as you are. But, Dez, you are strong, and you can’t just go about your life pretending you’re like everyone else. You’re not. And that’s a good thing. You should use all your assets, embrace your strength and use it to protect the weak instead of running away from it and leaving the weak to defend themselves.”

      She glared at him. “I’m not running away from anything.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You really think your talents are best used sewing torn hems and darning socks? Do you truly believe that’s the future your parents hoped for in you?”

      She wanted to be angry, but she couldn’t, because he was right. Her shoulders sagged. “No,” she admitted.

      He sensed his advantage and pressed it. “They were heroes. They died on dragonback, defending the Rebellion’s retreat, saving thousands of lives during one of the worst attacks King Ashimax ever launched! I know you want to follow in their footsteps. And I’d be honored to join you, too, though it looks like it might be another year or two of training before that happens.” He made a rueful face. “But you, you’re just as ready as Khan is, maybe more. You can join up right now, get out of here before the Spirit King’s army has even a chance to conscript you. All you have to do is talk to the recruiter when he comes to dinner tonight; ask him to watch one more sparring match, and then let him see what you’re truly capable of.”

      Dez’s eyes widened as she registered his words. “Pieter Roser,” she hissed, “did you seriously invite the recruiter to dinner?”

      He gave her an innocent smile. “As the mayor’s son, it’s my duty to welcome the Rebellion to our town.”

      She threw the dress in her hands at him, and then two more pillows for good measure. He put his hands up to fend off her attack, but the final pillow flew hard into his stomach and made him grunt at the impact. He grinned up at her. “See, you’re great at attacking me with pillows,” he said. “Now you just have to transition that energy to actual weapons.”

      “Shut up,” she ordered, flopping down onto the bed again and putting her head in her hands.

      Pieter remained quiet for a moment, and then came around the bed and dropped a hand on her shoulder. “Look, Dez, no one can decide your future for you,” he said gently. “But you know what I think. And we both know Khan thinks you can make it in, too. Just come to dinner. Talk to the captain. Give yourself a chance.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she mumbled into her hands.

      “Fair enough. I’ll be downstairs, cleaning up the mud you tracked in.”

      She lifted her head. “I tracked mud in?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You practically live in the swamp. Of course, you tracked mud in. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it before Mom sees.”

      She gave him a grateful smile, but the expression drooped even before it was fully formed. Pieter patted her again on the shoulder and then quietly left the room, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

      She stayed sitting on the bed for a few minutes, wrestling with herself, but got no closer to making any sort of decision. She couldn’t find it in herself to pursue either option—living as a seamstress to the Rebellion’s soldiers and perhaps never winning the chance to fulfill her true capabilities, or showing her strength and hurting her brothers or someone else further down the line.

      She stood up in a quick motion and moved to the window. She needed some peace and quiet, some space to reflect on her choices. Normally, she’d have gone to the swamps when she needed to think, but there was only about an hour before dinner—if she left now, she probably wouldn’t make it back in time to talk to the recruiter. She might miss her chance to impress him, either with another match or with her seamstress capabilities, before he left to recruit at the other villages. Still, the swamps called her, and she didn’t see another option that would do her any good.

      She sighed, then grabbed her favorite black cloak and slid the window open. She didn’t know if she was forfeiting her future. Didn’t know if there was even a “right” choice to make in this situation. But she knew how much was hanging in the balance—her very destiny—and she couldn’t make her decision without at least taking some time to make sure there were no other good options.

      She slipped on her cloak and eased out into the evening air, hoping a walk in the bayou might lend her some clarity.
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      The sprites were staring at her.

      Dez tried to ignore the little creatures at first. She pulled up the hood of her cloak and ducked her head, fixing her gaze on the boggy ground beneath her. She tried to let the feel of the bayou fill her up—the gentle sway of the marsh grass in the tepid breeze, the low-lying patches of mist, the way her boots sank into the deepening mud the closer she got to the true swamplands. But no matter how hard she tried to find the peace she so often sought out here, it eluded her. All because of the stupid sprites.

      They were everywhere today. Their big eyes peered at her from boles in trees and from the small, dark openings of snake tunnels. Their gray, fairylike bodies leaned out from behind the clumps of marsh grass and dripped with mud as they rose from puddles to watch her. It was said that these creatures, like many magical beings, had a closer connection to the Creator Goddess than humans did. Dez didn’t care. Today, she just wanted everyone, including the Goddess herself apparently, to leave her alone.

      At the twenty-third sprite sighting, she finally snapped. She stomped to a halt, yanked down the hood of her cloak, and curled her hands into fists. “Leave me alone!” she shouted, her voice resounding across the bogs.

      The sprites startled, blinking their huge eyes at her in reproach, and then vanished as one back into their respective hidey-holes. Dez let out a relieved breath. Finally, she could find the peace and solitude she needed to think her way out of this mess.

      She started walking again. Now that she wasn’t so focused on the sprites, she felt much more relaxed and connected to the land around her. Fireflies had started to drift through the spotty evening sunlight, blinking in lazy patterns. They liked to nest in the yellow moss that grew on the cypress trees. Over Dez’s head, vines trawled through the trees’ canopy, every so often sending shoots dangling downward like party decorations. She let herself soak it all in, basking in her connection to the land she loved.

      She hadn’t always lived in the swamps. In fact, she hadn’t even been born in this kingdom; from what her foster parents had told her and the faint memories she could recall, she and her parents had come here as refugees after their kingdom had been overthrown by the Spirit King, Ashimax. Dez could only faintly remember the sense that they hadn’t planned to stay in the swamps forever—but then, that had been back when the Rebellion had been healthy and winning many more victories than they did nowadays. Perhaps her parents had thought they would be able to take back their kingdom quickly and resettle there, in the land where they’d been born.

      Dez sighed. If only that had been the case. Instead, Ashimax had slowly eaten through nearly the entire world over the course of the last decade, and now he was recruiting and conscripting more soldiers than ever—and she’d heard rumors that he particularly wanted to add intelligent, capable teenagers to his army. She would do anything to avoid being forced into his horde. She refused to be a part of the evil and lawlessness he’d been spreading over the world. But she still wasn’t certain of how exactly she could avoid it.

      She could hide, it was true. When his forces came to town, she could hope to get enough advance warning to slip off into the bogs—her and Pieter both—until they passed through, but that was about it. There’d still remained the risk of discovery, and truth be told, something in Dez detested the idea of hiding from the Spirit King. She wanted to fight him, not cower from him. She wanted to make her parents proud.

      She sighed, stopping at the edge of an area of deep marshes. Before her, the sparse puddles merged into small bogs, with only thin bridges of soggy ground weaving between them. She leaned over and peered into the water at her feet. It was murky and brackish, but it reflected her face just fine.

      She didn’t often look at her reflection. It reminded her too much of her parents—making her wonder if she had her father’s jaw, her mother’s cheekbones. As things stood, she couldn’t quite remember exactly what her parents looked like. She’d only been five when they’d died, just old enough to have vague, dreamy memories that were more feelings than clear pictures. But despite her usual aversion to her reflection, she decided to indulge herself just this once, and squinted harder at the water.

      Her skin was tan with a slightly coppery undertone. That was similar to her father’s complexion; she thought she remembered, though, that her mother’s skin had been… a few shades browner? Dez did have her mother’s brown eyes, though. Those, she remembered clearly. Dez’s black hair, along with the small white scar under her left eye, were the only things that she was certain weren’t inherited from either parent. The scar was her only one, gained during a sparring match with her foster brothers, and she was proud of it—and proud of the fact that she’d given her brothers many more scars than they’d given her. As for her hair, she had no idea which relative she’d gotten it from. It was a midnight-black color unlike anything anyone in these parts had seen before. She kept it long and pulled back, mostly because she was usually too busy training to style it, but she knew in a distant sort of way that it was pretty. During the rare trip to neighboring villages, she could tell from the way strangers looked at her that she could be considered good-looking.

      Of course, once people found out who she was, they no longer looked at her with anything but disdain. She’d asked her foster parents repeatedly why everyone seemed to dislike her based on nothing but her name—especially when she could dimly recall being treated like a princess after her parents had died, for being the daughter of Rebellion heroes—but they always dodged her questions.

      Now, she frowned and straightened up, looking away from her reflection. Her small indulgence had left her feeling more alone than ever. She wished, as she often did, that her parents were still alive. That they could direct her. Show her which path to take and help her grow into their legacy so that she wouldn’t have to stumble blindly around while she searched for it.

      She shook herself, taking a deep breath. Her parents weren’t here and wishing for them would do her no good. The air was thick with the smell of an earthy, natural sort of decay. She closed her eyes, letting it seep into her. And then, decisively, she nodded.

      She’d made her decision. Maybe she’d made it even before she’d come out here, and just needed reassurance that it was the right course of action. But truth be told, it was the only course of action.

      She had to go back home. She had to speak to the recruiter and find another way to impress him—another way to join the Rebellion and honor her mother and father. She still wasn’t sure yet if that way would be through mending seams or showing her true strength, but hopefully she’d figure that part out by the time she made it home.

      She opened her eyes and turned—and then froze. Standing on the far edge of one of the bogs, perched on a thin ridge of rocky soil, was the Ghost of the Bayou.

      Dez stared at the figure. She’d heard legends of the man—Woman? Creature? Spirit?—but had only seen it a handful of times. It wore a stylized bronze helmet that covered its entire face and was clothed in a long white cloak. The cloak somehow managed to never get mud on it, which, in Dez’s opinion, lent weight to the supposition that it was truly some sort of spirit being and not a living person at all.

      “Hello?” Dez called tentatively, drawn, as always, to the ghost, despite her wariness of it.

      The ghost didn’t respond. It only stared at her, still as the trees, the white of its cloak a spot of brilliance in the growing twilight. The swamp faded into deep purples and reds around them, but neither Dez nor the Ghost moved.

      The few times Dez had seen the being, it had always been like this. Each time, Dez felt an odd sort of tugging deep inside her—like she was somehow connected to the Ghost as much as to the swamplands around her. Every time, the Ghost stared at her, unmoving, until Dez finally looked away.

      Dez didn’t want to look away, however. She wanted to move closer. Get a better look. Maybe… maybe, if she had enough courage, to look to see what was under that helmet.

      Spellbound, she took a step forward.

      “Well, well,” came a voice from behind her. It cracked through the peace of the swamp in a musical low tenor, made ugly by the spite that twisted the words. The spell broken, Dez jumped and whirled around.

      It was Jaklin Moild. Oh, hells.

      “Look who’s all alone out in the mud,” Jaklin continued, baring her teeth in what might’ve looked like a smile to someone who didn’t know her well. The other girl was lean and tall, with pale skin, an abundance of red freckles, and powerful, ropy muscles. Two boys and a short, squat girl stepped up behind her. They all wore matching ugly smirks that made the hair on the back of Dez’s neck prickle. Jaklin and her band of bullies were never up to anything good, especially when it came to her since Jaklin had long held a personal grudge against Dez.

      “What do you want?” Dez demanded. She glanced back over her shoulder to check on the Ghost, but the figure had vanished.

      Jaklin pulled a knife from the belt at her waist and started playing with it, flicking it around and through her fingers in a display of talent that was almost—but not quite—equal to Khan’s skill. “I heard you fought in front of the Rebellion recruiter today,” Jaklin said. She pushed out her lower lip in a faux pout. “Did you cry when he told you that you were no good? Or maybe you broke his arm like you broke your little brother’s a few years back.” At her back, her posse of bullies snickered.

      Dez’s hands curled into fists. But she had to force herself to uncurl them and keep her breathing even. She couldn’t let stupid Jaklin make her angry. She could rout all of these simpering idiots, probably even Jaklin herself—but only if Dez used her full strength, and she feared what she might do if she let that loose, especially when she was riled up like this. “Go away, Jaklin,” she said instead.

      Jaklin raised an eyebrow. “Or what? You’ll break my arm, too?” She shook her head and tsk-ed, her red braid swaying. “You always were such a violent child. I remember you sleepwalking when you were little, tearing through the village and screaming that you were going to burn down all the houses and murder everyone in their sleep.”

      Dez tensed up. It was a lie—at least, she was pretty sure it was—but it hit too close to Dez’s fear of her own potential violence to be comfortable. She snapped back at Jaklin before she could think better of it. “You’re just jealous because the recruiter accepted Khan and not you.”

      Jaklin’s smirk tightened to a sneer. “The recruiter would’ve taken me if I’d bothered to spar in front of him, you little swamp snake. Khan isn’t anything special. I could trounce that preening moron in my sleep if I wanted to. Just like I could you, no matter how strong you like to pretend you are.” She threw the knife she’d been playing with, and it landed in a nearby cypress tree blade-first, burying itself inches into the trunk. Though not, Dez noted, nearly as deep as Dez herself had run her much duller practice sword into that cypress earlier today. “Anyway,” Jaklin continued, her tone smoother now, “my father wants me to wait another year before I join up, so that I can be a captain right away instead of some lowly foot soldier like Khan.”

      Jaklin’s father was Dask Moild, a former member of the Rebellion himself—and, from what little Dez’s foster parents would tell her, Dez had gleaned that he’d once been friends with her parents. Dask kept to himself nowadays, so Dez didn’t know him well, but if he was anything like his daughter then she had no idea how her family could’ve been friends with him.

      Jaklin tilted her head and watched Dez, her smile tightening as she homed in for the kill. “And that’s the only reason the recruiter isn’t eating dinner at my house, congratulating me instead of Khan right now. Speaking of which, aren’t you supposed to be at this ‘welcome dinner’ right now, too? I’m guessing it’s all a ruse for you and your weakling little brother to try to weasel your way into the Rebellion after all, isn’t it? As if the army would want you.”

      “As if anyone would want her,” added one of the boys behind Jaklin, looking at Dez like she was a dead rat he’d found on the side of the road.

      Dez’s blood churned. They were insulting her. They were insulting her brothers. She couldn’t risk fighting them, but she couldn’t let them get away with it, either. Still, she didn’t move, hesitating too long just like she’d hesitated during the sparring match.

      Jaklin watched her standing there, frozen, and the other girl’s smirk widened. She bent down, scooped up a handful of bog mud, and pitched it at Dez.

      Dez inhaled and dodged—too slowly. Splat. The mud sprayed all over her shirt and hair, dripping into her face.

      “If you love the swamp so much, it’s only right you should wear it,” Jaklin said with a laugh. “Oh, but now you don’t match, do you? We can fix that. Come on, guys.” She and her group started moving purposefully toward Dez.

      Dez was shaking with anger and shame and immobility. She wanted to launch herself at them. Wanted to absolutely pummel Jaklin. But if she let her strength loose, she wasn’t sure if she could rein it in enough to avoid seriously hurting them. And Dez didn’t know if she could live with herself if that happened—if she finally proved, once and for all, that her power couldn’t be trusted.

      She couldn’t fight them then, which meant she should run. But by the time she came to this conclusion, the group was almost upon her. Dez backpedaled, but one of the boys grabbed her arm and Jaklin suddenly hoisted up her legs. Their hands were cruelly tight, clamping hard around her. Dez struggled, trapped, while they pinned her limbs and hauled her toward one of the larger bogs. Her nose wrinkled as she got closer. It smelled awful, like rot with the coppery tang of old blood—something must have died in there.

      Which meant there could be alligators nearby.

      She struggled and shouted, but the bullies were heedless. They laughed as they lifted her overhead and dumped her into the bog. She gasped, nearly inhaling a lungful of the brackish water as it closed over her head, and then struggled back to the surface. This bog was deep, much deeper than the other little ponds in this area. Predators could easily be lurking unseen in here. On the opposite bank lay the source of the smell, too—a duck carcass lying half out of the water, bloody feathers floating around it.

      Dez flailed toward the edge of the bog, but when she grasped for solid ground, Jaklin kicked her fingers away.

      “Stay in the muck where you belong, shadowspawn,” the other girl said, her tone vicious. The insult was one usually leveled at people who willingly fought for the Spirit King, which Dez would never do. Not that Jaklin cared about the distinction.

      “Let me out,” Dez cried, her breathing quick with fear. “There—there could be alligators in here, or—”

      “Snakes?” Jaklin supplied. “I don’t know what you’re nervous about—they’re your own kind, after all, little swamp snake.” She kicked Dez’s hands away again and laughed. The boys and girl at her side laughed, as well, spreading out to guard the shore from Dez.

      Until something hissed on the far bank.

      Dez yelped and spun around, splashing violently. Something big and scaly and green-brown was waddling toward the water from the far side. Just as soon as she saw it, it flickered from green-brown to the darker rusty brown of the fallen leaves on the shore, blending in with its surroundings. The creature—a swamp gator—was camouflaging itself, which meant it was actively hunting prey. There was another hiss from behind it, and then grunting noises off to the side, nearer to where one of the bullies were.

      Jaklin beat a hasty retreat. “See you around, weakling!” she called to Dez, tossing a vicious smirk over her shoulder as she hurried back toward the village. “Or maybe not.”

      Then the bullies were gone, and Dez was left alone with the alligators.
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      Dez swam to shore and hauled herself out of the disgusting water, shuddering with panic. A splash sounded behind her. At least one of the alligators had reached the water, with another off to her right. That one was hoisting its heavy belly up on the ground in preparation for one of the short, fast sprints the creatures were known for, and its daggerlike claws dug trenches into the wet soil. It was about to cut off her escape while the other one closed in from behind. She had to get out of here, now.

      She didn’t want to risk running in the same direction as Jaklin, so she picked the only safe direction that remained and fled.

      The mud sucked at her feet. She nearly slipped several times and had to grasp at the trees she passed to keep her balance. Twigs crunched behind her, and something made a coughing, roaring sort of noise. She darted in between bogs, weaving her way over the network of solid ground between them. The vines over her head thickened, dripping with feelers that brushed her hair as she flew past beneath them. The network of solid ground got mushier and muddier underfoot, making it hard for her to move quickly, but she kept running even when she’d passed into a part of the swamp she’d never seen before.

      She had to keep going, though. Had to get away. Not only from the gators, but from the burning shame and anger of her encounter with Jaklin’s group. She’d felt so helpless, a sensation made extra awful by the fact that Dez knew she wasn’t helpless—she’d had the strength to fight the bullies but hadn’t dared to use it. What kind of a soldier would Dez make if she couldn’t even throw a punch to save herself from getting tossed to alligators?

      Her parents would be so disappointed.

      Dez ran harder. The mud latched onto her feet, pulling her down. The alligators’ hissing and grunting had long since faded, but the shame hadn’t, so she kept running—until she tripped headlong over some sort of protruding black stone and fell flat on her face.

      Oof. Dez lay there for a second, panting, her heartbeat roaring in her ears. Slowly, the quiet sounds of the swamp settled around her, and her pulse evened out.

      She leveraged herself up on her hands and knees, sighing. Now she was covered in marsh muck, in addition to finding herself deep in an unfamiliar part of the swamp right before nightfall. She’d be lucky to make it home before tomorrow, and she definitely wouldn’t make it back in time to talk to the recruiter at dinner.

      She sat back, trying to wipe the mud off but mostly just smearing it around. After a second, she gave up and glanced down to see what had tripped her.

      It was a black rock, rounded on the surface, with some sort of purple veins running across it. She tilted her head, peering at the thing. Hard to tell in the deepening twilight, but it almost looked like the purple veins were… glowing? Maybe it was some sort of phosphorescent mineral. It could be valuable, she realized. She might as well try to dig it out and take it home with her—perhaps if her foster parents could sell it and make some money, Dez wouldn’t feel quite so useless.

      She scooped mud out from around the rock. It was bigger than she’d thought, nearly as big as her torso, and very heavy. And it felt weirdly warm, much more so than the mud around it. Maybe there was a hot spring nearby that had warmed it? She frowned, so wrapped up in the mystery that she didn’t hear movement behind her until the alligator was nearly upon her.

      Then a twig snapped, and Dez finally glanced up—to see the reptile’s mouth wide open as it lunged forward, its jagged teeth ready to clamp down over her leg. Dez screamed and lunged away, but she knew even as she dove that she would be too slow, that it was too close, that she wasn’t going to get out of this without bloodshed… that she’d be lucky to make it out with all of her limbs intact.

      And then, out of nowhere, a long, thick walking stick whapped the gator hard in the throat. The blow snapped the creature’s head up, its jaw mashing together just shy of Dez’s leg. The surprise attack gave her enough time to scramble away and stand up as the stick slammed down again, this time over the gator’s head. The creature grunted and hissed and bit the air but saw that Dez was standing now and wary of it, and decided to cut its losses. It lowered its heavy belly back to the ground, pushed its unwieldy body toward a nearby pond, and slipped beneath the surface to sulk and wait for easier prey.

      Breathing hard and shaking at the near miss, Dez glanced back at the still-extended walking stick and followed it upward to its owner: a figure with a hooked beak of a nose and the hunched stance of an old woman, clad in a heavy gator-skin cloak. Her stringy gray hair hung over her shoulders, and she frowned sharply at Dez like she already regretted saving her.

      “The crazy gator lady,” Dez breathed, and then winced, realizing she’d said it aloud. She’d seen this old woman a few times around town; she lived in the swamps, trapping gators and selling their skins. The woman spoke little, and had a reputation for being just as irritable as the creatures she hunted, often cackling to herself when she made her too-insightful observations about the people she passed on the streets—like when she’d outed old man Carlin for cheating on his wife, or when she’d casually mentioned to the mayor of Mistshade—a neighboring village—that his embezzling scheme looked to be doing well.

      But the gator lady didn’t respond now. In fact, Dez realized, she wasn’t looking at Dez at all, but at the weird rock that now lay mostly unearthed from the mud, a few steps away. The gator lady moved toward it, her stick thumping the ground as she walked. She stooped—with surprising agility for an old woman—to pick up the stone, wiping mud from its surface. “Hmmm,” she mused inscrutably. Then, without warning, she shoved it at Dez.

      Dez wrapped her arms around the rock automatically. “Uh,” she stammered, uncertain of what exactly was happening, “thank you for saving me from that alligator.”

      The gator lady waved off the comment but grabbed Dez by her shoulders. “You’d better come with me if you want to stay safe,” she said, her voice crisp, with no hint of the cackling tone that Dez had always heard her use before. “The swamps aren’t safe at night. You can stay at my place.”

      Dez blinked, imagining what the old lady’s house might look like. “Thanks, but I’ve been in the swamps at night before. I can handle myself,” she said, trying to sound polite but firm. What she’d said was true—anytime she had a particularly bad argument with her brothers or a worse-than-usual encounter with Jaklin, she spent the night out here walking and thinking. She hadn’t been in this particular area before, but she wasn’t afraid of getting lost since she could always climb a tree and orient herself by the stars once they came out. She definitely didn’t need the help of a creepy old gator lady to survive a night in the bogs.

      The woman released Dez’s shoulders. “Suit yourself,” she said. She turned her back and started walking away, humming under her breath. “But if I were you, I’d want to know what exactly it was I’d just tripped over.”

      Dez glanced at the rock in her hands. It was oblong and heavy, though not quite as heavy as she thought a rock of this size ought to be. Maybe it was hollow, and had crystals growing inside—she’d seen geodes like that a few times before. They tended to be pretty valuable. “Is it a geode?” she shouted after the retreating woman.

      But the gator lady shook her head. “Better!”

      “So what is it, then?”

      “Come have some soup with me and I’ll tell you.”

      Dez hesitated. But after a moment, curiosity—and hunger—won. She hefted the stone into a more comfortable position and shrugged. It couldn’t hurt to find out more about the rock before she took it home to sell, and soup did sound nice. And if worse came to worst, she could always just leave. The gator lady was old and slow, and surely wouldn’t be able to hurt Dez even if she wanted to, which Dez was pretty sure wasn’t the case, as the woman had a reputation for being quirky but not violent.

      “How far is it?” she shouted.

      “Not far. Oh, and also, thanks,” the woman called back over her shoulder with a toothy grin.

      “For what?” Dez asked, confused yet again.

      The old woman cackled. “Cleaning the mud off my hands.”

      Dez glanced down at her shoulders, which had, a few moments ago, been the only mud-free spots on her clothes, and were now decorated with matching muddy handprints. She rolled her eyes, exasperated, and followed the woman.
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      The deep purple twilight had darkened to full night by the time they reached the gator lady’s home. It was as ramshackle as Dez had suspected: a tiny hut made of woven-together vines and sticks, supported by the thin trunk of a water tupelo tree. The marsh grass that grew around it had been cleverly woven into the base, providing additional support. The gator lady drew aside a curtain of free-hanging live vines that seemed to have been knitted together and disappeared inside her home without another word.

      Dez shifted the rock in her grip, squinting at the structure. Then she shrugged and ducked inside after the woman, keeping an eye out in case she was trying to murder Dez after all. But the scene inside the hut seemed normal—well, as normal as it could be, considering she’d entered a hut made of vines that lay deep in the swamp, and that the woman pulling the pot of soup off the smoldering fire wore a gator-skin cloak.

      “Come on in, Desiree. You can have the chair.” The woman nodded at a barstool, which was covered in peeling teal paint and missing one of its legs, but apparently still qualified as a “chair.”

      Dez started toward it and then stopped with a frown. “Wait. I never told you my name,” she realized.

      The woman hummed and shrugged one shoulder, which Dez interpreted to mean that the gator lady must’ve heard Dez’s name during one of her trips through Bleakwater. Which made sense since Bleakwater was a fairly small village, but still, there was something odd about the woman. Dez sensed something deeper about her… something she wasn’t sharing.

      Dez kept one eye on her host while she glanced around the interior of the small hut. It was very plain and humble—the only furniture being the single stool and a low cot with rumpled, thin sheets. The hearth was walled in with misshapen, chunky brown rocks that led upward to a chimney. Despite those safety measures, though, Dez couldn’t help but wonder at the wisdom of having a cooking fire in a house made of sticks.

      “Here you go,” said the woman, handing Dez a bowl of soup.

      “Thanks,” Dez said. There was no spoon offered, so she tilted the bowl and drank from its rim. It tasted surprisingly good. She darted a glance at the woman again, growing more curious. “Do you have a name?” she asked.

      The woman raised an eyebrow as she ladled out a bowl of soup for herself. “What, ‘crazy old gator lady’ isn’t good enough for you?”

      Dez blushed and stuttered, but the woman grinned—and Dez realized with a jolt that all her teeth were white and intact, which seemed incongruous under that enormous beak of a nose and all that stringy gray hair. And the woman’s voice was still different than Dez had expected, too: deeper, more even and certain, and perhaps even a bit wry.

      The woman’s smile dropped, and she sighed, setting her bowl of soup on the edge of the cot. “Well,” she said, “I suppose you’re probably right. It is time you found out who I am. And who you are.”

      With that, she shrugged off her gator-skin cloak and straightened up. The hunch in her back disappeared. Then she reached up and pulled off her nose—which made Dez squeak in shock for a second before she realized it had been a fake, with a much smaller, upturned nose beneath it. The woman ran her hands through her gray hair, which went from stringy to wavy in less than a minute. Finally, she ran a sleeve over her face, and it came back covered in makeup. The skin on her face was now a few shades browner than Dez’s own skin, and far less wrinkled than it had looked a moment ago.

      “Hello, my dear,” said the woman standing in front of her—a tall, clear-eyed woman who looked barely middle-aged. “I’m your Aunt Lula.”

      Dez jolted up from the stool, splattering soup all over the floor and barely managing to keep from dropping the rock, which she’d rested on her lap. She gaped at the woman, and it took her three tries to find words. “Aunt?” was all she managed at last, her hands still clutched tightly around the rock as if it were a shield between her and the woman who claimed to be her family.

      It was impossible. The Blacks were all dead.

      But if it were true. If it were true…

      Then she had a living family member.

      The desperate joy that shot through Dez at the thought was so strong that she tamped it down immediately, shoving it away hard and refusing to feel it. Not until she was sure. She couldn’t bear to feel the brunt of that emotion when it might all be some cruel lie.

      “Yes,” said Lula. Her eyes were serious, her tone no-nonsense. She sounded nothing like the crazy old alligator lady Dez had experienced in the past. “You and I met a few times when you were young, but I’m not sure if you remember. Your parents tended to keep you away from me. Jayne thought I was a ‘bad influence.’” A small, sad smile curved her lips upward.

      Dez shook her head as if the physical motion could shake her thoughts into line and jar this moment into making sense. “No—I never met you…” But even as she spoke, a dim memory slotted into place. It was faint and fuzzy around the edges, like all the memories of her family, but she remembered a laughing-eyed woman with that same upturned nose picking toddler Dez up and whirling her around and around. Dez had laughed hysterically—until she’d gotten so dizzy she’d thrown up. Lula had slipped her a mint candy afterwards to make up for it, even though Dez hadn’t been allowed to have sweets.

      Dez sat down hard on the stool. “My aunt,” she said, just to hear the words aloud—to hear whether they were true. She thought they might be. But if they were… she looked back up at Lula, her expression hardening. “You left me,” she accused, her voice ragged. “You left me. You let me think you were dead, just like—just like my parents. You let me be raised by strangers—”

      “Strangers?” Lula cut her off with a sharp bark of a laugh. “Hardly. You can’t tell me you’d rather live out here in the swamps with me rather than in that comfy house, with those kind foster parents and those loud, annoying, and deeply loyal brothers that you gained.”

      Dez swallowed the rest of her accusation. When she spoke again, her words were a bit more considered. “You could’ve introduced yourself. You could’ve let me know I wasn’t alone.”

      Lula’s gaze softened. “I wanted to, but the time wasn’t right. I couldn’t just pick any random day, waltz up to you in that little village, and tell you that you were a princess and I was your aunt. And anyway, I had to wait for my vision to be fulfilled.”

      Dez shook her head again. “What?” Then she held up a hand to forestall whatever Lula had been about to say. “No. Wait. Did… did you just say that I was a princess?”

      Lula frowned. “Yes, that’s what I said. You got bugs in your ears, girl?”

      Dez snorted, incredulous. Now the old gator lady was shining through again. “Start from the beginning,” she told her aunt. “Please. I need to know everything.” She wrapped herself more tightly around the rock in her lap. It was still warm, and somehow comforting, especially now that Dez’s whole world and everything she’d thought she’d known was being upended.

      Lula took a breath and settled on the floor across from Dez. “You were born a princess,” she confirmed. “Your parents were the king and queen of Gald—a beautiful land, on the edge of the mountains where the Ancient Deeps lie.” Here her gaze went distant for a moment, like she was seeing it again. “Or at least it was beautiful before Ashimax overthrew it and turned it dark and rotten. It was the first kingdom to fall, way back when you were little, when Ashimax first returned to the world. Your parents fought so hard in the Rebellion afterwards, trying to free their land from his reign. You spent your infancy as a refugee instead of a princess because of him.” Her lips thinned out. “I was in my husband’s kingdom at the time, but when he died and his kingdom fell, I became a dragon rider and joined the Rebellion along with your parents.”

      Dez leaned forward, eyes wide. “You were a dragon rider, too?”

      She faintly remembered her parents’ dragons—massive, powerful but kindly creatures, who had seemed to her young self to be some sort of benign godlike beings. If she tried hard, she thought she could recall the way their words had vibrated in her mind when they’d greeted her, or how warm their scaly snouts had been when they’d nuzzled her.

      “Yes,” Lula confirmed, but her gaze was distant and hard to read. “Once. I rode a Cumulus White. His name was Strata. He was slain during the same battle where your parents disappeared. When I fell from his back, I had my vision: a dragon rider would rise from the southern swamplands and become a great hero for the Rebellion. I believe the Creator Goddess was trying to tell me that I would guide this hero”—her gaze cut to Dez—“who I believe to be you.”

      Dez stared at the woman in front of her. Too many emotions coursed through her to name. Joy at having a living family member, anger that Lula had left her alone, and shock at Lula’s pronouncement.

      “I left you alone all this time because I sensed the timing wasn’t right,” Lula said, seeming to sense the direction of her thoughts. “You had to grow. I couldn’t interfere in the Goddess’s plans; I was meant to guide you, train you, not raise you. That, I’m afraid, had to be left to people better than me.” She smiled, a bit sadly. “Plus—the village wouldn’t have reacted well if they’d discovered my identity. Technically, when I left that battle where Strata died, I became a deserter, and that’s… well, frowned upon. To put it lightly. You were better off if I stayed out here, watching over you from a distance, waiting until the time was right to introduce myself—and to introduce you to your destiny as a dragon rider.”

      Dez finally found her tongue. “How could I be a dragon rider? I mean, don’t get me wrong, that would be amazing”—which was putting it lightly, though Dez didn’t dare to let herself think about such an impossibly grand destiny for long—“but the last time I saw a dragon, I was a little kid. The Spirit King has been hunting magical creatures into extinction for over a decade now. There are hardly any dragons left even with the Rebellion, and I’ve already been rejected by the recruiter, so I’m not about to get approved to ride one of theirs.” She swallowed the lump in her throat at the reminder of her failure. “So, if it really is me you saw in your vision, just where is it that I’m supposed to get a dragon?”

      Lula smiled. “You don’t have to get a dragon,” she said, and then she pointed to the rock Dez was cradling. “One has already found you.”
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      Dez stared down at the rock in her hands. At the smooth, oval-shaped rock as big as her torso, which felt strangely warm and was glowing with purple veins in a very un-rock-like manner. Because it wasn’t a rock. Of course, it wasn’t a rock.

      It was a dragon egg.

      Feeling suddenly woozy, Dez got up, walked over to her aunt’s cot, and very gently set the egg on the blankets. She couldn’t risk dropping it. This egg was precious, priceless—more so than ever since Ashimax had been hunting all magical creatures into extinction. This egg and the baby dragon inside of it had likely only survived because of how deeply it had been hidden in the swamps. Or, at least, it had been hidden until she’d tripped over it.

      At that thought, she wilted a little. “This egg didn’t find me,” she said, unable to bear looking at Lula as she spoke. “I tripped over it. It was an accident.”

      But Lula stepped up next to her niece, gripping her shoulder comfortingly—though she assiduously avoided the spots where she’d earlier wiped mud on Dez. “Look at those veins, the way they glow for you. This was no accident. This dragon chose to reveal itself to you, because it sensed greatness in you the same way I did.”

      Dez swallowed. She wanted to believe that so badly. She desperately wanted to fulfill her parents’ legacy, to fight evil, and what better way could there possibly be to do that than to be a dragon rider? It would make her a shoo-in for the Rebellion, too—there’d surely be no way they could afford to turn away a dragon and rider pair. This was everything she’d ever wanted. More than she’d ever dreamed of, in fact.

      But if she believed in this—not just in some vague heroic destiny that was out there somewhere, but in this specific egg, in her aunt’s specific vision of Dez becoming a great dragon rider—and then she was proven wrong, she wouldn’t be able to bear it.

      She licked her lips. “I don’t know,” she hedged.

      Lula clucked her tongue. “Hesitating again?” she asked. “Come now, Dez, you’re better than that.”

      Dez gave her a sharp look. “What do you mean, hesitating again?” Did her aunt know about Dez’s habit of holding back her strength? Though, if she did… maybe she might know where that strength came from in the first place, and whether Dez could be trusted with it.

      But Lula only dropped her hand from Dez’s shoulder and walked across the hut to pick her soup bowl back up, carefully stepping around Dez’s own splattered soup mess. “I’ve been watching over you from afar,” she replied.

      “Spying,” Dez interjected, but without heat. She found herself glad to have had a secret protector out here in the swamps, someone besides her foster family who cared for her. Even if she still wished Lula would’ve introduced herself sooner.

      Lula arched a brow, amused, but conceded. “I’ve been spying on you,” she corrected herself, with humor in her tone. “I’ve watched you spar with your brothers plenty of times over the years. You always seem to hesitate, always seem to hold back. You can’t hold back greatness, Dez.”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure if it’s greatness I’m holding back, or violence,” Dez confessed.

      Lula shrugged. “Strength is a tool, just like that fire.” She motioned at the crackling embers in the fireplace. “It can cook my soup or burn down this hut and kill me. It all depends on how I use it.”

      Dez shook her head, but didn’t reply, unable to articulate the depth of her worries. Her fear of her own strength had haunted her for years; it wouldn’t be dispelled now by some pat advice from a relative she’d only just met.

      Her aunt noisily slurped down her soup and then set the empty bowl on the counter. Then she picked up a rag, dunked it into a bucket of water in the corner, wrung it out, and tossed it to Dez.

      Dez looked from the rag to the egg, which was still slightly muddy. She supposed it was only right to clean it off, even if she wasn’t sure yet what she was supposed to do with it. What she wanted to do with the egg. She swiped the wet rag across its obsidian-like surface.

      “What are you doing?” Lula demanded sharply.

      Dez jumped in surprise. “Um, cleaning the egg?”

      Lula chortled. “That’s a bayou dragon’s egg. It was born for mud. The rag was for the floor.” She nodded at the mess Dez’s soup had made on the wooden planks, which were the only part of the hut that hadn’t been made from sticks and leaves.

      Dez flushed and made a face at her aunt, then knelt to clean up the mess, trying not to let her aunt see her smile. It was kind of nice to have a family member to chide her into cleaning up. Her foster parents tried, of course, but they were too kind to get onto her much, even though she lived in perpetual clutter. There was a refreshing sort of sharpness, of realness, to Lula that Dez hadn’t encountered in anyone else.

      I have an aunt. A living relative. She said the words in her head again and again as she cleaned, and with each repetition, they became edged in less disbelief and more joy.

      She finished up and dropped the rag into an empty bucket to be cleaned later. “So, what now?” she asked her aunt.

      “Now,” Lula said, “you get to go take a nice cold bucket-bath out back. You reek.”

      Dez rolled her eyes. “You live in the swamps. You’d think you’d be used to the smell by now.”

      “Usually, the smell stays in the swamps and doesn’t march into my hut and slurp down my soup,” countered Lula with a grin.

      “You were slurping way more than I was,” Dez pointed out, “but fine, I’ll take a bath.” It wasn’t like she didn’t want to get all this mud off her anyway. “And then what?”

      Lula’s grin dropped and her gaze grew intense. “And then,” she said, “you decide whether you want to go home and try to sweet-talk that recruiter in the morning—or if you want to spend the night here and try to hatch this egg.”
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        * * *

      

      It took Dez hours to fall asleep.

      She’d decided to stay. It hadn’t been much of a decision when it came right down to it. The strength of this new, potential fate, of this amazing new way of completing the work that her parents had died for, was irresistible. She was still afraid of being wrong, and afraid of failing—especially since she had absolutely no idea how one hatched a dragon egg, and Lula had only said it would hatch “when it wanted to”—but in the end, she’d always known she had to at least try. It just… felt right, in the same sort of way that joining the Rebellion had always felt right.

      So, she lay in the corner of the hut listening to Lula’s snores (which were loud in a way that felt intentionally obnoxious) and watching the egg’s veins flicker in the darkness. They reminded her of heat lightning flashing over the bayou on a drowsy summer evening.

      Eventually, the gentle pattern of them lulled her to sleep.

      She dreamed quiet, strange, slow dreams: of a kindred spirit reaching out to her, a presence that pulsed like a second heartbeat. It felt comforting, but also very odd, like having someone else’s thoughts in her head. And the spirit felt more foreign than that, even—not human at all, but like coiled-up power and wisdom and ferocity and… prickliness? That reminded Dez a bit of her aunt, and her lips curved gently as she slept. Her sense of the kindred spirit shifted after a while, from feeling like thoughts in her head to feeling like a cozy, warm blanket on her chest. She exhaled and snuggled into it, wrapping her arms around the scaly weight when she stirred slightly in her sleep.

      And then she froze. The kindred spirit didn’t feel like a weight on her chest. It was a weight on her chest. She could feel its warm scales, its small back rising and falling with its breaths.

      She jolted fully awake and stared down at herself. Lying on her chest was a cat-sized dragon hatchling. Her gaze traveled over the obsidian scales that seemed to absorb all sunlight, over the long tail wrapped neatly around the creature’s small talons, and up to the small purple eyes—which were open, narrowed, and glaring right at Dez.

      The dragon arched its back and hissed at her like an angry barn cat. Dez yelped and scrambled backwards, snatching up her pillow and holding it in front of her like a shield. The sudden movement had dislodged the dragon, who tumbled inelegantly onto the floor and then leapt to its feet, spitting in indignation.

      “Aunt Lula!” Dez cried out, shoving herself against the wall, which crunched under the pressure of her body. “Help!”

      Aunt Lula rose from her cot like a thunderstorm, her sword instantly in her hand, almost as quickly as if it had teleported there. She took the scene in at only a glance, and then grinned and dropped the sword. “It hatched!”

      “More importantly, it’s trying to kill me!” Dez yelped as the baby dragon took a swipe at her with its wicked-looking, bone-white talons.

      Lula settled on the ground, her smile widening. “Nonsense. You’re to be its rider.”

      As if it had understood her words—and the little dragon might be able to do just that, but Dez had no idea at what age the creatures gained their understanding of language—the dragon turned toward Lula and glowered at her. Relieved to no longer be the recipient of its attention, Dez stood straight and edged along the wall toward the door and safety. “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t agree,” she told Lula.

      But the older woman waved the comment off. “Dragon eggs don’t hatch by mistake. Hello, darling little one,” she addressed the dragon. “What is your name? And your gender, if you’d like to share?”

      The little dragon paused and tilted its head, catlike again as it seemed to reconsider its opinion of Lula. At last, it pulled out of its stalking stance and sat up, again wrapping its tail around its legs.

      -Nightsoul.-

      The word had whispered through Dez’s mind, ripples in a pond. The voice was unmistakably female.

      Dez dropped the pillow, her fingers suddenly feeling numb. “You… you just…” she sputtered.

      The dragon—Nightsoul—turned back to her and hissed again. If the little creature had had ears, they would’ve been pinned back against her head.

      Disappointment tore through Dez. She hadn’t had time to feel it earlier, being so focused on escaping the hatchling, but now she felt devastated by what was unfolding. She’d taken such a big risk in trusting that Lula might be right about her grand destiny, that this egg—now cracked in pieces on the floor—might hold the dragon who would be hers, as she would be its. But Nightsoul had rejected her. And now Dez was once again not fated to be a great dragon rider, not fated to be anything that might allow her to fulfill her parents’ legacies, and she suddenly found it to be more than she could bear.

      She turned her back and started toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Lula called.

      “Home,” Dez answered, her shoulders hunched. “Maybe the recruiter will still be in Bleakwater. Maybe I can still be a seamstress.” The words tasted like defeat.

      “I didn’t take you for the giving-up sort,” said Lula, the words cutting.

      Dez stopped with her hand on the door. “What am I supposed to do?” she demanded, her voice trembling even though she tried hard to keep it even. “The dragon hates me.”

      “Maybe it senses you’re not quite ready to be its rider yet,” Lula said. “Give it time.”

      Dez hesitated. Lula was asking her to take a risk again. To believe, again, even though it had gotten her worse than nowhere last time. But the potential reward was so painfully great that she couldn’t help but turn back around and face the dragon and Lula, even though she knew she probably shouldn’t. She eyed Nightsoul. The dragon stared right back. It wasn’t hissing anymore, at least, but it still didn’t look very friendly.

      Dez swallowed, and then, slowly, she knelt down. She gave Nightsoul plenty of space, staying on the opposite end of the hut. “Nightsoul,” she said slowly, “would you… could you consider taking me as your rider? Someday? Maybe?”

      The dragon tilted its—no, Dez reminder herself, her—head. Nightsoul watched Dez for a long moment, her eyes thoughtful. Then, finally, she turned, walked over to a spot in front of the fire, curled up, and went to sleep.

      Dez looked at her aunt. “What does that mean?”

      Lula clapped her hands together. “I think that means she’ll think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Nightsoul remained sleeping as Dez ate a quick breakfast and headed home. The whole walk through the swamp, her head buzzed with thoughts. She’d hatched a dragon egg. That alone seemed unbelievable, like it had happened in a dream—she’d had to slip a pebble-sized piece of dragon egg in her pocket so that she could reassure herself it was real. She wished she knew better how one was supposed to bond with a dragon. She’d been too young to understand the dynamics of how her parents’ relationships with their dragons had worked, and Lula had stayed infuriatingly vague when doling out her advice. It seemed learning as you went was part of the “journey of bonding with your dragon.”

      Dez kicked at a mushroom, frowning. She wished she knew how to make Nightsoul like her. She had a sneaking suspicion that the little dragon was somehow disappointed by her—like she’d had no conscious choice in who her egg had hatched for, and wouldn’t have chosen Dez for herself. But why would she be disappointed? Dez was a reasonably good person. She recognized the deity of the Creator Goddess, with whom dragons held an especially close connection… or so she’d heard. She couldn’t guess what made Nightsoul so turned-off by her, but she vowed to find out.

      Her family welcomed her back without comment on her absence when she arrived in Bleakwater. Neither Marya nor Jakob said a word about her failure to impress the recruiter, but the looks they traded with each other suggested that they knew and sympathized with her. Khan was already gone, out training with some of the other teens, but Pieter had stayed behind and made her flat-cakes for breakfast. It had always been his way of reconciling after a disagreement. Dez wolfed down his offering—apparently, hatching dragon eggs was harder work than she’d realized, because she felt absolutely ravenous. Then she fell into bed, exhausted, but unable to think about anything other than finding a way to impress Nightsoul.

      She snuck out to return to her aunt’s hut that night. And the next, and the next, and the one after that. With each visit, Nightsoul seemed to grow exponentially: she went from cat-sized to the size of Farmer Macon’s big guard dog, and then to nearly pony-sized by the end of the second week. She started to grow into her powers, too. Fire-breathing was the first ability to show up, as evidenced by the singed hem of one of Dez’s shirts. After that came an ability to plant fear in the minds of her enemies.

      Dez and Nightsoul were walking through the bayous one day during the third week when that power showed itself.

      Dez had been chattering away nervously, as was her habit, with the now horse-sized Nightsoul ignoring her completely as she hunted for swamp snakes and ducks. Then, out of nowhere, a gator lunged toward Dez—and Nightsoul jumped in front of her, glaring at the creature. The gator hissed and started to attack Nightsoul, but then froze suddenly, its eyes going glazed. Then it backed away, swatting with its long claws at some invisible thing in front of it before it turned and fled like its tail was on fire.

      Dez scooted out from behind Nightsoul, more than a little awed, and grateful to have been defended. “Thanks,” she said.

      Nightsoul grunted in reply, but she looked a little less put out than normal.

      “How exactly did you do that?” Dez dared to ask.

      Nightsoul hesitated. She’d been able to form more and more words lately, working her way quickly toward complete sentences, and could now express herself nearly as well as Dez.

      Planted fear, she said at last, her telepathic voice a cool, whispering presence in Dez’s mind, like scales sliding across marsh grass. Then she glanced sidelong at Dez. I can feel your fear too, you know.

      That caught Dez off guard. “What do you mean? I’m not afraid. I’ve been attacked by plenty of gators before this.”

      Not what I mean. You are strong. Yet, you hesitate. It is why I do not trust you. She who cannot trust herself can’t expect others to trust her. Nightsoul shook her head at Dez, as if for emphasis. Her horns, which were small and bone-white like her claws, caught the patchy sunlight with the motion.

      Dez gaped at her. Suddenly, everything made sense in a terrible sort of way. So this was why Nightsoul was reluctant to bond with her. It was because of Dez’s hesitation, the way she held her strength back and didn’t trust it. The realization made her feel small.

      Nightsoul huffed. Have hunted enough today. Going back to hut. Then, without even a goodbye, she turned and vanished into the nearest bog with barely a splash to mark her passing.

      Tears of shame burned the backs of Dez’s eyes. She’d finally figured out what the problem was, only to discover it was unfixable. She didn’t know how to change herself—how to make herself unafraid. It seemed impossible. How was she supposed to just make herself stop being scared of her strength, after fearing it for so long?

      She lashed out angrily, kicking a cypress trunk, and then sighed, stuck her hands in her pockets, and started toward home.

      She’d gotten halfway there when she spotted the Ghost.

      Dez stopped in her tracks. The Ghost was further in the distance this time, standing ankle-deep in a marsh with surrounding reeds growing up to the figure’s mid-thigh. Its white cloak was swept up over its shoulders to keep it out of the water. The Ghost stood stock-still, staring straight at Dez as if the two of them were caught in each other’s gazes the same way they had been last time.

      Dez’s heart thumped painfully. The two of them were connected somehow, and she needed to know why. She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Hello!” she shouted at the Ghost.

      “Well, hello,” came a sly voice—from the opposite direction, over Dez’s shoulder, and much closer.

      Dez whirled around and spotted the lean figure of Jaklin only a dozen yards away. Four of her bully friends were with her today, and they had someone hoisted up above their heads as they marched toward one of the bogs. Their victim today was a boy—the baker’s son, Dez realized. A sweet, bashful thirteen-year-old who talked with a stutter and was unceasingly picked on as a result.

      Dez’s eyes narrowed. Her blood began to boil. She remembered too well what it had felt like to be helpless and struggling, carried toward her own humiliation. But to see it from the outside, and to see it happening to someone so much younger and less able to fight than she was—it made her furious.

      “Put. Him. Down,” she told Jaklin, her hands curling into fists.

      Jaklin sneered, then motioned at her friends. “Come on, guys, it looks like we get two for one today. Grab her!”

      Two of the bullies—the bulky Jassonite twins—peeled away from the group and lurched toward Dez, shooting mirrored ugly grins at their new target.

      Dez hesitated. She should run, before they swept her up and dumped her in the bog right alongside the baker’s son. She knew this swamp better than anyone—she stood a good chance of losing them.

      All she’d have to do was leave an innocent boy alone with his tormentors.

      Something inside her went hard and hot. It made her think of Bleakwater’s blacksmith, the way he dunked a freshly-forged sword into a barrel of ice water, and how it hissed and steamed and became, at last, a useable weapon.

      The bullies kept coming. She didn’t move. “I said, put him down,” she ordered again, and the steadiness in her own voice surprised her. Everything seemed sharper and clearer than ever before—it was like the bullies were moving in slow motion, broadcasting every move they were about to make. It was only too easy to aim a sharp kick at the shin of the first twin and stomp on the instep of the other, leaving them howling with surprise and pain. She stepped around them, headed toward Jaklin.

      Jaklin leaned forward like she was eager for the fight. “Keep going,” she ordered the boys behind her, and they continued forward, carrying the boy toward the bogs. He still struggled, but now his frightened eyes were locked on Dez’s, pleading for her help.

      Dez reached Jaklin. “Last chance,” she warned. Her muscles went taut and ready.

      Jaklin sneered. “What?” she asked in a mock-afraid tone. “Are you going to hurt me, shadowspawn?”

      Dez stared her down. A decision hovered in the air between them—ready to land, ready to tilt the scales of Dez’s life one way or another.

      Embrace your strength, Pieter had urged her. Use it to protect the weak.

      The memory of Nightsoul’s words wove through her mind: You hesitate. It is why I do not trust you.

      Now that she thought of Nightsoul, Dez could sense the young dragon somewhere nearby. She was watching, waiting to see what Dez would do. A thin thread of encouragement, of support, darted from the dragon to Dez.

      “Yes,” Dez said, making her decision. “I am going to hurt you, Jaklin.” And, with that, she punched her tormentor hard in the nose.

      Jaklin screeched, staggering backwards and clutching at her face. Blood gushed between her fingers.

      Her nose was broken.

      “You… you…” she sputtered, but she was apparently too shocked to summon more words than that.

      “Hey!” shouted one of Jaklin’s supporters, dropping his grip on their other victim’s legs to start toward Dez.

      Feeling like her blood was on fire with righteous anger, Dez met him halfway. Her mind slipped into the moves like this was nothing more than a sparring match with her brothers: duck, block, jab, kick, elbow to the face, knee to the gut. No one could lay a hand on her. They couldn’t match her skill, her dedication to her years of training, and they couldn’t hold a candle to her strength. She could feel it fizzing in her veins, lending power to her punches. She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t hold herself back—or, at least, not in fear, not like she used to. Somehow, inexplicably, she found a balance. A rhythm.

      She applied enough power to hurt the bullies, to make them sorry they’d ever picked on an innocent boy or on Dez herself, but not enough to permanently harm them.

      And when she was done, she found herself standing alone in the swamps, blood flecked across her shirt, surrounded by her cursing, howling, whimpering enemies. She let out a breath. Then she grinned, feeling the expression stretching over her face. Victory rushed through her, quick and buoyant.

      Now that, came a quiet, cool voice in her head, was well done.

      Nightsoul. Dez could just make out her white horns and purple eyes poking above the surface of a large bog some hundred feet away. The warmth of the dragon’s surprised approval washed over her.

      “Th-th-thanks,” stuttered a voice from nearby. The baker’s son, staring at her in awe from the shore of the bog he’d nearly been dumped in.

      “No problem,” Dez said, still grinning. She tore her eyes away from Nightsoul’s to hold out a hand and help the boy up.

      A sharp whistle pierced the air. Dez flinched, her grin faltering as she looked around in confusion. The bullies were hobbling back toward the village, cursing at her over their shoulders. But the whistle had come from behind them. A horse was galloping through the swamp, flinging mud in every direction as it skidded to a stop in front of Dez. Sitting astride it was a man in a black uniform. The village constable. Dez’s heart fumbled its beat—how near had he been? How much had he seen of the fight during his patrol of the swamp’s edge? From the glower on his face as he looked down at her, she feared he may have seen just enough to misinterpret what had happened.

      “Desiree Black,” he said, his voice grave as it confirmed her fears. “Come with me. You are under arrest for assault.”
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      The tribunal was assembled quickly. Dez stood before it in her blood-spattered clothes while Jaklin and her posse of bullies looked on with a vicious sort of smugness, though they made certain to look as pitiful as possible whenever one of the village elders glanced their way. It wasn’t a hard job, either; Dez had trounced them quite handily, and most of them already had beautiful purple-blue bruises spreading over various parts of their bodies. Dez was proud of her handiwork—it had been more than well-deserved, and long past due—but felt sick at the thought of standing trial for it now, and at the thought of having to defend herself when the bullies were the ones who should be facing the town’s justice.

      At the edge of the town square, Jakob and Marya spoke quietly with the head elder. As mayor, Jakob held a lot of sway with the council of elders, but he could only do so much for her. If the elders didn’t believe the testimonies of Dez and the baker’s boy, they had a wide variety of ways to punish her. They could order her to work off a debt, paying her wages to Jaklin and the other bullies as recompense until they were fully recovered. They could even place her under house arrest, which would mean she wouldn’t be able to sneak off to the swamps to meet with Nightsoul—or, more importantly, go to join the Rebellion when she was ready. Her stomach turned at the unfairness of it all.

      The head elder broke away from speaking with Jakob and clapped his hands, quieting everyone so that the tribunal could begin. “Desiree Black,” he intoned in a high, reedy voice. He looked down his nose at her as he spoke, his lips turned down as if he’d just drunk soured milk. Like most of the villagers, he seemed to have something against her, though she never knew what. “You stand accused of assault. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Jakob rubbed his brow at those words, then turned and gave Dez a steadying nod before he walked briskly away with Marya at his side. They were likely going to track down Pieter and Khan—who were probably off sparring—to bring them to the tribunal as additional support for Dez.

      Taking comfort in the belief her foster family had in her, Dez took a deep, steadying breath. “I only assaulted Jaklin and the others because they were assaulting someone younger who was unable to defend himself.”

      “And who was this younger, defenseless person?” the head elder asked, his arch tone implying that he thought she was making the whole thing up.

      “The baker’s son,” she said, looking for the boy, but she couldn’t find him in the crowd.

      “Thomis, you mean?” the head elder asked. When Dez nodded, the old man raised his voice. “Thomis! Your testimony is required!”

      Dez grimaced. “He probably hasn’t even made it back yet. The constable hauled me here on horseback and left Thomis in the swamp.” He was younger and didn’t know the bayou as well as Dez, or even as well as Jaklin’s group, who’d only just made it back a few minutes ago. Dez hoped he hadn’t gotten lost.

      “How convenient,” muttered one of the townspeople from the sidelines.

      Dez turned, glaring at the woman who’d spoken. “I’m not making it up—” she started hotly, only to be interrupted by a shout before she could finish.

      “M-m-monsters!” the voice cried, breathless and stuttering.

      The townspeople frowned and muttered, searching for the source of the voice. Then the crowd in the back parted to let none other than Thomis through. He looked a little bedraggled, covered in spots of mud up to his waist as if he’d fallen a few times, but at least he’d made it back.

      Dez’s short-lived relief dried in her throat when his wide eyes and gasping, panicked breaths registered. “What’s wrong?” she demanded, striding toward him, her trial forgotten. There was only one thing that could terrify a villager this badly, though, and she knew it. Dread stirred low in her gut.

      With a gulping stutter, Thomis confirmed her guess. “Minocri,” he gasped out, hands on his knees. “At least twenty of them. Headed this way.”

      The town square exploded into screams, the villagers all trying to push past each other to flee to their houses or into the swamp to hide. The elders shouted at the crowd, leaving their spots to try to regain some semblance of order, but it was useless. Fear coiled tightly in Dez. Minocri were monsters from the Ancient Deeps, servants of the Spirit King. If they were here, it could only be on Ashimax’s behalf.

      She couldn’t let them find her. This was the worst possible timing—right after she’d finally displayed her full strength and proven her worth as a soldier. There wasn’t a chance she wouldn’t be conscripted if she stayed put. And what if Nightsoul came to rescue her? They would kill Dez’s beautiful swamp dragon just like the thousands of other magical creatures they’d massacred.

      Dez put her hands on Thomis’s shoulders and gave him a shove. “Get out of here,” she said. “Hide in your dad’s shop. Quick!” He nodded jerkily and fled.

      She scanned the village square, trying to think up a good escape route, some way to get to the spot in the marshes where her family was supposed to meet up in an emergency. She could only hope her brothers were there already. She spotted glimpses of Minocri through the scattering crowd now—the edge of a gleaming bull’s horn here, a flashing red eye there. She’d seen them a few times before, but only in stolen peeks from her window when she’d been too young for them to take. The pull of dread and morbid curiosity were strong now, and she had to stop herself before she ventured nearer for a better look.

      Then she spotted the blue skin of a Frazid, and all curiosity fled instantly.

      She whirled and ran. She’d think of her escape route on the way. Her heart thudded steadily in her chest, powering her steps and propelling her across the square and through the streets. She was about to turn into an alley when a Minocri emerged from it, hauling one of Jaklin’s friends in its hugely muscled arms. Dez skidded to a stop and darted quickly behind it, right before it turned to see her. Her stomach churned at the creature’s nearness. The thing was nearly eight feet tall and wide as a draft horse, a human-like body topped with a bull’s massive head and wide, wickedly sharp horns. They looked dull as rocks, but Dez knew from her foster parents’ warnings that Minocri were smarter than they looked, and sometimes even able to use magic. If she got caught by this one, she’d be on the fast track to the Spirit King’s army just like the unfortunate teen who even now wailed from her spot beneath the Minocri’s arm.

      Dez hesitated as she slipped into the shadows of the alley. She wished she could save the girl but knew it to be a fool’s mission. Yes, the girl was one of Dez’s tormentors, but nobody deserved to be drafted into Ashimax’s horror of an army. Before she could decide whether to attempt engaging the Minocri, though, a hand snaked out of nowhere, grabbed Dez by the side of the neck, and bashed her head hard into the brick wall behind her.

      Dez staggered, seeing stars, and lashed out blindly at her attacker. She only hit air.

      “Running away, are you?” hissed a familiar voice—one that would be almost musical if it wasn’t so full of hate. Jaklin. As Dez’s vision cleared, she made out her tormentor’s bruised face. Dried blood still caked her lips, the skin around her nose already turning a deep purple.

      “Let me go,” Dez said, shaking her head as she tried to regain her senses. Her ears were ringing, and she couldn’t quite catch her balance. “We have to get out of here.”

      “Like you care if the rest of us get out of here,” Jaklin spat viciously. “You’d be happy to see us all slain, violent as you are.”

      Dez had hoped that her fear of her own strength would’ve faded after she’d finally embraced her power in the swamp, but Jaklin’s words needled as sharp as they ever had. “We have to get out of here,” she tried again, pushing Jaklin away, but she was still weak and off-balance, and it was easy for Jaklin to keep her pinned.

      “Where are you going to go?” Jaklin demanded, shaking her. “To the Rebellion? Are you planning to run away and leave us all to fend for ourselves? Like parents, like daughter, I guess.” The words were savage, biting, but Jaklin pursed her lips after they came out—as if she hadn’t meant to say them.

      Dez froze. Enough of her strength had returned by now that she could probably manage to shove Jaklin off, but she didn’t move. “What do you mean?”

      Jaklin paused, her eyes narrowing as she weighed something. Then she peered out of the alley, at the Minocri dragging teenagers and young men and women into the village square to be recruited, and seemed to make up her mind. Turning back to glare at Dez, she lifted her chin. “Before you run away, you should know the truth, don’t you think? Not that stupid lie your precious foster family keeps feeding you about how your parents were martyrs. How they died heroes.”

      “They were heroes,” Dez spat out. She shoved Jaklin off her, but stayed put, unable to make herself leave without hearing whatever Jaklin had to say, even though she knew it was almost certainly a lie. Everything Jaklin ever said was a lie, carefully calculated to dig under Dez’s skin, to hurt her. This wouldn’t be any different.

      But she still had to know.

      Jaklin smiled savagely. “They didn’t die heroes. They turned coats. They’re leading the Spirit King’s armies.”

      Everything in Dez went ice cold. “You’re lying.” Jaklin always lied. Jaklin always lied. But the words wouldn’t stop circling in her head: turned coats. Leading the Spirit King’s armies.

      “The Battle of the Red Plains,” Jaklin said, leaning in so that the coppery smell of blood enveloped Dez. “The battle where Ashimax nearly wiped out the Rebellion completely twelve years ago. Your parents were leading the charge; the Spirit King knew exactly when and where to strike the Rebellion because they gave up their intel and then fought on his side. My father saw them. He told everyone, and the only reason no one ever told you was because Jakob paid everyone off to stay quiet. That’s why no one here likes you, why no one trusts you. And that’s why you’ll never be allowed to join the Rebellion—because everyone knows you’re doomed to turncoat and betray us all, just like they did.”

      Dez’s body moved before she realized what she was doing. She picked up Jaklin by the collar, took one long stride to the edge of the alley, hauled her back, and threw her as hard as she could into the square with the Minocri. Jaklin stumbled straight into one of the bullish creatures, who snatched her up and turned to look at the alley where Dez stood.

      Dez turned and ran, her blood rushing in her veins.

      The world around her faded. All she could hear were Jaklin’s words echoing in her ears.

      Lies. They were lies.

      But against her will, her mind put the pieces together. Jaklin’s father had returned from the Battle of the Red Plains a broken man. Dez had faint memories of him coming to her foster family’s house and yelling at her until she’d fled to her room while Jakob and Marya had calmed him. But after that day, he’d never been the same. He’d stayed locked up in his house. He barely even paid any attention to Jaklin.

      Could that be why Jaklin hated Dez so much? Because she blamed Dez’s parents for her own father’s brokenness?

      Dez shuttered the thoughts away. It was just another one of Jaklin’s goading lies, like You were such a violent child or You used to howl at the moon or Your ring finger is longer than your middle and that means you’re shadowspawn.

      Shadowspawn.

      The term for those who willingly served the Spirit King. Like Jaklin claimed Dez’s parents did.

      Dez ran faster, trying to escape the train of logic that nipped at her heels. She was paying so little attention to her surroundings that she nearly sprinted straight into a Frazid. The monster looked more human than the Minocri, lithe and thin with blue skin and frost-white hair, his teeth as sharp as a glacier’s edge. Dez barely managed to skid to a stop before colliding with him.

      He started to turn to glance her way, and then a nearby Minocri grunted from around a corner. “Geskid, we’ve got six so far,” the giant creature rumbled. “I saw a few head for the swamps, too.”

      The Frazid turned toward the Minocri, leaving Dez mercifully unseen. “Then go chase them down,” he ordered in a deep voice, his black tongue darting out to taste the air between his words, snakelike.

      Dez squinted. The Frazid’s stark white uniform—the uniform of the Spirit King’s forces—was blinding in the sunshine, as was the silver medal pinned to his chest to mark him a captain. If he caught her, she was doomed, for sure. Frazid were notoriously difficult to battle and even harder to kill, and they were powerful magic users, too. If this one was a captain, it could only mean he was even more formidable than most of his kind.

      Dez stepped back into the shadows slowly, edged along the side of the leatherworker’s shop, and then hurried off into the swamps, exhaling a breath of relief when she stepped into the familiar, patchy shadows and earthy smells of the bayou.

      “Dez!” came a hiss. Her head whipped around and she spotted Khan leaning out from behind the trunk of a cypress.

      “Oh, thank the Goddess,” she whispered, relief surging through her to find him alive and un-conscripted, with his hair as irritatingly perfect as ever. She started to smile at the sight, then paused, noting the sweat beaded on his brow and the shallow tear in his shirt, which was stained with red—evidence that he’d had to run for his life. And there was Pieter behind him, his thoughtful brown eyes wide and a bit dazed, his hands tight on the tattered straps of his ever-present backpack. Before she could say anything to either of them, she spotted Marya hurrying toward them from the direction of the town, her worried gaze only tightening when she spotted the three of them together.

      “Your father is trying to smooth things over with the army,” she said in a low, taut voice when she reached them. “But I fear it’s an impossible task. They plan to take eight of the teenagers already. Thomis, too.”

      Everything in Dez tightened. She wanted to go back for the poor boy, but if he was being guarded by that group of monsters, there was no way she’d be able to help him now. He’d be forced to fight for the Spirit King just like the hundreds of thousands of other innocent citizens who’d been pressed into Ashimax’s service. She could only hope he might find some way to escape.

      “I have to go help Jakob,” Marya said. “But you three—you need to go. They’re going to search the swamps. Don’t be here when they do. Go and find the Rebellion. Khan, they’ve already accepted you. Dez and Pieter, you’ll just have to find some way to convince them to take you after all. Otherwise, you’ll be snatched up by the Spirit King, and I will not allow that to happen.”

      Khan shook his head, alarmed, already stepping forward to grip his mother’s arm. “No. Mom, we can’t leave, not now. We won’t run away when the town’s in danger.”

      Dez understood how her older brother felt. She hated leaving while the town was in trouble, too—but reluctant as she was, she knew that Marya was right about what they needed to do. The best way to defend Bleakwater, and other towns like it, was to join the Rebellion before they got caught by that horde of Minocri.

      Marya smiled gently and pulled Khan’s hand away, trapping it between her own. “My brave boys. And my brave girl,” she said, stretching out her arms to gather the three of them up like a mother hen with her chicks. “I’m afraid you’re going to be on your own for a bit. Stay together. Take care of each other. Be brilliant, like I know you are, and send word when you can to let me know you’re well.”

      “Mom—” Pieter protested, his eyes wide. He looked so young as his mother stepped away from them.

      “Goodbye. I love you all.” She took another step back, love and worry tightening her eyes. “I have to go help your father. Be well.”

      And then she was gone.

      Khan, Pieter, and Dez stared at each other. For a moment, it felt like it had when they’d been little, during one of the times when they’d still gotten lost in the swamps and had to rely on each other to get home. Only, they weren’t little anymore, and they couldn’t go home.

      Khan recovered first. “Okay,” he said. He cleared his throat and rested his hand on his practice sword’s hilt, as if drawing confidence from the shabby wooden weapon. “Okay. We can do this. It was our original plan anyway—joining the Rebellion—just… sped up a bit.”

      “How are we going to get across the swamps without getting caught?” Pieter asked, his gaze darting across the bogs surrounding them, probably calculating distance and the amount of daylight left against the Minocri’s strength as trackers.

      “We just will,” Khan said, his voice strong and certain, as if saying it would make it true. But it wouldn’t. The Minocri were only decent trackers, but the Frazid could use magic to find them, and much faster than humans. They’d be caught before they could get further than a few hours away from the village.

      Unless they had help.

      “I know how we can escape,” Dez blurted out. Both her brothers turned to her. Her next words caught in her throat; she’d kept Nightsoul a secret for the past three weeks, not ready to tell anyone about her yet for fear that Nightsoul might still reject her. But the young dragon had seemed approving after Dez’s display of strength earlier, which had to be a good sign. And dragons, like all magical creatures, instinctively hated the Spirit King. Surely, Nightsoul would be willing to help them escape Ashimax’s forces, even if she still hadn’t decided whether or not to accept Dez as her rider.

      “Well, don’t be shy. Tell us how,” Khan demanded impatiently.

      Dez shook her head. She couldn’t get the words out or figure out how to tell them about Nightsoul. Plus, they couldn’t afford to stand here talking when the Minocri and that Frazid captain, Geskid, were so near.

      “Come on,” she said at last. “I’ll just have to show you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      They darted from bog to bog, Dez navigating toward Lula’s hut while Khan played the part of lookout, his sword drawn and his gaze constantly scanning the bayou for any sign of a threat. Pieter was deep in thought, his own gaze distant as he occasionally muttered to himself about distances and the walking speed of Minocri versus humans.

      Dez slowed as she came toward the little clearing. She didn’t want to startle Nightsoul and risk her attacking her brothers, but she couldn’t risk raising her voice to announce them either, and she’d never tried contacting the dragon telepathically before. She wondered what the etiquette was—if you were only supposed to try to reach out telepathically to a dragon who’d bonded you, or if it was even possible to connect via telepathy if you weren’t already bonded.

      But she guessed she was about to have to find out.

      She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Tentatively, she tried to spread her awareness over this section of the bayou. She had no idea what she was doing, but it felt… right. Instinctive, even.

      “Who lives way out here?” Khan’s voice broke into her concentration. “Wait, is this that crazy old gator lady’s house?”

      Pieter shushed him as Dez fumbled to refocus. She felt the mud under her feet, and inhaled the woodsy, earthy, slightly moldy scents of the bogs. The air was damp and warm, clinging to her skin. When she felt connected enough to the swamps, she reached out.

      Nightsoul? she ventured telepathically, but got no answer. The thought didn’t feel like it had even made it out of her own head. Okay—so maybe humans couldn’t speak telepathically at all, not unless they had that specific magical ability. That would make sense. But she knew that her parents had at least been able to sense their dragons’ emotions, that their bonds had allowed them to transmit basic directions and feelings.

      So, she tried that next. She held her emotions in her head—worry, surprise, a wordless plea for help—and then, slowly, eased them out into the world around her.

      Something heavy thudded onto the ground, shaking her out of her near-trance and making her stumble. There was a loud, rumbling snarl. Both Pieter and Khan gasped and scrambled backward, their hands closing on Dez’s arms as they tried to pull her with them to protect her.

      But a new sense was blossoming in Dez’s mind: a surprised alertness, and then a fierce protectiveness. Mine, Nightsoul said, claiming her.

      Dez’s eyes flew open as a shocked grin spread over her face. Nightsoul crouched in front of her, teeth bared, claws spread out and digging into the ground. Her scales stood up off her a bit, like the fur on an angry cat, only in this case the fur had razor-sharp edges that she knew would slice into anyone who tried to attack her.

      “Do you mean it?” Dez asked, brushing off her brothers’ hands as she started forward. “You’ll accept me?”

      Her brothers shouted and reached after her, still alarmed by the sudden presence of a dragon, but she dodged their grabs easily and walked right up to Nightsoul. When the dragon saw that the boys were trying to protect Dez and not harm her, she calmed a bit, her ruffled scales sinking back down as she rose out of her crouch. Then she sat, her tail curled neatly around her front talons, and dipped her head so that her purple eyes met Dez’s.

      Yes, she affirmed, her tone warm with approval as she spoke to Dez alone. I saw what you did to those foolish younglings earlier, how you saved the innocent one. I know now what you are like when you trust yourself. I’m willing to trust you, too. I’ve begun the bond with you already, and it will strengthen with time and training.

      Dez yelped with glee and threw her arms around her dragon’s neck. Nightsoul chortled—a strange, dragonlike laugh—and bent her head to return the embrace.

      “Well,” came an arch female voice. “Looks like the two of you have finally figured things out.”

      Dez turned to see her Aunt Lula in full gator lady garb, standing at the entrance to her hut, one eyebrow raised and fighting a smile.

      Khan coughed. “Excuse me,” he said, his voice tight, “would someone please like to tell me what on earth is going on?”

      Nightsoul pulled her head out of the hug. Yes, she agreed, and Dez saw from the looks on her brothers’ shocked faces that the dragon was speaking to them all now. Pieter and Khan had yelped and covered their ears, staring at the dragon in alarm. Nightsoul continued: Dez, you broadcasted a plea for help. What’s happened?

      Dez suddenly remembered they’d been running for their lives, and she took a quick step back to make hasty introductions. Her brothers gaped at her when she told them Lula was her aunt, and they gaped even more when she told them about the egg she’d found in the swamp and that she’d been sneaking away every night to try to bond with the dragon who’d hatched from it. She summed up the current situation quickly, relying on Pieter and Khan to get over their shock just as quickly—or, at least, put it off till later so that they could focus on their escape.

      “We might be able to escape the Minocri, but we won’t get away from that Frazid without Nightsoul’s help,” she finished. “And… I want to take her with me for another reason, too. When we get to the Rebellion, I want to apply to join as a dragon rider.” She held her breath, waiting for everyone’s responses.

      Nightsoul’s warm approval flushed in the bond again, making Dez grin—but Khan glared at her, his lips a tight line. Dez’s cautious excitement dimmed at his anger. Before he could say anything, though, Pieter cut in.

      “She’s amazing,” he said, his eyes wide as he stepped forward, peering at Nightsoul. His black hair fell over his face when he knelt down to examine the dragon’s feet. “Look at those claws! Or… talons, more like? Look at her eyes—I wonder why they’re purple? Are all bayou dragons black? Were your parents the same color?”

      Nightsoul tilted her head, peering back at him with the same sort of curiosity that was present in his questions. I never met my parents, she said, her “voice” even. But hatchlings share a sort of dim telepathic link with their parents, so I know that my mother was killed in a battle with the Spirit King shortly after my egg was laid. Based on the timing and location, I believe it must have been the same battle in which Dez’s parents were killed.

      Everyone fell silent. “Oh, I’m—I’m sorry,” Pieter stuttered, but Dez barely heard him. She was too busy remembering, with a sick sort of lurch, what Jaklin had told her back in Bleakwater. How her parents hadn’t been killed at all but had instead betrayed the Rebellion and were alive even now, leading Ashimax’s soldiers.

      The terrible thing was… there was a part of her that almost wanted to believe it. Because if it was true, then yes, her parents were traitors—but they’d be alive.

      But no. She refused to believe it. She’d only been five when her parents had died, but she’d known them well enough to know they would never turn coats that way, never help the Spirit King destroy everything they’d held dear. From what Lula had told Dez, her parents had been fighting with the Rebellion in order to free Gald, the kingdom they’d ruled. They would never have betrayed their own people by joining forces with the man who’d usurped them.

      Jaklin had been lying. Just like Jaklin always lied. Dez refused to let herself believe anything else.

      “We need to go,” Lula cut into Dez’s thoughts.

      When she looked at her aunt, the woman’s gaze was sharp but distant; she was already plotting out their journey in her head. “It would be best if we could find that recruiter to guide us, but we don’t have time. I’ll have to lead us to the Rebellion redoubt that’s nearest here, the one where I used to be stationed. Hopefully, it’s still intact.”

      Pieter’s curiosity returned in a flash. “You were a rebel soldier?” he asked.

      But Khan strode forward, his shoulders taut and his lips still in a thin, angry line. “Quiet, Pieter,” he ordered. “Lula’s right. We don’t have time for chitchat. We need to go, while the Minocri are still looking for the other villagers who ran into the swamps. We might get at least a bit of a head start.”

      Yes, Nightsoul agreed. And during the journey, Dez and I can train, and she can continue to work on mastering her strength.

      “We’ll go to my hut first,” Lula said. “There are supplies we’ll need to gather. Nightsoul, can you carry a larger pack? There are a few things I would like to take with us that none of the rest of us have the strength to carry over the course of such a long journey.”

      Yes, that is allowable, Nightsoul answered. As long as it is not heavier than one fully-grown human, I should be able to carry it.

      “Fine,” Khan bit out the word. “Let’s go.”

      Dez frowned at him, unhappiness curling through her at his curt tone. She wanted him to be happy for her, proud of her, the way Lula and Pieter were. But Khan didn’t say another word to any of them—he just started off toward the north, his long strides eating up the muddy ground.

      Lula rolled her eyes. “That boy is acting like a donkey’s behind. No one tell him he’s going the right way,” she muttered, and with that she started off toward the hut herself.

      Nightsoul ducked her head to nudge Dez and Dez smiled back at her, her unhappiness vanishing like mist. She had a dragon. She was going to join the Rebellion. It might not be happening quite the way she’d imagined it, but one way or another, her destiny was finally within her grasp.

      “Okay,” Dez said. “To the Rebellion, then.”
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      The next seven days made up the longest week of Dez’s life.

      She reflected on this gloomy fact as she trudged through the mud. She’d once liked mud. She could recall this fact only dimly, though; her once-boundless adoration of the bayou had been overrun by her irritation with the constant splashing and sogginess and the difficulty of walking by day three. Then, on day four, they’d entered the quicksand bogs. She’d nearly been pulled in over her head twice before Nightsoul had grabbed her and pulled her out. And that wasn’t even considering all the gators who’d tried to attack them while they’d slept on day five, or the swamp snake that had almost bitten Pieter on day seven.

      And now, on day eight, it was raining.

      I’m doing this for the Rebellion, Dez reminded herself as the icy rain trickled down the back of her shirt and made pools in her boots. I’m doing this for my destiny. But her destiny seemed far away, and the soggy mud and the chilly rain and the miserable company seemed much, much closer.

      “We should stop and make camp,” Khan said curtly from the front of the group. He somehow managed to look noble and dashing even in his soggy clothes and dripping hair—like a long-suffering adventurer or perhaps a storm-drenched pirate, rather than looking like a half-drowned cat the way Dez suspected she looked. He had insisted on being the vanguard of their little squad during the length of their journey so far, but Dez wasn’t sure if it was out of concern for their safety or just so he didn’t have to talk to her. He remained mad that she’d kept Nightsoul a secret for so long. Or at least that was what he’d claimed as the source of his anger, even though Dez couldn’t help but think there was something more going on with him. Either way, she’d had neither the time nor the energy to draw more than a few words out of him and had been getting more and more peeved with his attitude the further they went.

      “I’ll decide when we make camp,” Lula asserted, irritated. She paused for a moment, looked up at the gray sky, and then glanced around them at the relatively solid land—the first patch of non-swamp that they’d crossed all day. Lula pursed her lips and nodded. “And I say we make camp.”

      “That’s what I just said. Crazy old gator lady,” Khan muttered under his breath when he thought Lula couldn’t hear. Soon after, Lula accidentally whacked him with one of the long tent stakes as she pulled them out of her bag, and didn’t apologize afterwards.

      “Dez, Nightsoul,” Lula called. “You ought to train while sourpuss and I set up camp.”

      Khan set his jaw and ignored the insult, pounding a tent stake into the ground with unnecessary force. On the other side of the tent, Pieter struggled to get his stake further than half a foot deep. His face was lined with worry; he’d withdrawn into himself over the last few days, fretting about his chances of being turned away by the Rebellion again.

      Dez sighed, dropping her pack to the ground and turning her back on the three of them. There was so much tension and strain in their group lately. Her pairing with Nightsoul offered no exception, unfortunately.

      “Okay,” she muttered, pulling a wooden training sword out of her pack. “Come on, Nightsoul.”

      I am right here, Nightsoul answered from over Dez’s right shoulder.

      Dez jumped. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

      I was not sneaking, the dragon replied. I was walking in a completely normal fashion. I can’t help it if humans are abnormally loud and expect everyone else to be, as well.

      Dez narrowed her eyes at her dragon. “Whatever. Let’s just train.” She pointed her sword at a random cypress. “That’s the bad guy.”

      Nightsoul opened her mouth and breathed a jet of yellow-orange flame at the tree almost before Dez could finish speaking. There, she said. The enemy is vanquished. I’m going hunting.

      Dez gritted her teeth. “You didn’t even give me a chance to try to attack.”

      We both already know you are fully capable of stabbing a cypress tree with a sword. Why do you need to prove it again?

      Dez’s temper snapped. “Because we’re supposed to be training!” she yelled.

      “Quiet,” snapped Lula from the far side of the tent. “You want that Frazid to hear you?”

      I don’t understand the point of this training, Nightsoul replied, ignoring Lula, her voice almost surly. Burning tree trunks isn’t going to make me stronger. It’s just going to leave a trail of burnt trunks for Ashimax’s soldiers to follow.

      Dez grimaced. And Nightsoul was right, which made Dez even more irritated with her. “Fine,” she snapped. “Then you take over directing the training. Tell me how I’m supposed to bond more deeply with you and how to be a dragon rider and I’ll do whatever exercises you set.”

      But Nightsoul just rolled her shoulders in a draconic shrug. I can’t teach you to be a dragon rider. You must become a dragon rider.

      Dez threw her practice sword on the ground. “What is that even supposed to mean?” she cried out. “You’re full of all this wise-sounding mumbo-jumbo, but it doesn’t actually help me at all. If you can’t come up with any better training course, then we’re just going to keep trying it my way, and that’s that.”

      Nightsoul’s scales rippled in annoyance. So, unproductive training is better than not training at all? I do not agree, she said. Having reached her limit, she spread her wings wide and crouched down, ready to take off. She’d been doing that more and more lately—flying off to sulk after a disagreement, leaving Dez to fend for herself.

      Lula flung down the hammer she’d been using to drive in the tent stakes. “Okay, that’s it,” she announced. She marched over to Dez and Nightsoul, grabbed Dez’s ear in one hand and Nightsoul’s horn in the other, and yanked both of them hard.

      “Ow!” Dez protested, and Nightsoul snarled in aggravation.

      Lula paid neither of them any mind. “I have had enough of your constant bickering,” she said. “I wanted you to figure things out for yourselves. I said, Lula, if you just give them a chance, they’ll work it out, they’ll become a team. But I have had it up to here with babysitting a bunch of teenagers that aren’t even trying to grow up! If you refuse to shape up on your own, I’ll just have to do it myself.” She released Dez’s ear and Nightsoul’s horn with a muttered oath.

      Dez rubbed her ear. “What are you talking about?” she demanded, taking a long step back so she’d be out of her aunt’s grabbing range.

      Lula sighed. “I used to train dragons and dragon riders for the Rebellion. I hated being a drill sergeant and I vowed never to go back to it, but it looks like I’ve got no better option. So, here’s your choice: either you can keep flailing around and bickering while you try to train, or you can let me train you, starting tomorrow when we make camp. I haven’t got the patience with you to do it now. But I’m warning you, I won’t let you get away with any half measures if you let me train you. I’ll keep you so busy you barely have time to breathe, let alone argue.” She turned her back and swept up her long walking stick from where she’d dropped it on the ground. “You have until I get back from hunting to decide. You,” she said, pointing her stick at Nightsoul, who bared her teeth, “go hunting for your dinner. Khan and Pieter, you’re with me. And try to keep your surly comments to yourself, Khan, or you’ll scare away all the ducks.”

      Nightsoul launched into the air without any further protest. Her mental presence dimmed in Dez’s mind as the distance between them grew, but Dez could still sense her sulking—it was like she was a hard pebble in the back of Dez’s head.

      Pieter and Khan followed Lula out of the clearing. Pieter cast a sympathetic smile at Dez before they vanished into a haze of drizzle, and then Dez was alone.

      She shoved aside the tent flap and dripped her way inside the shelter. With a huff, she started peeling off her wet clothes and exchanging them for the clothing that Lula had thankfully had the foresight to wrap in waterproof wax paper. While she changed, she mulled over what her aunt had said.

      Lula’s training methods sounded intense. Dez wasn’t sure if she was ready for that sort of thing yet. It put her off-balance to not be automatically good at something physically; she’d been sparring with her brothers for so long that all those moves came naturally now, and she was strong enough to do just about anything she needed to, but training with a dragon sounded like it would come with a whole new set of rules that neither Dez nor Nightsoul seemed to completely understand. Lula would push them, Dez knew, and force them deep into a style of fighting that, from what she’d read and heard in stories of dragon riders, seemed completely alien and a little frightening to Dez.

      But… Lula used to train dragon riders for the Rebellion. Letting her train Dez and Nightsoul now might give them an edge and make them more likely to be accepted when they arrived at the redoubt. Not to mention making them more likely to survive the journey there if the Spirit King’s army managed to get the drop on them.

      Dez sighed, dropping down to sit on a rock as she dried her hair with an old shirt. Truth be told, this wasn’t a real decision, not any more than choosing whether to bond with Nightsoul had been a true decision. Worried as it might make her, Dez would rather push herself than risk never achieving her destiny.

      Resolving to apologize to Lula and ask her to train them when she returned, Dez set about gathering up kindling for a fire.
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      They made it out of the swamps the next day. The transition was sudden to the point of being jarring; one moment, Dez was wading through yet another knee-deep bog, and the next she was stumbling upon a field of rocks at the foot of the hills.

      Everyone paused, waking up out of the trudging trance that their journey had become. The hills before them gleamed like emeralds, still wet from the drizzle of the day before and rolling toward the distant peaks of mountains on the horizon. The bright, clear colors and the dazzling sunlight left Dez feeling dizzy after the week of constant mud and shade in the swamps. She was the first to react, dropping her pack on the rocks and taking off toward the sparkling grass with a loud whoop.

      Nightsoul chortled and lifted off into the sky, spinning in lazy circles. Being able to fly, she hadn’t been stuck in the swamps the same way the humans had for the last week, but she seemed to be enjoying herself regardless. Pieter was, too, pulling off his pack and digging out his notebook, crouching down to peer at plant life and scribble some notes. Lula smiled indulgently and started setting up camp in a flat spot, making camp even though they still had another hour to go before sunset.

      Khan was the only one who didn’t seem to be happy about the change of scenery. He glanced at the hills, frowned at the mountains, and then turned to Lula. “We’ve still got another week’s worth of travel before we reach the pass. That’s where you said the redoubt is, right?”

      Lula nodded.

      Khan rubbed at his cheek—a habit he’d picked up over the last few days as his formerly clean-shaven face had grown stubble that only made him look more like some sort of roughed-up adventurer. “Well, then we should keep moving. We need to take advantage of every moment of travel time while we’ve got sunlight and good weather.”

      Pieter groaned. He held what looked like a blue earthworm on the end of his pencil, examining it while he answered to his brother. “What is it with you lately, Khan?” he groused. “We’ve earned an hour of extra rest. We’ve seen no signs that the Minocri are anywhere near us, if they’re even still pursuing us.” Pieter was growing out a bit of stubble, too, Dez noted, although her little foster brother’s new facial hair was patchy, boyish peach fuzz, and more endearing than adventurous-looking.

      “And in any case,” Lula broke in, “we won’t be resting. We’ll be training.”

      Dez had been sprinting in wide circles, happy to be able to run full-out without the mud constantly sucking at her feet, but at this she stopped. “Our first training session?” she asked. Excitement and uncertainty mingled in her at the thought of officially stepping into her new role as a dragon rider, of finally learning how to fight and work as one with Nightsoul.

      Lula raised an eyebrow. “Yes. For all four of you,” she added. “Dragon and teenagers alike.”

      Khan’s frown deepened at that. “Pieter and I can train by ourselves,” he protested. “We don’t need to train with Dez and Nightsoul.”

      That rejection stung a bit, but Dez didn’t bother to reply. Khan had only gotten surlier since yesterday, and she knew from experience that, when he got this way, nothing would pull him out of his funk until he felt good and ready to be pulled out.

      “You won’t be sparring,” Lula said, driving the final tent stake into the ground and then stepping back. “You’ll be learning magic.”

      Pieter dropped the earthworm back into its spot and leapt up. “Really?” he asked eagerly. “You know magic?”

      “We can’t learn magic,” Khan said. “We don’t have the ability.”

      Lula snorted. “Nearly everyone has the ability, or at least the potential for it. It’s just like physical strength. You’re born with the dormant potential—some people more than others, of course—but anyone who practices enough is likely to develop a decent amount of magical power to use for an assortment of spells.”

      “Let’s start now,” Pieter said, finding a rock to sit on in front of Lula. He laid his notebook in his lap and held his pencil over it, staring at Lula like he’d miss the answer to all of life’s questions if he looked away for even a second.

      Dez laughed at her younger brother’s eagerness but took up a spot on a rock next to him. She had a few more reservations than him, but couldn’t deny her curiosity. After a moment, Khan gave in and sat a few feet away from the rest of them, though his frown stayed stubbornly in place. Nightsoul swept down and curled up next to Dez, letting her rider use her shoulder as a backrest.

      “The first thing you should know about magic,” Lula said, “is that it flows from memories.” She clapped her hands and a soft, curling yellow flame danced over her hands. Dez leaned in, mesmerized. “This fire”—Lula gestured at them with it—“was born from a memory of evenings with my mother and sister when I was a child. We’d stay up late to read books in our library, letting the candles burn down to nubs before we finally tucked in for the night. We read so many fairytales, so many histories and poems, by that candlelight.”

      Dez swallowed at the wistfulness in her aunt’s voice, a lump growing in Dez’s own throat as she pictured the scene: her aunt and her mother, along with the grandmother Dez would never get to meet, huddled together over a book while the rest of the town slept. That had been Dez, too, so often—but she’d always been alone during her long nights with a book. She would’ve given anything to have a sister like Lula and a mother who’d shared her passions. Pieter shared her love of books, of course, but it wasn’t quite the same.

      Lula went on. “I pulled up that memory, held it in my mind until I could smell the lavender-scented smoke, feel the hot wax dripping on my finger, see the flickering shadows of the library. And then I channeled those sense memories into this little flame.” She rolled the fire between her fingers and then extinguished it between her palms. “Any sufficiently strong sense memory can do the trick, as long as it carries emotional meaning for you. The heat of a desert sun can become a bonfire; a night spent lost in the freezing mountains can become a pillar of ice; the soft, comforting light of a summer sunset can heal a wound. The more a memory means to you, the stronger the magic it will make. Nightsoul, you go first. Show these humans how it’s done.”

      Nightsoul tilted her head back and breathed out a stream of red-gold fire.

      Dez blinked. “That’s magic?” she asked. “I thought that was—I don’t know, natural, somehow.”

      It is magic, just of a type that dragons tend to be very good at, Nightsoul replied. Dez sensed through their bond—which was still dim and fuzzy, but gave her a better sense of Nightsoul’s emotions with each passing day—that the young dragon was amused. In addition to our own memories, dragons have genetic memories that we can also use as powerful sources for magic, which is why we’re able to use magic so early and powerfully.

      “Oh. Well, nicely done then,” Dez said. Nightsoul bumped her head against Dez’s back in appreciation, nearly toppling Dez over. The dragon was full-grown by this point, about as tall as two carriages stacked on top of each other, and very strong.

      “Dez, you try now,” Lula said.

      Dez bit her lip, but obligingly held out her hand. She combed through her memories in search of something hot. Or bright, maybe? But all her strongest memories were from the swamps, which did get muggy in the summer but were never truly hot, and certainly not bright.

      “Try black fire,” Lula suggested.

      Dez raised her head. “Black fire?”

      “Yes,” Lula said, not offering any further information than, “You might try a memory of swamp muck, or perhaps the way tree mold decomposes in the autumn.”

      Dez took a nervous breath and closed her eyes. This time, a memory rose instantly: the rich mud found in the heart of the swamps, so dark it was almost black. Stickier than most of the other muck, and with an almost sweet smell to it, made by decomposing plants. She wasn’t sure at first how exactly she was supposed to funnel the memory into magic, but some deeply buried instinct nudged her—and she felt something break open a little inside of her, like a trickle of water flowing from a crack in a dam.

      She opened her eyes. A tiny black flame danced over her palm. As she stared at it in astonishment, Lula bent over, plucked up a blade of grass, and dropped it into the fire. The fire didn’t burn the grass, but as soon as the blade touched the flame, it shriveled, turning brown and wrinkled first, and then decomposing before her eyes until the black flame dissipated and she held nothing but a thimbleful of dirt in her palm.

      Pieter gasped and clapped, nearly knocking his notebook off his lap. Khan’s brow drew down and he looked away.

      Lula nodded, a satisfied smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I suspected your memories of the swamp would be your strongest asset,” she said to Dez. “It makes more sense than ever that you bonded with a bayou dragon. Try smoke teleportation next. It’s bigger magic, but I bet you can do it already, at least for short distances. Use some memory of smoke or mist, the way it can blow apart so quickly on the wind or seem to billow up out of nowhere.”

      Dez swallowed, her nervousness growing. “Are you sure I’m ready for that?” she hedged.

      Nightsoul nudged her. You are strong. You are ready.

      Dez wasn’t so certain, but she had decided last night that she would rather push forward into the unknowns of training rather than risk failing her destiny, so she closed her eyes and did as Lula had instructed.

      She visualized the swamp mists: the way they lay on the ground like a blanket of clouds at dawn and dissipated all at once when the sun hit them. How she’d stumble across an unexpected patch of such mist in a low-lying, shadowed area even late in the day. She could almost smell it: damp, earthy, the smell of a sleepless night spent out walking after a fight with her brothers. She smiled to herself. As tiring as the swamp had been this past week, deep down, she really did love it. It was a part of her.

      Deep within her, the dam cracked again. Another rivulet of magic shot out—and this time, she got a better sense of how much more lay dammed up behind the barrier.

      The power was immense. It was a river, a torrent, a sea waiting to break through and wash her away. She gasped for breath and shot upright, snatching herself away from the sense memory as if it had burned her.

      “Great job!” called Pieter from a dozen yards away. She blinked. She stood encircled by a black mist that quickly dissipated—and she was standing halfway up the nearest hill, when she’d been sitting on the rock at her brothers’ sides just a moment ago.

      She’d successfully teleported. But, in doing so, she’d loosed a little more of her magic from that dam. And somehow, she got the sense that if she used much more than what she just had, it would compromise the integrity of whatever barrier was holding it inside her, and it would rush out and swallow her whole and hurt the people around her. She’d had control just now—kind of—but felt like she’d come close to the point where she might lose it, if she weren’t careful.

      “Well done,” Lula called. “Now teleport back.”

      But Dez opted to walk back over to the rock fields. “Uh, I think I’m done for the day,” she said.

      Lula frowned. “You could still try invisibility magic. I think you could pull it off already—just think of the gloom of the swamps at night and wrap yourself in its shadows. Or you could continue practicing with the black fire and teleportation. I got the sense that you froze up a bit, that you could have sustained it longer and traveled farther if you hadn’t cut the magic off.”

      But Dez shook her head, feeling queasy at the suggestion. “I—I think that’s enough for me today.”

      “Can I try next?” Pieter asked. His head was bent as he frantically scrawled notes.

      Lula was still frowning thoughtfully at Dez, but nodded. “Yes, go ahead.” She turned to Pieter. “First, try to think of a memory or set of memories that are especially powerful for you. The stronger, the better.”

      Pieter considered this for a moment. “I’m not sure,” he said slowly. He swept his hair—which had grown a bit longer than he usually kept it—out of his face and hooked it behind his ears. “I mean, I like the swamps fine I guess, but I’m not as into them as Dez is. I think the strongest memories I have are probably from when we took trips out to the seaside to visit Mom’s side of the family when I was little. The beach was so beautiful and relaxing… And I loved the tide pools—so many interesting new creatures to study. But it was a long time ago. Before the Spirit King destroyed the city-states near there, the ones that used to protect trade and keep the bandits under control. After that, it was too dangerous to take the trip. The memories are so old, I’m not sure they’re strong enough to channel into magic.”

      “Try,” Lula encouraged him. “And keep in mind, there’s always the possibility that, as you grow, you’ll make new strong memories, and those can help you power more magic.”

      “Okay.” Pieter closed his eyes, his brow furrowing and his mouth screwing up in the way it always did when he concentrated. He held out his hands and, after a moment, a gentle breeze whirled out of him and brushed over Dez and Lula.

      “Good!” Lula said. “That’s a very nice start. I’d advise you to focus on spells of light and healing as well as wind; from what you’ve said of your memories of the beach, I think that’s the type of magic that you’d be strongest at. Now, Khan’s turn.”

      Khan’s response was succinct and hard. “No.”

      Dez nudged him, sympathetic despite his grumpy attitude of late. “Are you nervous?” she asked. “I am a little, too, but we have to try—”

      “I’m not nervous. I just think magic is a waste of time,” he replied, hardly looking at her. “And I don’t trust it.”

      Lula narrowed her eyes. “That’s foolish. I’m offering you another weapon to use against your opponents, and you’d refuse it just because you’re unfamiliar with it?”

      “I’m plenty good enough with the weapons I have,” he snapped back. “In fact, I’m the best swordsman in Bleakwater, probably in all of the swamplands. The recruiter said I could make captain soon. I don’t need magic.”

      Lula raised a sardonic eyebrow. “What if you’re fighting against an opponent who has powerful magic?”

      Khan shrugged carelessly. “Swords bite into Frazid flesh as well as they do human flesh.”

      Lula barked out a laugh. “You wouldn’t say that if you’d ever fought one, boy. You could chop a Frazid into pieces and every piece would still come after you independently until you severed the spinal cord—which is harder than steel, by the way—between the brain and the heart. They drink the blood and eat the flesh of their victims to gain their magical power, and they’re stronger and faster than any human.”

      Khan had gone a bit pale, but he shook his head resolutely. “I still don’t need magic to defeat them.”

      “Prove it, then!” Lula pronounced. “Spar with Dez. She’ll use magic as well as her weapons, and you’ll have only a sword. If you win, I’ll concede that you are correct. If you lose—”

      “I learn magic?”

      “I was going to say that you have to wash my clothes for the rest of the journey, but yes. Learning magic is good, too.”

      Khan rolled his eyes but pulled himself to his feet. He drew his wooden practice sword and spun it, making it look easy as always. Several of his scars—thin white lines on his forearms, gained through years of sparring matches that he’d almost always won—flexed at the motion. “Fine. Come on, Dez. Maybe after I beat you, you’ll believe me when I tell you that you don’t need magic to win your fights.”

      But Dez stayed glued to her rock. “I’d rather not,” she said. She’d been frightened enough of the potential strength of her magic earlier, but the prospect of using it along with her unusual physical strength against her brother—magic she hadn’t used since she’d trounced Jaklin and her bullies last week—made her fret even more.

      Nightsoul blew a breath on her, ruffling her hair. You should try it, she advised. Magic is simple. You just need to try harder.

      Dez’s mouth twisted as she tilted her head to peer up at her dragon. “Easy for you to say.”

      It would be easy for you to say, as well, if you just put forth the effort.

      Dez huffed, then pulled off her boots and threw them at her dragon. Nightsoul stared down at the muddy leather, offended. What is this? she demanded. Some sort of human insult?

      “Put them on,” Dez dared her dragon.

      What?

      “Put them on,” Dez repeated. “It’s easy. You just have to try harder. ‘Put forth the effort.’”

      Nightsoul stared down at the boots, and then at her talons, which were made for shredding and not for working tiny laces. Then she lifted her head, reluctantly amused. Very well, she conceded, I suppose some things come more naturally to one creature than another. But I still believe you can use stronger magic if you try.

      “You should accept the match, Dez,” Lula broke in. “Maybe focusing on a specific goal like this will help you get better control of your power; stop you from freezing up.”

      But Dez still hesitated. Khan still spun his sword easily, but a hard edge had come to his features. He was angry with her—for keeping Nightsoul a secret, or so he claimed—and sparring matches between them hadn’t gone well in the past when he’d been in this sort of mood. Plus, she wasn’t nearly sure enough yet of her magic to be positive she could safely spar with it, not to mention that she had only just recently stopped holding back her full physical strength. She couldn’t help but feel like the match was already doomed before it had even started. If she went through with it, she’d end up either holding herself back so much that the exercise would be pointless, or she’d risk hurting Khan.

      You can do this, Nightsoul encouraged her.

      Dez took a deep breath and nodded. She would just have to hold herself back as best she could and keep her magic use to a trickle. Then, if everything went well, the worst outcome would be a few new bruises.

      “Okay,” she said, and she stood up. “Let’s spar.”
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      Dez and Khan squared off at the top of one of the hills, pink and yellow wildflowers peppered around their feet. Khan stood in a ready stance, his guard up, his green eyes dark and serious and trained on her as he balanced his weight. Dez inhaled deeply and tried to focus. He would start out with a brute-force attack. He always did when he was in this sort of mood. Usually, she would counter by going on the defense until he spent himself, but now she was supposed to use magic as well as sword-work. Should she teleport away, and try to catch him by surprise from behind? She definitely couldn’t risk using the black fire on him. But maybe she ought to try the invisibility magic Lula had recommended?

      While she pondered her options, Khan attacked. He moved with lightning quickness, launching in with perfect footwork to attack her on the left. She held her own wooden sword ready in front of her, but her guard was too low—she’d been too distracted trying to figure out how to safely work magic into the sparring session. He landed a bruising blow on her shoulder and then darted away before she could retaliate. Clumsily, she pulled up her memory of the mists and teleported away, but with her focus pulled in so many directions, she ended up only teleporting a few feet closer to Khan instead of coming up behind him. Only surprised for a moment, he recovered and sliced his practice sword down hard on her hip. She yelped in response, belatedly leaping backward and raising her sword in a block.

      Khan didn’t apologize—not even in the light, careless way he usually did when he accidentally landed a harder blow than intended. Instead, he came at her again, easily knocking her weapon aside to whack her hard with the flat of his sword on the forearm. She hissed in pain, glowering at him as she backed up. “What is wrong with you lately?” she demanded.

      “Nothing,” Khan answered, but the power he put behind his next blow—although this time she managed to parry two strikes before he whapped her hard in the knee—belied his answer.

      “You could’ve pulled that back easily!” she yelled, retreating yet again.

      He didn’t answer, advancing instead and whipping back his sword to feint right before he plunged in, weapon aimed at her ribs. He would hit her again, she realized, and it was going to hurt—he wanted it to hurt.

      She snapped. Anger washed over her and a vision rose in her mind: the gloom of the swamp at night, the way the shadows slid across the ground, hiding and revealing whatever they chose. She pulled that gloom over herself like a cloak…

      …And vanished.

      Khan pulled up short, startled. Dez glanced down at herself. She’d become invisible. In her surprise, her concentration slipped, and the barest outline of her body flickered back into sight. She lunged forward before he could take advantage of it, landing a solid blow on Khan’s own ribs before the invisibility slipped entirely. Now it was his turn to yelp and retreat.

      Dez let the invisibility slip away but kept her grip on the magic. She could still feel the power behind it, but she thought that if she was careful and didn’t use more magic than she just had, that dam wouldn’t crack any further.

      Well done! Nightsoul praised her.

      Khan glared at her and went on the attack again without so much as a pause. But she was angry now and done with him being stupid and petty. She called on her memories and wrapped herself in swamp mist, and this time she came out of the teleportation exactly where she wanted to be, just a few feet behind Khan. She leapt forward and shoved him. Caught off guard, he toppled forward and landed hard, barely catching himself before he face-planted.

      “Perfect!” Lula shouted. “Do it again!”

      Khan levered himself up, glowering and brushing the grass and pebbles from his clothes before attacking her this time. Dez tried to be careful not to use too much magic, but it was hard to keep track of it while sparring, so after a while she gave up, figuring that she’d be okay if she stuck with only teleportation and invisibility magic. She repeated her maneuvers again and again, using the invisibility to put Khan on the defensive before she teleported behind him and put him on the ground. After three more matches, she was just starting to get the hang of keeping track of both her magic and her weapon when Khan stopped fighting, took a long step back, and threw his sword on the ground.

      “This doesn’t prove anything,” he said in a voice that came only a hair short of being a yell.

      Dez mopped sweat from her brow with her sleeve, breathing hard. “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong with you now?” she demanded, matching his glare. “Or should I beat you up a few more times first?”

      He shook his head. “You shouldn’t be using magic. You don’t need it, and even if you did, the risks wouldn’t be worth it. I decided that for myself years ago, and if you had any sense in your head, you would, too.”

      She frowned. “What are you talking about? What risks?”

      He clenched and unclenched his fists, hesitating. Then he squared his shoulders and spoke. “Mom warned me about this,” he said. “I asked her about using magic as a way to prepare for joining the Rebellion, and she told me not to try it. She warned me about what happened to her cousin.”

      Dez cut him off, putting up a hand. “Wait. Marya told you not to ‘try’ to learn magic? So, you knew we could learn magic all this time, and you never thought to mention it to me or Pieter?”

      Pieter was standing on the sidelines, notebook drooping, forgotten, from one hand while he stared at Khan, dumbfounded. “Seriously, Khan?” he managed after a moment. “Why would you keep something like that from us?”

      “Because magic is too risky!” Khan threw up his hands. “Weren’t you listening? Mom’s cousin Jinna tried to learn magic, but she overdid it; tried to do too much too fast—and it cost her her life.”

      Dez froze. “She died?” She turned to Lula. “People can die from overusing magic?” Fear swirled to life within her. That dam she’d sensed, and the rush of power behind it—maybe she was right to be scared of it after all.

      Lula started to talk, but Khan spoke over her. “Yes, but worse than that, too,” he said. “She lost her memories, Dez. All of them—the ones she drew on to work magic, plus her whole past and personality, everything that made her who she was. She spent the last year of her life catatonic in her room, staring out at the sea until she died. She was only thirty-three. Do you want that to be you? Because I don’t!”

      Dez stared at him speechlessly as he swept up his practice sword and stormed back into the swamp. After a long moment, Pieter followed him, looking upset and uncertain. When they were both gone, Dez turned to Lula. “Is he right?” She barely managed to push the words past the lump in her throat as she continued. “Could that—could that happen to me?”

      Trapped inside her body without a mind, unable to remember her brothers, her parents, the swamp… she couldn’t think of a worse fate.

      Lula’s lips formed a grim line. “I ought to smack that fool boy silly for his attitude, but yes,” she said reluctantly, “he’s right. Magic draws on your most cherished memories and your connection to the land. If you overtax those memories, you can permanently damage them or lose them entirely. But it’s very rare for someone to overextend themselves as much as Marya’s poor cousin must have. Magic users tend to get a lot of warnings before they get to that stage—there’s plenty of opportunity to stop, to realize that you’re getting into the danger zone. And I’ll be here to guide you and make sure you don’t go too quickly or demand too much of yourself.”

      Dez had to try twice before she could speak again. The fear swirling inside her strengthened and seemed to solidify, weighing her down as if her veins were full of iron. “What are the warnings?” she asked. “How will I know when I’m getting close to… that?” She tested her memories of the swamp, poking at them gingerly like she would have a wound. They did seem a little faded, a bit fainter than they’d been before, like a painted portrait that had been left in the attic too long. Oh, Goddess, was she going to forget herself just like Jinna had? If this was the price of magic, was it even worth it?

      Lula put a hand on her niece’s shoulder, apparently sensing her distress. “Easy,” she said gently. “You’re fine, I promise. You’ll know how much is too much by how quickly and how badly your memories fade. If you ever reach the point where details you once counted on become impossible to recall—the smell of a place, the color of a tree, the feel of the wind on your skin—that’s when you need to stop or risk permanent damage. Returning regularly to the places you love to recharge will help, too.”

      Dez swallowed and nodded, but the fear didn’t lessen.

      Lula squeezed her shoulder and then let go, turning toward the swamps. “Now,” she said, “I’m off to go hunt us up some grub. Hopefully, that big brother of yours is getting some firewood while he’s off stomping around in the swamp. Be a dear and gather some herbs to season the meat, would you?”

      Dez nodded and started off—being careful, of course, to go in the opposite direction of Khan. It was best to let him work off steam alone when he got like this. Though he’d never been in a bad mood that had lasted this long or felt this big.

      Dez climbed to the top of a hill and started gathering herbs as she watched the sunset, ignoring the creeping dampness that soaked through the grass and into the hems of her trousers. The sky was painted in beautiful, brilliant oranges and pinks and reds, highlighting the mountains in the distance. Those mountains were where the Rebellion waited. Their journey was about halfway over now—they needed to go over the hills, through the edge of the vast forests near here, and then she’d be presenting herself to the rebels as a soldier and a dragon rider. And, maybe, as a magic user.

      She paused, a clump of herbs dangling from one hand, her other hand curling into a fist. She’d been afraid of her own strength forever and had only last week finally started to accept her power. And now, she had to be afraid again, this time of her magical strength. She would have to keep holding back, keep being cautious and hesitant—not only to protect other people, but also to protect herself.

      The worst part was, a week or two ago, it would have been no big deal to keep holding herself back, either physically or magically. But now that she’d been a little bit free from that fear, now that she’d started to embrace her strength… having to go back to being afraid of herself seemed worse than before.

      A cool, scaly presence nudged her back. She leaned against Nightsoul’s solid shoulder gratefully. “What am I going to do?” she muttered.

      You are going to be amazing, Nightsoul said.

      Dez huffed. “Sure, okay, but how? How am I supposed to use magic when it could wipe out my whole mind? Not to mention when it could hurt the people I care about.”

      Nightsoul remained silent for a moment as the sun dropped below the horizon. Scarlet red bled into twilight purple, the first few stars twinkling to life overhead. If you needed to build a human dwelling, Nightsoul said at last, how would you go about it?

      Dez frowned. “You mean, build a house?”

      Yes. If you were to build one of those ridiculous piles of sticks and stones that you humans like to live in, how would you do it?

      Dez rolled her eyes. “You dragons might like to live in caves or under rocks or wherever it is you’d stay if you weren’t hanging around us, but we humans like to be civilized, thank you very much.”

      Nightsoul nudged her hard enough to make Dez nearly fall over before she caught herself.

      “Fine, fine,” Dez said, one corner of her mouth tilting up in a smile. “If I wanted to build a house, I guess I’d cut down some trees, saw them into boards, and nail them together into something… I don’t know… house-shaped.”

      Would you fear using the saw? Would you fear lifting the hammer?

      “What? No. They’re just tools. A little dangerous if you use them wrong, I guess,” she admitted, remembering when Pieter had nearly lost a chunk of his finger while helping Jakob with a woodworking project last spring, “but if you use them right, they’re perfectly safe.”

      So it is with magic. It is dangerous sometimes, yes, but you were made to use it. Trust yourself with it. Learn to master it. After a time, it will feel as natural in your hands as any hammer or saw.

      Warmth spread over Dez at the words. The fear in her veins slowly began to ebb. What Nightsoul said made sense. And it sounded like what Lula had said about Dez’s physical strength before, too—how it was like a fire that could burn down your house or cook your dinner, depending on how you used it. Maybe Dez could find a way to live with that. To live with her strengths, and maybe, eventually, use them without fear.

      “Thanks, Nightsoul,” she said, running her free hand over the leg she leaned against.

      Nightsoul’s scales rippled in pleasure at the gentle touch and her tail flicked. Then, suddenly, she stood. Fly with me, she said, apparently on impulse.

      Dez jolted sideways, jarred from where she’d been leaning against Nightsoul. Then she processed what the dragon had said and froze, one hand splayed on the ground. “What?”

      Fly with me, Nightsoul repeated, and she ducked down a little, spreading her wings.

      Dez didn’t wait for any further invitation, but dropped the clump of herbs she’d been clutching into her knapsack and then scrambled up with a whoop, exhilaration flooding her. She’d been waiting for this moment, wondering when Nightsoul would be strong enough to carry her, dreaming of what it would be like to soar through the clouds with her dragon. Getting aboard was a bit more difficult than she’d anticipated—Nightsoul’s scales were smooth and slippery unless she flared them out, and doing that would also turn their razor-sharp edges at the right angle to cut Dez—but they finally managed to get into position: with Dez sitting in the hollow between the base of Nightsoul’s neck and her shoulders, legs tightly gripping Nightsoul’s sides.

      Nightsoul tensed. Her talons spread out and dug into the ground. Dez took a deep breath and held it.

      And then Nightsoul leapt into the air.

      The power of the movement rippled through Nightsoul’s muscles and jolted into Dez, yanking her nearly out of her seat before Dez tightened her hold on the dragon. Nightsoul raised her wings high—they loomed above Dez like a tsunami of midnight black, flaring with strength and grace, and then they punched downward hard and drove Nightsoul higher into the air.

      Three more hard pumps, and they caught a warm updraft. They spiraled lazily upward. Dez tilted her head back, staring up at the stars, and then she gazed in awe back down at the swamp that was now far, far below. She could see the bayou glimmering in the moonlight between the trees, could make out the edge of the great forest that they’d have to travel through soon. The sunset bled across the sky as they soared higher and higher, the sky reaching out to embrace them with deep purples and indigos and twinkling starlight.

      Caught up in the joy of the moment, Dez risked letting go of Nightsoul—though she still kept her legs clamped tight—to spread her arms wide and close her eyes. The feeling was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. It was joy, and light and darkness and beauty and unimaginable, incomprehensible power. For the first time, she felt like she was truly one with this magnificent dragon who’d bonded her. She could feel Nightsoul’s joy, too, as if the emotion thrilled through the veins of one creature and into the veins of the other. They were joined. They were one being, inseparable. And in that moment, she thought she might be able to sense her dragon’s soul. It was beautiful and lovely, magical like nothing had ever been before, and connected deeply to the swamp as if there were a tether running between Nightsoul and the bayou. It connected Dez to the swamplands, too, and she could feel her faded memories being restored as a result, the color filling back in until it was as vibrant as new.

      Dez. Nightsoul’s concerned tone broke Dez out of her ecstasy. Dez opened her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” she replied, having to shout to be heard over the wind. Her eyes started tearing up immediately and she shivered, realizing belatedly how cold it was this high up. It was a little difficult to breathe, too, but not bad as long as she didn’t have to exert herself much.

      Down there, Nightsoul answered.

      Dez glanced down at the ground. Far below, on the slopes of a hill not far from Dez’s own camp, was the yellow gleam of campfires. A lot of campfires.

      We should investigate, Nightsoul said, her tone hard and suspicious. There was no good reason for there to be so many campfires that close to them.

      But Dez hesitated. “I don’t know. Maybe we should go back and get Lula and the others before we decide what to do.”

      And listen to them bicker while we lose the element of surprise? And that’s after we track them all down through the swamps, Nightsoul retorted, snorting in annoyance.

      Dez pursed her lips. Nightsoul was right. They had an advantage right now. Plus, it would be much easier for a dragon and rider pair to investigate the campfires rather than an entire entourage. And Khan’s usual good grip on tactics might be soured by his current attitude, which could easily blow a reconnaissance mission.

      “Okay,” Dez decided. “Let’s check it out.”
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      Dez crept up the rise of the hill next to the camps, with Nightsoul lying snakelike on her belly at Dez’s side. The grass here was tall, and between it and the darkness they were camouflaged from whoever the campfires might belong to below. Dez reached the top of the rise and dared to raise her head just above the grass, her heart pounding as she wondered what she might see now that they were close enough to discern the campfires’ owners.

      The first thing she spotted were the guards. The cloaked figures stood at the edges of the fires that were scattered through the valley below, turned outward to face the darkness and shifting every once in a while to stare in a new direction. Each of the forms was massive, much bigger than normal men, and there was something odd about their heads.

      Nightsoul solved the mystery first. She stuck her nose up above the top of the grass, inhaled deeply, and then snorted in disgust. -Minocri,- she reported.

      Dez tensed, dismay flooding her. The Minocri were close then, much closer than Pieter had estimated they would be by this point. Maybe this was a different group than the ones who’d attacked Bleakwater, but if so, what were they doing way out here at the far edge of the swamplands? There were no towns, or even easy routes that led toward towns, from here.

      “Maybe we should go back now?” Dez whispered, uncertain. “Tell Lula what we’ve found; see what she thinks we should do?”

      But Nightsoul twitched her tail and shook her head—gently, so as not to rustle the grass too much and alert the guards to their presence. More information will help us make a better decision, she argued. We need to know if these are the same Minocri from Bleakwater, or a new lot. And we need to know what they’re doing here.

      Dez grimaced. The dragon was right. But there was one obvious problem with her plan. “How are we supposed to get past those guards to find out anything?”

      Nightsoul pinned her with a look.

      They both knew there was only one way for Dez to get into that camp and get any information without getting caught. She’d have to use magic.

      “But I literally just learned how to make myself invisible today,” Dez protested quietly. “I have no idea what I’m doing!”

      Much of magic use is instinctive for those with natural talent. Like you, Nightsoul replied in a level tone.

      Dez swallowed. “But what if I use too much? I’d have to sustain it for a few minutes, at least, to be able to get any information. What if I have to either drop the invisibility and get captured or risk losing my memories?”

      Nightsoul nudged her. Have faith. If you get into trouble, I will come rescue you, little one.

      The endearment warmed Dez, but she made a face, pretending to be offended. “You know I’m older than you by like seventeen years, right?”

      Dragons carry the wisdom of the ages from birth, Nightsoul said loftily.

      “Whatever. Fine, I’ll do it. I’ll yell if I’m in danger, so keep an ear out.”

      I don’t have ears.

      “It’s metaphorical, you—” Then Dez caught the thread of Nightsoul’s amusement through the bond and shoved her head away lightly, rolling her eyes.

      Nightsoul settled down just below the rise, her body tense, ready to leap to Dez’s defense if it was needed while Dez took a deep breath and reached for her magic. She closed her eyes to focus on her memory of the swamp gloom and then stood up, stepping into it.

      She opened her eyes and held out a hand. Nothing—she was invisible. And between the present drain on her power and all of her magic use earlier, she could feel her memories fading bit by bit already.

      She squared her shoulders and stepped quickly toward the nearest campfire. White tents were scattered about, most of them just small and nondescript. If she wanted to get good intel, though, she needed to find the biggest tent, one that might belong to whoever commanded this horde. She stepped carefully around the groups of soldiers who lounged around the campfires eating, squinting to examine their faces as she passed and trying to see if she recognized anyone. All of them wore the same resigned looks. These were conscripts, then. None of them looked familiar, but they were all young: smooth faces, dirty hair, wearing muddy clothing rather than the stark white uniforms of officers.

      Anger stirred within her and she held onto it tightly, vowing that she would help people like this when she joined the Rebellion. The Spirit King had stolen them from their homes and was forcing them to do his dirty work. It was wrong, and terrible, and she meant to make it right.

      She paused just outside one of the campfires as she searched through the recruits. They were all muddy—dark brown gunk was caked on all of their clothes from the knees down. Which meant they must’ve just come through the swamplands, too. That was one clue in favor of them being the same bunch as that which had just gone through Bleakwater.

      Her magic wavered along with her concentration and she scrambled to keep her grip on it before her invisibility faded. Her recollection of the swamp gloom took half a second too long to form, though, and she was nearly revealed in front of a group of teenage boys gathered around a soup pot.

      She fed her magic carefully, trying to thread the needle between using just enough magic to sustain her invisibility but not so much that her memories faded enough to force her to reveal herself. Then—quietly, since she was invisible but could still reveal herself through noise—she stepped away and renewed her search for the largest tents.

      There. Three fires deeper into the camp, a big white tent with blue decorations was pitched, its sides flickering with light. That meant that whoever was inside was important enough to merit candles or lamps. She started toward the tent… and bumped into a Minocri.

      She froze. The bullish man stopped, too, staring down at the soup he’d spilled on the ground, puzzled. Then he lifted his massive head—which rose several feet higher than Dez’s—and sniffed the air, his eyes slits with suspicion.

      Mouth dry, Dez took a long, careful step backward. She didn’t know how good a Minocri’s sense of smell was, but hopefully it wasn’t good enough to differentiate the smell of a single dragon rider intruder amidst a mass of recent recruits. In the back of her mind, her bond with Nightsoul flared, and she felt the dragon’s concern. Her dragon was ready to swoop to her rescue if needed.

      Dez waited. The Minocri turned in a slow half-circle, its wide, ugly muzzle lifted. Then, after a long moment, it shrugged and walked back toward the soup pot to get more dinner.

      Dez let out a breath, shuddering with relief. Then she checked her memories. She couldn’t quite recall the smell of the swamp, or the color of the vines that draped from the trees. She needed to hurry. She stepped more quickly toward the biggest tent and hovered outside. How was she supposed to get in? She couldn’t move the flap without alerting the people inside to her presence, but she couldn’t hear anything or check to see who the commander was from where she stood, either.

      Her problem was solved when a young recruit hurried toward the tent with a tray that carried a pitcher and glasses for wine. He carefully balanced the tray on one hand while he pulled the flap aside, allowing Dez just enough time to slip inside before the boy dropped off the tray, bobbed in a quick bow to the tent’s occupants, and left again.

      Dez blinked and paused as she moved to a corner, her eyes adjusting to the dim, smoky interior of the tent. The furnishings in here were rich and beautiful: hammered bronze lamps, a beautifully crafted low table with tasseled pillows to sit on, and even a wide blue rug to shield people from having to stand on the grass. The bed in the corner wasn’t a cot, but a full bed that was carved with artistically rendered trees and flowers. Dez had never seen anything like the luxury in this one tent, but the anger simmering in her strengthened as she realized where it all had to have come from.

      It was loot. All of this luxury had been stolen from the innocent—bed frames and expensive rugs, along with people’s children, to fill Ashimax’s ranks.

      “You seem nervous, little weasel,” came a low, grating rumble of a voice that sounded like ice cracking. Startled, Dez grabbed for her magic, but it hadn’t slipped and revealed her. Whoever was speaking, he wasn’t speaking to her.

      Dez’s eyes adjusted and she zeroed in on two figures seated at the low table. One of them was smaller and hunched over, the other tall, lean, and graceful, his back straight as he lowered a fleshless chicken bone to his plate. Or was it something else? It looked too small to be from a chicken… And it was hard to tell in the dim light, but his hand looked… blue.

      Dez caught her breath as the man leaned back in his seat. From this angle, she could see his face. His skin was blue, his straight hair white as frost. When his tongue darted out of his mouth to lick his lips, Dez saw that it was black.

      Not a man, then. A Frazid.

      They drink the blood and eat the flesh of their victims to gain their magical power, Dez remembered her aunt saying earlier. And they’re stronger and faster than any human.

      The anger in Dez surged, along with a sudden sick feeling. She caught herself before she looked down at the plate he ate from, not wanting to see the small, picked-clean bone, which she thought now might be from a sprite.

      “I’m not nervous,” answered a young, female voice, and Dez was reminded that the Frazid wasn’t alone. Dez glanced at the other side of the table, at the small, hunched human figure there—and barely stifled a gasp.

      It was Jaklin Moild.

      The girl looked quite a bit more haggard than the last time Dez had seen her, nearly a week ago, when she’d thrown Jaklin into the square with the Minocri. That had been right after Jaklin had told Dez that her parents—

      Dez savagely cut off that train of thought, refusing to remember the lies that Jaklin had told her. Instead, she glanced again at the Frazid opposite her, recognizing him now. He was Geskid, that captain she’d almost run into back in town. Evidently, this horde really was the group that had just been through Bleakwater, but it still didn’t make sense for them to be here. Dez had assumed that new conscripts would be marched straight to the Spirit King’s capital in droves, and this was in the wrong direction for that. Unless they were maybe on their way to gather more conscripts from the towns to the west? That seemed like a strangely roundabout trip, but a bigger question took precedence in Dez’s mind now.

      What in the Goddess’s name was Jaklin Moild doing in the tent of a Frazid captain?

      “And I’m not a weasel,” Jaklin said—but just as she finished her sentence, her eyes darted to the corner where Dez stood, and she blinked and frowned. Dez straightened, suddenly realizing that, in her shock at seeing Jaklin here, she’d let her magic slip the tiniest bit. She grabbed onto her memories of the swamp gloom and pulled them quickly back over her, glancing down to make sure the magic took full effect. The barest suggestion of her form was visible at the edge of the shadows in the corner, and as soon as she strengthened her magic, it disappeared entirely again. Hopefully, it had looked like no more than a strange trick of the light.

      She held her breath as Jaklin frowned in her direction, then breathed out a very quiet, relieved breath when the other girl turned away. Dez was safe. But now that she knew for sure who this group was, she should probably head back to Nightsoul and report back to Lula to figure out what they ought to do next. Especially with Dez’s memories, and her grip on her magic, fading more by the second.

      She turned to leave, hoping she could make her exit look like a burst of wind opening the tent flap. But before she could get further than a few steps, Jaklin spoke again.

      “I’m not nervous,” Jaklin repeated, turning back to Geskid. “I was just thinking about Desiree Black.”

      Dez froze, and then turned back to stare at the pair at the table.

      Geskid delicately picked his teeth with one of his pointed fingernails. “Good. Because if we don’t catch her, it’s your life.”

      This didn’t make sense. Why would Jaklin Moild and a Frazid captain be discussing her? It made sense that they would pursue her and Pieter and Khan—well, her and Khan anyway, since they were talented combatants that Ashimax would want recruited into his armies—but this sounded like the Spirit King’s army was singling her out, like Geskid had a lot riding on her capture. That could make sense if he knew she was a dragon rider, maybe, but as far as she knew, there was no reason that anyone except Dez’s traveling companions would know that.

      Dez hesitated, torn, glancing from the tent flap to the table and back again. She could feel her memories dimming, could feel her shaky, untrained grip on her magic fading. A moment of lost concentration earlier had risked revealing her right in front of Geskid, a creature that could rip her to shreds any number of ways long before Nightsoul could arrive to extricate her. It was impossibly risky to stay… and yet, a Frazid captain and Jaklin Moild were talking about her in the middle of one of the Spirit King’s camps, and how could Dez leave and risk never knowing why?

      She swallowed hard and made her decision. Planting her feet, she vowed to stay just a few more moments. Long enough to get a bit more context, a little more intel. Then she would leave.

      Keeping a tight grip on her magic, she dared to lean closer to hear what Geskid was saying.
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      Dez watched as Geskid leaned across the table. He seemed to enjoy watching Jaklin flinch in response. The girl looked skinny and hungry—she’d always been lean, but now her cheekbones seemed to be on the verge of gaunt, making her face look sharp and foxlike. The comparison was a good one, Dez thought as Jaklin bared her teeth in an almost-smile at the Frazid captain.

      “We’ll catch her,” Jaklin assured Geskid.

      He pushed his plate away. “Yes,” he agreed. “And now that my hunger is taken care of, we shall discuss the details of how exactly I’ll catch her. Let’s start this little interview, hmm?”

      Jaklin’s gaze darted downward. “Of course. What would you like to know?”

      “Tell me everything you know about her.”

      “Again?” Jaklin asked, and then she seemed to catch herself, drawing back. She wasn’t quick enough to evade Geskid’s lightning-fast slap, though. Dez flinched, having barely been able to track the speed of the motion. Jaklin’s face was now decorated with four thin red slashes. Geskid lifted his fingers. Beads of red glittered on his sharpened nails, catching the lamplight. He licked the blood off and then raised his brow at Jaklin.

      “Still thinking you’re so valuable you can’t be touched, are you?” He smiled as if he was indulging a small child. “I thought we’d beaten that out of you on day one.”

      Jaklin raised her hand to touch her wound. Keeping her hand there as if to guard the spot, or perhaps to hide it from view, she spoke, her voice tight with anger and an edge of fear. “Of—of course. I’ll tell you everything I know. I’m the one who volunteered the information in the first place, who told you of Desiree’s importance. I’m happy to assist the Spirit King.”

      Blood welled up between Jaklin’s fingers as she spoke, and Dez inhaled shakily. She’d never thought she’d feel sorry for Jaklin, but she almost did now. Then Dez processed what the girl was saying and realized that she’d been feeding Geskid information on Dez to save her own skin—and that she’d volunteered that information willingly—and Dez’s sympathy quickly faded.

      “Yes, yes, less groveling and more answering my questions,” Geskid said impatiently.

      Jaklin bobbed her head, faking subservience, but her eyes were as furious as Dez had ever seen them. “What would you like to know?”

      Geskid wiped his fingertips on a blue linen napkin, then refolded it neatly and dropped it back to the table. “Who exactly were these heroes of the Rebellion who spawned the whelp we’re chasing? And when exactly did they turn coat, like your miserable self?” He leaned over the table toward Jaklin, his eyes narrowing. “Because I have two turncoat commanders coming to this part of the world to finally crush the Rebellion, and if their supposedly dead little girl pops up to distract them on my watch, I’ll make sure your head rolls before mine does. And, if I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll have your tongue for breakfast.”

      Dez stopped breathing. An ocean of ice washed over her, dunking her under its surface until she could barely tell which way was up. Two turncoat commanders. Their supposedly dead little girl.

      This didn’t mean what Jaklin had said was true. It could be coincidence. The two commanders could be anyone. They weren’t her parents. Her parents were dead, and heroes. They were heroes.

      But she would know for sure if she stayed a few more minutes. If she listened in a little longer.

      She didn’t want to know.

      She had to know.

      She was shivering all over now, desperation and uncertainty clawing at the edges of her mind. Nightsoul’s alarm prodded at her, but she ignored it. Dez was rooted to her spot, wanting to leave but unable to.

      Someone inhaled sharply. Dez looked up then—and saw Jaklin staring straight at her, eyes wide with alarm. Dez looked down at herself. Her magic had slipped with her shock, and she’d become fully visible, standing in the corner of a Frazid captain’s tent, in the middle of an enemy camp, with no backup except a single dragon.

      Dez turned and ran.

      “There! That was her!” Jaklin shouted from behind her. The girl’s voice was laced with a too-familiar sort of vicious triumph, and Dez wanted badly to turn around and throttle her again like she had last week—how dare she speak of Dez’s parents, how dare she rat her out to the Spirit King’s forces—but her sense of self-preservation had taken over and she kept running. She bounced off a Minocri, darted away before the confused creature could grab her, and only then remembered her teleportation magic.

      Frantic, she grabbed for her memories. They felt crinkled at the edges and washed out like an old painting, but they were enough to allow her to wrap herself in smoke and teleport to the rise where Nightsoul waited. The dragon rose when she felt Dez’s arrival.

      What’s happened? Nightsoul demanded.

      “Later,” Dez panted. “We’ve gotta go, now.”

      Shouts reached them from further into the camp. Nightsoul shoved her head beneath Dez, boosting her up to a riding position, and quickly took off before they could be seen. Dez wrapped herself in gloom, trying as hard as she could to extend the invisibility to Nightsoul, too, since the dragon couldn’t do invisibility magic herself yet. The effort left Dez panting and dizzy. They flew low to the ground and faster than was probably safe in the dark, and then landed in a long, jarring skid just outside their own camp, knocking Dez out of her seat and tumbling her across the grass.

      “We have to go, we have to get out of here,” Dez gasped out, jumping to her feet. She realized she was still partially invisible and released her magic. Relief and exhaustion washed over her at once and she staggered.

      Lula stared at them. She had a pot in one hand and a slab of meat in her other. A small fire smoked in front of her. Seeing it, Dez quickly strode forward and kicked dirt over the flames before they could alert the army of their location.

      “Hey!” Pieter yelped from a few yards away, his arms full of firewood. “I just got that built!”

      Khan was sitting on a rock next to the tent, but he’d stood at Dez’s dramatic entrance. His narrowed gaze took her in quickly, and while he might’ve been in a bad mood, he was always the quickest to react in a thorny situation even so, and he didn’t fail this time. “What happened?” he asked, striding to the tent pegs and yanking them up as he moved.

      Dez gasped out as succinct a version of the events as she could. As she talked, Lula’s posture and expression became more serious and military. “Pieter, help your brother pack camp up,” she snapped when Dez had finished. She kicked more dirt over the smoldering remnants of the campfire, scattering the ring of rocks that had been constructed around it.

      Tell them everything, Nightsoul said gently, nudging Dez’s shoulder. I know something more happened. I felt your alarm, your distress. It seemed… personal.

      Dez ducked her head. Tears came to her eyes, and she tried to blink them away. This wasn’t the time to cry. There was no room for emotions right now. But still, the tears came anyway, and she swiped them away with her sleeve. “My parents,” she managed.

      Khan kept working, barely looking up, but Pieter paused in concern and Lula froze where she stood.

      “What about them?” Lula asked at last, her gaze sharp.

      “Geskid said—Geskid said…” Dez took a deep breath and tried to gather herself. “Jaklin told me, back in Bleakwater, right before we ran, that my parents were traitors. That they didn’t die, but turned coats, and then led the Battle of the Red Plains and helped Ashimax nearly crush the Rebellion. I didn’t believe her… she lies all the time, but… then, in the tent just now, Geskid was asking about me—by name—and about them. He said he has two turncoat commanders coming to crush the Rebellion, and he doesn’t want the… distraction… if their dead little girl turns up. It sounded like he was questioning Jaklin to try to determine if his turncoat commanders were—if they were actually my…” She stopped, no longer able to speak through the lump in her throat.

      Lula strode forward and took Dez by the shoulders. “This is troubling news, but it’s completely possible that Geskid was speaking of two other turncoat commanders,” she said gently. “Although,” she mused, her brow drawing downward, her eyes distant and troubled as her mind worked, “I do have to admit, I’ve never heard of any commanders at all who’ve switched loyalties from the Rebellion to the Spirit King, much less two who were paired up and had a daughter, which makes it seem less likely that this could be some sort of coincidental mix-up. So… although I can’t imagine your parents would ever join the Spirit King for any reason, even under some sort of duress…” She exhaled and shook her head. “I hate to say it, but we just can’t be sure of the truth until we have more evidence.”

      “So, what do we do?” Dez managed to ask, her voice breaking.

      “The only logical response would be to prepare for the worst,” Lula answered reluctantly. “That the Rebellion will have to fight your parents, who were among the strongest magic users I’ve ever met.” Lula let Dez go and turned away to sweep up her staff from the ground. “Either way, though, this adds urgency to our mission. We must get to the Rebellion redoubt as quickly as possible to warn them that there’s going to be an attack soon.”

      Dez stood numb while the others quickly packed up. She thought about what it would feel like to face her parents in battle. To have her precious memories of them—as kind and loving, as the two people she’d cherished most in the world—scarred and ruined by an unthinkable betrayal. She didn’t want it to be true, but her denial was starting to feel like clawing at the edge of a cliff, trying to hang on but only managing to delay the inevitable for a few more moments.

      She closed her eyes. There was one way she might be able to know for sure. “Khan,” she said quietly. “Pieter. Did you know?”

      “No!” Pieter protested immediately, but Khan’s silence was more telling. Dez felt like she was sinking below the surface of a quicksand bog, unable to breathe or cry for help.

      “I knew,” Khan said at last, the words sounding reluctant and forced.

      Dez opened her eyes. He was grimacing at the ground, looking like he’d swallowed a fishbone. His head was bowed, and his sandy golden hair hid his eyes. A few feet away, Lula went still, bent over in the process of scooping up her pack. Her posture was rigid as she stared at Khan.

      Dez took one step forward. “What?” It wasn’t a question, but a demand. An accusation.

      Khan lifted his head—though he still wouldn’t quite meet her gaze—and spread his hands. “I heard it from Jaklin a while back, and I asked Mom and Dad about it. They said it was true. They said Jaklin’s dad came to their house after the Battle of the Red Plains and demanded your blood—that someone had to pay for the sins of your parents. He was near out of his mind with anger, but once they calmed him down, they got more of the story out of him: that your folks had turned coats and then led Ashimax in the battle that nearly wiped out the Rebellion completely.”

      Lula slowly straightened up, her pack lying on the ground, momentarily forgotten. Her face was ashen, and she looked like she might be sick. The sight of her normally stoic aunt so disturbed made the scene feel even more surreal, even more horrible, to Dez.

      Dez tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry. “And then Jakob paid everyone off,” she said flatly, “to keep them quiet. To keep anyone from telling me.”

      Khan nodded affirmation, but kept his eyes cast down.

      Dez’s face twisted in pain. “Did he pay you off, too? Is that why you kept it from me? Is that why you let Jaklin be the one to tell me the truth? I considered you a brother, and you—you lied to me.”

      Khan’s gaze finally snapped up, his eyes wide with shock. “Dez, no! Of course they didn’t pay me to keep quiet! I am your brother. I was trying to… I don’t know, let you be happy, have a normal life. And Dad made me swear never to tell you or Pieter, too. We all were just trying to do what was best for you.”

      “And you didn’t think I should have a say in what’s best for me?” Dez retorted hotly.

      “We couldn’t even be positive that Jaklin’s story was true!” Khan replied. “Her dad never actually saw the faces of the turncoat commanders—just spotted them from a distance and heard the enemy’s forces laughing about having them. And I guess there was also the fact that Ashimax suddenly knew so much more about the Rebellion’s forces and structure after they showed up. But that doesn’t prove their identity for certain. We couldn’t know for sure then—and still can’t know for sure now—whether the turncoat commanders you heard about are your parents.”

      Dez tensed up and drew a breath to yell at him some more, even though she knew it wouldn’t help any, but Pieter stepped in between them before the argument could escalate.

      “Guys,” he said quietly, “we’ll have to pick this up later. We’ve got to go.”

      He was right. So, Dez swallowed down her fury, her pain, and her sense of betrayal, and clambered up atop Nightsoul. “I don’t think I can do any more invisibility magic,” she told them. Her hands were still shaking from her use of it earlier, and her memories were so dim she could hardly remember the sound of the alligators hissing while they hunted.

      “That’s fine,” Lula said. Some color had come back into her face now, and she spoke in a normal tone, but her gaze was distant and her hands were curled into tight fists. “You wouldn’t be able to keep us all cloaked anyway. You fly ahead and scout out a path for us. It’s a good thing Nightsoul is a Midnight Bayou dragon—she’ll blend in with the night. That’s one thing to our advantage, at least.” She saw Dez still sitting there atop Nightsoul and snapped, “What are you waiting for? Get moving!”

      Nightsoul launched into the sky and Dez clung to her, miserable and shuddering from tiredness. It was nothing like their first joyous flight. Dez could sense Nightsoul’s worry and anger at being so close to the enemy without the ability to strike them down, and Dez had plenty to be worried and angry about herself.

      The worst part of all this was, it made sense. Dez remembered when the village of Bleakwater had turned against her. One day they’d all treated her like a princess, an honored guest, the daughter of the rebel martyrs. The next, she’d been shunned, whispered about, sneered at. That was when Jaklin had started bullying her, too. Dez realized now that when Jaklin’s father had gone into seclusion after the horrific Battle of the Red Plains—after bringing back news of the Blacks’ betrayal—Jaklin must have blamed Dez for his brokenness, since Dez’s parents had allegedly led the battle that broke him.

      But nobody had seen the turncoat commanders’ faces. No one knew for sure who they were. Dez clung to that like a lifeline, hoping that she would never meet her parents on the field of battle, hoping that this might all still be some awful mix-up. In the meantime, she would just have to keep training during the journey and keep trying to learn control over her powers so that she didn’t fumble at a key moment again—like she had back in the tent.

      Dez hunkered down over her dragon’s neck, settling in. They had a long journey ahead of them, and a small army’s worth of Minocri and Spirit King recruits behind them. For now, she would have to try to put her parents out of mind and concentrate on getting to the Rebellion. On fulfilling her destiny. Because even if her parents’ legacies truly were stained by betrayal, Dez herself would surely still be accepted as a dragon rider by the Rebellion. Surely, she’d still be able to prove her worth and have an important part to play in the war.

      She tried hard to make herself believe it.
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      Four days later, Dez wrapped herself in her cloak and yawned widely as she leaned against Nightsoul. “There’s tea on the fire,” she greeted Khan when he exited the tent. Her voice was even and toneless, the way it always was when she addressed him lately. She remained upset that he’d lied to her, but there was no room for resentment when they were all on the run like this, so she tried to keep things as civil as possible between them. Hence, tea.

      Her older brother stretched and squinted, mumbling something incoherent in reply. He’d never been much of a morning person and it was nearly an hour before dawn, with the coming sunrise nothing more than a slightly less-dark smudge against the eastern horizon. They had to operate on very little sleep per night now, straining to stay ahead of the Spirit King’s army and get to the Rebellion as quickly as possible. If there was any mercy in the situation, it was that they’d finally judged themselves far enough ahead of the Minocri that Dez didn’t have to make herself and Nightsoul invisible while they flew, which meant her memories and magic had had at least a bit of a chance to recharge.

      Lula shoved the tent flap aside next. “Did I hear you say there’s tea?” she asked, sharp and alert as if she’d had a full eight hours of rest. She spotted the pot set on a hot rock over the smoldering fire before Dez could reply and made a beeline for it. From the back corner of the small tent, Dez could hear the scratching of a pencil against paper. Pieter was up too, then, and wearing yet another pencil down to a nub with trying to keep track of their journey and how much of a lead they ought to have on Geskid’s forces. Pieter, Khan, and Lula had all taken to sleeping in the tent—the boys tucked against the sides, Lula sprawled out in the middle and snoring like an avalanche—while Dez curled up between Nightsoul’s talons. It was colder outside, but it afforded Dez the space and quietness to relax without constantly being reminded of the one topic she’d been trying to avoid.

      Khan rolled his shoulders and sighed, picking up a tin cup and ladling out some tea. He eyed Nightsoul over the cup’s rim as he drank. “Think she’s strong enough to carry us all yet?” he asked.

      Nightsoul bristled. ‘She’ is standing right here and can speak for herself, she said, more than a little snippily. And no. I have not, in the last half-week, suddenly gained the strength to carry three additional fully-grown humans for an entire day.

      Khan grunted, unimpressed. “So, I guess that means the rest of us will have to walk again.” His tone was sour.

      There is only one person here who is a dragon rider, Nightsoul replied more sharply, and that is, consequently, the person who will ride the dragon. The regular humans will walk.

      Khan shrugged and turned away like he didn’t care, but Dez saw his jaw tighten and his eyes narrow. Huh. Could it be that her big foster brother was jealous? It would make sense, she supposed—he’d always been the golden boy, the center of attention who did everything exceptionally and easily. This was the first time in his life that someone else was getting special attention—and a dragon—while he was being treated like a relative nobody. Part of Dez wanted to reassure him, but most of her wanted to tell him off for being insufferable, so she said nothing and just climbed atop Nightsoul instead.

      The two of them would scout ahead, as they had for the last few days. If they spotted anything suspicious, they’d fly back to help the others chart a new course, and if not, they’d stop at the spot where they planned to break for lunch and work at the lessons Lula had set for them until everyone else caught up. This routine was the only way Dez and Nightsoul had enough time to train together now. Lula had already given them their orders for that morning—Dez was to practice invisibility and teleporting from dragonback, while Nightsoul was supposed to work on finer control and aim of her fire.

      Lula flapped her hand at them as she swallowed her mouthful of tea. “Yes, very good,” she said impatiently. “Off with you, then. And you’d better do at least five invisibility sessions—I’ll know if you don’t!” she yelled as the pair lifted off.

      Dez wrapped her cloak around her hands for warmth as they spiraled upward. They didn’t dare fly too high for fear of being spotted, so it wasn’t quite as freezing as when they flew at higher altitudes, but the pre-dawn chill was still plenty shiver-worthy. Her aching muscles didn’t make the journey any more comfortable, either. Dez had ridden horses often enough outside the swamps, but dragon riding was literally a whole different animal—and a whole new set of pains in Dez’s legs, back, and arms. She had to cling tightly or risk falling off, but even with her unusual strength, she ended each day hunched and sore, sometimes even shuddering from exertion. She felt sure it would get better with time—and maybe with a special dragon saddle, if the Rebellion had an extra one lying around—but right now, the aches made for a deeply uncomfortable trip.

      She shouldn’t complain, though. The others were stuck walking, which had to be much worse than what she suffered. And then there was the fact that she had a dragon, and was off to join the Rebellion and fulfill her lifelong dream. She was learning magic, too—something she never thought possible. She had no right to complain. She should have been thrilled. She was thrilled, she told herself sternly as the hills rippled into forests beneath her.

      They reached the lunch site two hours ahead of the others and settled down to train. They did their teamwork exercises first. Nightsoul stretched out on the ground to rest while Dez practiced teleporting from her back to the ground. After the fourth iteration of this, Nightsoul suddenly clambered to her feet and lifted into the air.

      “Hey!” Dez protested. “I’m supposed to try that a few more times before you go off to practice your fire.”

      Try teleporting to my back while I’m flying, with you staying invisible the whole time, Nightsoul answered from above. This will be of much more use than flitting about over short distances on the ground.

      Dez rubbed her brow. “Yes, it would be of ‘more use,’ but also there’s the possibility of plummeting to my death because I’m not advanced enough for that yet. Can we please stick to ground exercises for now until I can build my way up?”

      There is no time for you to build up slowly, Nightsoul retorted. You are more than powerful enough to transport yourself to my back if I stay low. Or you would be, if you weren’t still holding yourself back.

      The accusation, though mild, hit home. Dez sighed. “I can’t help it. My memories are still faded from the other day. I can’t risk losing myself.”

      Your memories will recharge more with time. For now, you can use other memories. But you won’t gain more control over your abilities if you don’t practice and push yourself. She wheeled in the sky, making circles low to the ground. You can do this. You were born for this.

      Dez exhaled. Nightsoul was right about one thing, anyway—they didn’t have time for Dez to build herself up slowly. With Geskid’s bunch hot on their heels and the Rebellion needing all the help they could get, it would be best if Dez had as much control of her magic as possible by the time they reached the redoubt. “Okay,” she said, eyeing the distance between Nightsoul and the ground. “But if I fall, you’ll catch me, right?”

      Of course, Nightsoul replied with a draconic grin, baring her sharp fangs. I’ll even do my best not to slice you to ribbons, too. With this, she flexed her razor-sharp talons.

      “That’s not funny,” Dez muttered, but then she reached for a memory of the swamp. She tried to find one that wasn’t so faded, and after a moment recalled a day when she’d been about ten years old, the first time she’d spent the night alone in the swamps. She remembered the way the shadows had seemed to pool and slide like water over the ground; they’d almost felt alive. It should have frightened young Dez, but it had enthralled her instead. She immersed herself deeper in the memory. The distant call of owls, the splashing and hissing of gators, the quiet, rough scraping of a snake’s scales on tree bark somewhere close by. The way the marsh grass rustled in the midnight breeze. The starry sky spangled high overhead, heat lightning flashing purple in the distance. And, deep inside her, Dez felt the dam crack again. Another spurt of power pushed itself through the wall, weakening it, making it less stable. She sensed the vast reservoir behind it—enough to drown her.

      She backed off the memory a little and the feeling eased.

      When she opened her eyes and looked down at herself, she’d become invisible. Now, she had to try to maintain that while also teleporting. She inhaled, held her breath, and reached for a memory of swamp mist. It was a little faded, but after a moment, she felt the memory rush through her and then outside of her, manifesting in black smoke that curled around her. It encircled her completely, blocking her vision, and when it dissipated an instant later, she was on Nightsoul’s back.

      All of a sudden, her memory of the midnight swamp went hazy. No… it went almost transparent—as if another, deeper memory rested behind it. Dez teetered on Nightsoul’s back, trying to maintain her grip and invisibility, startled by the change. She searched for the dam of power within her instinctively, worried that she’d pushed too far, and found that it did indeed feel less stable. In fact, it seemed spider-webbed with cracks, about to burst at any second. But before she could ask to pause the exercise, Nightsoul interrupted.

      Now, back to the ground! she called, diving steeply. The move dislodged Dez—apparently the dragon believed in a sink-or-swim teaching method, or in this case, teleport-or-fall. Already off-balance, Dez scrabbled at Nightsoul’s scales before she slipped from the dragon’s back entirely. Her arms pinwheeled as panic shrieked through her. She felt pretty sure Nightsoul wouldn’t actually let her fall—the dragon was already reaching for her rider, talons carefully retracted—but Dez’s instincts kicked in and she grabbed for her magic.

      Black mist swept over her. The dam cracked and weakened further, about to break entirely—and then her memory of the swamp paled to almost nothing and another memory reared into full brilliance behind it.

      A beautiful city built in a valley, sprawling up the slopes of rippling emerald mountains. A palace made of glistening white marble. Fountains that gushed with sparkling clean water; children shrieking with laughter as they dove for coins. Dez could almost hear their voices—they were distinctive, melodic with a strange, rounded accent that she couldn’t place.

      Then the smoke dissipated and she stumbled to her knees on the ground, gasping for air. She clutched her head, her eyes wide with fear. Her memory of the swamp had just vanished. Like it had been nothing but a clear glass window onto this—this other world, this other memory that she was positive wasn’t hers and didn’t belong in her head. Was this what it felt like to lose a memory? Had she gone too far?

      A gust of wind rustled her hair as Nightsoul landed at her side. Well done! the dragon praised her. I knew you could do it. Then she paused, seeing Dez’s distress. I wouldn’t have let you fall, she said, concerned now. I just thought you needed the extra nudge. Sometimes strong emotion can help one push through mental or magical obstacles. Are you hurt?

      Dez dropped her hands away from her head, checking herself over. “No, I’m… I’m fine, I think,” she managed. “I just—my memories…”

      What is it?

      Dez fumbled to explain what had happened. When she was done, Nightsoul sat back on her haunches and considered things.

      I’m not certain what this is, she said at last, her tone thoughtful and a little worried. It doesn’t feel like magical overuse, but I can’t be sure—I have too little experience, and my genetic memory won’t help for things like this. We should wait until Lula arrives, and then demonstrate for her and see what she thinks.

      Dez gaped at her. “You want me to do that again? Why can’t I just tell Lula what happened when I did it this time?”

      There may be clues Lula could pick up on that we cannot see, things she can direct you to try in the heat of the moment so that she can get a better idea of what is happening.

      “What if I push myself too far? I don’t want to end up like Jinna!”

      Lula will know if it’s dangerous and won’t allow you to demonstrate if it is, Nightsoul soothed her. But it doesn’t sound like overuse to me, and if it’s not that, then we need to know what it is, especially if it could be a liability later. We can’t risk facing your parents when your magic is unstable.

      Shock rippled through Dez at her dragon’s matter-of-fact tone. Oddly, though, the emotion seemed to help stabilize her, and she straightened up. “Don’t say that,” she told Nightsoul.

      We cannot avoid it. It’s best to tell truth, even when it may hurt. And the truth is, we may have to fight your parents in battle for the good of the world, Nightsoul said, firmly but gently.

      Dez took a deep breath. “I can’t—I can’t talk about this right now.”

      Very well. But you will have to face the truth, whatever that may be, sooner or later. Best to be prepared for it.

      Wanting to avoid the topic, Dez turned back to their earlier discussion. “I’m still not sure if demonstrating for Lula is the best idea. When I use too much magic, it’s like there’s this dam inside me. There’s so much power that’s just waiting, about to break out and flood me. I don’t know what will happen if it’s released, but it feels like it could be… I don’t know, destructive. Catastrophic, even. It feels like a risk whenever I get close to tapping into it.”

      Nightsoul watched her for a moment, and Dez thought she might be disappointed that Dez still feared her magic and power. But she didn’t say anything about it, instead commenting, We can speak to Lula of that, too. But it is ultimately up to you whether or not to push yourself, to demonstrate for her so she can get a better idea of what’s happening.

      Dez sighed and rubbed her head. Her dragon was right. The only way to figure this out was to show Lula exactly what was going on and give her aunt the opportunity to direct Dez in the midst of it. It was a risk, but at least Nightsoul had said that, whatever it was, it didn’t sound like magic overuse. She’d just have to trust that the dragon was right.

      “Okay,” Dez said at last. “I’ll show her when they get here.”
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      Lula and Dez’s brothers shuffled toward the meeting point a little after noon. Dez had what passed for a meal waiting for them: berries and barely edible tubers, along with the last of the dried meat they’d brought from Lula’s hut. With the Minocri on their tails, they couldn’t afford a campfire.

      Khan and Pieter started eating immediately. They’d both lost a bit of weight during the arduous journey, but while it just made Khan look leaner and more dangerous, Pieter was starting to look gangly and even scrawny. Dez made a mental note to set aside part of her own portion for him at the next meal.

      Unlike the boys, Lula wasn’t eating yet. Instead, she took one look at Nightsoul and Dez and narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong?” she demanded.

      Khan looked up from his handful of berries, scanning Dez. For once, his expression looked concerned rather than crabby. “Everything okay, Dez?” he asked.

      She bit her lip. “Something happened while I was training,” she said, and then she told the story as best she could manage it. She fumbled at some points, though, since she still didn’t quite know what had happened or what had caused it. Lula’s eyes narrowed further as Dez spoke, but it was Khan who responded first.

      “I told you magic was dangerous,” he said, his berries forgotten as he shook his head. “Are you okay? Do you think your memories will recover?”

      She reached for her memory of the midnight swamp. It was a little bit faded, but she could still recall the gators hissing and the way the shadows pooled. She shrugged. “My memories are fine. I could probably use a little recharging, but they’re not gone. It’s just—I don’t understand what my vision, or whatever it was, means. It was like a memory, but I know I’ve never seen any place like that before in real life. Was I hallucinating or something?” she asked, addressing the question to Lula.

      Her aunt frowned, deep in thought. “I’m not sure,” she said at last. “I think Nightsoul is right—it doesn’t feel like overuse, especially since your memories are still intact. A bit of fading is perfectly normal, just as much as sore muscles when you first start sparring,” she pointed out to Khan, who’d seemed about to protest and whose expression was now tight with dislike. He shrugged, like it didn’t matter to him one way or the other, and went back to his berries.

      “So, you have no idea what it could be? Or what the dam I’m sensing means?” Dez asked, dismayed. She’d counted on Lula to have the answers and felt lost and alone without her aunt’s certainty.

      But Lula pursed her lips. “I’m not sure about the dam, but I have an idea of what the vision might mean. I’ll need you to demonstrate for me, though, and tell me what’s happening and follow my directions while the visions are coming so I can test my idea and see if I’m right.”

      Dez swallowed and nodded. Nightsoul touched her snout to Dez’s shoulder in support. You can do this, the dragon said, and then she spread her wings. Since we’ll be delayed here longer than expected while Dez demonstrates, I will go scout to make sure the Minocri haven’t gained too much ground. Dez, I will feel if you need me and will return if you do, but I think you’ll be fine.

      Dez gave her dragon a shaky smile and nod in return, and Nightsoul whooshed into the air. Dez turned to face her aunt. “So, what should I do? Just teleport around, invisible again?”

      Pieter had been watching avidly, his own lunch forgotten. At Dez’s question, he raised his hand as if he were in a classroom. Lula rolled her eyes, but fondly, and nodded for him to speak.

      “I think you should try to use more types of magic,” he said. “It seems to be harder for you to concentrate when you’re trying to multitask that way, even though it doesn’t use up too much more actual power. So, you won’t risk overuse, but you’ll be distracted enough that maybe the vision will come through more strongly or clearly this time, and we’ll get enough information to understand what it’s happening.”

      Lula raised her brow. “That’s a good idea. Let’s try, say, having you teleport in long jumps while atrophying some of the trees around here with black fire, and staying invisible, as well.”

      “That’s too much!” Dez protested. “I just recently learned how to do magic in the first place—it’s nearly impossible for me to do two types of magic at once right now, let alone three.”

      But Lula shook her head. “Pieter is right. Using multiple types of magic at once won’t put any more pressure on your memories than using one type after the other, but it will strain your focus—as will attempting to communicate with us about what’s going on during this experiment—which may let us get a better picture of what’s happening to you. Just try it.”

      Dez hesitated, torn. “But what about that dam? Do you think it’s related to the vision?”

      Lula spread her hands. “I’m not certain what the dam is, but if it’s some sort of reservoir of power or represents a deeper level of magical strength, I’d say it’s much more likely to be a potential asset than something to be feared in and of itself. Now, stop delaying and go deteriorate some brush.”

      Dez sighed but acquiesced. Reaching for her memories of the swamp again, she teleported to the far side of the clearing. Hesitating before she reached for the marshy gloom, she nevertheless steeled herself and went invisible anyway, splitting her focus to try to maintain both strands of memories as she teleported again.

      Her memory of the swamp started to go transparent again. “The memory is fading!” she called to Lula.

      “It’s getting harder to recall?” Lula asked quickly, her eyes sharp.

      Dez frowned. “No, I still remember it; it’s just like… like there’s something deeper, something behind it. Like it’s some sort of clear tapestry draped over my vision and now I can make out what’s behind it.”

      Lula nodded and leaned back, satisfied. “That doesn’t sound like overuse. Keep going.”

      Dez took a deep breath and began summoning black fire in her hand, remembering the way black swamp muck stuck to her boots, how it sucked at each step. How everything that died in the swamp eventually deteriorated into that rich black muck.

      A flame leapt to life in her hand. The outline of her arm flickered in and out of invisibility and she gritted her teeth, trying to concentrate.

      The memory of the strange land rose up again, clearer than ever. Mountains and hills rolling in the late afternoon sunshine—a golden-green summer day. The beautiful palace that sat by a river.

      “What are you seeing? Speak up! And try throwing more of your senses into the new memories—can you hear anything? Smell anything?” Lula demanded.

      Dez strained further, trying to focus enough to speak while also maintaining the magics. “Um, I’m seeing the—the mountains, the hills. It’s summer, all golden and green. The palace is made of marble and it sits on an island in the middle of a wide river that parts around it. The water twinkles in the sun; it’s late afternoon, I think.” She strained to throw more of her senses into the memory. Last time, she’d heard children laughing—she strained to listen for that again.

      “Good,” Lula said. “Keep going; don’t just look where the vision directs you, try to look around; force your perspective to change. See how deep the memory goes.”

      Dez did, and was surprised when the memory seemed to widen, showing her more of the city near the palace. “Uh… the city is all faded red rooftops. There’s some smoke—smells like… cooking. Bread, meat.” She paused to inhale. She could smell the memory, not just see it. Her mouth watered at the scents; they hadn’t had fresh bread or meat that hadn’t been dried to a leathery consistency in a while now.

      Then the dam cracked, shuddering deep within her and yanking her back to her senses. “The dam!” she said, alarmed. “It feels like it’s about to break. I need to stop.”

      Lula’s face was creased with wrinkles, her gaze faraway. “Yes, go ahead, you can stop,” she said absently, with a wave of her hand.

      Relieved, Dez dropped her magic. Her form rippled back into visibility. In front of her sat a pile of ash that had formerly been an oak tree. She sat down, shaky and tired and nervous about what Lula would say. Her aunt remained deep in thought, chewing on her lip, while Pieter scribbled madly in his notebook. He glanced up and spotted Dez watching.

      “You did good,” he offered, shooting her a smile and then putting down his pencil to toss her something. Dez caught it: a strand of pork jerky.

      “Thanks,” she said. She felt better as soon as she started to eat. Her memories were still a little dark and grainy, though. She needed to try to connect deeply with Nightsoul again soon to see if she could recharge her memories of the swamp like she had the other night.

      Lula observed her eating, and then nodded. “You are even stronger than I thought,” she said at last. “That was very impressive magic for a beginner. With training, I think you could be a match for your parents.”

      Mixed feelings swirled through Dez at the mention of her parents. Joy at being compared to them and the potential of fulfilling their legacy; fear and worry when she remembered that that legacy might no longer be what she’d once thought it was. She took another bite of the jerky and stuffed the emotions down, hoping she might feel better after she ate.

      Lula was frowning into the distance now. “I was wrong,” she said.

      Dez blinked. “About me being strong?” she asked around the bite of jerky, confused.

      “No, not that. About your odd new memories. I thought they might be the gift of prophecy, like I have. But what you’re describing isn’t that. It’s… something that shouldn’t be possible.” She paused to shake her head, her expression still troubled.

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Pieter said after a moment, his pencil hovering above the page again.

      Lula huffed. “Those are memories you shouldn’t have, Desiree. The place you described—that’s Gald. That’s your parents’ homeland, the country of your birth. But there’s no way you’d be able to remember it. You were just a newborn when you were there.”

      The words sank into Dez, comprehension of their meaning coming a few beats later. The place Dez had seen was the country that should have been her home. The castle was the one that had housed her parents, until Ashimax had turned them from royalty into refugees. That sparkling river, that golden-green summer day, those peaceful houses with their smells of feasting—that was what Dez’s life was supposed to have been. What it would have been if not for the Spirit King.

      But instead of that beautiful, happy city, she’d grown up in a village that hated her. Ashimax had taken her past from her as surely as he had taken her parents, one way or another. Anger festered in her.

      “How could she be remembering something from when she was that young, then?” Pieter piped up, breaking into Dez’s thoughts. The shade from the oak trees stretched over part of the clearing now, and his hair was dappled in dark and light. Khan had finished eating his own meager lunch now and sat several yards behind Pieter on a tree stump, studiously ignoring them all.

      “I have absolutely no idea,” Lula said. “We’ll need a more experienced magic user to help us understand. But just to make absolutely certain it’s not overuse—Dez, do your memories feel any more drained now? Do you feel depressed, or like you’re sick and feverish? Are you having trouble recalling details that used to come easily?”

      Dez took a moment to think about it, wanting to be sure of her answer since she still feared the possibility of winding up a shell of a person like Jinna. “No,” she said at last. “Just faded a little more, like they are after I use a lot of magic.”

      “Good.” Lula grabbed a handful of berries and popped them into her mouth, like the subject was closed.

      But Dez couldn’t help being dissatisfied by the lack of answers. “What about the dam?” she asked. “Do you have any idea what that could be now?”

      “No, but I say to just keep practicing and get more comfortable with it. It may be part of the prophecy—part of the reason you’ll be a great dragon rider and vital to the Rebellion. Maybe this new magic, whatever it is, is the Creator Goddess working through you. Who knows? It could be the key to defeating the Spirit King’s armies.”

      Pieter grinned. The expression was sweet and almost innocent, making him look younger than his sixteen years. “Maybe after she’s done defeating the armies with her special memory magic, she can summon us up some better food. Maybe a whole roast hog. We had those on feast days, remember?” he asked, his voice wistful.

      Dez sprawled across the grass, still tired. “Yeah,” she said. “They’d turn it on the spit for hours. You could smell it anywhere in the village.”

      “Then they’d stick it on skewers with pineapple and drizzle it in honey.”

      “It was served with apple cider.”

      “Then there’d be dancing.” Pieter sighed dreamily. “I always wanted to ask a girl to dance. Think I’ll ever get to, now?”

      “I bet they have dances at the Rebellion.” Dez decided to be positive. “And hey, when we beat the Spirit King, I bet there’ll be a huge party. Tons of roast hog and apple cider and dancing for everyone!”

      He tilted his head at her, his dark brown eyes turning a touch more serious. “Then you could go home if you wanted,” he noted. “To Gald. Would you want to?”

      The question hit her like a brick wall, snapping her out of her happy thoughts. “I… I don’t know. I don’t even know what it would look like now. I doubt the Spirit King left that pretty palace and all those cute houses intact. Probably most of the people are either refugees like me or drafted into his army by now.” She hesitated. “But, yeah. I think I would like to see it, someday. I’d like to see everything. I’ve always kind of dreamed of traveling the world.”

      “Can’t really do that till Ashimax is history,” Pieter noted, “what with the trade restrictions and all the bandits. Though, I guess with a dragon, you could just fly above all that.”

      Dez blinked. She hadn’t thought of it like that. “I guess so,” she admitted. “It would be pretty cool to see the world from dragonback. After we defeat the Spirit King, anyway.”

      “Sounds great to me. Just leave me at the oceanside on your way. And maybe drop Khan off in the desert. He’ll be right at home with all those prickly cacti I hear are out there.”

      “I heard that, dolt,” Khan called, but there was a thread of amusement in his tone. Maybe he was finally lightening up a little.

      “See? Prickly,” Pieter noted, and he got a berry thrown at his head for the effort. Pieter swept it up and popped it in his mouth with a wink at Dez.

      “You two boys need to go practice sparring,” Lula said. “Pieter, work on incorporating your magic into your sparring style as much as you can.”

      Pieter groaned. “I’m not nearly as good at that as Dez.”

      “Which is why you need to work on—” Lula started to reply, but she was interrupted by a gust of air and a large shadow falling over the clearing. Nightsoul tucked in her wings and landed heavily in the middle of the clearing.

      The enemy’s forces are almost upon us, she reported without preamble, her voice tense.

      Everyone shot upright. “How close?” Lula demanded, back to being militaristic and no-nonsense at a moment’s notice.

      Perhaps an hour away. We likely cannot escape, especially as the terrain in this area is so steep. The Minocri are much better climbers than humans.

      Khan spoke up. “You could carry us out, one at a time if you need to. It might be enough to give us a bit of a head start.”

      “No,” Lula cut in. “It would take too long, and risk leaving Nightsoul—our best asset—too tired to fight.”

      “So, what do we do?” Dez asked. She grabbed the few things that had been unpacked for their break and started stuffing them back into the packs.

      “We need to take whatever advantages we can find. We need to go on the offensive,” Lula decided.

      Khan was quick to follow her train of thought. “An ambush.”

      “Yes,” Lula confirmed. “I bet there’ll be good spots further into the hills. We’ll discuss strategy more when we see what the exact terrain is, but Dez and Pieter, we’ll need you to use your magic if we’re to have any chance at getting out of this one with all of us alive.” Her mouth was a tight, grim line.

      Dez paused in the middle of tying her pack shut. “You mean—the new magic? The reservoir behind the dam?” She couldn’t help the worry in her tone. She wasn’t ready to use that magic yet. She worried she wouldn’t be able to control it, wouldn’t stand a chance at holding it back if she let it loose once. It felt like it was capable of obliterating anything in her path, including her friends and allies.

      “That’s up to you,” Lula said. “But this battle will be more serious than anything you’ve ever faced before.” She glanced at Khan and then Pieter in turn, her expression grave. “All three of you have been preparing for this your whole lives, but nothing could ever truly ready you for a real battle. It’ll be intense—fast, instinctive, and ugly. We’ll try to get any tactical advantage an ambush can give us, but we’re vastly outnumbered. Even if they’ve left their recruits behind and brought just the Minocri and that Frazid, which it sounds like they may have done in order to move that quickly. We do have a dragon, and it helps that Nightsoul can instill fear in her enemies—but the more enemies that Nightsoul is trying to affect, the more diluted their fear will become. Even with her claws and teeth and abilities, the odds will still be about ten to one.”

      The clearing was silent for a moment, with only the noise of insects buzzing lazily to fill the somber quiet. Dez slowly finished tying her pack shut. She wasn’t sure what she should do. It sounded like the power behind the dam might be necessary to keep her family safe, and she’d do anything for them—but she was terribly worried about accidentally hurting them, too. She’d just have to wait and see, she decided. She’d have to do as much as she could without it and hope she wouldn’t need it, and then, if worse came to worst… well. She’d cross that bridge when she came to it. She pulled the pack on her back and climbed onto Nightsoul’s back. The dragon blew out a breath and flexed her talons, her eagerness to face the enemy evident. Dez was beyond thankful to have her on their side; perhaps, with Nightsoul there, Dez wouldn’t need to use whatever power was beyond the dam.

      Lula glanced over the four of them with a critical eye and then nodded. “Into battle, then. Follow me.”
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      They hustled for twenty minutes before they found a site Lula deemed good enough for an ambush: a deep ravine that cut a swath through the forest, its sides pocked with large boulders. Heavy, dead logs lay in spots over its top, their trunks spotted here and there with tiny tree frogs that glowed with bright pink and blue patterns. The sides of the ravine were steep enough that even the Minocri would have trouble climbing them in a hurry.

      Lula stood a little way away, unbuckling Nightsoul’s heavy pack and tugging it to a hiding spot behind a nearby boulder, and then she started digging through it in search of something. While she was occupied, Khan examined the scene with a critical eye, rubbing at his jawline where his stubble had grown thicker over the last few days. “Dez,” he said, “see if you can roll some of these bigger boulders into the entry of the ravine to narrow it further—the fewer Minocri coming this way at a time, the better. Pieter, you start building a stash of fist-sized rocks and hide them and yourself behind one of those boulders. You can throw them down into the horde when they get here. Aim for their heads. You probably won’t be able to do much damage that way, but you might be able to confuse them.”

      Pieter slung his pack off his back, tossing it a good ways up toward a large, moss-covered boulder protruding from the side of the steep slope. “While you do what?” he asked then, eyebrows raised.

      Khan motioned at the dead trees that had fallen sideways over the top of the ravine. “I can take some time before they reach us to shift some of those logs, and then I’ll shove them down onto the Minocri when they pass beneath. That could take out two or three of them at once if we’re lucky.”

      Pieter snorted. “Taking the most heroic role for yourself, as always,” he muttered under his breath as he ducked down to scoop up a few smaller rocks. Dez wanted to smirk, but she felt too nervous to summon the expression.

      Khan raised an eyebrow and shoved Pieter, hard but mostly playfully. “Would you rather push the thousand-pound logs down the steep cliff in the middle of battle?” he asked.

      Pieter huffed and rubbed his arm where his brother had shoved him, but conceded the point. “No.”

      “Then I’ll take it upon myself to do the hero’s work,” Khan said, with one of his old carefree smiles. He started up the slope.

      Nightsoul lifted her head, catching the tail end of the conversation from her spot next to Lula. I could push the logs, the dragon called archly to Khan’s retreating back.

      “Save those claws of yours for more important work,” he said over his shoulder—putting a quick end to the first semblance of a civil conversation Dez had heard pass between the two of them. She at least managed a small smile at the sign that Khan had forgiven her for keeping secrets and was adjusting to the new situation, but most of her was too busy listening to the sounds of the forest, to see if she could hear any approaching footsteps beneath the chirping birds and croaking tree frogs. According to Nightsoul’s estimate, they should have another half hour or so, but Dez still couldn’t help worrying, even as she moved toward the largest of the nearby boulders to roll them into the ravine’s entry.

      Lula, who was apparently done digging in Nightsoul’s dropped pack, hauled a large bundle of cloth into the ravine. She saw everyone working at their tasks and glanced up at Khan with a frown. “What, did you hand out assignments without consulting me? No one put you in charge,” she called after him, irritation suffusing her voice. The teenagers and Nightsoul might have been trying to diffuse the tension, but Lula’s sharp gaze showed that she wasn’t forgetting for a second what they were here to do: fight an impossible battle against a swiftly approaching enemy.

      Khan had almost reached the first log now. “But it’s a good idea.”

      “Maybe so, but you’re not the person who gives orders around here. You won’t make any kind of soldier at all if you go around trying to usurp your commanding officers’ authority. Try making a suggestion. Ask a question. Be polite. It’d do you a world of good, boy.”

      Agreed, Nightsoul added, her arch tone turning smug.

      Khan said nothing, but his shoulders tensed a little as he stopped to examine the first log. Lula rolled her eyes. “Be careful not to leave tracks!” she called in a low voice after him. Then she turned to the others. “Pieter, I do think throwing rocks is a good role for you, but I have something else for you, too, just in case you get caught with an enemy at close range. Which, unfortunately, will likely happen today.” She nudged the bundle of cloth—which was actually several smaller packs and tied-together oblong shapes—and then knelt to pull something from it. She came out with a long dagger. The handle looked to be carved antler, lovely in a simple way, and the blade appeared to be sturdy and wicked sharp.

      “That’s for me?” Pieter asked, happily unsheathing his practice sword and tossing it aside. He shifted the armful of rocks that he’d already gathered and took the dagger reverently, testing its grip. It looked natural in his hand, Dez noted approvingly—the sword had been starting to look too big for him, with how skinny he’d grown during their trip, and he’d never been better than average with the larger weapon anyway.

      “It is,” Lula confirmed, “and I’ve got something for you, too, Dez.”

      Dez finished shoving her boulder into place and then walked over to see what Lula had. Her aunt pulled out a sword—a hefty, wide, two-handed sword with a double-edged blade. It took Lula obvious effort to lift it, but its weight felt just right in Dez’s hands: solid and reassuring. It was big enough to do some serious damage when combined with Dez’s strength, too. Lula gave her a special sheath to put it in—one that slung the covered blade over her back, which felt more stable than having such a heavy blade dragging at her waist.

      “I’ve got one for Khan, too, when he gets done being heroic with the logs,” she said as she pulled out another blade. This one was thinner and longer, its blade made of bone like Pieter’s, but with inlaid silver spiraling around the handle.

      “That’s a nice weapon,” Pieter remarked. “Where’d you get it?”

      “Lifted them off a cart of loot making its way to the Spirit King’s capital a while back,” she replied. “Better we have them than him. I figured I might need them someday, and I was right.”

      There was a moment of quiet while Lula started unwrapping an oblong-shaped bundle—presumably her own weapon—and Dez used the time to listen carefully again for any sound of an approaching Minocri horde, even as she scanned for another boulder to move.

      They are not yet so close, Nightsoul said, catching her worry. She shot the dragon a small, grateful smile, but it dropped away quickly. Then she spotted what Lula had unwrapped, and her fear dropped away for a moment into surprise.

      “What is that?” she asked in awe, stepping closer for a better look. Lula had unwrapped a remarkable suit of armor. It was made of beautifully gleaming silver chain mail and leather, with a full-face helmet—which looked vaguely familiar, though Dez couldn’t quite place why. On the right side of the chest was a faded royal crest: a red and gold dragon breathing fire.

      But the thing beneath the armor was even more amazing. It was a spear, beautifully crafted, and incredibly sharp. It was decorated simply, with lovely red and gold accents.

      “That armor is awesome,” Pieter said. His tone was adoring as he reached out to tap on the helmet, cradling his load of rocks in his other arm. “Is that steel?”

      Lula nodded. “Strong Galdian steel.”

      Pieter gave a low whistle and then went back to gathering stones, but Dez was still bent over the spear, admiring it. “This is amazing craftsmanship,” she said, daring to run her finger down the sturdy shaft.

      “That’s Galdian, too,” Lula said softly. “Every member of the royal family was given a spear like this when they reached adulthood. One day, if all goes well, I’ll make sure you get one of your own.”

      Dez sighed to think of it—having a custom-made weapon as beautiful and deadly as this one. The thought of it settled her a little.

      We should finish preparing the ambush, Nightsoul said soberly, lifting her head to sniff at the air. They draw closer.

      Dez nodded and moved toward the next large boulder, even as a shudder of fearful anticipation went through her at the dragon’s words. Her very first battle was almost upon her, and from what Lula had said earlier, it would be the most difficult fight of her life so far. She still wasn’t sure what she should do. Use her power? Hold it back and hope they didn’t need it?

      Another option struck her suddenly. She could run, draw the enemy forces away from her family. That Frazid only wanted her. He didn’t even seem to know she had a dragon. If they caught her, they wouldn’t pursue the others.

      She could save her little family without ever having to use the frightening power that lay behind the dam.

      “Dez, I’m afraid you’ll have to be the bait,” Lula broke into her thoughts, pulling her armor on and rolling her pack back up. “According to what you said about that conversation you overheard, they’ll be searching for you specifically. Jaklin—that little swamp rat”—Here, Lula spit on the ground—“will be with them, and she knows your habit of taking long walks in the wilderness to think. So, it won’t seem too suspicious if they come upon you out here in front of the ravine walking by yourself. Then, after they spot you, you take off like you’re fleeing, while you actually lead them into the ravine where we stand a better chance of putting them down.”

      Dez swallowed dryly, but nodded, trying to set her fears aside. She lowered her shoulder and put all her strength into moving the next boulder into place at the ravine’s entry, then kicking pebbles and dead leaves over the trail she’d left behind.

      Lula patted her on the shoulder. “Pieter and Khan already have their roles. I’ll use fire magic to blast them from above and I’ll skewer anyone who gets too close.” She hefted her spear. “Nightsoul, you’re our secret weapon. You rise up for the first attack, when they’re grouped together and unaware, and then play defense after that—try to pick off any enemy forces that look like they’re getting the better of one of us, and instill fear in as many of them as you can, though I’m afraid those monsters are less likely to be as easily influenced by it as humans and animals.” Her voice was grim as she added, “And if you get a chance to slice that Frazid to bits, take it.”

      Nightsoul dipped her head in affirmation, baring her teeth at the mention of Geskid. Dez’s ever-strengthening bond with her allowed her to feel the dragon’s thread of hatred for the monstrous creature who’d threatened her rider, and knowing Nightsoul was on her side made Dez feel a little safer.

      Too soon, though, the ambush was all prepared, and all of Dez’s backup was hidden out of sight above the ravine. Quiet fell on the forest like a heavy blanket as Dez took up her position in front of the forest, exposed to the spot where the enemy force would appear. Now, it was just a matter of waiting.

      She could do this, she told herself, trying to look casual. Everyone was depending on her. She lifted her chin and started striding along slowly in front of the ravine, keeping her gaze faraway like she was thinking. She kicked at rocks and twigs as she went, too, making as much noise as she could without seeming like she was deliberately trying to lead the Minocri to her location. Though, of course, that was exactly what she was doing.

      Dez paused at the far side of the ravine’s entrance. The forest remained quiet around her: birds chirping, a few tree frogs croaking a little ways away. No crunch of leaves or twigs. No Minocri yet.

      Maybe her little group should’ve run after all. Maybe they could’ve escaped. Maybe she was serving herself up as bait for no reason at all.

      Tension roiled in Dez’s stomach and she took a deep breath, trying to force herself to stay calm, to not spiral into fears and what-ifs. She turned and started slowly back across the entrance to the ravine again, lifting her hand to the hilt of her brand-new sword to reassure herself  that she wasn’t defenseless. It felt right in her hand, reassuring. Still, she couldn’t help but imagine how much better a spear would feel. She hoped she really would one day get a truly magnificent weapon like Lula’s.

      If all went well. If they survived today. And if they survived tomorrow, and next week, and next month, and all the attacks the Spirit King would surely send their way.

      Suddenly, a shout came from the edge of the woods leading up to the ravine. “That’s her!” The voice was melodic and familiar. Jaklin.

      Heart racing, Dez froze, lifting her gaze. There, not twenty yards in front of her, were nearly two dozen Minocri. The lumbering bull-men were massive, thicker around than any of the tree trunks nearby. Jaklin stood a little ways in front of them, pointing at Dez with a fierce, triumphant sneer on her face. And standing next to her was Geskid.

      Geskid, the Frazid. Who ate the flesh of those he killed, and who was nearly impossible to kill himself.

      What was Dez doing? Her little family couldn’t stand a chance against this. And if Dez tried to use her powers, it might backfire, or it might overwhelm her, or it might not even be enough to make a difference.

      Geskid smiled, baring his unnaturally sharp teeth. “Take her,” he said.

      The horde of Minocri barreled toward Dez.

      She should run. Right now. If she ran into the forest, if she sacrificed herself in leading this force away from her loved ones, she could save her brothers and Lula and Nightsoul.

      Decision made, Dez took one long, sprinting step toward the forest—and Nightsoul roared to life in her mind.

      HOW DARE YOU! snarled the dragon, speaking through their bond for her ears only.

      Dez winced and covered her ears. “I—I have to—” she tried, but the dragon cut her off.

      How dare you put yourself in such danger, with no thought for the pain that losing you would cause me, would cause all of us!

      Dez hesitated. The Minocri had already covered half the distance between them. She could feel their heavy footsteps shaking the ground beneath her feet. She had to make a decision, right now, or one would be made for her when they swept over her in a deadly tide.

      She fisted her hands, tried to draw courage close around her like a cloak, and then spun and fled into the ravine.
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      The Minocri roared behind her. Geskid said something sharp—and Dez winced at wondering if he could be guessing this would make the perfect ambush—but the Minocri were lost to their own excitement and bloodlust already, and not a one of them paused. Dez raced down the middle of the ravine. Its sides rose steeply above her, boulders lying scattered about the slopes. A flock of squawking ravens exploded into the air as the small horde rushed down the trail, and the birds startled Dez so that she nearly tripped over a downed branch in her path. She barely managed to plant one hand on it and leap over it in time, the bottom of her sword’s sheath banging against it as she passed. The Minocri thundered right through the obstacle, smashing it to bits.

      Just a little further. Just a few more seconds.

      They had to make sure to get all of the Minocri and Geskid as deep into the ravine as possible so that they could pick them off more easily.

      There was a sharp corner up ahead; that was the spot. Dez picked up her pace, pumping her arms and legs, trying not to hear how close the Minocris’ roars were behind her. And then she was taking the corner, her feet skidding on the ground and cutting long trenches through the short grass. The Minocri rounded the corner behind her.

      And Nightsoul rose into the sky above them.

      Dez’s steps slowed of their own volition as she froze, caught in admiration. Her dragon was magnificently menacing, a midnight-black threat hanging in the sky above her enemies like death itself. Nightsoul tilted her head down, breathed in, and roared. Dez dove out of the way just in time to avoid the stream of fire that came with the earth-shattering noise. Several Minocri caught ablaze, but most of them dove out of the way in time. Through the chaos, Dez spotted Geskid staring right at her, his black eyes narrowed as he glanced from her to Nightsoul. Then he leapt through the flames, a long dagger in each hand, and sprinted toward her.

      He was unnaturally fast. Panicking, Dez wrapped herself in smoke teleportation to get away more quickly, but barely had enough time to draw her sword before he was nearly upon her—drawing it was awkward, as she hadn’t ever had her sheath strapped to her back before, and she struggled for a moment until she got the sword out. Giving herself time, she blasted black fire at him, but he dodged easily.

      A massive Minocri hand blocked her vision. There wasn’t enough time to get away.

      “Dez!” came Khan’s shout, and the massive hand retracted. The Minocri it belonged to roared as a log smashed down atop him, bearing him to the ground. Dez dove out of the way just in time to avoid being pummeled herself. Panicked tree frogs leapt off the logs as they rolled, their screeching croaks breaking through the clash of metal and the guttural grunts of Minocri.

      “Thanks!” Dez shouted gratefully to her older brother as she quickly teleported further away from Geskid. But there were three more Minocri there, too, and although she managed to get in a quick slash of the sword at one of them, she had to teleport away again before she could do any real damage.

      “Help!” came a cry.

      Pieter.

      She craned her neck, searching frantically for her younger brother. There—a Minocri had him pinned to the ground, its massive fist around his neck while it held a sword high with its other hand, about to strike. Quickly, Dez teleported herself to his side, turning invisible when she arrived so that she could attack unseen.

      The Minocri grunted and swung his sword at her blindly. Dez ducked beneath it, breathing hard, and countered with a quick thrust. It was enough to allow Pieter to scramble up, grab his dagger, and duck away. But then Dez’s invisibility flickered and the Minocri spotted her. The creature swung its sword again, and Dez frantically wrapped herself in smoke and teleported away again—but the edge of the weapon caught her arm and bit in hard before she could vanish. She cried out and stumbled, pulling out of the teleportation magic earlier than she’d meant to. She’d only managed to get a few feet away from the Minocri.

      Razor-sharp white talons reached from the sky and plucked up the Minocri as he came after her again. Nightsoul lifted into the air, her wings beating hard to carry the heavy load far into the sky before she dropped him.

      Dez looked away before he hit the ground. Minocri were monsters that mindlessly served the Spirit King; they weren’t people, but she still didn’t like killing them or watching them die. But she breathed a little easier anyway—one less enemy for her to fight.

      Then she turned and looked down into the ravine, and she tensed up again. Only a handful of Minocri were down. She counted those still standing: more than a dozen Minocri, one turncoat teenager, and a deadly Frazid.

      Khan fought off to her side, partway up the ravine’s slope. He was handling his own with the Minocri in front of him, dealing some serious damage, but then two more joined in against him and Lula had to spray a blast of fire across them to keep Khan from being overwhelmed. Pieter was darting from boulder to boulder, slipping in behind Minocri and catching them unawares, slashing and running. He paused for a moment as he darted past Dez, spotting her injury as she assessed where her help was needed most.

      “Here,” he said, quickly brushing his hand over the spot as his brow furrowed, and after a moment, Dez’s pain eased. He flashed her a quick, if tight, smile as he hurried off to assist Lula, who’d gotten pinned down under an attack by four Minocri. Dez followed behind him.

      Join me! We are more powerful together, Nightsoul roared to Dez from below. She was in the deep of the ravine, talons sweeping in deadly arcs, downing two Minocri in a single blow.

      “I can’t!” Dez shouted, ducking beneath a Minocri’s thrust and grabbing Pieter’s arm, yanking him out of the way of a blow that another monster had been about to deliver to the back of his neck. Dez shot black fire at the Minocri and managed to catch him off guard—his sword melted away to ashes in his hands. She spared another quick glance to Nightsoul. As much as she wanted to fight from Nightsoul’s back, she had to stay here and help keep her brothers alive.

      Lula, at least, could handle the Minocri. Her spear was a blur of white against the ravine’s slopes, whirling and thrusting and slashing. She had two more Minocri on the ground in the space of minutes. But a flash of blue alerted Dez that Geskid knew as well as they did that Lula was their best asset, and the Frazid set upon her before she could turn.

      Dez sprinted away from Pieter to assist her. She attacked one of the Minocri fighting alongside Geskid, and a quick parry-thrust of her wide blade sent it staggering. She finished it off with a well-timed kick, sending the monster tumbling down the steep slope. But three more Minocri had spotted their fight and were nearly upon them already—not to mention Geskid himself. He was a blue-and-white whirlwind, dancing around Lula’s spear attacks with deadly grace. His two long daggers flashed in the dappled sunlight, drawing blood on Lula’s arm and then her calf. Dez tried to strike him with black fire, but he moved so fast it was nearly impossible to hit him, and plus, he was so close to Lula that Dez couldn’t help hesitating for fear of hurting her aunt.

      Dez turned her attention to the Minocri instead. Perhaps if she could clear one or two of those away, Lula might be able to focus better on dispatching Geskid. Throwing all of her physical strength into the attack, Dez lunged forward, engaging the tallest Minocri and drawing it away from Lula. In between hurried slashes and dodges, she caught sight of Khan. He was fighting three Minocri at once and it looked like he was doing quite a lot more defense than offense now. Nightsoul swooped in to help him, grabbing one of the Minocri and throwing it sideways hard enough to break bones—but then Geskid paused in his attack on Lula to throw a long, thin spurt of blue flame at the dragon.

      Nightsoul howled in agony when the flame touched her leg, and she snapped at the Frazid. Geskid was too fast, though, and danced away quickly, then turned the dodge neatly into another slashing attack at Lula.

      Dez, too, was being overwhelmed. The Minocri in front of her was bleeding from where many of her attacks had hit home, but these monsters were much bigger than her, and took so much effort to put down. She finally managed to get in a thrust strong enough to send the bull-man staggering, and then spun around, searching the field of battle to see where she was needed most.

      She sucked in a breath as she scanned the ravine. They were losing. It was evident everywhere she looked. Lula couldn’t stand up to Geskid, and Nightsoul was carrying her hurt leg close to her chest. Khan had put down one of his attackers, but two more had taken its place. Jaklin was squared off against Pieter, and another Minocri was headed toward that fight, too; there was no way Pieter could hold the two of them off alone.

      They were going to have to retreat.

      Despair clawed at Dez even as she started running to help Pieter. She’d hoped, bad as the odds were, that they might be able to win this—but it was clear that no matter how good a fighter Lula was, no matter how physically strong Dez was, and no matter how powerful an ally Nightsoul made, their little group simply couldn’t stand up to this many Minocri alongside the dangerous Frazid.

      She only allowed herself to feel the despair for a moment. Then she started strategizing. They needed to retreat, but that would be impossible with all of them pinned down and separated like they currently were. Dez needed to give them an opening—give them enough time to escape.

      She reached Pieter’s side. Wrapping herself in invisibility, she slashed hard at Jaklin—feeling savage satisfaction at the traitor’s yell of pain, even though Jaklin dodged back in time to avoid serious damage—and then Dez engaged the Minocri.

      “Pieter,” she hissed as she passed close to him. “I’m going to buy us some time. Get to Nightsoul and have her tell everyone telepathically that we need to retreat. I’ll cover you as much as I can.”

      Pieter was too winded to reply, but he nodded and then ran toward Nightsoul.

      Dez got in one more quick thrust to the Minocri in front of her, and then teleported to the far side of the ravine to help Lula. She found an opening and shot black flame at a Minocri. He shriveled in on himself, turning to dust and blowing away on the wind.

      Deep in her mind, her memories of the swamp started to go transparent. Those strange memories that shouldn’t be in her head rose up again: the mountains, the white marble palace, the river, the red roofs.

      Gritting her teeth, she ignored them, pulling more strongly on other memories of the swamp in order to teleport over to where Khan was battling a group of monsters. She blasted more black fire and then attacked with her sword, dispatching one Minocri and distracting the rest, giving Khan time to run toward Nightsoul, who must have already given the telepathic retreat order.

      She felt the dam of power crack and bulge.

      Still, Dez fought to keep her concentration, to hold the dam intact. She teleported over to Lula. Geskid seemed to sense her arrival and swiveled toward her, blasting wind from his hands that ripped up rocks from the ground and whipped them at her. She staggered back, wielding black flame in front of her to disintegrate the projectiles before they could strike her.

      The dam creaked and splintered. Foreign magic leaked from it, with some unfamiliar power that beckoned to her. It didn’t belong to her, but she could use it—she sensed that it would answer to her. She saw in a sudden vision what she could do: fill this entire ravine with a great conflagration of fire, rain killing flames on the Frazid and cleanse the forest of the unnatural Minocri.

      The vision frightened her.

      Its power, the power that lay buried within her, frightened her. It was too much to handle. She was just one barely-trained magic user. She didn’t have enough control yet to keep such a massive fire from hurting her family or even herself. Did she?

      She hesitated… and the moment passed. The dam stopped splintering, the foreign magic subsiding and laying still behind it.

      Dez tried to shrug off her uncertainty and her sudden foreboding, turning to attack Geskid while Lula and her brothers ran to rally with Nightsoul. The Frazid smiled his sharp smile, taking a moment to study her. Two of the Minocri at his back broke off to go after the fleeing Lula. Quickly, Dez wrapped herself in smoke and went after them, trying to hold them back for just long enough for everyone to escape.

      It worked. Lula, Khan, and Pieter were nearly at the top of the ravine now, fleeing toward the forest with Nightsoul guarding their retreat, and Dez had managed to keep most of the Minocri from following. Her family had just enough of a lead to get away—but now Dez was barely able to keep up with all the enemies she’d drawn away from them.

      Nightsoul leapt to assist Dez, two Minocri crunching under her claws. Then the dragon bared her teeth and snapped at Geskid, who danced out of the way just in time. To me! she called to Dez, who was only too happy to oblige. She scrambled up onto her dragon’s back and Nightsoul tensed, her normally graceful leap into the air turned wobbling and lurching due to her injury.

      They swept upward. Dez exhaled in relief to be away from the battle, her muscles finally relaxing.

      But then: They won’t make it, Nightsoul said somberly.

      At her words, Dez’s breath caught in her throat. She leaned over her dragon’s shoulder to see Lula and her brothers struggling up the steep slope at the end of the ravine, where the ground seemed to be muddier than they’d anticipated, slowing down their escape. Below them, seven Minocri, Jaklin, and Geskid gave pursuit, gaining with every step. Everything in Dez went tight and frantic. She should’ve used the whole of her power. She should’ve used the fire to burn every last one of those monsters to ash and smoke. Now, because she’d hesitated, her family would pay the price.

      She started to call to Nightsoul, to ask her to dive down and assist if she was able to. But before Dez could utter a word, Lula reached the top of the slope. She pulled Khan and Pieter up and then shoved them behind her, turning to face the oncoming horde that was clawing its way up the ravine below her.

      Then, calmly, Lula extended a hand—and loosed the massive conflagration of Dez’s vision onto the enemy’s forces.

      The entire ravine roared with the force of the attack. It was a liquid thing, this fire, something with gravity and hunger and a mind of its own. It licked its way down the slope and through the ravine, up the opposite slope and even a little ways into the forest. The entire Minocri force, along with Geskid and Jaklin, vanished beneath it. It bellowed with satisfaction, sending sparks and smoke exploding upward.

      Dez gaped, awed by her aunt’s power—though she couldn’t help but wish Lula had done that in the first place. An attack like this would’ve handed them victory neatly with one blow, even with double the number of Minocri. In fact, Dez couldn’t think of a single reason the usually strategic-minded Lula would have held off so long. Unless… unless this had been a last resort.

      Unless she’d known this would cost more magic than she could afford.

      Her throat suddenly tight with fear, Dez searched the top of the ravine for her family. There—Khan was gaping at the fire while Pieter was bent over the slumped figure of her aunt.

      “No, no!” Dez cried out, and Nightsoul swooped toward the group without a word. Dez leapt to the ground as soon as she was close enough, stumbling a little from the force of the impact and then skidding to Lula’s side.

      The woman was blinking, shaking her head as if she was stunned or confused, and shivering.

      “Aunt Lula?” Dez managed through the thickness in her throat. This was her fault. If Lula’s memories were gone, if she ended up like Jinna, it would be because Dez hadn’t loosed the conflagration when she’d sensed she could.

      Lula stared off into the distance. “Gone,” she whispered after a moment, shaking her head again.

      “What’s gone?” Pieter asked, leaning over her from the opposite side, his voice as worried as Dez’s. His hair hung over his eyes and he shoved it away impatiently.

      Lula pulled up her knees and wrapped her arms around them, looking like nothing more than a lost child. “All of it,” she said, her voice half-keen. “The hills, the skies… all gone. There’s nothing left.”

      Everything in Dez spiraled into a tight knot of panic and despair. She rose to her feet. “We’ve… let’s…” She fumbled, trying to figure out what they ought to do next, since Lula was clearly in no position to command them.

      Khan stepped in, turning to take the situation in at a glance. “We’ll camp in the forest,” he said, taking charge with a grim look. “Nightsoul, now that you’re not carrying your pack, could you ferry Lula and Dez to a good campsite a safe distance from here? Pieter and I will follow on foot and carry all the supplies that survived. When we rendezvous, we’ll do what we can to make Lula comfortable. After the fire dies down, we’ll reassess, and I’ll come back to check and see if there were any survivors.”

      Dez nodded numbly and helped finesse her aunt onto Nightsoul’s back. She put an arm around Lula, doing her best to comfort her and hold her in place as the dragon took off as gently as possible.

      When they landed in a clearing a little while later, Nightsoul curled around them both, tucking them into her side, providing her own comfort while they waited for the boys. It wasn’t enough, though. Nothing would make Dez feel better except her aunt’s complete recovery, and she had a terrible feeling that that might not happen.

      It will be well, Nightsoul promised.

      Dez closed her eyes. All she could do was hope her dragon was right.
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      That evening, when the sunset had faded into twilight and Nightsoul had gone in search of healing herbs for her injured leg, Khan went back to the ravine to sift through what was left. His face had become set in grim lines, but he didn’t ask anyone else to go with him to sort through the bodies, and nor did he complain. Dez felt glad to have him along on the journey—she was desperately grateful to have an older brother who could take charge when things went south. But her gratitude was marred by her worry and guilt.

      She glanced down at Lula, who slept now, her head on her niece’s lap. She’d spent the last few hours mumbling and crying about how it was “all gone.” It had broken Dez’s heart. No—more like it had suffocated Dez’s heart, gripping it tight with guilt and pain and smothering it until it could barely beat under the pressure.

      Pieter looked up from where he’d been kneeling at Lula’s head. The little campfire they’d kindled sent shadows dancing over his face. Even though he’d finally found a bit of string to tie his hair back, the darkness still kept most of his expression hidden as he shook his head and sat back. “I’m sorry,” he said, rubbing his arm across his tired, worried eyes. “I don’t know what else to do. I barely know how to use magic on physical wounds—I have no idea how to heal mental wounds, or magical wounds, or whatever this is.”

      Despair bubbled up in Dez, but she tried not to show it. “It’s okay,” she said instead. “You tried. And you got her to rest, too. That helps a lot.”

      He sighed. “We need a more experienced magic user,” he said, admitting what had been preying on all their minds, “and we have no idea where to find one, or even where Lula was taking us. And we can’t just stay here and hope she heals naturally. Those recruits they were gathering can’t be far from the ravine, along with however many Minocri they left to guard them. They’ll likely go to investigate all the smoke in the morning, and then they’ll start tracking us.”

      “And we have a new problem, too,” came Khan’s voice. He stepped into the flickering firelight. His face, clothes, and skin were all caked in gray ash, the whites of his eyes startlingly bright against the soot.

      “What?” Dez demanded. “What did you find?”

      “It’s more what I didn’t find. Geskid’s body isn’t in the ravine.”

      Hatred seared through Dez. Pieter, though, was calmer. “How do you know?” he asked. “He could’ve burned up entirely. Maybe there’s just nothing left.”

      But Khan shook his head. “From what Lula said, Frazid bones are strong as steel, meaning they wouldn’t burn—or melt, for that matter—so easily. There are still a lot of Minocri bones down there, and they’re much more easily destroyed than Frazids. Meaning that Geskid is still out there, alive. Jaklin, too, I think. I found a circle of unburnt ground with the impression of two bodies. I’m betting he shielded the two of them with his magic until the flames died down enough for them to escape.”

      “If he escaped, why not search us out again immediately? We’re a way’s away from the ravine, but we’re still basically sitting ducks,” Pieter said, frowning as he gazed toward the darkened forest. “He’d have to know that fire would overtax Lula. He could take us humans out easily without her, or at least some of us. Nightsoul might have been more of a job, but why not track us down again, strike and weaken us while we were vulnerable?”

      “This was the first time he saw Nightsoul. Maybe he wanted to hurry and get the information back to Ashimax, that Dez has a dragon…”

      Dez stopped listening to her brothers’ conversation, bowing more deeply over her aunt. The logic of Pieter’s question was sound, but all she could hear was fire would overtax Lula. She brushed a strand of gray hair out of her aunt’s face—gently, so as not to wake her. That upturned nose, that skin a few shades browner than Dez’s own. The way her brown eyes narrowed when she was thinking. It all reminded her of her mother, someone else that she’d lost. She couldn’t lose Lula, too. Not after she’d only just found her.

      Dez stood, easing Lula’s head to the ground, and took a few steps away. The night coalesced on her skin, cool outside the circle of friendly firelight.

      “Dez.” It was Khan. He slung his arm around her, and for a moment, Dez allowed herself to take comfort in his strength—at least until he said, “I’m sorry for what happened to Lula. I did try to warn you that this is what comes of having too much faith in magic.”

      She turned her head to stare up at him. His eyes were dark and serious. He saw her look and offered a quick wince of a smile, jostling her shoulders.

      “Ah, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that,” he said. “I’m sorry. Lula only did what she could to get us out, and it was heroic. I only wish that magic wasn’t so volatile and dangerous. You made the right decision, holding back earlier.”

      Dez’s gaze tightened. “What do you mean?”

      “I saw you hesitate, when you were distracting the Minocri. I knew you were thinking about using bigger magic—something that would let us all get away safely. I’m glad you didn’t. It might be you lying there if you had.” He nodded at Lula. “I’d give anything to protect you, little sis, but magic overuse is one thing I can’t protect you from. Lula never should have put so much on your shoulders so early in your training, in any case. I’ll make sure we don’t do it again.”

      Dez shrugged his arm off. She understood what he was trying to say, and it came from his heart, but it just felt wrong to her. She believed in the destiny Lula had seen for her—or, at least, she desperately wanted to. “I want to be capable of protecting others,” she told her brother, tears burning hotly in her eyes. “Not refuse to even try.” She stepped further into the darkness.

      “Dez, wait—” Khan said, but she held up a hand to stop him. He let her go, saying only, “We’ll rest and heal tonight, and head out in the morning.”

      Nightsoul was waiting for her. The dragon’s purple eyes turned to regard her rider when Dez approached. Her black body blended into the darkness, nothing more than an edge of shadow against the night. Dez dropped down to lean against her leg, checking first to make sure it wasn’t the injured one, which now had a poultice made of what looked like chewed-up leaves plastered over it. “How’s your leg?” Dez asked softly.

      Nightsoul wrapped her long tail around Dez, laying the end of it in her lap—a comforting weight that Dez clung to gratefully. My wound will heal, she replied. Well enough to fight again and take off without pain by morning, and it will heal completely perhaps a few days after that.

      “I’m glad.” Dez stayed silent for a long moment, then bowed her head. “I’m going to have to use the magic behind the dam,” she said at last. Somehow, that was easier to admit to herself in the dark, empty forest than it would have been in the circle of a campfire, with Lula lying there broken and her brothers unable to understand that it was all Dez’s fault.

      Nightsoul remained quiet. In the forest, a tree frog croaked a shrill note, leaping in a dim pink and blue glow from one tree to its neighbor. An owl hooted and rustled its feathers.

      You are still frightened of your strength, Nightsoul observed at last.

      Dez shifted. “Not of my physical strength, I think. But magic… yeah. I hardly know how to use it, and there’s so much of it,” she answered, thinking of the power behind the dam. “I’m not sure I can control it. I’m not sure if it’ll hurt innocent people. But I have to use it anyway, and that terrifies me.”

      What makes you think you have no choice but to use it? Nightsoul asked, her tone reserved—apparently not trying to convince Dez that she didn’t have to use her power, but trying to better understand Dez’s reasoning.

      Dez’s throat thickened. “There are risks to holding back my power. I see that now. I already knew people might suffer if I let loose and couldn’t control it, but I didn’t understand—not fully—that there could be a price to be paid for holding back, too.”

      Nightsoul eased down to lay on the ground, settling a wing over Dez like a blanket. She stayed silent, giving Dez the opportunity to talk more if she wanted to.

      Surprisingly, Dez found that she did. She wanted someone to understand—and perhaps if Nightsoul better understood why Dez had hesitated, she might be better able to counsel her.

      “I broke Pieter’s arm when we were younger,” she said. The words were bitter in her mouth, but telling Nightsoul this felt important. She hadn’t ever told anyone this story, though, and no one knew its full truth except her and her brothers. “We were sparring, seven and eight years old, first learning to wrestle. I realized I could pull Pieter’s arm back over his head and make him forfeit the match. I got excited. I didn’t realize I was hurting him. Not until the bone snapped. It was so easy, like breaking a twig or snapping a wishbone. I’ve never forgotten how dangerous giving in to my power could be. How dangerous I could be.” She paused to blink away the tears that threatened to rise. “We didn’t know how it might heal, whether it might affect his ability to fight. Whether I might’ve stolen his future in the Rebellion from him. It was sheer luck that it healed as well as it did.”

      Nightsoul’s tail twitched in Dez’s lap. The dragon made a sound deep in her throat, like she was considering something. I admit that using your full power can be frightening and difficult, she said after a moment. It’s only natural for you to be afraid. All of this—magic, joining the Rebellion, finding your aunt, even your bond with me—is new to you. You are allowed to fear. Just don’t allow it to keep you from growing.

      Dez thought about that. It was a new way to look at things, but it made sense.

      Then Nightsoul pulled her wing back and motioned over their shoulders at the campfire. Dez followed her gaze. Pieter was putting a pot of soup over the crackling campfire while Khan pulled off his shirt, using it to wipe as much ash as he could from his skin. Lula lay with her head propped on a pack, shivering and twitching.

      Also, Nightsoul said gently, consider that Lula, and all of us, are still alive. Would that be true if Lula had held back?

      Dez bit her lip. “So, you’re saying… the risks of holding my power back outweigh the risk of using it.”

      In some circumstances, that is true, yes. But what I was actually trying to say is that your aunt is strong and wise. Perhaps it is her example, and not your own fear, that you should follow.

      Dez exhaled, some of the tension leaving her with the breath. Nightsoul was right. “Thanks,” she said softly.

      Always, Nightsoul said.

      They fell silent, listening to the frogs and the owls and the crickets, thinking their own thoughts. The night wore on.

      By midnight, Dez had finally worked her way to a resolution: she would have to embrace her magical powers fully, just as she had her physical strength. She had no choice. Decision made, she curled up against Nightsoul and fell asleep, hoping that her aunt might be better in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      At dawn, Dez’s joints creaked as she stood and stretched. The sunrise was all pinks and yellows, the tips of the distant mountains washed pale over the treetops. She admired it for a moment, then glanced down. Nightsoul still lay curled up asleep, her talons twitching as she dreamed, making Dez smile fondly. Part of the poultice on her injured leg had peeled off, showing that the wound had indeed begun to heal. Which meant they’d be able to continue on their journey as soon as the others were up. Dez carefully stepped over the dragon’s tail and claws, moving toward the campfire.

      Lula remained in the same position as last night. She wasn’t shivering quite as much, but her brow was still furrowed and she looked paler than before. Dez turned away, her worry deepening. They had to find a more experienced magic user. Surely, they could find a way to bring Lula back to herself. She had to believe it.

      Needing something to do, she grabbed the pot with the remnants of last night’s soup and made her way into the forest to refresh their supply of drinking water—they’d used the last of the water from their canteens the night before. Maybe she’d make tea when she got back. That might give them all a better start to their morning before they had to move out. And they would definitely need to move out as soon as possible; like Khan had said last night, it was inevitable that the force Geskid had left behind would go to investigate last night’s conflagration, and it was possible they’d be able to track them to their camp from there.

      She moved through the forest quietly, checking the position of the sun so that she could find her way back. She felt glad to be able to finally take time to marvel at the differences between the hilly forests and the swamplands. Here, her steps met solid ground spread with dead leaves and springy grass rather than the muck and squish of mud. She did miss the mud a bit, but it was nice to be able to move that much more quickly over the terrain.

      She spotted plenty of wildlife on her route: jewel-bright green jays that squawked out angry challenges, mouse-sized miniature rabbits that darted out of bushes in her path, and a handful of sprites that watched her with their wide, childlike eyes. The sprites didn’t irritate her now. In fact, it almost felt like they were encouraging her. Idly, she wondered if that meant the Creator Goddess—who they were reportedly closely connected to—was encouraging her. Dez believed in the Creator Goddess as much as anyone from Bleakwater, she supposed, but she’d never really considered that the Goddess might take a personal interest in her own existence. It was a strange thought, but a welcome one, and if what Lula had suspected about her vision was right—that the Goddess had given it to her, and that the rising hero it prophesied was Dez—then she supposed that the Goddess might very well be keeping an eye on her very own journey.

      Dez shivered, goose bumps rising over her arms at this realization. She waved awkwardly at the sprites and felt bad that she’d yelled at the sprites back in the swamplands who’d watched her last time she’d taken a long walk to think.

      “Sorry,” she called softly. They watched her for a few more moments and then vanished back into their hidey-holes in the knots of trees and hollowed-out logs.

      Dez turned her attention back to her search for water, moving downhill and keeping an ear out. Soon enough, she heard the telltale burbling of a creek. She moved toward it, dodging a little fox that shot out of the underbrush and scampered away at her approach. She was still smiling over her shoulder at the fox when she emerged from the forest onto the shore of the creek—which was why it took her a second to realize that an entire squadron of soldiers sat parked on the other side of it, swords out and pointed at her.

      Dez froze. Her brain flashed to her options: run, scream for Nightsoul, or try to take on the whole squadron herself. She had her sword strapped to her back, and these were all humans, not Minocri—she might stand a chance. Maybe. She swiftly counted them, though, and her hopes died; there were over a dozen of them.

      “Who are you?” one of them demanded. He was tall and blonde, with a thick mustache and a hard look in his eyes.

      “Who are you?” she retorted, and then she paused, scanning them again, putting together the details that might give her a clue to their identity. They were all older soldiers, none so young—nor so pitiful-looking—as the Spirit King’s forced conscripts. And they wore chocolate brown uniforms, like that Rebellion recruiter back in Bleakwater had, rather than the stark white of the Spirit King’s officers.

      Hope leapt up inside her. Maybe they wouldn’t have to find the Rebellion; maybe the Rebellion had found them. Still, she couldn’t be sure who they were or that this wasn’t some sort of trick to capture her. She knew there were some humans—shadowspawn—who willingly served the Spirit King, and they could’ve easily stolen some Rebellion uniforms to fool her.

      She hesitated as they continued glaring at each other. If these soldiers were Ashimax’s, she couldn’t risk leading them back to her family, and especially Nightsoul. The Spirit King ruthlessly exterminated dragons. But if they were truly with the Rebellion… then they would know how to get to the redoubt Lula had been aiming for. And maybe they might have an experienced magic user with them. Maybe they might know how to save Lula.

      Off to the side, a sprite peeked out from behind a tree. It glanced calmly out over the bunch, then meandered down to the creek and disappeared beneath the surface of the water. Dez tilted her head. Surely, a sprite wouldn’t act so casual in the face of enemies of the Creator Goddess. It had to be a sign.

      She took a deep breath. She had to make her decision. No matter how casual the sprite had acted, trusting these soldiers was still a risk… but it had to be done for Lula’s sake. The potential payoff was high enough that she had no choice except to take the leap of faith that they really were with the Rebellion.

      “I’m Desiree,” she told the soldier who had addressed her. “I’m a dragon rider on my way to join the Rebellion. And I need your help.”
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      They reached the Rebellion redoubt three days later.

      Dez craned her neck to stare at it in awe. The mountain stretched up, craggy and marbled with black and gray rock. The sides were so steep they were nearly sheer in some places except for the narrow trail of switchbacks that wound its way upward—which could easily be mistaken for a goat trail by anyone who didn’t already know this was a Rebellion base. White pockets of snow were scattered around the mountain’s peak, and clouds gathered around it, hiding the very top from view completely.

      Dez frowned, shading her eyes. “Is the Rebellion camp up there at the peak?” she asked, dubious. It didn’t seem like a whole base’s worth of dragons and rebels could hide on the steep, snowy, inhospitable slope that had to be behind those clouds.

      The leader of the rebel contingent who’d brought her here turned to her. “You’ll see soon enough,” he said gruffly, then tacked on, “if they let you up.”

      Dez bit her lip at that. The contingent of soldiers—which had originally been sent out with the intent of checking on the battalion of Minocri that had been reported in the area, and had changed course to bring Dez’s group in after they’d found them—had been sour and suspicious during the whole length of their trip. The soldiers never discussed anything except the weather and setting up camp within the hearing of any of the newcomers, and although Dez had spotted a few of them eyeing Nightsoul in an admiring way, more of them had looked at her with distrust, too. Dez had a hard time seeing why they would distrust a dragon—they were, after all, the Spirit King’s natural enemies, and not a one of them had ever fought on his side as far as she knew—but perhaps they were just automatically suspicious of any newcomers. Which was a sensible policy as far as protecting a location that seemed to be a major Rebellion headquarters went, Dez supposed, but its pragmatism didn’t make it any less aggravating. They’d traveled a long way in a startlingly short amount of time and had only managed to shake the Minocri army yesterday. They were all exhausted. They needed a healer or an experienced magic user to help Lula, and food and rest after that—but instead, they weren’t even being allowed to access the base.

      “I’m Khan Roser,” her older brother said for the third time, his tone forced even. He stood at the entrance to the trail up the mountain, trying to convince the guard stationed there to let them up. He’d done his best to appear presentable for the occasion—he’d borrowed one of the soldier’s shave kits and gotten rid of his stubble, and had even managed to con someone into giving him a half-decent haircut—but it didn’t appear to be helping his attempt to gain entry. “I was approved to join the Rebellion by the recruiter who just came through Bleakwater. If you would just check your records, I’m sure you would find—”

      But the soldier—a short, stocky man with an impressive amount of facial hair—cut him off. “That recruiter hasn’t returned yet. We have no records of your acceptance and are under no obligation to let you up.”

      Dez sighed quietly from where she leaned against Nightsoul and glanced at the group of Rebellion soldiers who had brought them here. Most of them stood in a cluster a little way off, with another group that had come down the switchbacks to meet them. From the suspicious looks they all kept shooting in the direction of Dez’s family, they were discussing what was to be done with the strange lot of humans and the dragon that they’d brought along. The contingent’s leader stood just a few feet away from Dez and Nightsoul, casually leaning against a boulder, but he kept one hand on his weapon’s hilt like he expected he might have to defend the Rebellion from them at any moment.
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      Someone in front of Dez cleared their throat, startling Dez out of her thoughts. It was a Rebellion soldier, a girl just a few years older than Dez who had kind brown eyes. She held a battered tin cup in her hands that steamed with some liquid. “I thought your friend could use some tea,” she said, nodding at Lula. “I tried to give it to her, but she just stared at me. Maybe she’d take it from you? She seems a bit—ah, confused.”

      Dez’s shoulders sank as she glanced over at her aunt. Lula leaned against Nightsoul’s haunches, absently stroking her scales, staring off into the distance with her brow furrowed. In the past three days, Lula had recovered only a little, regaining consciousness and the ability to speak. Her mind was still muddled and slow, though—she was confused about where she was and what was happening. She even seemed uncertain of the year, and sometimes Dez caught her staring at her or her brothers in puzzlement, as if she wasn’t quite sure who they were. It broke Dez’s heart and allowed the guilt that had lodged there to grow higher and thicker. She secretly feared that if they couldn’t get help for Lula soon, that guilt might overgrow her heart completely and crush it to bits, just the way ivy could pull down a fence.

      “I’ll try,” she said, managing a smile for the kind soldier. “Thanks.” She accepted the cup and walked over to Lula, holding her breath as she extended the tea. “Aunt,” she said quietly. She hadn’t used Lula’s name in the presence of the soldiers, wary of revealing her aunt’s identity and therefore her status as a deserter. Lula should be allowed to choose for herself when and how to give the Rebellion that information. “I have some tea for you. It might make you feel better. Would you like it?”

      Lula stared blankly at her, and then opened her mouth as if to say something. Then she shut it again without speaking and frowned uncertainly, but accepted the tea and began sipping at it. Dez sighed in relief and returned to her spot at Nightsoul’s front leg, where she could continue listening in on Khan’s efforts to win them entry.

      The soldier Khan was speaking to had his hand on the hilt of his own sword now. Uh-oh. That was definitely not a good sign. “I won’t tell you again,” the man said stiffly, “we’re not just going to let a group of riffraff into our headquarters without a better reason to trust you.”

      Dez went to intervene. “What about Nightsoul?” she asked. “We’ve got a dragon with us. I hatched her egg, and eggs don’t hatch for just anyone. Surely, having her with us should be enough to lend us at least a little credibility.”

      The man’s lip curled. “That creature doesn’t help your case at all,” he answered.

      Dez blinked, stunned at how the distrust in the soldier’s voice had thickened even further. “What? Why not?”

      Don’t call me a creature, Nightsoul pitched in, her purple eyes narrowed as she regarded the soldier from her spot a few yards away.

      The soldier’s hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. He muttered something that sounded like Draznar—though that couldn’t be right. Draznar were dark spirits controlled by Ashimax, forming the heart of his troops.

      Dez looked back and forth between Nightsoul and the soldier. “Are you saying,” Dez replied slowly, incredulous at the man’s strained logic, “that because Draznar are shadowy and Nightsoul is black that Nightsoul is a Draznar? That’s crazy.”

      He spit on the ground. “It ain’t just that. That’s a swamp dragon. Their magic is all about deceit, disguise, fear. They’re untrustworthy by nature.”

      Nightsoul hissed at him, baring her formidable teeth. The soldier’s knuckles were now white against his hilt.

      Dez shook her head, about to deny his assertion about Nightsoul’s magic being based in fear and deceit—but then she remembered the way her dragon had planted fear in the mind of that swamp gator that had tried to attack her and sent it running scared with barely any effort. “Her magic doesn’t make her evil,” Dez protested instead. “Not any more than being physically strong makes a person evil. It all depends on how it’s used. And everyone knows that no dragon would ever fight on the side of the Spirit King.”

      Nightsoul’s approval warmed Dez’s mind; the dragon was glad that Dez had accepted her argument of strength being a tool that could be used in different ways, and not something to be seen as innately bad. But the soldier looked less convinced. He was retreating a few steps now, toward the group of soldiers who’d brought Dez and the others.

      “Wait,” Dez called after him, desperation and worry twisting at her. “Please. Even if you won’t let me and Nightsoul up, at least bring a magic user or a healer down to help my aunt. Surely, that couldn’t harm anything? She needs more help than we can provide on our own—and once she’s healed, she can explain our situation better.”

      But the man ignored her. “Get them back into the forest and then leave them,” he ordered stiffly. “They won’t be allowed up. And you lot are going to get an earful from the head of security, too, for bringing them here.”

      Dez’s worry gnawed at her. The Rebellion couldn’t kick them out. She couldn’t let them. They had to help Lula. And after that… joining the Rebellion was supposed to be Dez’s destiny. She couldn’t let these soldiers turn them away.

      “Wait,” she said, stepping forward. There was nothing else for it—she had to lay all her cards on the table now if she wanted any chance at being let in. “I’m… I’m Desiree Black,” she said. More nervous with every passing second, she had to force her next words out, afraid of how they would be received. “My parents were John and Jayne Black, heroes of the Rebellion. And this,” she motioned at Lula, “is Jayne’s sister, Lula Black. She fought for the Rebellion, too.” She left out the part where Lula had deserted a decade ago, hoping that these soldiers might not be privy to that information.

      The soldiers, as one, fell silent. Dez watched emotion flicker over their faces: shock, disbelief, fear, hatred, and an even deeper and more certain type of distrust. Her heart sank. She’d done the only thing she could think of, and it had only made things worse.

      “Stay here,” one of the soldiers barked at last. “I’ll see what the head of security thinks we ought to do with you.”

      Dez, Khan, and Pieter—who had been quietly scribbling in his notebook while sitting on a boulder nearby—traded looks. That didn’t sound good at all. But maybe there was a chance now that they would at least let them up to plead their case to the superior officers?

      Dez and the others waited at the base of the mountain for a long time. Lunch came and went, and they ate the last of their stores of jerky and dried berries. Dez’s stomach was starting to growl for dinner by the time a dragon emerged from the cloud cover at the peak and swooped down to speak with them.

      The earth shook when the dragon landed in front of them. Dez stared at it in awe. It was about the same size as Nightsoul, if perhaps a bit bigger, and a beautifully bright shade of gold that seemed to sparkle in the afternoon light. Its eyes were gold, too, which created a striking monochromatic effect. Its head was longer and more delicate-looking than Nightsoul’s, and its frame was more slender and elegant, but its claws looked even sharper. Lean, powerful muscles rippled with its movements.

      Dez felt Nightsoul’s immediate dislike resounding in the bond. Apparently, the feeling was shared, judging by the haughty, draconic sneer that the new dragon sent in Nightsoul’s direction before deigning to sweep her gaze over the humans. Its gaze lingered on Khan for a moment longer than the others, interest lit in its eyes.

      You will be interrogated by the conclave, it—no, she, Dez realized—said, her voice lovely and musical and brooking no argument. Follow me to the Grand Chamber.

      Dez dared to exhale in quiet relief. Interrogation didn’t sound great, but at least they were one step closer to getting help for her aunt. “Nightsoul,” she said, turning, “could you carry Lula up first?”

      The golden dragon cut her off. No, she said, only the rider Desiree Black and the swamp dragon will be allowed up at this time. Disdain had thickened her voice when she’d referred to Nightsoul.

      Dez whirled around sharply, clenching her hands into fists. “What? But my aunt needs medical attention! You can’t just turn her away—”

      Lula Black will be seen to if and when we choose to see to her, and that decision will be made after your interrogation. And, with that, the dragon launched herself into the air and spiraled back up the mountain.

      Dez and Pieter looked at each other again, dread lining each of their expressions. But Pieter nodded at last. “Go on,” he said at last with a brave smile, waving her on. At least he’d gained a bit of weight back during the last few days, she noted—his easygoing nature had allowed him to get along with the soldiers who’d brought them here better than Dez had, and several of them had shared extra rations with him. “We’ll be fine,” Pieter continued. “I’ll watch over Lula while you’re away.”

      Dez glanced at Khan, who nodded his agreement, though he seemed absent-minded—he was still staring up at the spot where the golden dragon had disappeared into the clouds, admiration and speculation heavy in his gaze. Dez hesitated a moment longer before she finally gave in and returned to Nightsoul, pushing herself up onto her dragon’s back.

      I do not like this, Nightsoul said, speaking through the bond only to her. Her foreboding weighed heavy behind the words.

      “Me neither,” Dez said quietly. “But maybe we can talk our way out of whatever trouble we’re in. We have to try, for Lula’s sake.”

      Nightsoul’s uncertainty and her distaste for the situation tingled in the back of Dez’s mind, but the dragon spread her wings without another word and flew Dez up the mountainside.

      The wind buffeted them, chilly and damp as they surged toward the cloud cover near the peak. The mountain looked even more hostile and barren from up here, and Dez squinted, trying to search for any sign of life that might show her where the entrance to the redoubt was. She could only guess it had to be some sort of system of caverns or something, though she hadn’t seen any evidence of caves so far.

      They plunged into the clouds, and Nightsoul sneezed. These are magical, not natural clouds, she said, interest heavy in her tone. They hide what is below.

      “Oh, that’s clever,” Dez answered. The clouds must be meant to obscure the redoubt from enemy reconnaissance, which had to be how this base was still intact and hadn’t yet been located by Ashimax’s forces.

      Then they dropped through the clouds toward the peak, and Dez gasped, all other thoughts fleeing her mind—because the mountain wasn’t a mountain. It was a caldera. The spot where she’d assumed the uppermost peak would be jutting into the clouds wasn’t present at all, and instead there was a massive, hollowed-out crater carved into the rock. Inside the huge bowl-shaped valley below them, there was a sparkling sapphire lake and a huge city of colorful tents that looked to be sewn from scraps of various sorts of leftover fabric. Soldiers in chocolate brown uniforms and people in regular clothes milled around the tents. They were entering and exiting the hidden valley through what looked to be a series of caves that formed strangely perfect, circular pockmarks in the sides of the crater.

      Dez’s eye caught on the jewel-toned gleam of scales. Two dragons were sprawled across the lake’s rocky shore, apparently asleep. More dragons were flying through the air just beneath the caldera’s craggy top, skimming from the entrance of one cave to another. Some of those caves—Dez guessed they were the ones that were too high for the humans to reach—had to be dragon eyries. She gawked at the beautiful dragons that glided gracefully through the air above her. She’d never dreamed she’d see so many of them in one place. She knew that the dragons’ numbers were waning now that they were being hunted out of existence, but it was bolstering and breathtaking to see that at least some of them were apparently prospering here.

      The golden dragon who’d brought them into the base was waiting for them on the ground in front of one particularly large cave entrance. When they landed—with a warm surge of air enveloping them at ground level, much more comfortable than the chilly air they’d flown through—the other dragon barely spared the time to toss them an impatient glare before she walked into the cave, apparently expecting them to follow.

      Dez forced herself to stop gaping at the dragons and the startlingly bright blue lake and the tattered but colorful tent city and swung down off Nightsoul. Her boots sank an inch into the fine black sand. She picked up a handful of it and let it fall through her fingers. “This is volcanic sand,” she realized, and understanding finally clicked into place. This mountain had once been a volcano. It was extinct now, its crater caving in to form this huge hidden hollow. The caves were actually old lava tubes, which explained their oddly rounded appearance.

      Come along, snapped the golden dragon, and Dez moved to hurry after her.

      The tunnel was dark, but just as warm as the air outside—perhaps the lava tubes acted as vents that carried warm air from the molten rock far below the extinct volcano, up into the caldera to keep the base warm, Dez theorized. Balls of color hovered overhead, lighting the tunnel, all of them shimmering with the yellow-orange hue of a desert evening. Dez marveled at them as their group passed each one.

      The golden dragon caught their looks. Made by our resident Desert Reds, she said shortly. Come along. They are waiting.

      They picked up the pace, passing several spots where their lava tube branched off into other tunnels as they went. The side tunnels were all different sizes and shapes; some had caved in until they formed nothing more than shallow pockets in the wall and looked to be used as storage areas now. In one of them, Dez spotted what looked like an old dragon saddle, a massive thing made of cracked leather and rusted iron and broken straps. She craned her neck to examine it, wishing she could go closer, but a look from the golden dragon erased that notion from her mind. Instead, Dez turned her attention to watching the soldiers—and civilians, from the look of it, people in normal clothes hustling back and forth carrying papers and parcels and food—move in and out of the network of ancient lava tubes around them.

      Every so often, the warm breeze carried the scent of fresh bread and meat through the caves. After a few minutes, the golden dragon led them past an even larger side tunnel that had to lead to some sort of cafeteria, judging from the concentration of delicious smells and the amount of people moving in and out of that tunnel. Dez’s stomach grumbled and she distracted herself with wondering how deep into the mountain the caverns went, and where the “conclave” that was supposed to interrogate them would be.

      They turned into a large tube that had desks and tables lining either side of the wide central aisle. The people manning the desks—clerks, perhaps, or some sort of administrative officials—stopped what they were doing to stare as the dragons passed. Nightsoul’s lashing tail caught one of the desks and flipped it over as they passed, and several people leapt to scoop up the papers that had flown off of it. They muttered under their breath as they did so, shooting looks at Nightsoul from under lowered brows. Draznar, Dez heard one of them mutter.

      I didn’t realize the Rebellion was full of ignorant fools, Nightsoul said, not even bothering to limit the telepathic words to her bond, but broadcasting them for all to hear. Or at least I hope it is ignorance that leads you to mix me up with one of those abominations, and not outright prejudice, which ought to be well beneath you.

      Dez smothered a sharp smile, proud that her dragon would speak up for herself. She shared Nightsoul’s disgust for the attitude with which the Rebellion had received her. Still, the soldiers’ attitudes made Dez uneasy. She had hoped that the guard below had been unusual in his negative sentiments toward black dragons, but apparently she’d been wrong.

      “Black,” she heard one of the administrative workers whisper from their desk, leaning over to speak to a coworker. Dez shot them a glare, thinking at first that they were referencing Nightsoul again—but they were staring straight at her, their hard gazes making it clear that Black was a reference to her own last name, and not to the color of her dragon.

      Bitterness flared. How dare they speak her last name, her parents’ last name, with that look on their faces? Still, the flare of sharp anger vanished quickly as they moved deeper into the mountain. In its place, disappointment sank its teeth in as she realized that this was the reception that would likely face her and Nightsoul throughout the whole of the Rebellion. The dragon mistrusted for her color, and the rider mistrusted for her last name.

      Even worse, though, was the realization that they mistrusted her for her last name because it was her parents’ last name. Meaning that the rumors of them having turned coat must’ve worn through the Rebellion, too—assuming they were rumors. Dez set her jaw at the thought and tried to focus on memorizing the route they were taking to the conclave instead of worrying about what the Rebellion’s leaders might have to say about the fate of her parents.

      Dez hurried her steps, and after a few more moments they emerged into a large cavern, this one much rougher than the lava tubes, and more like a vast, almost-circular room. It was lit by more hovering balls of light and dim sunlight that filtered down from wide holes in the ceiling high above—hundreds and hundreds of feet above, Dez realized, squinting upwards.

      “Are you Desiree Black?” came a human woman’s voice, making Dez jump and look around at the other people in the room. No—not just people. Dragons. Six of them. They ranged from bright white to mottled brown to a deep marine blue, but they all wore matching expressions of suspicion and dislike. And, Dez noted, there wasn’t another black dragon among them.

      She searched out the woman who’d spoken, finding a tall woman with angular features and a worn brown uniform standing in the middle of the cavern. From her air of command, Dez guessed she was the head of security that the soldiers had been talking about earlier.

      “Yes,” Dez answered, making the word loud and certain, refusing to be cowed by this lot.

      “I am Malin Prosper,” the woman answered, “head of security for the Rebellion headquarters. And these”—she gave a sharp motion at the dragons and the handful of humans arrayed around the walls of the cavern—“are the leaders of the Rebellion—commanders, captains, and elder dragons. And you’ve already met Lanalin. She’s the hatchling of the Rebellion’s two eldest dragons and is in training for command.” The woman waved at the golden dragon, who looked pleased to have been singled out as she moved to a corner of the room.

      Dez cleared her throat, sweeping her gaze over those gathered, trying not to feel intimidated. “Thank you for allowing us—” she started, but Prosper cut her off.

      “We haven’t allowed you anything yet,” she said sharply. “I’ll do the talking; you answer the questions. First, I want you to tell us exactly how you came to this place.”

      Dez frowned. “But I already told the soldiers who brought us here.”

      “We want to hear it from you. Everything, all the details, no matter how small. Start from when you found that dragon’s egg,” she said, not even looking at Nightsoul, who lashed her tail again but stayed silent.

      Dez took a deep breath, reaching for her self-control, and patiently explained everything yet again. Her mouth was dry by the time the story was complete, but no one offered her any water.

      “I see. And is it true you are the daughter of John and Jayne Black?”

      Behind her, the dragons and humans shifted, a low ripple of angry whispers and mutters running through them.

      Dez gritted her teeth. “I am.”

      “What was your last contact with them?”

      Her temper broke. “When they kissed me goodbye before they left on dragonback for their final battle, where they gave their lives for your cause,” she snapped. Her too-loud words resounded off the walls. She remembered that day, the last time she’d seen her parents, as a vague, fuzzy picture with no more than a handful of clear details, but it was one of her most cherished memories, and she resented having it dragged out of her in an interrogation.

      “Why were you being followed by a cadre of Minocri and a Frazid?” Prosper snapped back, implacable. “And how exactly were three untrained children, a barely grown dragon, and a deserter able to defeat such a formidable force?”

      “I told you how!” Dez yelled back. Nightsoul growled behind her, their twin angers bolstering each other. “You might try listening a little better, if you missed all of that the first time.”

      Prosper shook her head, looking disgusted. “Oh, we heard you; I just don’t think we can believe you. Why should we? You are, after all, the daughter of the two people behind the most devastating betrayal in the Rebellion’s history.”

      Her words sliced through Dez’s anger, leaving her reeling and helpless. She had to try twice before she could manage words. “You don’t know they were behind it,” she protested, but her words sounded weak in her own ears.

      The woman in front of her snorted. “Oh, we know. We have eyewitnesses.”

      Despair plunged through her. She wanted to argue, to defend her parents’ memories, but the crowd of human and dragon leadership at Prosper’s back looked like they were ready to toss all of them out on their ears—or worse—if this conversation got any more heated. And Dez couldn’t let that happen. They needed the Rebellion’s resources to help Lula, and Dez needed to join them to fulfill her destiny and fight against the Spirit King’s forces.

      So she took a deep breath, and carefully considered her words before she spoke. “They didn’t do it,” she said, “not willingly. They would never have betrayed you willingly. Give me a chance to prove it.”

      Prosper raised an eyebrow. “And if you can’t?” she demanded ruthlessly.

      Dez closed her eyes. “Then I’ll stop them myself,” she said. The words settled in her like ice shards, cold and sharp.

      A new voice scoffed. “What makes you think that you, who couldn’t even fight off a horde of Minocri without your aunt’s help, could stop two of the Spirit King’s most powerful servants?”

      Dez lifted her chin and opened her eyes. She found the man who had spoken—a general, judging from the array of pins scattered over his chest. Once again, she considered her words carefully before she spoke.

      The only way to prove her worth to these people, to convince them that she was an asset rather than a liability, was to show them the magical power that lay behind the dam. She still wasn’t sure she could control it, but hadn’t she just recently vowed to find a way to embrace it, to use it for the right cause?

      It still frightened her. The thought of breaking through that wall, of using that rush of impossible magical strength, had her breaking out in a cold sweat already. But it seemed to be the only way to join the Rebellion, to find her fate, and to help Lula.

      She leveled her gaze at the general who’d spoken and said, “Let me show you.”
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      They cleared a space for Dez in the middle of the huge cavern. And then the human and dragon leadership of the Rebellion looked on, their eyes narrowed and their arms crossed, as she tried to summon her magic.

      She was beyond nervous. She’d never done this under these types of circumstances,  under this much pressure. It was wreaking havoc on her ability to concentrate and use her memories. But after a moment, she finally found a recollection of swamp muck that wasn’t too faded and shot a thin flame of black fire upward.

      Then she wrapped herself in smoke and began teleporting.

      She emerged right in front of the general, who didn’t twitch. She kept eye contact, staring him down, as she teleported again to the far side of the room. She reached for her memories of the gloomy midnight swamp and went invisible, all while maintaining the now-sputtering black flame.

      And she waited for her memories to go sheer, for the dam to start cracking—but nothing came.

      Worried now, she tried harder. She teleported faster, strengthening the black flame until it was as wide as her body, and kept up her flickering invisibility. She could feel the strain, the difficulty of splitting her attention and the drain on her memories, but still the memories of Gald that shouldn’t have been in her head didn’t come. She couldn’t even sense the dam. Increasingly unsettled, she continued her efforts, but had to stop after a few more minutes when her own memories began to fade too much.

      “Impressive for a beginner, I suppose,” said Prosper, shaking her head. “But hardly noteworthy enough to amount to much against the other… shortcomings involved here.” She turned to a pair of guards who stood near the entrance to the cavern. “Bring Lula Black and the others up. Have the dragons fly them so it doesn’t take all day,” she snapped.

      Dez retreated, ashamed and confused, to stand next to Nightsoul as the guards snapped out salutes and hurried away.

      You did well, Nightsoul said to her, but with a distracted tone. She was still watching the other dragons as if she might have to launch into a full-fledged fight with them at any moment.

      “Not well enough,” Dez said, miserable. She swiped at her eyes. She would not cry, not in front of all these people who already thought so little of her. “I couldn’t find the dam. It just… it’s like it wasn’t even there. Maybe I can’t really control it after all, if I can’t even make it appear when I want.”

      There may be more mysteries that lie behind your powers, yet to be unearthed.

      “How am I supposed to get them to trust me, to help Lula, without that strength, though? And it’s so unfair that I even need to show it to them at all! They’d accept me in a second if I wasn’t…” She trailed off, unwilling to finish that thought. Nightsoul nudged her, trying to offer comfort, but it didn’t help much. They waited in terse silence until the scuff of footsteps sounded in the tunnel outside again, and Lula, Khan, and Pieter walked into the cavern.

      “You,” Prosper snapped, pointing at Lula, “come forward.”

      Dez stepped up again before her aunt could, hearing from the hardness in Prosper’s voice that this was likely going to go bad quickly if she didn’t intervene. “Please,” she said, “my aunt is unwell. We tried to tell the soldiers below that we need a healer or an experienced magic user, that she can answer your questions better after—”

      “Quiet,” Prosper said, skewering Dez with a gaze.

      Khan was standing at Lula’s side, his expression calm but his eyes sharp as he took in the tension in the room. He moved to Dez now, touching her shoulder in caution. Dez swallowed down the angry words she’d been about to yell.

      Prosper waited another moment to make sure she wouldn’t be interrupted again, and then her attention swept back to Lula. “I said, step forward.”

      Lula jumped and then hesitantly walked into the middle of the cavern.

      “Lula Black,” Prosper was saying, her tone hard and flat. A few low growls, from dragons and humans alike, echoed behind her. “Why did you desert the Rebellion?”

      Lula frowned and shook her head, as if trying to make sense of the words.

      The woman waited a moment, but Dez could see from the lines on her forehead that her patience was wearing thin. “What was your last contact with Jayne and John Black?” she snapped.

      Lula’s expression cleared. “Jayne,” she said softly. Dez leaned forward, both eager and dreading to hear what she might say, but her aunt spoke nothing further.

      One of the humans behind Prosper stepped forward—a woman with nearly as many badges pinned to her chest as the general who had challenged Dez earlier. “I knew of you,” she said, her gaze on Lula. “You were a renowned trainer. You brought up some of our greatest heroes, some of the strongest dragon and rider pairs. Did you think about all of them when you deserted?” Her voice grew hard. “Did you care about the soldiers you were leaving behind? The people who followed you and counted on you? Did you consider how badly the Rebellion needed you to continue training the new generation of riders before you abandoned your duties?”

      Dez couldn’t let her continue. Lula was just standing there, confused and defenseless, unable to explain herself. Dez had to do it for her.

      “It wasn’t her fault,” she said, stepping forward, shaking off Khan’s restraining grip on her arm. “It was the Creator Goddess’ will.”

      A dozen pairs of incredulous eyes turned to her. “What?” snapped Prosper.

      “Dez,” Pieter murmured from his spot at the back of the cavern, his eyes worried.

      Dez fisted her hands, ignoring her younger foster brother. “When her dragon was slain in battle, the Creator Goddess gave her a vision as she fell from its back. There was a prophecy in it. That a great dragon rider would rise from the swamplands. Aunt Lula believed that she was supposed to train the rider—she believed it was me.”

      The woman scoffed. “The delusions of a woman who expected she was about to die,” she concluded, waving Dez’s explanation away.

      “It wasn’t a delusion!” Dez protested hotly, though really she had nothing but her aunt’s word to go on.

      “How convenient for you,” said one of the men dryly, “that this ‘great dragon rider hero’ just happens to be you. I suppose you expect us to welcome you based solely on this supposed vision.”

      “It wasn’t… you have to…” Dez floundered.

      Lanalin stepped forward, cutting her off. I will never work with a swamp dragon, she announced to those gathered. They cannot be trusted. Their magic is nothing but lies and fear—I don’t know why the Goddess allows them to continue existing.

      Nightsoul had frozen, silent, too shocked to even respond with a snarl.

      Lanalin continued. I believe the older brother, Khan, would make a worthy combatant. In fact, I would be pleased to bond him as my rider. I understand now why none of the rebels I’ve interviewed as potential riders were satisfactory—it appears the Goddess intended me to bond this boy.

      Dez’s eyes widened, and she whipped around to find Khan. He and Pieter had been standing surreptitiously near the entrance to the cavern, silently watching the proceedings. At Lanalin’s words, Khan broke out into a huge smile and bowed to the golden dragon. Dez wanted to be thrilled for him, but couldn’t help a nudge of bitterness. He was happy because he’d finally gotten what he wanted—to be seen as special and important again—all while Dez and Nightsoul were distrusted for reasons they couldn’t help.

      The younger brother is worthless but harmless, Lanalin went on, in the same matter-of-fact tone, and it is my recommendation that he be turned away.

      Dez met Pieter’s eyes and shook her head fiercely. He forced a strained smile but didn’t quite meet her eyes.

      As for Desiree and Lula Black, they can be nothing but spies and should be executed immediately, Lanalin finished.

      Dez froze. Her mind tried to process Lanalin’s words. Spies. They thought she and her aunt were spies. That they should not only be disallowed to join the Rebellion, but executed!

      The dragons behind Lanalin shuffled, some of them huffing. Lanalin, you’re not supposed to speak for us. You’re not yet an elder, no matter how high your rank, said the mottled brown dragon in an exasperated tone, as if he’d said this many times before. Dez had time to feel a sliver of relief before the dragon turned to the head of security. But, yes, we are in agreement with her recommendations.

      Nightsoul finally found her voice, letting loose with a furious roar. Dez ducked and covered her ears, wincing as the fierce sound echoed through the cavern. I’ll challenge that prejudiced golden fool to a duel! she snarled through the bond, for Dez’s ears only. I will settle this with blood and claw. She will regret her insults against me, and against the Goddess who created me! And I will pummel her senseless before I allow her to execute you!

      Dez bit her lip. She couldn’t deny she’d love to see Lanalin get pummeled, but a dragon duel likely wouldn’t be productive. “Let me handle it,” she whispered to her dragon.

      Khan and Pieter were stepping forward, moving between Dez and the others. Khan spoke. “Lanalin,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the clamor of dragons growling and people calling out, “I would be deeply honored to be your rider, but you have to understand that Dez is my sister and would never spy for Ashimax. I don’t know about all this prophecy business, or anything about Lula’s desertion, but I won’t stand by and watch my sister be executed. Or her aunt, who is the only family member she has left.” His face was pained—he was potentially turning down an offer to bond a dragon if Lanalin took exception to his assertion, after all—but resolute.

      Relief tingled through Dez once again, more powerfully this time. Her big brother had come to her rescue. She felt bad for being bitter toward him earlier, especially now that she saw he was willing to give up what he so badly wanted to protect her.

      “Lula isn’t my only family member,” she whispered, so that only he could hear. He turned and gave her a small smile, putting his arm around her and squeezing her in a half-hug. Pieter joined in from the other side, slinging his arm around her back so that the three of them formed a unit.

      Lanalin watched, eyes narrowed. I cannot recommend— she started, but Prosper interrupted her.

      “General?” she asked. She was looking to the human leaders, her eyebrows raised. The man with all of the pins was shaking his head slowly.

      “I accept the recommendations on Pieter and Khan,” he said slowly, “and the punishment for desertion is often to face a firing squad, so there would be precedent to execute Lula—however, her current mental state makes me hesitate to fully back that advice. Perhaps we might revisit her sentencing when she’s healed, if she can be healed.”

      Dez sagged in relief. His words had to mean that the Rebellion would at least try to heal Lula. She did her best to ignore the if she can be healed part.

      But all relief fled when the man continued. “And as for Desiree… I agree that she might very well be a spy, but she is only a child. I hesitate to agree to her execution, as well. Perhaps we should consider imprisonment?”

      Dez stepped forward, her hands balled into fists. “I am not a spy—” she started, but she was interrupted by someone who brushed her aside as they came up from behind, making her stumble a bit. She frowned when she caught herself and watched the person—a haggard, dirty young woman in a worn uniform—reach Prosper and give her a terse nod, and then continue on to the general. She whispered in his ear. His eyebrows rose. When the girl stepped away, the general turned around.

      “This tribunal must be postponed for now,” he announced. “Judgment on the newcomers will have to wait. Dozell, Broadman, Lear, and elder dragons, please remain in the war room.”

      Dez tilted her head. So this was the war room, apparently. She wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or insulted that they’d held a “tribunal” here for her. But that wasn’t the topmost concern on her mind. What she wanted to know was what news the woman, who had to be a messenger, had whispered in the general’s ears that would make him immediately put these proceedings on hold.

      “Everyone else,” the general continued, “be dismissed and prepare your squadrons for immediate action.”

      Dez’s brow rose. Immediate action? That couldn’t be good news.

      What shall we do with the spies in the meantime? Lanalin asked.

      “I’m not a spy!” Dez protested hotly.

      “Imprison Desiree and Lula Black until further notice,” the general said. “The others will remain here as our guests until we return.”

      Dez whirled around, her eyes wide, but before she could protest again, Nightsoul whispered to her through her bond.

      That news that the messenger carried, she said. The main body of the Spirit King’s armies, led by your parents, has moved into a vulnerable position. If the Rebellion strikes now with everything they have, they could inflict catastrophic losses.

      A wave of cold washed over Dez. Her intuition nudged her—something about this news felt off. And not just because her parents were reportedly leading this section of the army, either.

      But she didn’t have time to try to tease apart what was bothering her. Two guards were heading toward her, and another one toward Lula, and she had to decide right now how to respond. She could reveal that she knew what the messenger said and demand they let her and Nightsoul go and help—or she could show the Rebellion leaders that she was compliant, that she could take orders… that she wasn’t dangerous, or a loose cannon.

      That would mean allowing herself to be imprisoned, though, when she should be helping the Rebellion stand against whatever Ashimax’s army might be up to. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, gathering her strength.

      Then she opened her eyes and made her decision.
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      Dez backed away from the guards who were coming for her. “I know you’re going to fight my parents!” she shouted as loud as she could, knowing this could well be her last shot.

      Everyone went still. The dragons hissed and growled at Nightsoul, knowing she was the one who’d leaked the message, and the humans all looked to their general for confirmation. His eyes were tight. “Our business is not your concern now, and if you want the potential for it to be your concern in the future, you will go quietly to the cells until we can return and finish this trial.”

      “No!” she shouted, ducking behind Nightsoul as one of the guards made a grab for her. Nightsoul growled and raised her scales like razor-edged hackles, moving to block the guards from reaching Dez. “You have to let me go with you,” Dez continued. “I can help! Aunt Lula said I could be a match for my parents. If they—if they really are what you say they are, then I might be the only one who can help.”

      She’d had to force the words out. Their betrayal had been confirmed by too many sources to be denied, but there was still a part of her that would never believe it, could never believe it. She steadfastly refused to believe it had been a willing betrayal, though, and maybe if she went along to this battle, she’d get a chance to prove it.

      Plus, there was that bad feeling she still had about the way the Spirit King’s army had so conveniently put itself in a vulnerable position.

      “And this could be a trap!” she shouted, maneuvering around Nightsoul so that she could see the general over her dragon’s tail.

      “Don’t you think we know that, child?” he snapped back. “It doesn’t matter. A vulnerable position is a vulnerable position, and we have to take this chance. We may not get another opportunity to deal such a blow to Ashimax.”

      The other human leaders glowered and muttered amongst each other. “You should be glad we’re not just taking your head off right now, girl!” one of them shouted.

      A guard had managed to slip around Nightsoul’s side while the dragon was occupied with keeping two others away from Dez. The man grabbed at her arm, but Dez snapped her fist down hard on his wrist and he yelped and drew away, cradling his hand.

      Lanalin stepped forward, her sharp claws scraping against the ground. If the human guards cannot catch one small girl, I will do it myself.

      Nightsoul flared her wings and turned to face the golden dragon squarely. Over my dead body will you touch my rider, she snarled.

      Lanalin stared at Nightsoul. We should kill this swamp creature, she said to the other dragons. We cannot afford to leave an adder in the nest while we’re off at war. The other dragons murmured amongst themselves, their narrowed eyes and dark gazes on Nightsoul seemingly in agreement with her sentiment.

      Nightsoul bared her teeth. Fight this adder yourself, useless golden one, she answered. Or are you too frightened to get your pretty claws dirty?

      Insulted, Lanalin roared, and a plume of yellow fire erupted from her jaws. It narrowly missed Dez, who dove to the side to evade the blast. Heat washed over her, singing some of her hair with its closeness. I am barely older than you, but I’ve already fought in half a dozen battles, Lanalin hissed. These claws have ended the lives of hundreds of Ashimax’s soldiers. I would be more than glad to dirty them with your blood, too. You are untrustworthy and doomed to betray us. Better to rid ourselves of you now.

      The two dragons stalked toward each other. The humans plastered themselves against the walls of the cavern, shouting at them to stop, but things had gone too far and there seemed to be no stopping the fight that was about to erupt now. Dez lay helpless beneath the powerful weight of Nightsoul’s fury and righteous protection, but she feared for her dragon. Lanalin did look strong, and if what she said was true, she had more real-life battle experience than Nightsoul. It was horrifyingly easy to imagine Nightsoul being hurt in this duel.

      “Wait!” Dez cried, trying to grab onto Nightsoul’s tail, but the dragon tugged it loose easily. “Nightsoul, no! We can handle this another way!” But the black dragon wasn’t listening. Nightsoul crouched down like a cat about to pounce, wings spread wide, claws out—

      And then a large emerald dragon inserted itself in between the two would-be combatants. What is all this ruckus? he demanded, sounding like nothing more than a crabby old man who’d been woken from a nap.

      Dez blinked, staring at the new dragon. She hadn’t seen him before. He must’ve been far back in the shadowed area of the cavern. He was about half again as large as Nightsoul, and his scales were scratched and faded in spots, bits of them flaking away here and there like he was molting. His eyes were a filmy blue-white, and he squinted like it was hard for him to make out the shapes around him.

      This isn’t your concern, Gloriox, Lanalin said, thinly veiled contempt heavy in her tone.

      He yawned, showing his teeth—no, tooth, Dez noted, spotting only a single fang in the front of his mouth—and then he coughed a little, clouds of smoke boiling out of his mouth. The way I figure it, if you interrupt my nap, you make it my concern, he said mildly. He turned to look at Nightsoul, moving a little to the side in order to block Lanalin again when he spotted her edging to get around him. Now, what’s this? he asked, eyeing the black dragon.

      A swamp dragon, Lanalin answered. The words sounded like curses in her mouth.

      A Midnight Bayou, Gloriox said, sounding surprised. It’s been ages since I’ve seen one of these. Nice to meet you, my dear. Would you please cease that snarling? It makes my head rattle.

      Surprised, Nightsoul quieted and lifted her head to regard the older—clearly, much older—dragon. Dez felt the moment her dragon decided to like him. I am Nightsoul, she said.

      Nightsoul. Lovely name, that. Now, introductions being dealt with, we can move on. He turned to look down at Lanalin, and his voice grew deeper and stern. If it’s true that the Rebellion is in a vulnerable position, then we don’t have time for this prejudiced nonsense, child.

      Lanalin lifted her head and stared at him, astonished. You weren’t sleeping then if you heard that.

      I don’t nap all the time. Now, Nightsoul, Gloriox said, turning to the black dragon. Will you swear by the Creator Goddess that you will not harm anyone in the Rebellion or try to break Dez or Lula Black free while we’re gone? I’m sure you understand that your situation is one that can’t be worked through quickly one way or another, and while we waste time, we risk losing the opportunity to strike the Spirit King.

      Nightsoul hesitated, and then, grudgingly, nodded. If you swear they will not be hurt while the Rebellion leadership is away, then I swear not to break them out or hurt anyone in the Rebellion until such time as they return.

      Lanalin glowered, but raised up from her attack crouch and stepped back. Very well, she said, as grudgingly as Nightsoul. As dragons cannot break such an oath, I will let the matter rest until my return. Come, rider, to battle, she called to Khan.

      Two pairs of hands latched on to either of Dez’s arms. The guards had gotten ahold of her while she’d been distracted watching the dragons. She wrenched her arms away in panic. No, she couldn’t let herself be imprisoned—if she wasn’t with the Rebellion, helping them, something terrible was going to happen. She didn’t know how she knew it, but she felt absolutely certain it was true. She could feel it in her bones, in her magic, in the very depths of her soul.

      “No!” she cried out. “Wait!”

      Dez, said Nightsoul, concerned and subdued, I cannot help you. I’ve sworn an oath.

      One of the guards still had ahold of her left arm. She turned, used her strength to yank him in and unbalance him, and then elbow him hard in the sternum. He gasped and staggered back, and she got momentarily free.

      Only, she didn’t know what to do now. Instinct told her to run to one of her brothers, to plead for their help, but if she did that, she might risk implicating them. The general could overrule Lanalin’s recommendation and throw Pieter and Khan in the cells, too.

      But if she didn’t force the Rebellion leadership to allow her to join in this battle, if she allowed herself to be imprisoned, she might never get out. Her aunt could die while they waited for a hearing! Not to mention that the Rebellion could be crushed without her help, if this really was a trap, and if her parents really were leading their forces. She was meant to be with the Rebellion today. She had to find a way to go with them.

      She swept her gaze over the hubbub of the crowd. Dragons and riders were leaving, and soldiers were following close behind. There—Pieter was in the far corner, staring at his shoes.

      “Pieter!” she shouted. “Help me!”

      He didn’t respond. He probably couldn’t hear her over all of the shouted orders and the scuffing of the retreating dragons. She backed away as the guards came at her again, this time with their swords drawn. She scanned frantically for Khan. There—he was climbing atop Lanalin. She feinted left, dodged right, and then sprinted through the opening the guards left between them. She reached Lanalin’s side a moment later and waved for her brother’s attention.

      “Khan!” she yelled up to him. “Help me! I need to go with you!”

      Khan glanced down at her. His eyes were alight with joy and he sat atop Lanalin as if he’d been born to the spot. “I’ll be back after the battle,” he told her. “It’ll all be fine. I’ll get you free after I prove myself—after the battle.” But the look in his eyes… it said he wasn’t truly focused on her plight at all. It said he was glad, fiercely glad, to be a dragon rider. To be riding into battle atop a glorious golden dragon, shining brighter than anyone else. He was glad that he was going, and that Dez was staying. He was glad to be surpassing her.

      Dez stared up at him in shock, momentarily speechless. “Khan,” she managed after a moment, her voice breaking with the betrayal of it.

      Khan pursed his lips. “Dez,” he said softly, “I’m sorry. I can’t help you right now.” And, with that, Lanalin surged toward the exit, and Khan was gone.

      The guards grabbed her by the arms and hauled her backwards.

      This time, she let them.
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      The Rebellion’s jail was cold and dank. The bars had been drilled directly into the rock, and the tiny “cell” they’d brought her to was barely more than a pocket of a caved-in lava tube. It was set a little way into a cave whose entrance was behind the sapphire lake. If she pressed her face to the bars, she could see the sparkling water, and the edge of the caldera, and the steadily-darkening sky brewing with storm clouds behind it.

      The soldiers had taken her sword. She’d protested, unable to bear being defenseless and without the weapon that had just begun to feel so right in her hands, but it hadn’t helped at all. She’d been too numb to protest again when they’d stuffed her into the cell, dragging the makeshift door closed behind her. “Good riddance, shadowspawn,” one of them had muttered.

      She’d snatched her fingers away from the doorway before the door had slammed shut. Shadowspawn. Jaklin had called her that, too. Dez had come so far, learned so much—about herself, her parents, and the world. And yet, people were still calling her names. People still thought she was a coward, or evil. She might as well still be the girl who’d let herself get thrown into an alligator pond because she didn’t dare to use her own strength.

      But she’d beat Jaklin after that, she reminded herself, trying desperately to find some sort of bright spot in all this, something that she had done right. She’d broken Jaklin’s nose and defended an innocent boy. She’d thrown her to the Minocri and shown the bully that she wasn’t helpless or afraid to use her own power.

      Except… throwing Jaklin to the Minocri had only set her up to betray Dez. Dez might as well have gift-wrapped her for Geskid. And, as a result, Dez’s group had had to stop and face the horde of Minocri that Jaklin had sent after them instead of being able to come to the Rebellion on their own terms. And Lula—Lula had been badly hurt. If she didn’t recover, Dez would never forgive herself.

      “Hey!” She banged weakly at the door as the soldiers retreated, trying to recover from her numbness and from the self-recrimination that had started biting at her heels at the very second they’d dragged her out of the war room. “Where’s Lula? Is she okay?”

      The guards didn’t answer, already hurrying back toward the main cavern. They were probably getting ready to head off to the battle. Bitterness flooded Dez at the thought. She stood back to examine the opening of her little cave; one side was taken up by a sturdy wooden door, and next to that, bars dropped from the ceiling to drill into the floor. She grabbed one bar experimentally and put all her strength into a hard yank. The metal groaned a little but didn’t give at all. She tried kicking the door down next—after all, she had managed to put a training sword through a cypress tree once upon a time—but her physical and emotional exhaustion dragged at her and turned the kick weak and ineffective.

      And, besides, what was she supposed to do after she kicked the door down? There were still tons of soldiers in the Rebellion headquarters, and they’d be happy to toss her right back in her cell—or just go straight to executing her as a spy. She was stuck. She was as helpless as she’d ever been, only this was even worse than before because she’d dragged her whole family and her own dragon into this mess with her.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by a loud roar. Dez roused herself and pressed her face to the bars, trying to see what the commotion was. A mottled brown dragon—one that had been in the war room earlier, she thought—stood on the rim of the caldera, wings spread. Before she could make out more detail than spotting a rider on its back, the dragon leapt, spiraling upward and out of sight. Two more dragons swiftly followed, heading off to war.

      Then came Lanalin.

      The golden dragon made a dazzling sight. Her scales glittered as if the sun itself burned from within her, and with her head thrown back and her wings wide and her claws out, she looked fierce and savage and ancient. She roared like the first dragon had and blew a stream of fire, drawing a cheer from a group of soldiers on the ground.

      And Khan. Khan was on her back. He’d gotten a saddle from somewhere, a contraption that was all oiled leather and polished bronze. And at some point in the last ten minutes or so, he’d found time to change clothes. He was dressed in chocolate brown—a brand-new uniform that looked to fit him perfectly.

      Anger curled into Dez. He looked heroic sitting up there. He looked like the Rebellion captain he’d always been meant to be. But he’d gotten there by betraying his own family. By denying Dez help when she’d needed him most. Worst of all, though… he looked like a real dragon rider, unlike her. He was polished, striking. And what was Dez in comparison to that, except a grubby swamp girl who’d happened to trip over a dragon egg one day?

      Lanalin leapt off the ledge. The light caught her wings first, and then the wind did. She soared upward into the gathering storm clouds and vanished. A flash of lightning lit the spot where she’d disappeared, as if the heavens themselves were applauding.

      Dez slid to the ground with her back against the wall and dropped her head into her hands. She tried to think, to get her mind back on track. Anger wouldn’t help her right now. How could she get out of here? How could she help the Rebellion if they refused to accept her?

      Another roar echoed out as another dragon and rider pair went off to battle, and then three more flung themselves out into the sky at once. Dez counted as the minutes passed: perhaps a hundred dragons were going off to battle, and maybe a few more than that. Compared to the stories she’d heard, that was a miniscule number. There were so few of them left since the Spirit King had decimated the Rebellion in his attack during the Battle of the Red Plains. The attack her parents were accused of leading.

      She curled in on herself, her hands forming into fists. It was time to face the truth. The Battle of the Red Plains was the attack her parents had led. She didn’t know why they would have turned coats, and she still steadfastly refused to believe they’d done it willingly, but she could no longer deny that they were with Ashimax now that the rumor had been backed up by so many sources.

      And, more than that, her parents were alive. Emotions battled within Dez at the thought, tearing at her and each other. Joy that she might actually be able to see them again. Fear and devastation at the knowledge that, when she did, it might be from the opposite side of the battlefield. And a frantic, snarling, angry type of worry that today they might be facing off with the Rebellion in a battle where they could be killed, or the Rebellion might be crushed, and either option was utterly unthinkable.

      She shouted and slammed her fist into the rock wall of the cavern. She barely felt the pain lacing her knuckles afterward.

      The evening slowly flared into a beautiful sunset, scarlet and brilliant through the cloud cover. Then the storm broke. Freezing wind laced with spatters of rain whipped into the lava tube and rattled the door to her cell. Dez ignored it, pacing in her cell. Water collected on the jagged rock ceiling, just out of reach, and dripped down to plop into her hair and soak her clothing. She thought furiously, but she couldn’t come up with a single way to escape, to go and help the Rebellion fight the battle that must be starting any moment now, and to go and save her parents before they vanished again.

      In between booms of thunder, she thought she could hear distant snatches of humming from further down the tube. She strained to listen more closely, but couldn’t quite tell whether or not the voice was Lula’s. Dez could only hope her aunt’s cell was better protected from the elements than her own. The last thing she needed right now was to catch a cold. Of course, a cold wouldn’t matter one way or the other if the Rebellion executed her for desertion.

      Dez gave up on pacing. It was only winding her up tighter, not helping her think. She was starting to wonder if any strategy she could devise would get them out of this situation anyway. Not without the help of Nightsoul, who had sworn an oath she couldn’t break to leave Dez where she was. Gingerly, Dez tested the bond. Nightsoul was okay, but distant and closed-off. There would be no help coming from that quarter, but at least her dragon was safe and not locked up like Dez herself. She was probably up in the dragon eyrie section of the caldera. Hopefully, she wasn’t getting into any fights with whatever dragons had been left behind.

      Dez sank back down against the door and watched the storm swell, and then, after a while, wane down to a steady rain as the night got deeper. At some point, though Dez couldn’t tell if it had been twenty minutes or two hours that she’d been sitting down, footsteps echoed against the rock floor of the lava tube. She lifted her head, pushing her face against the bars to see who was coming, but it was too dark to make out much.

      “Dez?” came a low, sad voice.

      “Pieter?” she replied, grabbing the bars. Maybe he was here to free her. She could still find Nightsoul and track down the Rebellion forces, and maybe catch them in time to help in the battle. And she could throttle Khan when she found him, too. Pain ate away at her at the thought of her elder brother, and she curled around herself again, fiercely ordering back down the tears that were threatening to rise.

      The footsteps approaching her stopped, and the shape of Pieter slumped down to sit on the other side of the bars, his back to her. He pulled his knees up and wrapped his hands around them, then laid his head down. He’d gotten a haircut since she’d seen him last, she noticed—his hair was now chopped into short-ish tousled waves rather than the long, shoulder-length cut that had mirrored his big brother’s style.

      “Are you okay?” she asked him after a moment, when he stayed silent. Demands rose in her throat—What are you waiting for? Get me out of here!—but she held them back, thinking he might be hurt or that some new development might have changed the situation yet again, based on the way he was acting.

      He lifted one shoulder. “No. But they didn’t lock me up, if that’s what you mean. Someone gave me dinner. They said there were lots of free tents I could sleep in, since basically everyone is gone to the battle, but I can’t sleep.”

      “So… you’re fine?” Then help me figure out how to pick this lock! she wanted to shout, but she held herself back again.

      “I’m sorry, Dez,” Pieter said, his voice thick as he shook his head, seeming to hear her unspoken demand anyway. “They were right about me. I am useless.”

      It was hard for Dez to comfort him when she was in so much pain for so many reasons herself, but she swallowed down her own fear and frustration for his sake. “You’re not useless,” she told him. And she believed it; her little brother might not be as conventionally strong or magically powerful as her, but his mind was lightning-fast and strategic, and gave him an advantage few could claim. “Pieter,” she said next, unable to hold her questions back any longer, “how is Lula? Did you see where they took her?”

      “I’ve asked around for her, but no one will tell me anything. And I tried to find out where they kept the keys to your cell, too, but I couldn’t even do that much. I’m sorry.”

      Despair bit into Dez. “It’s not your fault,” she said finally.

      He shook his head, not seeming to hear her. “This is my worst nightmare,” he whispered into the darkness, still not looking at her. “I always knew this would happen.”

      “You always knew a Rebellion dragon would bond Khan, recommend I be executed, and tell the general to turn you away?” she replied, impatience threading her tone now. She took a deep breath and tried to push the emotion away. Pieter was doing the best he could.

      “No.” Pieter leaned his head back, dropping it with a heavy thunk against the door. The ragged ends of his recently-shorn hair brushed against the bars of her cell. “I always knew that I was a worthless shadow of Khan. That I had no power. That I would never be able to contribute. Goddess, Dez, this is even worse than the battle with the Minocri, when I couldn’t kill even a single one of them.”

      “You contributed in that battle,” she argued, even as her patience thinned. She wanted to help him—she knew that comforting him was the right thing to do, and that yelling at him wouldn’t help anything at all—but her pain and anger and fear were still thick enough to taste. He was free; he could sneak out and find some way to contribute to the battle if he wanted. She was the one trapped in here, unable to help the people and the cause that she cared about most.

      “No. You contributed.” Pieter sighed, his voice thickening further. “I wish I had your power, Dez. I wish I could change my fate and do something to change my own destiny instead of just being rejected by everyone around me.”

      His words pushed her over the edge, pressed into some bruise in her soul that she hadn’t realized existed. She jolted to her feet, hands curling into fists again, shoulders drawn back and muscles taut as if she were about to punch something. “You wish you had my power?” she yelled. She saw the shadow that was Pieter draw back, flinching under the force and suddenness of her fury. “My power is useless! Completely worthless! It can’t get me out of this cell, it can’t get me accepted by the Rebellion, and it can’t stop my parents from being traitors.” Her voice caught. “All it’s ever done is mislead me and everyone around me into thinking I’m better than I am. And if you can’t see that, then Lanalin was right about you—you really are useless! If you aren’t going to help me get out of here, then just… just go away. I don’t want to be around you, or anyone, right now.”

      Rain pattered outside, filling up the silence. Beyond the bars of her cell, Pieter stood up. His face was turned toward the storm, toward the night, but Dez caught the gleam of tears in his eyes and the way his lip was quivering. Without another word, he walked away.

      Leaving her alone in the dark, with no allies at all, because she’d driven them all away.
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      This time, Dez didn’t huddle next to the bars. Instead, she sank to the ground in the very back of her tiny cell, next to a damp spot that had grown into a shallow puddle with the rain that had been blown in.

      She was alone. And it was her own fault.

      She’d yelled at Pieter—her sweet, studious, smart little brother. He’d already been feeling useless and unwanted, and her accusations had likely only confirmed that feeling even more for him. She felt almost as guilty as she had after she’d broken his arm all those years ago. And her other brother… he’d left her, as well, and that was at least partly her fault, too. Khan had acted like a jerk at times, definitely, but surely, if she could’ve gotten over her own pride and just had an honest talk with him during their journey, then perhaps he would’ve acted more sensibly rather than betraying her out of his need to chase after glory.

      As for Lula, she was only a little ways down the lava tube from Dez, assuming that humming really came from her, but she might as well have been far away, just the same as Khan and Pieter. She wasn’t mentally present and hadn’t been for days.

      And that, again, was Dez’s fault.

      She pressed her hands to her eyes, trying to hold her tears in, but it was no use. She rubbed her face instead and glanced down at the puddle next to her. She remembered walking in the swamp, and the way the sprites had emerged from puddles and tree hollows to watch her. To encourage her, maybe. But this puddle sat empty, and the swamps were far away, nothing to her immediate situation now but used up, faded memories in the back of her head. And maybe those sprites hadn’t been encouraging her at all. She’d guessed earlier that perhaps the Goddess had sent them, but now it felt like a huge stretch to believe that the Goddess could truly have any interest in Dez at all. If the power behind the dam came from the Creator, then why would she have withheld it right when Dez had needed it most, back in the war room?

      Unless the Goddess had abandoned her, too. Maybe that was somehow Dez’s fault as well. Perhaps she hadn’t been good enough. Hadn’t embraced her strength quickly enough or had proven herself unworthy of it. What she’d said to Pieter was right, then. Her power was useless—and so was she.

      Are you done?

      Dez jolted at the telepathic voice. She scrubbed a hand across her eyes again, erasing the evidence of tears, and peered around. “Nightsoul?” she whispered.

      There was no reply, just a sense of exasperated silence in the bond. Nightsoul had asked her a question and she hadn’t answered it.

      She slumped down. “What do you mean?” she asked aloud, though uncertain whether the bond was strong enough yet to transmit her words to Nightsoul when the dragon wasn’t in hearing distance.

      What I mean is, when you’re done beating yourself up, there are some things I’d like to tell you.

      Dez pursed her lips. Apparently, their bond had deepened further than she’d realized. She considered Nightsoul’s words, anger rousing in her chest again in the same way it had with Pieter. She knew what Nightsoul would say—or at least she could guess it. Something about her being great. Being the prophesied dragon rider hero, chosen by the Goddess. But right now she didn’t feel chosen, or great, or like anything out of a heroic prophecy at all. She felt broken and abandoned and afraid. She only felt like yelling some more, so she wouldn’t have to hear about all of the things she no longer felt sure she was meant to be.

      But still—she couldn’t quite bring herself to fight with Nightsoul. Not after having hurt Pieter in that way, and not when Nightsoul was the only one still willing to stay with her, if only telepathically.

      She swallowed, then took a deep breath, letting the anger in her chest fade to embers. “Okay,” she said. “Yeah. I’m done.”

      Good. All that self-pity was getting tiresome. Dez’s eyes narrowed, but then she sensed the thread of good humor beneath the dragon’s stern words.

      Dez clung to that spark like a drowning person to a life preserver. If her dragon could find humor in the situation, maybe it wasn’t as terrible as she’d thought. “It wasn’t tiresome to me,” she replied, trying to inject archness into her tone, though the way her voice still quivered with her tears made that difficult. “I was only just getting started when you so rudely interrupted.”

      Rudeness is a human construct.

      Dez sighed. “I don’t know about that. Lanalin seemed to have that ‘human construct’ down pretty pat.”

      That pert little upstart doesn’t count.

      Dez raised an eyebrow. “Little upstart? I thought she was barely older than you,” she pointed out, her voice a bit less shaky now.

      I am much wiser than my years. Therefore, I am clearly a superior specimen of dragonhood, and she is an upstart.

      Nightsoul’s obviously ridiculous logic did its job, managing to finally bring a weak smile to Dez’s face. “Wiser than your years, huh? You’re not even one year old yet.”

      Silence. Or I will judge you an upstart, as well.

      Dez’s smile strengthened the tiniest bit, the last embers of anger melting away to nothing in her chest. “And here I thought humor was a human construct, too.”

      Nightsoul nudged her mentally—the equivalent of her curling her tail around her rider when they were physically near each other. Dez curled into the comfort with a sigh.

      You are not alone, Nightsoul whispered.

      “I feel alone.” Dez stared out at the sliver of the rain-dark sky she could see from her cell.

      I am here. The Creator Goddess is here, too, always, even when you don’t feel her. She is the one who gave your aunt the prophecy, who directed Lula to watch over you, and then, when you were ready, train you up to be the great hero you were always meant to be.

      “I don’t know any more if that prophecy has anything to do with me,” Dez admitted. “It sure doesn’t feel like it. If I’m some great hero of the Rebellion, why am I in this cell?”

      The prophecy never said you’d be instantly welcomed, loved, and accepted by the Rebellion. Only that you will one day become a great hero in it. And what sort of hero doesn’t have to face obstacles before they find their destiny? What would a life of legend be worth if everything came easily, if you never had the chance to grow through adversity? It is the way we meet challenges that makes us great.

      Dez thought about that for a minute. “You’re right,” she admitted at last, knowing the truth in Nightsoul’s words couldn’t be denied. “I know you’re right. But it doesn’t change how hard it is while I’m in the middle of the challenges.”

      No, Nightsoul answered. There will always be hard times. But you are strong and worthy, and your power can change the world for the better if you allow it. If you haven’t wholly mastered it yet, if others don’t yet understand it, those are merely bumps in the road on your way to greatness, not the end of all things. I know how eager you are to achieve your destiny, but did you truly think it would be handed to you instantly, without you ever having to fight for it?

      “I don’t know,” Dez muttered. “I guess I knew I’d have to fight, but I didn’t realize I’d have to fight the people who were supposed to be on my side.” She thought of Khan, and the Rebellion leaders who mistrusted her just because of who her parents were.

      Their ignorance is their own problem. Your job is simply to keep going, to keep fighting instead of giving up.

      “But how can I fight?” Dez demanded. “I’m stuck in a cell.”

      Wait for your opportunity to fight, then. One will come. One always does.

      Dez bit her lip.

      Something else troubles you, Nightsoul guessed.

      “That soldier earlier,” Dez said, her voice barely audible. “He called me ‘shadowspawn.’ Jaklin used to call me that, too. My parents—I still can’t believe they’d willingly serve Ashimax. But… but according to what most people think, they truly are shadowspawn.” Her throat grew thick again. “What if I’m doomed to be like them?”

      The idea felt like rot at the center of her heart, and she felt dirty for having unearthed it at last. Shadowspawn. The epithet followed her wherever she went. What if there was a good reason? Her parents had been paragons, heroes. She’d wanted so badly to fulfill their legacy and finish their work. But now their legacy seemed to be much darker and more twisted than she’d ever dreamed—and what if she was fated to fulfill it? If even they could somehow be turned, what was stopping her from eventually turning evil, too? It was what she had always been afraid of: her strength and power turned to violence.

      You are not shadowspawn, Nightsoul’s voice surged in the bond, forging its way into Dez’s mind with searing certainty. You, Desiree Black, are dragonspawn. You have the fire of creation in you, and nothing can stop your light.

      The words snapped into place somewhere deep inside her, like one bone to another. A sudden memory flooded her mind.

      She’d been little. Her family—her biological family—had been refugees, on the run from the Spirit King, not yet settled in the swamps. They’d been climbing a long, steep, muddy hill, one of many they’d had to trek up that day, and Dez had gotten frustrated. She’d plopped down right in the middle of the mud, crossed her arms, and refused to take another step.

      “It’s too hard,” she’d announced loudly, “and it’s not fair. We shouldn’t have to walk so far.”

      Her parents had traded glances, both amused and exasperated, and her father had returned for her. He’d scooped her up in his big arms and carried her to almost the top of the hill, then stopped and set her down right in front of the final, steepest section.

      He’d knelt down in the mud then, and leaned down to look her in the eye. “You’re right. It isn’t fair, and it is hard, little Dezzie,” he’d said, in his deep, gentle but stern voice. “Life is hard. But you know what? You are strong enough to handle it. And you always will be. Because you, my girl, have the fire of creation itself in you.”

      Then he’d held her hand, and they’d climbed the last bit of the hill together.

      Tears burned in the back of Dez’s eyes now as she sat in the back of her cell, warmed by Nightsoul’s encouragement and the unexpected memory. “Dragonspawn,” she said, feeling the weight of the word dropping into her soul. It felt right. “Thank you, Nightsoul.”

      You are welcome. Now, go to sleep. Again, Nightsoul’s words seemed stern and no-nonsense on the surface, but a gentle feeling slipped through the bond. The sensation felt like what she’d experienced on the night the dragon had first hatched: like a warm, comforting, kindly presence had curled up on her chest, purring away.

      Dez laid her head back, leaned into the feeling, and obeyed.
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        * * *

      

      She woke to shouting.

      Disoriented, she jolted upright, grabbing first for a sword at her waist—where she’d used to carry her training weapon—and then over her shoulder, where her new two-handed sword usually hung. Both grabs came up empty. She was defenseless. She crouched down in a defense position and raised her hands while she squinted, peering around at her surroundings and trying to figure out what was happening.

      After a moment, she rose up out of her crouch and pressed her face against the bars to try to see what was going on. Was the battle over already? She wasn’t sure how far away the “vulnerable position” was that her parents had placed their army in, but in any case, it had sounded like the Rebellion’s forces had been preparing for a fight that would last longer than the space of a single night.

      Outside her cell, morning had dawned cold and stark. The world was washed clean and the colorful tents sparkled with the remnants of rain. A pair of soldiers ran across the rocky shore in front of the lava tube that served as a prison, their boots splashing in the puddles. Was it them who’d been shouting?

      “Hey!” she yelled, sticking her arm through the bars to get their attention. “What’s going on?”

      Predictably, they ignored her, vanishing around the corner.

      Nightsoul roused in the back of her head. What is it? she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Dez answered. “I just woke up and heard people yelling.” She stayed quiet for a moment, listening; in the distance, she could hear more people shouting. “It sounds like something big, whatever it is.”

      I will look into it. There are only a handful of dragons left in the eyrie here—the old and the infirm—but they should know what’s happening.

      In the bond, Nightsoul went distant and busy. Dez waited impatiently for her to report back, pressing her face against the bars in the meantime to try to see if she could gather any more clues as to what the commotion was.

      Nightsoul’s attention turned back to Dez. Anger and dread pulled heavy at the bond, emanating from the dragon and alarming Dez. “What?” she demanded sharply. “What is it?”

      Draznar, she said, the word coming as a snarl. Eight of them have been sighted nearby. They seem to be headed straight for us and they’re coming in fast.

      Cold washed over Dez. “Draznar are here?”

      She prayed it wasn’t true. Draznar were formidable enemies, and they and their riders made up some of Ashimax’s most feared troops. The creatures—if they could be called that—were dark spirits that took shape around the bones of dead dragons. Dez had no idea how to fight them or if they even could be fought. And in any case, Dez couldn’t even try to fight them while she remained locked up like this.

      Her fingers tightened on the bars. Cold fury washed through her as her mind connected the events of last night to the events of this morning. “Ashimax meant for this to happen,” she deduced.

      Nightsoul growled in her mind. That is my guess, as well, and that of the other dragons here. Your parents must have moved their army into a vulnerable position to bait the Rebellion into leaving this redoubt so they could capture it.

      “Why?” Dez thought out loud. “What does he want? Why would it matter to him if he took this mountain? What damage would it deal to the Rebellion if all the warriors are away?” But the answer hit her before she’d even finished speaking. “The administration area outside the war room,” she realized, feeling like she’d been punched in the gut. “All those desks and papers, all that intel. I bet we have information on our spies’ identities and locations here, data on safehouses, intelligence detailing our military strengths and weaknesses…. any information he could want, practically.”

      And there are dragon eggs here, too. Nightsoul’s voice shook with barely contained anger. Dozens of them. Nearly all that is left of our species, now that Ashimax has wiped out so many of us out. All of them left unprotected.

      Dez shuddered with anger and fear, then dropped her head against the bars. “How long do we have before the Draznar are here?” she demanded.

      Perhaps half an hour.

      Half an hour. Not anywhere close to enough time to track down the Rebellion’s main forces, which were surely in whatever faraway “vulnerable” location that the Spirit King had chosen by now. Half an hour wasn’t enough time to burn the valuable war materiel either, or to try to move it and the eggs to a safe spot.

      Options. What were their options?

      Come on, Dez, think, she pushed herself. She wished Pieter were there. He was always the strategic one, able to come up with some brilliant, unexpected idea in the face of an attack. But he wasn’t here, and Dez was, and if she didn’t decide what to do quickly, the decision would be taken away from her. And anyway, she realized, did it really matter? She didn’t have any control over whatever the soldiers and dragons were left in the redoubt decided to do. She only had control over how she herself would respond.

      As far as she could tell, Dez had three options. First, she could stay put and trust in the Rebellion’s leadership—or whoever they had left here that counted as leadership—to combat the Draznar. This was the safest bet if she wanted the Rebellion to accept her in the future. If she found a way to leave her cell during the attack, suspicion of her being a spy would likely only be heightened, whereas if she stayed in place as ordered, perhaps they would be willing to put more faith in her.

      Or she could flee. Adrenaline was running through her veins now, lending her far more strength than she’d had last night when she’d been shocked and weak. She could probably kick the door down. She could get to Nightsoul, retrieve Lula and Pieter, and hide in the forest below the caldera.

      And leave all the vulnerable, innocent eggs and the valuable materiel to potentially fall into enemy hands... No—that was unacceptable. She discarded that option quickly.

      Her final option was to fight. After kicking down the door, she could get to Nightsoul and convince whoever was leading the defense of the redoubt to let her help. If they lost and she survived, it was almost certain she’d be blamed and hunted as a spy afterwards. But if she didn’t help and they lost, how could she live with herself, knowing she might have made the difference? Assuming, that was, that she wasn’t killed or conscripted into the Spirit King’s army?

      Wait for your opportunity to fight, Nightsoul had said. And this was it: her opportunity. She knew it in her bones, in her magic. This was her fight.

      “Hold on, Nightsoul,” she said grimly. “I’m coming.”

      And then she braced herself, leaned back, and kicked the door down.
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      Dez went to find Lula first. The humming from a few cells down really had been her; this morning, she no longer hummed, but sat folded over, sleeping in front of the bars. Dez looked down at her aunt, her own heart flip-flopping weakly in her chest. Lula still looked as pale and sickly as she had yesterday.

      Steeling herself against the needling guilt she knew would result from it, Dez reached through the bars to gently shake Lula’s shoulder. “Aunt Lula,” she said softly, “get up, I’ll get you to safety—”

      Her aunt’s eyes shot open and, quick as a flash, she grabbed Dez’s wrist and yanked on it hard. Unprepared, Dez stumbled forward, ending up with her upper arm stuck painfully between the bars and her cheek mashed against the door. “Aunt Lula!” she yelped, her voice muffled by the wood. “It’s me!”

      The iron grip on her wrist didn’t ease up for a long moment. Then, finally, Lula released her. Dez gingerly pulled her arm back through the bars, wincing as she rubbed it. At least Lula’s combat reflexes had returned, she supposed, even if she was still confused and helpless.

      But then her aunt’s voice echoed off the rock walls. “Dez? I sure hope you’re here to get me some breakfast, because whatever slop they dropped in here with me last night was even worse than my homemade gator soup.”

      Dez’s mouth dropped open and her eyes filled with tears. She stepped sideways around the door so that she could better see her aunt through the bars. The woman still looked drawn and ill, purple shadows heavy beneath her bloodshot eyes, but she was there. Fully present and aware, not confused and helpless. A healer must’ve seen to her before they’d taken her to the cell yesterday.

      Dez’s mouth opened and closed twice before she finally managed to summon words. “Aunt Lula,” she finally said. “I’m so, so sorry. What happened to you was my fault—I didn’t use my powers when I should have; I was too much of a coward…”

      But Lula waved a hand in front of her face like she was brushing away a fly. “None of that nonsense, girl. Since it doesn’t look like you brought breakfast with you, I take it you came to break me out of here. Get on with it, then; we don’t have all day.”

      Dez swiped a hand across her face, trying to contain her emotions. She laughed weakly. “Okay. Stand back, then,” she told Lula, and with two solid kicks, she broke down her aunt’s door in the same way she’d broken down her own.

      Lula stepped carefully over the splinters. “Impressive, that,” she noted. “Now. What’s going on?”

      Dez told her quickly, leading the way across the valley of the caldera to the lava tube Lanalin had led them down yesterday. Her boots splashed in the puddles left behind by last night’s rain as she brought her aunt up to the present: the trap that the Rebellion leaders had happily walked into, the defenseless headquarters, the incoming Draznar. Lula kept a tight grip on her shoulder the whole time. At first, Dez thought it was evidence that her aunt was upset, but she soon realized that Lula needed to hang onto Dez to keep her balance. She seemed better, able to talk and walk, but she still wasn’t in fighting condition.

      Lula nodded sharply when Dez finished. “We’ll have to fight,” she said, quickly coming to the same conclusion as Dez.

      “You will most certainly not,” came a new voice. It was a portly man in a cook’s apron, glaring at them from the entrance to the lava tube. “I don’t know how the two of you got out of your cells, but I don’t have time to deal with you. Either get back to your cells or get out of the redoubt and don’t come back. We’ve got serious matters to deal with here, and I won’t have you complicating them.”

      Lula peered at him. “And who might you be?”

      The man glared back. “I’m the highest-ranking officer remaining in headquarters.”

      “You’re a cook,” Dez said with a frown.

      He turned to glower at her and lifted his left hand. It ended in a bandaged stump. “I was a captain before I got this injury. I’m just a cook while I’m recovering. I’m plenty capable of directing a defensive force.”

      “Against eight Draznar?” Dez demanded.

      He set his jaw. “We have no choice but to try our best to hold them off.”

      “Agreed,” Dez said, staring him down. “With my help.”

      He scoffed. “Hardly. You’re a spy.”

      “The trial never finished. I was never charged. And I’m not a spy, in any case.” She took a step closer, trying to urge him to see reason. “Look. I’m a rider, and I have strong magic and a dragon. You can’t afford not to let me help.”

      He shook his head, still unconvinced, but after a moment he huffed and turned away. “We’ll let the others decide,” he said, stalking toward a side tunnel that jutted upward. Rough stairs had been cut into it. They climbed quickly, hearing the footsteps of others ahead of them and behind them, and soon emerged into a vast, open chamber.

      Dez stared around in awe. About twenty dragons stood in a loose circle in the massive space, ranging through nearly every color of the rainbow. There were several huge piles of stones scattered through the cavern, and over the top of the closest one, she could just make out the smooth gray top of what had to be a dragon egg. Her awe turned to dread. If the Draznar made it here, those eggs would be crushed. The dragons’ hope for the future would be gone. Their species already dwindled, and she didn’t know how many more eggs were hidden out in the world the way Nightsoul’s had been. They couldn’t afford to lose a single one.

      She turned to the dragons, who had just noticed her entrance. The nearest dragon, one with bluish-white scales and a back leg that dragged behind her when she stepped closer, snarled at her.

      What is the meaning of this? she demanded. Her voice carried an almost painful brightness, like light reflecting off a glacier.

      Dez straightened. “I can help,” she said stubbornly.

      Her bond nudged her, and she glanced up just in time to spot Nightsoul swooping in through the large circular entrance that led to the open air midway up the caldera wall. The Draznar grow closer, she reported. They seem to know exactly where we are.

      The blue-white dragon growled. Did you lead them here?

      A loud shuffling noise distracted them. They all turned to glance at what was making the commotion; it was Gloriox, pushing the other dragons aside as he came forward to address them.

      Quiet, Snowdrop, he said to the blue-white dragon. Any friend will do in a fight. I say they may join us.

      The cook sighed and glowered, but finally nodded his assent. “Fine,” he said. “We don’t have time to debate anyway. Find yourself a saddle and a weapon, and get out there,” he ordered.

      Gloriox turned to address the dragons arrayed behind him. Those of you with riders who are still here, fetch them and ready yourselves to defend the Rebellion. Those of you who are too injured to fly, stay here and guard the eggs. Then he glanced at the humans who had come up the stairs, many of them wearing bandages or limping. And someone find me Pieter, Gloriox added. I want the boy to ride me into battle.

      Dez smiled, finding a spark of delight beneath her dread. Pieter would be astonished to hear that a dragon—even a crabby old one, though she thought Gloriox wasn’t nearly as frail as he let everyone believe—wanted him for a rider. She didn’t have time to congratulate him just yet, though. She had gear to find.

      Lula snapped at someone behind her: a page, a boy who couldn’t be older than ten. “You,” her aunt ordered. “Fetch my armor and my spear. Those fools impounded my things somewhere in the prison, I think.”

      Alarmed, Dez stepped forward. “No, Aunt Lula,” she protested. “You’re not well enough to fight yet.”

      But Lula only smiled and patted her on the shoulder. “They’re not for me. They’re for you.”

      Dez blinked, stunned. “I… thank you,” she managed at last.

      Lula nodded, her smile quickly giving way to her usual no-nonsense expression. “Now go find yourself a saddle,” she ordered.

      Dez kissed her aunt on the cheek. “See you in a few minutes,” she promised, and then she dashed off toward the main lava tube to find what she needed.

      She scanned the smaller storage caves as she passed, searching for the ancient saddle she’d seen yesterday. She glanced at the distant entrance to the tube every few seconds, too, afraid that she’d spot shadows tearing toward them long before the Rebellion was ready. They needed to get in the air before the Draznar arrived, at the very least.

      There! She skidded to a stop outside the little cave “pocket” she’d spotted on her way to the conclave yesterday. Inside it was the ancient dragon saddle she’d happened to see. She hauled it out. Its leather was cracked, and she worried that one of the buckles might fall off entirely if it took any damage, but it was better than nothing. In battle, she might need her hands to use Lula’s spear—she couldn’t just cling to Nightsoul like she usually did. And her dragon might need to flare out her razor-sharp scales, in which case the saddle would protect Dez.

      Dez gathered up the saddle and dragged it as carefully as she could back toward the eyrie.

      “Dez!” came a panting voice as she passed a side tunnel. She paused and glanced around. People were scurrying like ants in a squashed nest. Many lacked uniforms; she assumed those were administrative personnel who’d now be pressed into service to try to get the war materiel somewhere a bit safer. Others wore uniforms but were obviously injured. She frowned, her dread sharpening as she considered what this bedraggled force would be up against. “Dez!” came the voice she’d heard a moment ago, and this time she managed to spot who had spoken.

      She dropped the saddle. “Pieter!” she cried out, leaping over the saddle to wrap him in a fierce hug.

      “Ow,” he yelped with a small laugh. “You’re crushing me, big sis.”

      She released him, holding him at arm’s length. He looked a bit worn out and rough around the edges, but not as beaten down as he’d looked last night. And his newly shortened hair suited him now that she saw it in the light; he no longer looked like he was trying to mirror his older brother, but more like Pieter was growing into who he himself truly was. “Congratulations,” she told him sincerely. “And also, I’m so sorry for what I said last night. I was so angry and I felt so helpless. You are anything but useless, and I’m glad you’re on my side, and I’m even more glad you’ll have your own dragon now because you deserve one!” The words had poured out of her in a rush, and her brother looked shell-shocked.

      He only stared at her, astonished, his dark hair falling over his eyes. “What?” he managed at last, his voice barely a squeak. “Dragon? I have a… what?”

      She made a face. “Oops. Guess they didn’t tell you yet. Well, in that case: congratulations, Pieter Roser, the mighty Gloriox wishes you to ride him into battle.” She swept her little brother a bow.

      He gaped. “Gloriox? That magnificent Verdant Emerald?”

      Dez shrugged. “The old green one. I don’t know if he’s a—verdant?—and I don’t know about magnificent, but what he is, is yours, at least for now. Apparently.” She shook his shoulder. “Get a move on! We’ve gotta get in the air.”

      His mouth snapped shut and a huge grin spread over his face. He nodded quickly. “Right! Okay. Battle.” His grin faded a little at that realization and he sucked in a breath. “I’m going off to battle. With you. Us. As dragon riders.”

      “If you can stop talking and start moving,” Dez added.

      He nodded again and started backing toward the eyrie, then spotted her saddle. “Here, let me help,” he volunteered, and carried the other end for her. They moved much faster than Dez had been a moment ago, reaching the eyrie in the space of a few minutes. Half the dragons who’d been there earlier were already gone, off in the deeper caverns to prepare with their riders or, hopefully, out in the sky already, keeping an eye out for the Draznar. Pieter left the saddle with Dez and hurried off to greet Gloriox, who’d already hauled out his own saddle—which looked nearly as old as Dez’s, though it had been upkept much better—and had it waiting at his feet. The old dragon touched his snout to Pieter’s forehead, ruffling his hair with an exhale as he spoke privately to the boy. Pieter’s eyes filled in response to whatever was said, and he smiled and placed a tentative hand on the dragon’s cheek. They stood quietly for a moment before Pieter turned to start moving the saddle into place, with Gloriox lying down to make the job easier. Oh, my old bones, he groaned as he went down, good-humoredly.

      I can’t walk well, but I can still fly, said the blue-white dragon who’d protested Dez’s presence earlier. She glanced at Dez now, her eyes narrowed with wariness, but didn’t speak against her as she looked around the room. I would be most effective with a rider, though. Is there any who would go into battle with me?

      “I will,” came a voice. Dez whipped around to spot her aunt Lula moving through the crowd, carrying her spear and an oblong bundle wrapped in what looked to be a blanket. “I’m an experienced rider, but my last dragon fell and I’m not looking to bond another.” The words were firm, but the tightness in the corners of Lula’s mouth gave away how difficult this moment was for her.

      The dragon peered down at Lula for a long moment. My rider fell to Ashimax recently, as well, she said at last. I do not know if I will ever bond again, but you may ride me, Lula Black.

      Lula ducked her head. “With you in a moment, then,” she said, and turned to Dez. She set the bundle she’d been carrying on the ground and tugged the blanket open. Inside, the armor of Gald gleamed.

      Dez swallowed, overwhelmed by the chance to wear the armor and bear the weapon of her homeland into her first battle—but then she stepped back, shaking her head. “Lula, I can’t,” she protested. “If you’re going to be going out after all, then you need this.”

      “Hush,” Lula said firmly, scooping up the top piece and dropping it over her niece’s head. “I have many years of experience to help me stay safe, but this will be your first time in a real fight. You need it more than me.”

      After a long moment of warring with herself, Dez finally nodded her agreement. Lula helped her into the armor, piece by piece, cinching the straps tight. When her aunt was done, Dez walked around in a small circle, testing the feel of the armor. It wasn’t nearly as awkward as she’d thought it would be—the metal was strong, but light enough to not hamper her movements much, and after a few more moments of trying out practice combat moves, the armor felt almost natural.

      When she was done, Lula handed her the spear. “This is borrowed,” Lula reminded her. “You’ll get your own someday, if all goes well, but for now I expect you to come back here and hand this back to me in person after the battle. All right? No dying on me, young lady.”

      Dez wrapped her in a hug. “You too, old lady,” she replied in a whisper.

      And then it was time to saddle the dragons.

      Nightsoul remained distracted as Dez lugged the armor onto her. The dragon kept her gaze turned to the horizon, eyes sharp as she watched for the enemy. Dez could feel her sense of purpose, her anger and protectiveness, and her determination to prove herself. In all of that, they were one. Their emotions hummed together to form a symphony, and by the time Dez had buckled the last strap, she felt like she and the dragon were one being.

      They approach! bellowed a dragon from above them.

      “Time to go,” Dez said, slinging herself up into the saddle. There were straps over the stirrups to hold a rider’s feet in place, but she left them undone. She might need to teleport, and didn’t want any distractions trying to keep her tied down to Nightsoul if that happened.

      Ready? Nightsoul asked, standing at the edge of a ledge, looking down over the tent city and lake and the network of lava tubes they had to protect.

      “With you by my side? Yes,” Dez answered.

      They launched into the sky.
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      The dragons formed a battle line just outside the magical cloud cover wreathing the caldera. Dez and Nightsoul flew near the far end, and while they waited for the Draznar to come around the side of the mountain, she looked at the other dragons with a critical eye.

      There were perhaps twenty of them, all wounded or ancient, many with riders who were equally wounded or ancient. Pieter looked like it was everything he could do just to keep his balance atop Gloriox. She worried about him—he hadn’t had any time at all to practice flying or even to bond with his new dragon, and already he was being thrust into battle. And Lula, she had a faraway look in her eyes that made Dez wonder what old fights she was seeing in her mind. What if she got distracted during the battle, and the terrible loss of her previous dragon made her hesitate when she shouldn’t? And she didn’t even have armor or her own spear—just a generic spear that someone had dug up for her, which looked to be much lower-quality than the one she’d loaned Dez.

      They still had a minute or two before the Draznar arrived. Dez could ask Lula and Pieter to hang back, to stay out of the way. Or maybe to hide in the caves, or to flee through the forest.

      She closed her eyes, fear tearing at her. “I need them to stay safe,” she told Nightsoul, agonizing. “I don’t know if I can protect them. I don’t even know for sure if I can use my own power safely; I won’t have enough focus left during the fight to watch out for them, too. Maybe I should ask them to just stay out of this.”

      Concentrate on the task you’ve been given, and allow them to make their own decisions, Nightsoul responded. They have their own destinies they must take hold of. And they are more than capable of doing that, as are you with your own fate. Plus, remember, they are with experienced dragons who will take care of them.

      Dez took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay,” she said.

      Then the Draznar swept around the side of the mountain.

      They looked like storm clouds at first. They were enormous, nearly half again as big as any of the Rebellion’s dragons, formed from what seemed to be roiling black smoke. Any eyes they might have had were hidden. Their wings spread out vast and horrible, blocking out the sun as they descended toward the mountain, and the riders on their backs looked to be wearing full suits of armor.

      Dez realized she was holding her breath and forced herself to inhale.

      “Goddess,” she faintly heard the rider to her right mutter—he was an old man whose hands shook uncontrollably.

      “We… we outnumber them,” Dez said loudly, trying to sound confident.

      The man turned to her, incredulous. “They’re bigger, faster, and stronger, and we’re all old, injured, or inexperienced.” He paused, his eyes narrowing. “Or spies,” he added.

      The comment snapped Dez out of her shock. “We don’t have time for this!” she snapped, and she raised her voice. “For the Rebellion!” she shouted as loudly as she could, hefting her spear. The cry caught like a fire, rippling down the line of riders, and the dragons took up the battle cry in a roar. Goose bumps rose on Dez’s arms at the sound; it combined fury and loss and pain and a stalwart refusal to go down. She found herself proud to be fighting with these warriors at her side, no matter how ill-equipped they might be.

      Nightsoul inhaled deeply, gulping down air as she rose up above the rest of the battle line. That one, she snarled in Dez’s mind, her attention zeroing in on the Draznar across from them who flew at the end of its own line.

      Dez leaned down in her saddle, gripping the leather straps with one hand and clutching her spear tight to her body with her other. “Go,” she agreed.

      One mighty flap of her wings brought Nightsoul up to the Draznar’s level as the evil spirit creatures descended on the Rebellion, and then the swamp dragon released all of her pent-up air in a mighty blast of fire. The Draznar had to tuck in its wings and veer quickly sideways to avoid it. Some of the fire managed to strike its leg as it passed, and Dez heard a sizzle like water being thrown on a hot pan. The Draznar snarled—a soul-deep, bone-crushing sound that rattled in her ears and blocked out everything else. Its rider had a massive sword, though, and as they veered closer, the weapon flashed toward Dez.

      Dez didn’t have time to warn Nightsoul; she had to take immediate action. She snatched at a memory of swamp mists, pulled them up over herself, and teleported to the Draznar.

      Her aim was off. Either that, or she’d misjudged how quickly the Draznar moved. She wound up on the creature’s tail rather than its saddle. The Draznar didn’t quite feel solid beneath her feet as she stumbled, either—her landing felt more like being plunged into one of the pools of quicksand in the bogs: the footing sucked at her feet, pulling her deeper into the roiling shadows that made up the Draznar’s flesh, miring her in darkness as the Draznar dove at Nightsoul again.

      Seizing what opportunity she had, Dez lifted her spear and stabbed sharply downward so that the Draznar shrieked and spasmed. That had hit something solid, anyway, she thought as she wrapped smoke around herself again and teleported back to Nightsoul’s back. She nearly tumbled off before she managed to find her seat again, but soon settled herself, and then they were wheeling through the air to follow the Draznar they’d chosen as their target as it turned toward the redoubt.

      Dez followed the line of its flight—it seemed to be flying a touch slower now that she’d managed to injure it, at least—and dread clawed at her. “They’re going for the eyrie!” she shouted.

      Not if I have anything to say about it, Nightsoul growled. She plunged toward the Draznar, claws out, and landed a heavy hit to its side that yanked it off course just before it dove into the cloud cover. The Draznar screeched and flailed for a moment before righting itself, and then it sucked in a huge breath as it turned to them.

      Nightsoul realized it was about to breathe fire barely a moment before Dez did and took immediate action to evade it. The swamp dragon tucked in her wings and dove, barely managing to duck beneath the stream of black fire that had burst from the Draznar.

      Dez stared up at it. So the Draznar had black fire, too. She wondered if showing the Rebellion leaders her own black fire might have been part of what had pushed them to distrust her even more than they already had.

      Nightsoul was beneath the other creature now, and used the opportunity to flip around, lashing out with her tail and knocking the Draznar a bit more off course. But the Draznar righted itself quickly—much more quickly than a natural dragon—and flung out its wing, landing a blow to the side of Nightsoul’s head.

      Dez’s dragon roared in pain, shaking her head, losing altitude as she spiraled downward. Dez tucked her spear into the crook of her elbow and used both hands to hold on tight to the saddle. “Pull out of it, Nightsoul!” she shouted, pushing strength and encouragement through the bond. Nightsoul responded after a moment, flaring her wings wide to glide for a moment while she recovered, stabilizing.

      A shadow fell over them. Dez looked up just in time to spot the Draznar who’d been their target diving at them again, claws out. The creature heaved in a breath then, but instead of breathing black fire again, a stream of frost and ice blasted over Dez before Nightsoul veered quickly out of the way.

      “Great!” Dez shouted. “They breathe ice, too!”

      The Draznar used the moment of distraction to strike at Nightsoul. Dez gasped and ducked down right before one of the massive claws would’ve taken her head off. It scraped a deep trench into Nightsoul’s back instead, though the saddle took damage, as well. One of its straps snapped, leaving the saddle sliding a few inches sideways. Dez yelped, tightening her legs, trying to help the single remaining strap hold the saddle in place. Nightsoul screamed—a terrible, muddled sound of pain and anger. Dez clenched her teeth. The Draznar would pay for that.

      She wrapped herself in smoke again and teleported to the Draznar, judging the distance and the creature’s speed more carefully than before. She still didn’t stick the landing, though, appearing in midair next to the Draznar’s powerful thigh. She made the best of the opportunity, stabbing forward with her spear in a quick thrust before teleporting back to Nightsoul. Once safely in the saddle again, she turned to assess the damage she’d managed to do.

      Black shadows were boiling out of the injury in the Draznar’s leg, dripping down to the forest far below. Dez bared her teeth in a smile. Nightsoul rumbled her approval. Those creatures are an abomination, she said to Dez. The dragon whose bones it formed around deserves to rest peacefully, not be forced to participate in Ashimax’s evil conquest.

      “Then let’s finish this,” Dez replied, breathing hard.

      We need to get in close, Nightsoul said. They’re bigger, stronger, faster. But if we could get near enough without being seen…

      Dez caught her meaning. They needed to be invisible. She’d wrapped invisibility around both herself and Nightsoul before, but only briefly, and not well enough to hide the dragon in the daylight. She could only hope that the bit of training she’d done since then, along with the life-or-death necessity of the situation, would allow her to do better now.

      She concentrated, shuffling through her memories until she found one of the dark swamp gloom on a cloudy night. While she focused, Nightsoul bought her time, wheeling away and luring the Draznar to a safe distance from the eggs. Then Dez inhaled, closed her eyes, and wove the memory into invisibility.

      A ripple of magic tightened over them both. Below her, Nightsoul went fuzzy and faded, and then wholly transparent. Dez wanted to whoop but caught herself just in time as the Draznar peeled away and circled, confused. Its rider shouted something, turning his head to search for them.

      Nightsoul flapped her wings hard and rode an updraft up the side of the mountain, gaining altitude quickly until she was at the mountain’s peak. The sun shone bright on Dez’s face. At the top of their ascent, Nightsoul hung in the sky for a breathless moment, the world stretching wide around them with nothing holding them down. Then she flipped in midair, pulled her wings in close, and dove.

      The wind tore at Dez until tears streaked across her face. She crouched down close to Nightsoul, hanging on for dear life as the Draznar grew larger and larger, unsuspecting beneath them. She braced for impact.

      And the hit still nearly tore her out of her saddle.

      The single remaining strap tore a bit under the stress, and Dez gasped. But dangerous as their technique may have been, it had worked—the Draznar had been caught completely off guard—and Nightsoul was able to bite down hard on the creature’s vulnerable belly. The swamp dragon yanked her clenched jaw backwards and came out with a massive rib bone—one that belonged to the dragon whose bones were being used to support the monster who’d formed around it. The Draznar screamed in pain and fury. Blindly, its rider shot a stream of black fire at the spot where he must’ve guessed the invisible Dez would be, and this time she only barely managed to rear out of the way in time. The dragon and the Draznar were a tangle of wings and limbs now, dropping out of the sky and careening uncontrollably toward the ground. But the Draznar was recovering quickly and clawed hard at Nightsoul’s own belly. Nightsoul screamed in pain again, making Dez frantic to help—but before she could do anything, the Draznar had peeled Nightsoul off and had its jaw locked tightly around one of her legs.

      The monster bit down. Nightsoul roared, a stream of fire erupting from her mouth as her scales flared out in her innate defense mechanism. More black fog dripped out of the Draznar’s injured mouth, but it only bit down harder rather than releasing.

      Frantic, Dez searched for something she could do to help, but with her saddle sliding around precariously on Nightsoul’s back, it was almost all she could do just to keep her balance.

      Then an idea hit her, and she gasped. Quickly, she peered upward, searching for the other rider’s saddle. There—it was made of pure white leather, held on with only a single wide strap that looped around the Draznar’s belly. As they continued to tumble toward the forest, Dez aimed as carefully as she could, took a breath to steady herself, and then shot black fire at the saddle’s strap.

      It deteriorated almost instantly, curling and cracking before it crumbled away to ash. The saddle broke away from the Draznar and the rider followed quickly, not realizing what was happening until it was too late. He fell, tumbling, to the forest far below.

      Confused at the sudden loss of its rider, the Draznar thrashed and spun away, freeing Nightsoul. The swamp dragon took advantage of its distraction and pounced on it again, this time biting down hard on the back of its neck, where it couldn’t easily shake her off. They followed the path of the rider who’d fallen to his death, the forest below swiftly growing larger until it was almost upon them.

      Teleport down! Nightsoul called to her. I won’t be hurt by the crash, but you could be killed.

      Quickly, Dez found a memory of her swamps that wasn’t too faded and she teleported herself to the ground.

      A vast shadow fell overhead, and a blast of wind nearly knocked her over as the locked-together pair blazed past. Trees snapped and the earth shook when they landed. She ran to follow, nearly tripping over the long, huge crater that their impact had torn into the ground. Nightsoul and the Draznar were still locked together, struggling and roaring, with streams of red fire and black fire and ice spraying everywhere. Nightsoul managed to gain the upper hand as Dez watched, flipping the bigger Draznar down beneath her and pinning it with her jaws locked around its neck.

      Strike now! she shouted to Dez. I can’t hold this monstrosity for long!

      Dez hefted her spear, gathered her strength, and teleported. The creature’s head thudded down right next to her, its black eyes tight with fury and its smoky fangs bared in a snarl.

      She raised her spear high. “Rest with the Goddess,” she whispered to the dragon bones beneath the monster, and with that she brought her spear down with all the strength in her.

      The dying of the Draznar was a thunderous spectacle. A roar of magic burst out from the spot where Dez’s spear had pierced its skull, knocking both her and the weapon back. The black smoke that had formed the creature bubbled up more violently than before and then began to spill out into a vicious whirlwind that circled all three of them.

      “Get back!” Dez shouted to Nightsoul, shielding her eyes from the flying dirt and debris as she scrambled away. Nightsoul released her hold on the creature’s neck and half-flew, half-ran to Dez, curling herself around her rider just before the Draznar exploded with a final, loud boom.

      Silence fell. Dez’s heart beat hard in her ears, her breaths turning to heavy gasps as she recovered from the turmoil of the battle. Her first real duel had been much faster and more instinctive than she’d realized it would be—there hadn’t been practically any time to strategize, only to react. She hoped she’d have time to train more before fighting another Draznar.

      Then she snapped upright, dread washing over her. There had been seven other Draznars in this strike force. In the furor of her fight with the one they’d singled out, she hadn’t even had time to check on how the others were doing.

      On how Pieter and Lula were doing.

      She scrambled up into the saddle and Nightsoul lifted back toward the mountain. Dez shaded her eyes with her free hand, her gaze darting frantically from dragon to Draznar to dragon, searching for her family. She only counted perhaps half of the Rebellion dragons still in the sky. Two were injured and on the ground, their wings flopping weakly. The rest of the dragons who were on the ground looked dead. Terror ripped through her as she tried to make out the colors of the dragons still in the sky, searching for an ancient Emerald Verdant and the blue-white dragon—an Alabaster Glacial, she thought she’d heard someone say earlier—who, particularly to her, carried precious cargo.

      There! Gloriox was fending off two Draznar, barely managing to hold his own. Pieter clung to him and, from what Dez could tell from this distance, was using weak blasts of light magic to try to distract the monsters. And Snowdrop was isolated high above the mountain, where it was freezing and the air was almost too thin for humans, fending off what looked to be the largest Draznar of the whole strike force. Its rider wore a full suit of armor, glinting in the bright sunlight and blasting fire at Lula, who blasted it right back. Lula was still recovering from her magic overuse, though, and her fire appeared thin and weak in comparison to the Draznar’s rider.

      Dez squinted as Nightsoul gained altitude, hesitating as she tried to decide which target to direct her dragon to. The Draznar’s rider, the one who fought Lula, looked somehow familiar. Whoever it was had a full helmet that covered their whole face like all the rest of the evil riders, so Dez couldn’t make out who it might be—but when she spotted the white cape that flared in the wind, she realized with a gasp that this was the Ghost of the Bayou.

      Betrayal and anger wrapped tight around Dez. She’d thought she’d had a connection to the Ghost. She’d felt drawn to it, had spoken to it. And now it turned out that the Ghost had been one of Ashimax’s all along.

      Had the Ghost been sent to spy on Dez? Was that why the man, or woman, or whatever it was beneath that armor, had hung around the bayou all these years?

      Gloriox is in trouble, Nightsoul said, nudging her through their bond. As is Snowdrop. Which ought we assist?

      Dez hesitated, glancing between the dragons. The two fights were too far apart for Nightsoul to be able to help in both. She had to choose. Either she could help Gloriox and Pieter in their battle against the two Draznar or assist Lula in fighting the Ghost of the Bayou.

      Her jaw tightened. With the addition of the Ghost, this fight had become personal—but she couldn’t leave Pieter, inexperienced as he was, to fight two Draznar at once.

      “We’ll help them both,” she decided. “You go to Gloriox, and I’ll teleport to help Lula.”

      Nightsoul hesitated. She clearly didn’t like the idea of being separated from her rider. Are you certain? she asked.

      Dez readied a memory of the swamp mists; the way the low-lying fog allowed creatures to scurry beneath it and pop up where they weren’t unexpected, the way the trees shaded it so that the sun couldn’t burn it away. She missed the swamp—but it was in her blood. In her memories. And today, it would help her win this battle.

      “Yes,” she said. “Be safe. Fight well.”

      With that, she wrapped the memory around herself and teleported off to face the Ghost.
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      A feeling like quicksand latched onto Dez’s feet again as soon as she reappeared. The last of the smoke magic she’d used to teleport cleared away and she saw that she stood ankle-deep in the Draznar’s back, right behind the saddle. Its wings flared inky and wide to either side of her and, barely a few feet away, the Ghost of the Bayou sat, spear raised to attack Lula as they swerved in close.

      Dez bared her teeth and leapt forward, yanking with all her strength until her feet were free. Then she attacked the Ghost, curling her fist tightly and pounding it into the side of the Ghost’s helmet—knocking it just slightly askew as she did and allowing herself to see long brown hair beneath it, which she guessed meant the Ghost was a woman. Dez had thrown the Ghost’s aim off just enough that her spear thrust scraped harmlessly along Snowdrop’s scales, sending up sparks rather than drawing either the dragon’s or her aunt’s blood.

      Snowdrop veered upward, landing a blow with her claws hard on the Draznar’s neck. Lula caught sight of Dez and turned, her mouth opening wide to shout something, shock and worry clear in her expression. But then the Draznar flipped into a barrel roll—with Dez clinging tightly to the edge of the Ghost’s saddle, barely avoiding being flung off—and one of its wings struck Snowdrop and knocked her backward. Before she could recover, the Draznar roared a blast of ice that streamed right over Snowdrop’s wing. Snowdrop snarled in pain, tucking her injured wing in close and falling into a barely controlled tumble earthward.

      The Draznar’s rider swung around, bringing her spear up and lashing out with it, lightning-fast. Dez barely got her own spear up in time to block the blow. The force of it rattled her teeth, knocking her back a half-step and nearly throwing her off the Draznar’s back. She rallied and managed to blast a burst of black fire at the Ghost, only to have the Ghost dodge easily and send a much larger surge of golden-red fire streaming straight toward Dez’s face. Dez’s only option was to throw herself out of the way—and into the open air.

      She freefell for the space of three heartbeats. The wind screamed in her ears, tearing at her eyes, ripping at the strands of her hair. The sky tumbled past, and she spun, seeing the ground, then the mountain, and then the sky again. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think.

      She spread herself out, trying to slow her fall so that she could figure out how to handle the situation, and the kaleidoscope of sky-ground-sky briefly steadied. She spotted Gloriox and Nightsoul fighting off the two Draznar. Gloriox took a deep breath and roared, lightning surging from his mouth and into the sky. It struck a thousand points in the deep blue, and at each of those points, a cloud began to form. They spread and darkened the sky, and drops of rain began to fall. Storm magic, she realized. But creating such a storm must’ve cost Gloriox more than he could spare, because he was flagging now, spiraling slowly downward as Nightsoul tried to slow the two Draznar who were trying to attack him while the older dragon remained weakened. The swamp dragon hovered for a moment, appearing to focus on one of the riders, who shook their head and then clutched it as if confused. Nightsoul must be using her magic to plant fear or doubt in the rider, Dez realized.

      Drops of rain were falling alongside Dez now, moving only a little faster than her. She reached out to touch one as lightning flashed overhead, wondering why Gloriox would expend more energy than he could spare to create a storm that, as far as she could see, didn’t help the Rebellion at all. Then a rumble of thunder cracked the sky, and Dez started to understand the advantage the elderly dragon had given them.

      Carefully, she twisted her head. Far above her now, the Ghost of the Bayou and the largest Draznar were wheeling in a circle, surveying the field of battle, looking for their next target. She couldn’t let them find one. She and the Ghost had history. This fight was personal, and she meant to finish it.

      She pulled smoke around herself again, taking careful aim, and teleported back to the Draznar. This time, she landed on its massive head. She stumbled and nearly fell off again, but managed to grab one of the creature’s horns, her hand sinking partway into the monster and hitting bone. The Draznar roared, outraged, and shook its head to try to dislodge her. She clung on, pulling back hard, trying to make the monster fly upward closer to the clouds. But it bucked and writhed, and soon her hand slipped and she was falling again.

      Grimacing, she teleported again, but this time into midair a few feet below the dragon. She lifted both hands as she hung weightless for a moment before her fall, shooting as big a stream of black fire as she could manage at the Draznar. It roared and flapped its wings hard, lifting out of the way.

      She fell. She teleported. She shot black fire at it again, and it lashed its tail at her as it climbed higher. She shouted, hissing through her teeth at the pain, but teleported again, driving the Draznar ever upward.

      The strain on her magic grew. Her memories started to fade, and she couldn’t think of any new ones that weren’t already gray and nearly colorless already, after how much she’d used them in the last few days, and after just starting training. She set her jaw and bore down harder, herding the Draznar and its rider—whose metal armor shone like the perfect lightning rod—ever higher.

      Then, finally, her skin began to tingle and the smell of ozone filled the air. She quickly teleported a good distance away, the strain on her magic bearing down even harder on her as she did so. Just as she reappeared—Crack! Lightning speared downward, straight for the Ghost.

      Dez only celebrated for a second before she saw that the Ghost had one hand raised, and a crackling dome of purple energy hovered over her head. The lightning hit it and then divided, forking around it to harmlessly strike the sky to either side.

      Dez closed her eyes, giving in to a moment of despair. She’d thought she’d found an advantage, a way of defeating the rider who appeared to be the leader of this strike force, but it hadn’t panned out, and now her magic was strained and she was at more of a loss than ever. But, after only a second, she forced herself to open her eyes and teleport back to a spot right behind the Draznar’s saddle.

      She had to finish this, one way or the other. No matter the cost to herself.

      The Ghost spotted her almost immediately and dropped her energy shield to ram her spear toward Dez. Dez blocked the thrust with her own spear, but the move turned out to be a feint and the Ghost switched from a thrust to a hard side-swipe at the last second. It struck Dez with a massive amount of force, sending her reeling and staggering and almost falling again. Her armor had been the only thing that had saved her from a blow like that being fatal. The spear was already coming at her again, too, impossibly fast. Dez barely managed to summon a weak black spurt of fire, trying to disintegrate the Ghost’s dangerous weapon, but the Ghost pulled back just in time. The ground beneath them tilted as the Draznar veered upward until it was almost vertical. It was trying to shake her off again—it or its rider must have realized she was close to the limits of her magic. If she fell and couldn’t manage to teleport, she’d be doomed.

      The Ghost lifted her hand and shot a blast of ice at her. There was no way to avoid it but to jump, so Dez did, and then she had to try twice to teleport before she finally managed it. Her memories of the swamp were getting more and more damaged—if she didn’t win or quit soon, she worried she’d end up like Lula… or worse.

      She was back on the Draznar again. Before the Ghost could lash out, Dez drove her spear deep into the monster. The creature roared in pain, but the injury was far from fatal, and the beast twisted around to snap at her. She dove out of the way, further up onto its back and toward its rider.

      The Ghost struck out with her spear.

      Dez blocked the blow, but the strength of it shuddered over her armor.

      The Ghost whipped her spear in the other direction. Too fast to block. Dez’s shoulder guard took the damage, sending Dez staggering off-balance.

      Dez tried to summon black fire. None came.

      The Ghost raised a hand.

      Dez knew what would come next: another blast of fire, one that she was too off-balance and used up to dodge.

      Dez had lost. There was no way she could win. No way to even survive.

      She closed her eyes—

      —and the beautiful kingdom in the hills rose in her mind, flush with color and life and green-and-gold summer. Her own faded memories were a transparent veil that hung before it. She could see the white marble palace glistening in the sunshine. Hear the birdsong, the children playing in the fountains, the haggling in the market. She could smell the fresh-baked bread.

      Startled, Dez opened her eyes. A huge stream of fire was blasting toward her. She dropped, flattening herself into the Draznar’s quicksand-like back just in time.

      She could see the red roofs. The river gushed and burbled, forking to flow around the island that held the palace.

      The Ghost stabbed down with her spear, coupling the thrust with a blinding flash of light magic. Dez couldn’t see, and couldn’t get out of the way in time. The point rammed hard into her back, so that she writhed in pain. The armor had saved her again, but soon, any moment now, the Ghost would successfully hit one of the spots the armor didn’t protect.

      Dez had dropped her spear, too. It rolled toward the edge of the Draznar’s flank. She dove after it, grabbing it just in time.

      The Ghost climbed out of her saddle and rose above Dez. Dez quickly pivoted, raising her spear, but she hadn’t had time to get in the proper position or put power behind the thrust and the Ghost blocked the blow easily, sending it glancing off her metal-gloved hands. Then the Ghost kicked Dez hard in the knee.

      Dez buckled, her spear flying out of her hands and into the sky.

      The Ghost raised her own weapon.

      Dez saw rippling emerald mountains. People were speaking in a rounded accent. The accent of Gald, her homeland. The place she shouldn’t remember—but somehow did.

      And then, deep inside Dez, the dam resurfaced.

      She hesitated. The moment stretched on as if time itself had slowed. The dam waited for her—not cracked or leaking now, just waiting. She realized suddenly that she could release whatever power was behind it. It was hers to wield in this moment, for this fight.

      If she dared to use it.

      She was still afraid. She was untrained, inexperienced. She had no idea if she could control whatever massive force was behind the dam, and wasn’t certain if it was some sort of gift from the Creator Goddess or something else entirely.

      But she was in the middle of a battle where all she had left of her family—her dragon, her aunt, her brother—were fighting for their lives. If she loosed this unfamiliar magic, she could hurt them. Or hurt herself, be overpowered, or drown beneath the impossible tide that the dam held back.

      Khan’s voice rang in her head. This is what comes of putting too much faith in magic. He’d been talking about Lula’s overuse of magic and how it had hurt her, but the warning held true for Dez at this moment, too. What if that was truly what she was about to do—place all her trust in some type of magic with an unknown source? How could she risk so much, knowing so little about it?

      But Nightsoul’s comfort, given last night, rose up to combat Khan’s words. You are strong and worthy, and your power can change the world for the better if you allow it.

      Dez drew a breath. She’d held this powerful magic back before, and she’d paid a terrible price—one which she couldn’t bear to pay again. If she didn’t use it now, the Ghost would kill her. And then the Ghost would go after her loved ones.

      And Dez could not allow that.

      She dug deep. She inhaled, and, with the exhale, she let go of her fear. And then she got a firm grip on the dam—and smashed through it.

      Power flooded her.

      Light, bright as the sun itself, flared out of her. The Ghost stumbled backward, an arm held up to shield her eyes. The Draznar roared and bucked, trying to shake her off, but it was too late for that.

      Dez sent a blast of fire—red fire, which she hadn’t learned yet—at the Ghost, who stumbled back further. Dez drew on the memories of Gald that she shouldn’t have, and it was impossible easy, not draining at all. The magic flowed freely and powerfully. It offered a bigger rush than anything she’d ever experienced—not just the magic itself, but the feelings that were wrapped up in it. She didn’t quite know how to describe it and certainly had never felt anything like it before, but it was almost like she was being wrapped in the strength of others. She didn’t only feel stronger and faster, but also… protected. Accepted. Loved.

      Tears filled her eyes. She took a breath to steady herself and then lifted her spear, bringing it down hard at the spot where the joint in the Ghost’s armor between her chest plate and shoulder guard was vulnerable. The Ghost reared back in her own attack, but even though she was as lightning-quick as always, this time Dez found herself able to react in time. Dez dodged, parried, and then thrust hard. She landed the blow. Then she landed another. The Ghost was on the defensive now, blocking more than she could attack, and Dez added a blast of black fire, effortlessly blending her own swamp magic with the fire and light magic from the Gald memories. The Ghost couldn’t pull her spear back in time, and the spearpoint crumbled away to ash.

      Dez inhaled, feeling like she was filling her lungs with power with each breath. The Draznar roared and twisted its head back, breathing deadly ice at her, but she summoned a surge of hot fire to meet it. The two powers clashed in midair, hissing and sizzling. Before the Draznar could attack again, Dez wrapped herself in smoke and teleported to the creature’s head.

      The Draznar whipped its snout around, mouth gaping wide, smoky fangs ready to rend her apart.

      She pulled more power from behind the dam. Light surged through her again in a supernova-bright flare. The Draznar roared in agony, blinded, and Dez dropped the light and stretched out her arms as she and the Draznar both fell together. An instinct nudged her, and a rope of fire formed between her outstretched fingers. She flung it at the Draznar. When the rope of fire hit the monster’s snout, it grew and stretched, winding around and around its muzzle—binding it shut.

      Then, wind screaming in her ears, Dez remembered the massive conflagration that she was supposed to have loosed at the canyon. She pulled the powerful fire up from the dam, from the memories of the golden summer day in Gald, and spun it through her limbs—and then outward, blasting it in a roaring, spinning inferno toward the Ghost.

      The Ghost saw it coming. She leapt from the saddle to tumble toward the ground. She twisted in midair as she sparked her energy shield into existence to shield her from the swiftly coming impact with the earth below.

      Dez teleported to the ground. The Draznar smashed hard into the base of the cliff, bound, blinded, and momentarily stunned. There was no time to hesitate now. Dez teleported to its chest, raised her spear high, and stabbed down with all the strength in her.

      The Draznar screamed and writhed. Its talons came slamming down over the injury, and Dez barely managed to leap out of the way in time, forced to leave her spear buried in the creature’s chest. The smoke that had made the creature solid bubbled and roiled, and the whirlwind started to tear through the trees around them.

      Something snapped behind her. Dez looked up to spot the Ghost approaching her, spear raised—and Dez no longer had her own weapon. Dez hesitated, torn, looking back at the spot where the Draznar’s smoky, bubbling talons clutched at her spear. If she could evade the Ghost for just a few moments, the Draznar would finish dying and dissipate, and she could retrieve her spear. She’d fought with a weapon all her life. She felt off-balance without the weight of one in her hands.

      But she had magic now, she reminded herself. Powerful magic.

      She didn’t need the spear to defeat the Ghost.

      She turned back to the Ghost, readying a blast of black fire—but she’d hesitated too long. The Ghost had her spear already pulled back for a blow. It was lined up to hit Dez right in the neck, where there was no armor to protect her. The Ghost’s weapon might have had its point disintegrated earlier, but driven hard into the right place, it would still be plenty fatal.

      The spear descended.

      Dez stood frozen. There was no time to react. No time to think. No time to regret.

      Then, at the last second, the spear slowed incrementally—and it veered to the right, skidding harmlessly off Dez’s shoulder shield for what seemed to be no reason at all.

      Dez’s muscles released from their frozen state. She yanked light up from her memories of Gald again until she shone so brightly that the Ghost stumbled backward, crouching into a defensive position with one arm raised to shield her eyes. Dez took the opening to teleport quickly back to the Draznar—just as the final blast surged over her, and the dragon bones settled to the ground—and grab her spear. She turned to see the Ghost coming at her again, much too close for comfort. Dez shifted her spear to block, knowing the blow that was about to land would be hard enough to rattle her, maybe hard enough to knock her down.

      But the Ghost hesitated again, stopping for a heartbeat with her spear held high. She was in the perfect position to strike—but she wasn’t striking. Her body was taut with tension, though, to the point that the spear quavered a bit in her grip, lurching an inch forward and then stopping again. The Ghost made a muffled noise, something that came through teeth gritted tight with effort. It was almost as if there was some sort of magical forcefield trying to hold her back, but Dez could sense no such magic.

      Dez paused for a split-second, puzzled. The Ghost seemed to be having some sort of internal difficulty. Maybe one of Dez’s earlier blows had injured the Ghost more than she’d realized? But no—some instinct told her this was something more. It almost felt like the Ghost was at war with herself as much as with Dez, or was struggling through some sort of mental block.

      Whatever the source of the Ghost’s confusion was, though, Dez had to take advantage of it, and fast. She surged forward with a twin blow from both the spear and her red fire magic, knocking the Ghost off-balance. As the Ghost staggered and dropped to one knee, Dez spotted an opportunity—the eye slit in the Ghost’s helmet rested at the perfect angle. If Dez could get in a powerful spear blow there, it would go right through the helmet and kill the Ghost.

      She lined up the blow. She hauled her spear back and pulled every ounce of physical and magical strength she had to the surface. She had to make sure this thrust did its job.

      But just as she prepared to drive the spear downward, something made her hesitate. The sense of connection she’d always felt with the Ghost tingled deep in her bones. It was a quiet instinct, the barest nudge—but it reminded her of standing in the bayou across from the Ghost, the way it had always felt like some invisible line was drawn between the two of them, like they were being pulled together by some unknown force.

      The instinct said: Don’t kill her.

      But Dez’s common sense told her the opposite. She was a member of the Rebellion now, or at least she was trying hard to become one. This was the enemy. A true shadowspawn, someone who had given up their humanity by voluntarily serving evil, or perhaps some corrupt construct which was no different than the Draznar. She needed to kill her. Now.

      But still, she hesitated.

      She ground her teeth. Anytime she’d hesitated in the past, anytime she’d pulled her blows and held back her full strength, it had only caused her trouble and set her back.

      But this… this felt different. Sparing the Ghost felt right, somehow, even though it defied all logic.

      And there was no time left, she knew. In half a second, the Ghost would rise and attack again. Dez needed to strike. So, Dez drove the spear downward—but she aimed it above the eyepiece, striking a blow that would stun rather than kill.

      The impact was so powerful that it shattered the Ghost’s helmet into pieces and ripped it from the woman’s head. She reeled over backwards, her curly brown hair flying in every direction as she tried to recover. She stumbled up to her knees and grabbed her spear. Then she lifted her head.

      Dez stared at her, struck.

      She looked so… normal. Well, almost normal—except for the strange, glowing purple X on her forehead. But other than that, the Ghost could’ve been anyone. Her skin was a little browner than Dez’s, with freckles spangled over her upturned nose and her cheeks. Her eyes were brown, the expression in them showing a muddled sort of shock as she returned Dez’s stare.

      The Ghost broke away first. She dove for her broken spear. Dez shook herself and whipped her spear back around to a guard position, ready for the next attack. But just as the Ghost swept up her own weapon, a loud roar echoed overhead. Dez’s gaze snapped up. Snowdrop flew low overhead, blasting blue fire at the Ghost. Lula was seated on the dragon’s back, looking down at Dez and the Ghost, who were both looking up, trying to judge where to leap to avoid the fire.

      Lula smiled fiercely at her niece, pride shining from the expression. Then her gaze fell fully on the Ghost—and shock replaced pride.

      Dez’s gaze darted back to the Ghost, trying to see what had startled Lula, but the Ghost was just staring back at her aunt without moving. Then, slowly, forehead crinkling with effort, the Ghost lifted one hand to touch the X on her forehead. The moment was labored, as if it cost all the energy the Ghost could afford, and her eyes were tight and full of emotion. Then, her hand dropped away and her eyes went blank and inscrutable.

      The Ghost motioned with both hands. A dark, shadowy fog moved around her. It moved as if it were heavy and slow and viscous, like some sort of syrup. And it covered the Ghost in its shadow; when it dissipated a moment later, the woman was gone.
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      Dez bent over, hands on her knees, shaking as the life-or-death fight caught up with her all at once. Now that the Ghost had vanished—apparently to somewhere off the field of battle—Dez could hardly catch her breath. But Snowdrop’s roar of encouragement from above reminded Dez that the fight was still raging on for the rest of the Rebellion defenders, and for her family.

      She straightened. “Nightsoul!” she called out.

      A shadow swept down over her. I am here, called her dragon. I was watching, when I could spare a moment of focus away from my own fight. I am immensely proud of you, rider.

      Dez swelled with pride at her dragon’s words. But still, something within her remained snagged on that strange moment with the Ghost—the second of connection, the odd instinct that had told her to spare a woman who had to be one of Ashimax’s best soldiers. She didn’t have time to dwell on it now, though. Instead, she pulled another thread of power from the memories of Gald and teleported up to Nightsoul’s back.

      She eased into the saddle with a sigh. It was beyond good to be up here again on her dragon’s back, where she belonged. Even if her saddle was still barely hanging on. They wheeled upward to get eyes on the battle.

      Gloriox and Pieter were still fighting one Draznar, though it appeared that Nightsoul had helped them kill the other. The rest of the Draznar and their riders were harassing the handful of dragons still in the sky. It should have been intimidating, but as Dez watched, she spotted a strange sluggishness to the Draznars’ movements. They hesitated a few seconds too long when they had an opening to strike, and a few of them hovered in midair, appearing uncertain about which targets they ought to go after.

      “They’re confused,” Dez realized. “The big one, the one who the Ghost was riding that I killed… it must have been their leader. They have no direction now.”

      I think you are correct. Nightsoul bared her teeth. Let us hunt, then.

      They rose toward the Draznar who remained engaged with Gloriox. Nightsoul focused on the rider, instilling fear and doubt, while Dez pulled more magic from the Galdian memories to blast a massive stream of black fire at the confused Draznar. It hit the creature’s wing, dissolving it to ash and ancient dragon bones. The Draznar bellowed and fell, spiraling toward the ground, its remaining wing flailing wildly.

      Dez and Nightsoul went after it. It tumbled through the air as they dove past, its wing almost striking them twice before they could get beneath it. Thinking as one, Dez and Nightsoul waited until just the right moment. Three… two… one…

      When Nightsoul flew about a hundred feet in front of it, she suddenly flared her wings, slowing their fall to a slow glide. Above them, the Draznar continued to plummet straight down. Dez took a deep breath and focused, aiming carefully, and then let loose with a huge blast of black fire.

      It was beautiful, like a waterfall in reverse—a plume of burning midnight against the bright blue sky. It hit the Draznar and swallowed it whole. The whirlwind of the creature’s death sucked the fire in and whipped it around, feeding it until it had become a massive firestorm independent of Dez’s control. Dragon bones flew out of it in all directions as the conflagration roared and stretched upward toward the clouds in a huge funnel.

      Dez crouched low on Nightsoul’s neck. The swamp dragon flapped her wings hard to avoid being pulled into the rotating mass and only barely managed to break free, soaring above the forest. Dez scanned the sky and spotted a Draznar that was also attempting to get away from the funnel.

      “Nightsoul!” Dez called, but the dragon had already sensed her intention. She flipped around, glided in close to the Draznar, and then blasted a stream of fire over it. The Draznar snarled in response, retaliating with a burst of ice that they barely managed to evade—but then Nightsoul came up from underneath it, her scales flared out, and rammed herself straight into one of the Draznar’s wings. The move tore hundreds of tiny holes in the smoke, which made the Draznar’s flight wobble for a moment until the holes sealed back over. It was just enough destabilization to allow the fierce funnel to suck the Draznar just a little further in, though—just far enough in that the creature could no longer fight the pull of the rotating mass of black fire.

      The Draznar vanished into the plume of midnight. Its explosive death only fanned the flames, and the plume grew nearly as large as the mountain, extending almost down to the forest below and stretching nearly up to the clouds. Dez stared at it in wonder. She’d done that. With the power of the memories and magic she shouldn’t have, and with some unintentional help from the dying Draznar, she’d created this massive force of destruction.

      Dez! Nightsoul called. Dez tore her focus away from the funnel to follow Nightsoul’s nudge; the remaining three Draznar were peeling away, soaring high into the sky and toward the western horizon.

      “They’re fleeing!” She whooped, half in celebration and half in incredulity. Then she paused, searching for her family, needing to make sure they were okay before she got too excited. There—Snowdrop and Lula were hovering in place, sending a blast of snow to harry the Draznar on their way, and Pieter and Gloriox were on the ground. The old green dragon looked tired, his wings drooping loosely and his head hung low, but he seemed unhurt, and Pieter was fine, too, standing at his dragon’s side and gaping at his sister.

      Relieved, Dez waved at him to assure him that she was okay, as well. Then she glanced back up at the fleeing Draznar, fierce joy and pride echoing in her at the sight. It didn’t seem possible that they could have routed one of the Spirit King’s most elite strike forces, but somehow, they’d done it. She’d done it—she had used her full power without hesitation, and it had won them the battle.

      She paused, considering. She’d won the battle, yes, and if she went after the fleeing Draznar, she might even be able to defeat them, too. But the massive funnel in front of them was only growing, and if she didn’t get it back under control, it could pose a danger to the Rebellion’s headquarters, and the materiel and dragon eggs that she’d fought so hard to protect.

      She glanced down at her dragon. “Get us as close as you safely can!” she called. Nightsoul obliged, gliding closer until the rotating mass of fire—which was roaring now, with a sound so loud that it blocked out everything else—filled her entire field of vision. It had come from her magic, but it was a separate thing now, raging all on its own, fed by the deaths of the Draznar.

      She closed her eyes and reached out to it with her magic. She could sense it. It was like the power behind the dam—massive, flooding, raging. But, like that power, it could be safely directed. Carefully, she pulled power from the Galdian memories of the cool fountains and the children splashing as they dove for coins. She wove the magic into a beam of cold air and aimed it into the rotating conflagration. She stretched it out, imagining something like the Ghost’s energy shield, only big enough to surround the entirety of the funnel. Power surged into her without effort, flowing through her and into the world.

      The shield of cold air enveloped the funnel, and the rotation slowed. Concentrating, Dez slowly lowered the temperature of the air within the shield until the plume of black flame shrank and ceased its rotation. Then, when it was a thin rope only, perhaps half the length of the mountain, she reached out to it with her magic as if she were calling an errant pet, and then dropped the massive shield.

      The black flame wound through the air and returned to her hand. She grasped the end of it, reconnecting it to her magic, and then extinguished it.

      And then it was over.

      She blew out a long breath and turned her attention inward, finding the dam—the source of her power. Thank you, she said to it. To the Creator Goddess. And then she let it go.

      The dam closed. The powerful magic that had aided her own in her moment of greatest need dried to a trickle and then receded entirely. Not forever, though. She sensed it would be there, waiting to help her again, when she needed it. And now she was ready for it. Now, she understood it—and herself—a bit better.

      Ah. Dez. Nightsoul nudged her again, but this time her voice was tinged with amusement rather than alarm.

      Dez glanced up. On the horizon, opposite of where the massive funnel of black flame had been, flew a battalion of dragons. There were hundreds of them—including the gleaming golden Lanalin, with her rider safe atop her, Dez noted with an exhale of relief. They were hovering just around the edge of the magical cloud cover atop the caldera, as if they’d come around the corner only seconds before and then pulled up short in shock. Which… had probably been exactly what had happened. They must’ve seen the funnel, the fleeing Draznar—and then Dez, taming the rotating mass and extinguishing it, ending the battle and mopping up its aftermath before they could even arrive to engage in the fight.

      She smiled and waved. Then she patted Nightsoul. “Looks like we might have some explaining to do,” she said with a laugh. “To the eyrie?”

      Nightsoul huffed. We can explain later, she groused. If I’m going to face that flock of dolts again, I’m going to need my breakfast first.

      Dez snorted. They’d earned a break, it was true, and she hadn’t had her breakfast yet, either. And after that… after that, she could face Khan, and the leaders of the Rebellion, and her own destiny.
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        * * *

      

      Dez followed the smell of burning to the mess hall. There were tables scattered everywhere in the long, low lava tube, and a few plates of food still sitting here and there—evidence of the way everyone had dropped whatever they’d been doing to prepare for battle. A rack of bacon had been left on the skillet above a fire long enough for the flames to burn down to embers and the bacon to blacken nearly to ash. Dez grabbed a towel, pulled the whole mess out of the fire, and went in search of more appetizing food.

      She found buckets full of fried potatoes, unburnt bacon, and bread that was only slightly stale just outside the kitchen area. She grabbed a plate and filled it, and then did the same with a second. Battle made a person hungry, apparently. Though, she noted that she didn’t feel used up and shaky the way she had when she’d skated too close to overusing her own magic—she was just tired, the way she’d have been after a good sparring match.

      She set the plates down at an empty table far from the door, hoping no one would see her until after she’d had the chance for a bit of a breather. Then, pausing before she dug in, she offered a brief prayer to the Creator Goddess.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, her words echoing in the empty cavern. “For helping us win. Thank you for the gifts you’ve given me—Nightsoul, my strength, that magic—and thank you for allowing me to use them to fight evil.”

      When she’d finished the prayer, she sat a moment in silence, feeling a tingle of warmth suffuse her. She wondered if the Goddess had heard her prayer from wherever it was that she was resting now, after the hard work of creation. She wondered if she was proud of Dez.

      A smile curved Dez’s lips. She thought, somehow, that it was true. The Goddess was proud. And Dez hoped that in the fights to come—of which there would be many, she knew—she would continue to make the Creator even prouder.

      She ate ravenously. Only when she was nearly finished with the second plate did she start to slow down. She could feel Nightsoul’s hunger beginning to abate, too; the dragon had gone hunting, and must have caught a deer or two by now. She wondered if her dragon missed the taste of swamp duck the way Dez missed the quiet solitude of the bayous. Even now, if Dez closed her eyes, she could hear the far-off splashes of hunting gators, smell the faintly earthy scent of mushrooms and decomposing swamp grass, and see low-lying mist curl around the cypress trunks in the cool morning shade.

      The homesickness bit down, deep and sudden. Dez had to blink back tears as she looked down at the last slice of bacon on her plate, suddenly not hungry at all.

      Footsteps echoed against the low ceiling. She didn’t look up. Someone stood across from her at the table, pulled out the chair, and then hesitated. “Is this seat taken?” asked a low, uncertain voice.

      Dez kept her head down for a long moment, debating, trying to figure out the best way to handle this situation. All the things she wanted to say and all the things she knew she shouldn’t say tangled together in her head. At last, she was forced to look up.

      Khan stood on the other side of the table from her.

      He looked like an entirely different boy—a young man now, Dez supposed—than he had yesterday. The gleam of excitement, of the headlong rush to promised glory, was gone. His features were haggard now, his eyes downcast. His hair was mussed and his face was dirty, and there was a long tear across his shirt sleeve.

      Her big brother had seen his first battle. And Dez hadn’t been there to back him up. Because he hadn’t wanted her there. She wished she could think better of him, could believe that it had been a mistake of some sort when he’d refused to help her until after his return… but deep down, she knew that he truly had wanted to go to his first battle without her, had wanted to make sure he would get his chance to shine brightly without her overshadowing him. And part of that might have been the heat of the moment, the thrill of having just been chosen as a dragon rider, but it had still hurt Dez deeply.

      She wasn’t sure what expression she wore, but when his gaze flicked up to meet hers, his shoulders hunched and he took a step back. “Never mind,” he said. “I… I won’t sit, I just wanted to say—”

      Dez kicked the chair across from her out toward him. “Don’t be stupid,” she said. “You’ve already filled your quota of that for the month. Sit down.”

      A trace of a smile crossed his face, and he breathed out a laugh. “I have, haven’t I?” He took the seat, and Dez pushed the plate with the last slice of bacon over to him.

      “You look like you need this more than me,” she said. “How did the battle go?”

      He picked up the bacon, but didn’t eat it, instead tearing it into shreds with a distant look on his face. “By the time we got there, the army was already gone. Or maybe they were never there to start with. We flew out, sent reconnaissance teams up and down the river to try to find any trace of them, but there was nothing. We realized it was a trap meant to lure us away and flew back as quick as we could.” He shrugged one shoulder and then motioned at the tear in his shirt and the dirt on his face. “I got this from falling into a bush when Lanalin did a barrel roll during reconnaissance without warning me.”

      Dez couldn’t help herself—she burst out laughing. Khan rolled his eyes, but smiled a little, too. Along with the humor, though, relief suffused her. Her big brother hadn’t seen his first battle without her after all. The worst enemy he’d fought over the last day had been a bush and his own fool-headed dragon.

      But as quickly as it had come, Khan’s smiled dropped. He crumbled the last bit of bacon and then put his hands flat on the table. “Desiree,” he said quietly, “I saw what you did. We’d spotted the Draznar on our way in and were pushing ourselves so hard, afraid we wouldn’t get back in time to protect the eggs—only to find out you and Nightsoul killed four Draznar yourselves, assisted with a fifth, and drove the last few home crying to their mothers.”

      “I don’t think Draznar have mothers,” Dez interjected.

      He shook his head. “How can you joke about it? What you did—that funnel of black fire, the way you slowed it down and extinguished it all on your own… that much power, that much control, should be impossible, Dez. And yet you did it.” He closed his eyes. “With the magic I told you was too dangerous to use.”

      “Yes,” she acknowledged.

      He opened his eyes and looked at her, wonder and worry in his expression. “Dez, I don’t know how much it’s worth at this point, but I am sorry. You were right and I was so, so wrong. I shouldn’t have left you behind in that cell. I should have trusted you, helped you right then when you asked me instead of making you wait till I got back. I should have believed in you. You’re my little sister, and I abandoned you so I could go be the hero. And some hero I turned out to be.”

      “You should make him grovel,” came a new voice, muffled as the person spoke around what sounded like a mouthful of food. Dez glanced up. It was Pieter, carrying a plate in each hand and a loaf of bread under each arm. He sat down next to Khan, shoving one of the plates and pieces of bread over to him before he started shoveling food into his own mouth. He nodded at Dez, swallowing before he spoke again. “Have you asked him to kneel? He should definitely give this apology while kneeling. And I bet you could probably get him to do a few weeks’ worth of chores to make it up to you, too.”

      Dez smothered a smile, tapping her chin in feigned thoughtfulness. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m not sure what my chores here would even be. Cleaning all the dragon droppings out of the eyrie, maybe?”

      At her playful tone, relief washed over Khan’s expression, and he good-naturedly shoved his chair back and dropped to his knees, holding his clasped hands out in front of him. “Desiree Black,” he vowed, “I swear that I will clean every last drop of dragon poop out of the whole of the Rebellion headquarters if it means you’ll forgive my thoughtlessness.”

      “I don’t know,” Pieter interjected, tearing off a hunk of bread and shoving it into his mouth. “I don’t think it was thoughtlessness. Ambition, maybe. Fool-headedness. Arrogance—”

      Khan sighed. “Okay, yes, all of those things. Could you find it in your wise, magical, impossibly powerful heart to forgive—”

      Dez couldn’t hold in her laughter any longer. It swelled up inside her with the pure force of her relief, like another type of dam breaking. She had her family back again. She stood up and pushed around the table. “Oh, get up, you dolt,” she said fondly, and she pulled him and Pieter both into a hug. “Of course, I forgive you. Although, no promises that I won’t still make you clean up dragon droppings.”

      Khan squeezed her back. “Fair enough.” He stepped away, his gaze swiveling to Pieter. “I like your new hair, little bro. Now, what’s this that I saw on the battlefield—you and Gloriox?”

      Pieter blushed and looked down, poking at his food. “Yeah. Guess so. He’s pretty neat.”

      Khan nudged him. “Neat? I heard the two of you pulled your own weight on the battlefield today, too. Fighting your first battle from dragonback and successfully assisting in killing a Draznar—that’s a little more than neat.”

      Pieter looked up, smiling bashfully. “And I didn’t even get in a tangle with a bush,” he teased his big brother, who shoved him lightly in reply.

      “Riders,” called a voice. Dez glanced up. It was Malin Prosper, the head of security. Judging from the lingering look she offered Dez, she’d seen the end of the battle, too. “The leadership has been debriefed and would like to address you all now, please.”

      Dez raised her eyebrows, trading a glance with her brothers. Please was definitely an improvement over the last time the woman had spoken to them. Pieter shrugged, stuffed one last piece of potato in his mouth, and got up from the table. Dez and Khan followed.

      They gathered people as they went, as if Dez were a magnet and everyone else were iron shavings. They stared at her, whispered—some with narrowed eyes and muttered curses still, but many with awe, as well. Nightsoul joined their group halfway through the administration area. By the time they got to the war room, Dez suspected that nearly a third of the Rebellion was gathered. There was hardly any room left between all the dragons and soldiers, but Malin Prosper made a path for them, shouldering people aside to allow Dez to stand before the Rebellion generals. Nightsoul shoved her way through to stand at Dez’s side and nudged her shoulder in affection. Dez patted her absently, feeling a little apprehensive. She’d taken a big risk that morning. It had been the right thing to do, absolutely, but she’d still disobeyed orders in breaking out of her cell. And part of her couldn’t help but realize that if what she’d done in today’s battle wasn’t enough to force the Rebellion to accept her, then nothing would be enough to win them over.

      She’d taken her last shot. Now, it was the Rebellion’s move, and she would see whether or not they’d accept her for who she was.

      One of the generals raised his hand for silence. When it took a moment too long to fall, Gloriox threw his head back and roared.

      Everyone went quiet. Gloriox winked at her… and then settled down to sit next to Pieter.

      “Desiree Black,” said the general, his voice heavy, “we judged you too quickly. From all accounts, what you did today was not only incredibly courageous, but also shows that you have quite a magical gift—one that we have to believe was given to you by the Creator Goddess herself. Accordingly, we apologize for our rash actions last night. You and your family will be welcome in the Rebellion. As Lula Black has also fought bravely today—and since, frankly, we can’t afford to turn away such an accomplished rider—she will also be pardoned for desertion. As for you, Desiree… we think the wisest course of action is to honor the gift that the Goddess has clearly placed in you and make you a captain in charge of your own flight of dragons.”

      Dez stared at him. She had to try twice before she could manage to reply. “I—I, um, I accept. Thank you,” she stuttered at last. Then her gaze swept over the people gathered at her back, some of whom were still glaring at Nightsoul and muttering under their breath. Dez’s eyes narrowed. “And for Nightsoul?” she asked, turning back to the general. “I couldn’t have done any of this without her—she’s the one who told me to embrace the power that routed those Draznars today. I won’t have her be distrusted by the people and dragons she defended today.”

      The general raised an eyebrow and glanced over his shoulder at the elder dragons grouped behind him. After a moment, Lanalin stepped forward. Her beautiful golden wings rustled in what looked like irritation before she finally spoke.

      Nightsoul performed well, she admitted, sounding a bit grudging, but honest. I suppose I would, indeed, be willing to fly with her.

      Nightsoul huffed. I wouldn’t return the courtesy.

      Lanalin rustled her wings again and narrowed her eyes. At her side, Khan put a hand on her leg, drawing her attention down to him, and said something under his breath. After a moment, Lanalin heaved a long-suffering breath and subsided, stepping back into her place.

      “You can begin training for your new position tomorrow,” the general said. “Today, we are all tired and hungry, so I’m going to allow for the rest of the day off to recover. Dismissed.”

      Everyone traipsed out of the war room, shooting glances at Dez—who stood frozen still, struck by her sudden reversal of fortunes. Pieter grinned and gave her a thumbs-up on his way back to his breakfast, while Khan offered only a tired smile before he made his way toward the bunks. Quick enough, the war room was empty, and Dez and Nightsoul were alone.

      Or almost alone. Lula stood in the corner, staring at something in her hands.

      “Aunt Lula,” Dez called, snapping out of her daze to stride toward her, concerned at the wan look on her aunt’s face. “What’s wrong?”

      Lula looked up, blinking. Dez was startled to see the sheen of tears in her eyes. Still, Lula offered a small smile. “Congratulations, Desiree,” she said. “You did incredible work today. I can’t tell you how proud I was to see you fighting in that armor, wielding that spear.”

      Dez hesitated, uncertain. “I took it off to eat breakfast and left it in the eyrie, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she offered. “I promise I’ll get it back to you safe and sound.”

      Lula shook her head. “That’s fine,” she said, still sounding distracted, looking down at what she held in her hands.

      Dez followed her gaze to the broken pieces of metal. A helmet.

      “Was that—the Ghost’s helmet?” Dez asked. Nightsoul rumbled in unease, her emotion reflected in their bond. Dez remembered the strange moment of instinct, the odd connection, the way she’d known she shouldn’t kill the Ghost—and then, she remembered the way Lula had looked at her.

      “Yes,” Lula said. Her voice dropped to a thread of a whisper, one that Dez had to step closer to hear. “Did you see her? Her face?”

      Dez’s unease grew to match Nightsoul’s. She thought back, picturing the woman beneath the helmet: brown skin, freckles, and curly, dark brown hair. And an upturned nose. Now that Dez had time to dwell on it—now that she wasn’t fighting for her life—the woman did feel truly familiar, somehow.

      “I saw her face,” Dez replied, frowning and distant. That upturned nose. That was what had looked so familiar, she thought. Because it had looked a lot like…

      Dez inhaled sharply, her gaze darting back to Lula’s face. At the upturned nose, the brown skin. She hadn’t seen the resemblance before. Now, she couldn’t stop seeing it.

      Ice washed over her. She shook her head mutely, not wanting Lula to speak, not wanting her to say what Dez suddenly knew she was going to say, but unable to make a sound to stop her.

      Lula raised her head. She looked Dez in the eye and drew a breath. “Dez,” she said quietly, “that was your mother.”

      Dez couldn’t speak. Couldn’t think; couldn’t move. Her mother. She’d faced her mother on the field of battle. It had been her greatest fear, and she hadn’t even realized she’d done it until now.

      And Dez had almost killed her.

      Dez shuddered all over—and then paused. Wait. Her mother had almost killed Dez, too, but then she’d pulled back at the last second. Dez remembered the way she’d hesitated, the way she’d seemed to be fighting herself almost as much as Dez when they’d been sparring on the ground. And that X on her mother’s forehead… the way her mother had touched it, as if the movement had taken all her effort, as if something or someone was trying to stop her from making the motion. Dez remembered the emotion that had been tight in her mother’s eyes at that moment. Almost as if she’d been trying to tell Dez something.

      “She’s still in there,” Dez said slowly. It was a guess, but it had to be right. “She hesitated. She had an opening to kill me, but she missed. It felt like it was on purpose. Somehow, she knew me. She didn’t want to kill me.”

      Lula blinked tears away, her gaze fixed on her niece. “What do you mean?”

      “That X on her forehead,” Dez said, her mind moving faster and faster as she put the pieces together. “The way she touched it, like she wanted to draw my attention to it… that X is important somehow. And it took her so much effort to even just show me that, like something was fighting her, trying to control her.” Dez’s head snapped up. “That has to be it. That’s what the X means—that she’s being controlled somehow. And—and maybe my father is, too, wherever he is. And they’re still in there, trying to resist Ashimax!”

      Lula frowned, the desolate look on her face turning thoughtful and uncertain. “I don’t know,” she confessed. “I’ve never heard of anything like that. But… Dez, if you’re right, it means…”

      Dez swallowed. If she was right, it meant her parents might still be saved. It meant she might be able to find some way to free them from the Spirit King’s control. Excitement churned in her, along with fear—and her own uncertainty. Because now that she’d committed herself to the Rebellion, shouldn’t she be focusing all her efforts on helping them win the war? If she was focused on freeing her parents, might that not distract her, pulling her attention and her power away from the larger fight?

      No. That wasn’t what would happen, she decided. Dez had a gift from the Creator Goddess—an immense amount of magical power, there to help her win the fight against Ashimax. With the Goddess’s help, Dez could free her parents and stop the Spirit King. She knew it. It was her purpose. Her destiny.

      Dez lifted her chin and met Lula’s look. She smiled. And then she said, “It means I’m going to save them.”
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      Jaklin Moild woke up with a start.

      She blinked. Stared above her, where some sort of magical light hovered, far too bright against the austere gray stone of the ceiling. She had no idea where she was. The last thing she remembered was…

      A ravine. An ambush. A massive conflagration all around her, and then Geskid laying his hand on her head, a look of dark fury in his black eyes.

      Somewhere to the left, a person spoke, breaking her out of her recollection. “Desiree Black is still alive.” The voice was both soft and as deep as the mountains. Jaklin shuddered involuntarily, but didn’t dare move, suddenly afraid of where she might be. Her gaze darted around to take in what she could of her surroundings. There were no decorations anywhere that she could see. Just the gray stone, a few more too-bright lights, and…

      A throne. It was alabaster, sitting only a few feet away. From where Jaklin lay on the floor, she could just make out stark white boots that were unnaturally clean, topped by the hems of white pants.

      “She is,” answered a familiar voice—Geskid. But his tone wasn’t familiar at all. Every time he’d spoken to Jaklin, there’d been condescension and the hint of a threat in his voice, even when he’d feigned politeness. But now he sounded deferent, almost humble.

      And that terrified Jaklin more than anything. Because there was only one person Geskid would address with deference, only one person who would sit on an alabaster throne.

      Ashimax.

      “Then she shall be destroyed,” the Spirit King said. “Inform the Hammer of the Skies that she is to be eliminated. He shall have all the resources he requires to do so. You will be his right hand in this matter.”

      Jaklin’s mind worked frantically. She couldn’t be here. She had to get away. The Spirit King was ruthless, and incredibly powerful—and she had failed him. She had led Geskid to that hateful little swamp snake Desiree Black, it was true, but then they hadn’t caught her. She’d survived. And if Jaklin knew anything about politics, it was that there always had to be a scapegoat. Someone to punish. And, in this case, that would almost certainly be Jaklin.

      She had to figure out an escape plan.

      Even while her mind worked, though, her gaze traveled upward. She followed the white pants to a thigh-length, white silk tunic. Pale hands, the fingers thin and shot through with violet veins, lay on the armrests. On one finger was a single white ring with a violet gemstone in it.

      Jaklin swallowed convulsively. She should feign unconsciousness. Or attempt to escape. Or grovel?

      Pledge allegiance to Ashimax?

      Her gaze kept moving against her will. At the base of the Spirit King’s throat was a large black scar in the shape of a circle with a moon cut out from it. Snow-white hair hung around his face, and a trim white beard edged his jaw. And his eyes… his eyes were glowing violet, but with no pupils.

      “It will be as you say, my lord,” Geskid said smoothly. Jaklin felt a pressure on her shoulder and glanced over. Geskid’s blue fingers were gripping her, holding her in place as he knelt before his king. He peered sideways at her, the trace of a smile showing his sharp teeth.

      There would be no escape, then.

      Heart racing, Jaklin looked back to the Spirit King. He was rising from his throne now. His immaculate, expensive clothing rustled quietly as it fell into place. She was surprised to see that his figure looked drawn, even wasted. Jaklin had seen people look this way before, usually when they were addicted to some substance that burned up all their energy and left them nothing but skin and bones, consuming them from the inside out. That was how the Spirit King looked—as if his body were struggling to contain some sort of substance, or perhaps some sort of power, that was eating it from the inside. Still, he moved with an immense sort of confidence, as if he could walk into a wall and the wall would yield.

      “Now,” Ashimax said, those terrible violet eyes falling on her. “Let us see what we can discover about her in what passes for this creature’s mind.”

      Jaklin heaved a breath. “My—my lord,” she blurted, trying to scramble backwards but stymied by Geskid’s iron-tight grip on her shoulder. “I will serve you. I would be happy to serve you. I’ll tell you everything I know, do whatever you need.”

      The Spirit King reached toward her. He laid a cool hand on Jaklin’s forehead, and she convulsed with fear. “Your servitude was never in question,” Ashimax said in that soft, deep, awful voice. “Your obedience was never in question.”

      The hand on her head turned from unnaturally cool to searing hot. Jaklin screamed, her mind filling at once with burning fire and searing ice. Something foreign dug through her memories, pulling them out, examining them… annotating them. The experience was unnatural. Excruciating. She remained frozen in place, unable to protest and unable to free herself—unable to do anything but scream. It felt like the Spirit King was thumbing through the book of her life and making notes with a pen of fire.

      Finally, after what seemed like hours of torture, the Spirit King’s hand pulled away. Jaklin dropped to the ground, gasping and writhing with the echoes of agony.

      Ashimax looked down at her. He tilted his head. “Your life is mine,” he said, as if making a simple observation.

      “And so is Desiree Black’s.”
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      The Rebellion has several battle victories under its belt, but although Desiree Black is credited for the war’s turn, she still has one goal—freeing her parents from the Spirit King’s grip. The problem is that the magic clouding her parents’ allegiance is all-powerful, and no record exists of a successful attempt to break the Mind Trap.

      That knowledge won’t temper Dez’s determination, but it does fuel her frustration with the Rebellion’s path and leadership.

      To adjust her attitude, Dez is removed from the battlefield to act as an attaché to the commander in chief—If she refuses she’ll face ejection from the Rebellion for her reckless attitude. But learning to be a leader and gaining wisdom aren’t simple things, even when Dez manages to find the Dragon Oracle, who possesses a direct link to the Goddess and may hold the key to setting her parents free.

      But their arrival portends oncoming doom. And as the Rebellion reels from unexpected losses within their ranks, the lies that once haunted Dez return with a vengeance. Now, in order to save the Rebellion and rescue her family, Dez must use newfound powers to enter the dimension housing the knowledge of the dead.

      There, she’ll face the Spirit King.

      Alone.
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      As the midnight blue sky gave way to dawn, streaks of light permeated the thick morning fog to dapple Desiree Black and her dragon, Nightsoul, with golden patches. The quiet beauty of daybreak wrapped around them, but Dez knew it wouldn’t last. Soon, the sky would erupt with the clash of steel and the roar of dragons.

      She leaned forward in the saddle, her shoulders tense as her eyes narrowed on the brightening horizon. “There,” she said, pointing. Their target. “Right beyond the tree line.”

      My eyesight is better than yours, you know. Nightsoul’s teasing voice was even, but her entire body hummed with the anticipation of impending battle. Dez felt it, too. Her heart fluttered, but not with nerves.

      In the last three months since Dez had led the rebels to victory in battle against the Spirit King’s forces, everything had changed. She had gone from being a mistrusted, suspected spy to being a respected captain in the Rebellion, in charge of her own unit of dragon riders.

      She and Nightsoul had already seen many battles, and the Rebellion had claimed victory after victory. And Dez had yet to face a foe who could match her. She was no longer ashamed of her unparalleled strength, and her powers—something she’d once feared and lacked understanding of—were a natural extension of her now, something she could wield with ease. Her bond with Nightsoul had deepened, and fighting atop her was second nature. Like a pair of twin blades, they flew into one battlefield after the next, rider and dragon, always hitting their mark. Today would be no exception, she knew.

      Dez looked to her right, catching Kahn’s eye. She signaled to him and he nodded, with his golden dragon, Lanalin, sparkling in the emerging sunlight. On her left, Pieter and Gloriox were already passing the signal along the line of dragons and riders. There were twelve of them in all, including her and her brothers, and all under Dez’s command. Several other dragon units flew alongside them as they headed north towards their destination, drifting in and out of the fog and using the early morning hour to their advantage.

      Ahead, the Spirit King’s last remaining fortress in the Kingdom of Isoldear stood like a beacon drawing them forward. Dez gripped her spear and scanned the horizon, itching to unleash the power that roiled inside her. But despite any element of surprise they might have, her orders from the commander in chief were clear: “Do not engage first. Wait for them to come to you.” The aerial units’ mission was to draw all attention to the skies, thus giving the ground forces enough time to get into position and take the fortress.

      “Tell them to be ready,” Dez told her dragon, now relying on Nightsoul’s ability to communicate with the other dragons and their riders telepathically. She gripped her spear even tighter, her knuckles whitening. “It won’t be long now.”

      As if her words had been a summons, the sky cracked open. Coils of thick black smoke rose up from behind the fortress and began to take shape. Enormous skeletal creatures materialized from the smoke, their entire bodies cloaked in writhing shadows that pulsed like heartbeats. Their powerful, translucent wings beat fiercely as they charged Dez and her unit, their earsplitting cries shattering the quiet of the day.

      “Draznar,” Dez spat with a sour taste in her mouth. Nightsoul snarled, sending a wave of disgust and sadness to Dez through their bond. Made from the bones of dead dragons, the Draznar were vile creatures and lethal in battle—their riders being Ashimax’s most feared and loyal soldiers.

      The expanse of airspace between the aerial units and the Draznar decreased rapidly as the two forces rushed towards each other, the Draznar from the north and the Rebellion forces from the south. Dez lifted her spear, a half-smile on her face. This was exactly what they wanted. All eyes on the skies.

      She waited for just the right moment, and as the two lines were seconds away from converging, she opened her mouth and shouted, “Now!”

      The dragons in her unit responded immediately, opening their mouths. Powerful jet streams of fire shot towards their enemies, and the line of Draznar broke apart with the creatures spinning off in all directions to avoid the flames. The Rebellion riders pursued them, the skies becoming a flurry of wings, smoke, and shadow.

      Nightsoul zeroed in on a target. She let out a mighty roar, sending another jet stream of fire blasting from her mouth as she shot forward, her body slicing through the air. Dez squeezed the leather straps of the saddle, holding herself steady and upright. She didn’t have to look behind her to know that Kahn and Pieter and the rest of their unit were doing the same, charging the spirit creatures like they’d done on numerous battlefields before. This time, when she smiled, it was a full-on grin. Now, let’s have some fun.

      Dez swung her spear as Nightsoul dived, her weapon’s tip connecting with the soft underbelly of the closest Draznar. The creature roared, the sound full of both fury and pain, and then it tucked in its wings, weaving to the right and out of reach of her spear. Dez didn’t hesitate. She reached inside, pulling from the memories of her homeland, the kingdom of Gald. Her magic—which had once felt unreachable, trapped behind a dam for so long—now flowed through her with ease whenever she called upon it. The energy of it, along with the adrenaline from the skirmish, pumped through her veins. She wrapped herself in the magic and teleported, landing on the shadow creature’s back

      The Draznar’s rider, a stocky and heavily armored warrior wearing a horned helmet, leapt from the saddle, swinging a large cudgel right at Dez’s head. She ducked, clutching her spear to help her maintain balance, and then she shot a flare of black fire that slammed into the rider’s chest plate. The rider was thrown back, and Dez thrust her spear downward, piercing the spirit creature’s shadowy hide until she connected with bone. The Draznar screamed and began to writhe back and forth, desperately trying to dislodge the spear. Dez clung to the shaft and ground her teeth, pushing the spear even further into the creature.

      A plume of black mist began pouring from the wound and the Draznar’s shrieks morphed into wheezing as its wings stopped pumping mid-flap. Yanking at the spear with all her strength, Dez leapt from the spirit creature’s back as it plunged towards the ground. Freefalling through the air, she wrapped herself in mists and teleported back to Nightsoul. Well done, Rider, Nightsoul said, her pride a warm rush through their bond.

      A shadow fell over them and Nightsoul banked to the right as a blast of ice shards hurtled towards Dez from above, nearly clipping her shoulder. A large and vicious-looking Draznar was trying to pin them down. Reaching for her magic, Dez concentrated and focused on her memories until she felt the familiar current of energy skip across her skin. Nightsoul’s scales faded and became transparent as the magic took hold. Dez let out a laugh as she and Nightsoul became invisible, confusing the attacking Draznar and allowing them to loop back around and up behind it.

      Nightsoul roared, her own stream of fire knocking the Draznar’s rider sideways in the saddle. Her claws were already out as she swiped at the spirit creature’s side. The Draznar screamed and whipped its head around to snap at the foe it couldn’t see. The rider, having regained their balance, stood up and swiped a heavy-looking sword through the air. Nightsoul veered out of the way while Dez drew from the mists and teleported to within only inches of the rider. With a yell, she kicked out with her foot in a powerful blow that connected with the rider’s gut. With a yell and flail of the arms, the rider toppled off the creature’s back and into the clouds below. At the same time, Nightsoul’s claws swiped across the Draznar’s left wing, puncturing the thin, shadowy membrane there. The Draznar immediately began to lose altitude as its wing buckled, no longer able to support flight. Coiling and twisting over and in upon itself, the Draznar fell to the earth in a flurry of black shadow.

      Dez wiped her brow and peeled back the invisibility, giving Nightsoul a gentle pat on the neck. “Two down.”

      She scanned the skies. Her unit was scattered, but still close enough that she was able to account for them all by using the multi-colored scales of the dragons to take inventory. A flash of gold nearby caught her eye. Kahn and Lanalin were battling a Draznar a few feet below where Nightsoul hovered. Kahn’s sword was nothing more than a silver glint as he swiped it through the air, overtaking a rider more than double his size. Dez let out a whoop as Lanalin’s powerful tail slammed into the side of the Draznar. Its earsplitting shriek of pain rang in Dez’s ears.

      She’d turned her head to look for Pieter when a boom echoed across the sky. A wave of energy, thick and crackling, slammed into Dez and made it hard to breathe. What is that? Nightsoul wheezed, apparently feeling the effects of the power just as much as Dez. Around her, cries from her unit rose up as both dragons and riders felt the weight of magic rippling over them.

      Dez’s eyes flicked to the horizon. A deep violet cloud was expanding towards a group of Rebellion riders to her far right, and in its center was a Draznar who was nearly double the size of those already ensconced in the battle. On its back was a tall, broad-shouldered rider with a spiked helmet and a midnight blue cape. An invisible thread pulled at Dez, and she gasped, drawn to the powerful rider.

      “The Spear of the Night!” one of her soldiers shouted, confirming what she already knew. All of the blood drained from her face.

      John Black, one of the Lost, and also one of the Spirit King’s most powerful lieutenants, had entered the fray, his sword raised. The Lost were all great warriors and magic wielders who’d opposed Ashimax during his first attempt to rule the world and kill the Creator Goddess, all of them enslaved and turned against their allies. They were Ashimax’s greatest weapon on the battlefield, and already cries were rising up from the Rebellion riders as John Black’s Draznar raced through the skies, the cloud of his magic swirling around him like a cyclone.

      “Nightsoul,” Dez breathed, unable to tear her eyes away. “It’s him.”

      Easy, little one, Nightsoul murmured, feeling her onslaught of emotions through their bond.

      “It’s my father,” Dez said, unable to take her eyes off of him.

      Ever since the encounter with her mother, the Ghost of the Bayou, at the battle of the Redoubt, when Dez had seen her pull back the strike that could have killed her, and how she’d touched the X on her forehead—Dez had known. Her mother was still alive, still in there somehow, trapped within her own mind—fighting to resist whatever thrall Ashimax held her in. If Dez’s suspicions were correct, the same was true of her father, as well. For the last three months, all Desiree had been able to think about was finding her parents and freeing them. But despite her searching for them at every battlefield since then, her parents had eluded her—which had only increased Dez’s frustration. She had tried to convince the commander in chief and the Rebellion higher-ups of her theory—that her parents were under some sort of magical influence and could be freed—but the Rebellion did not view John and Jayne Black kindly. And since no one but Dez had witnessed her mother’s hesitation, her claims were often ignored. Still, she’d searched, waiting for the chance to find and confront her parents, to show the Rebellion that they could be turned.

      “This is it,” Dez whispered, her words lost in the wind. If her father recognized her like her mother had, it would prove her theory.

      “Come on, Nightsoul,” she said. “We have to get closer.” Nightsoul’s wings boomed in response as she changed course, heading towards the purple cloud.

      “Dez!” Gloriox, the magnificent emerald green dragon, sidled up to Nightsoul. Pieter sat on his back, looking ruffled. Dez tore her eyes away from her father and immediately scanned her adopted brother’s body for serious injury. With the exception of a few shallow cuts and some bruising, he appeared unharmed. She let out a breath. Gloriox, a much older dragon than the others flying with their unit, was breathing heavily, but also seemed to have come out of the fighting unscathed so far. With his eyebrows raised, Pieter pointed to the cloud, to the fearsome rider who now barreled towards the Rebellion riders.

      “I know, I see him!” Dez called out as Kahn and Lanalin flanked her other side. “And that right flank won’t last long without reinforcements.” And if I don’t get close enough, I won’t know if my father recognizes me or not. She didn’t say that out loud, but she knew her brothers would have understood if she had. She’d had many long talks with them both about what she had seen with her mother, and also what she suspected.

      Kahn eyed the purple cloud and the discharge of magic. “And what about that?” he asked, ever the suspicious one when it came to magic. “He’s powerful, Dez.”

      “He is.” Dez’s breath caught a little at the impending confrontation, but she squared her shoulders, her resolve set. “But so am I.”

      Kahn swallowed. It had taken him a long time to be comfortable with the idea of magic, and even longer to accept that Dez herself could not only wield magic, but wield magic that was far more potent and dynamic than that of most. It had been the cause for contention between them during their journey to the Rebellion, but he had finally accepted it, although he still wasn’t a huge fan.

      “Okay,” he finally said, gripping his sword. “We’ll cover you. Just be careful and remember what Lula said about knowing your limits.”

      Lula Black, Dez’s aunt and mentor, had taught Dez about magic and how to use her powers. She’d also nearly killed herself after pushing her own magical abilities to the limit in trying to save Dez and her brothers. She’d lived, but only thanks to the Rebellion’s skilled healers and the sheer force of will she’d been born with.

      Dez nodded, although now that she had a handle on her powers, burning herself out wasn’t much of a concern anymore. She turned to Pieter. “Stay close to Kahn,” she ordered him. “Fall back if things start to fall apart.”

      “Understood,” he said, giving her a small half-smile, though she could see worry flashing in his eyes.

      Adrenaline pumped through her, but as Dez looked into the faces of both her brothers, she couldn’t help thinking that there was no one she’d rather go into battle with than them. The road to this moment hadn’t been easy, but they’d all come so far, and the love she felt for her brothers and the support they now offered bolstered her courage.

      Nightsoul, too, though quiet, was radiating encouragement. Thank you, Dez whispered to her through their connection.

      I am always here for you, little one.

      The air sizzled with energy, and another deafening boom reverberated across the sky. Without another moment of hesitation, Dez gave the signal and Nightsoul carved through the air, heading directly towards the ominous purple cloud and the warrior within it. Kahn and Pieter fell into formation behind Dez, keeping a safe amount of distance between her and them.

      Knowing they were watching her back, ensuring that no Draznar would attack from behind, gave her the ability to zero in on the task of reaching her father. Fear and excitement raced through her, but this was the moment Dez had been waiting for. “Faster! Faster!” Dez urged as the distance between them and the growing shadow of the gigantic Draznar and its lieutenant began to close.

      The thread of connection Dez felt pulled at her even harder, and she held her breath.

      But then Nightsoul stopped short, snorting. Lanalin and Gloriox also jerked to a halt—privy to whatever had grabbed Nightsoul’s attention. Dragon telepathy… which meant another dragon must be calling out to them.

      “What is it?” Dez asked.

      It’s the ground troops! Nightsoul’s alarm radiated through the bond. They’re under attack! She immediately angled downward, diving towards the ground, Lanalin and Gloriox following her lead.

      Dez leaned low in her saddle to keep from being unseated and clenched her legs, pressing them into Nightsoul’s side—a signal for the dragon to halt. “No, no, no! What are you doing? We have to go back!”

      The regret Nightsoul felt poured through to Dez and she ground her teeth.

      “I may not get this chance again, Nightsoul! Please, I have to face him!” She jerked on the leather reins, ignoring the flare of anger that rose up from her dragon.

      “The lines are breaking!” Pieter shouted, pointing below at the ground forces attempting to take the fortress. Rows of archers lined the perimeter of the structure and rained arrows upon the soldiers, while two of the Draznar that had broken away from the aerial attack blasted jet streams of fire.  The thick dark line of the Rebellion forces splintered into tiny threads as the troops scattered, trying to keep from being pinned down right outside the fortress walls.

      Dez took in the scene below, though the pull of that thread in the sky, the call of her father, grew stronger.

      You know we can’t go back, Nightsoul argued, reading Dez’s thoughts as she dipped even lower. Taking this fortress is the only way the Rebellion army can march north.

      Dez ground her teeth. She knew the Rebellion couldn’t afford massive ground troop casualties. They’d need every soldier possible to assault the bastion blocking the way into the Spirit King’s capital in Dez’s parents’ old kingdom of Gald—her homeland. Nightsoul was right. They had to secure the fortress.

      The thread pulled again.

      “Dez, please!” Pieter called out to her. Their eyes connected, and the look of understanding she saw in his stole her breath. Pieter knew the cost of this choice, but he was asking her to make it anyway.

      It was like a rock had dropped into the pit of her stomach, but she knew what she had to do. “We strike fast and hot!” Dez yelled. “Pieter, you and Gloriox handle the archers. Kahn and I will take the Draznar.” She addressed Nightsoul, “Call the other dragons. I want our entire unit down there defending those lines!”

      She adjusted her helmet while her orders were being relayed, readying herself. “Go, Nightsoul!” she urged. “We have to take care of this quickly.”

      The sooner the ground troops were safe, the sooner she could confront her father. There was still a chance.

      They flew at lightning speed, the ground rushing up to meet them. Nightsoul opened her mouth, releasing a squall of fire that rocketed into one of the attacking Draznar. Dez unleashed her own black fire, magic rippling off of her in waves along with her frustration and her fury. The Draznar’s rider was blasted off the creature’s back while it roared in pain.

      Up by the fortress’s wall, Pieter was hurling short spurts of light magic at the archers while Gloriox plucked them up by the clawful, tossing them like weeds down to the ground below.

      The remainder of Dez’s unit had responded to her orders and split into two groups. Half of them provided aerial coverage, preventing any additional Draznar from entering the fray from above, while the other half battled with a unit of Frazid that had emerged from behind the fortress to engage the soldiers in hand-to-hand combat.

      Kahn and Lanalin had engaged the other Draznar, and Kahn currently fought with the rider while Lanalin’s powerful teeth remained clamped onto the Draznar’s haunch. Inky black mist dripped from the indentations in its leg. Dez gathered her magic and teleported herself over to the Draznar, attacking its rider from behind while it was engaged with Kahn in the front. Together, they struck and parried. The rider, though strong, was no match for Kahn and Dez, who were two sides of the same coin. As Kahn struck the killing blow, Dez teleported back to Nightsoul, who was grappling with the other Draznar in a tangle of wings, claws, and teeth. As the Draznar careened off-balance, unable to right itself, Dez shot powerful blasts of black fire into its face. One shot connected directly with the creature’s eye. It screamed—an awful, guttural sound—and twisted over itself, its wings unable to unfurl enough to catch the wind. It careened towards the earth in a deadly downward spiral.

      The Rebellion ground troops had rallied at Dez and her unit’s appearance and were now pressing forward, storming the fortress. The archers were all but gone, minus the few stragglers Gloriox and Pieter were finishing off.

      Nightsoul flew next to Lanalin, who was sporting a wicked-looking set of claw marks on her flank. “You okay?” Dez asked Kahn, her own lungs heaving with exertion. He nodded, though his eyes were skyward. “Dez, look.” He pointed.

      Above them, the aerial attack was still underway. The thick violet cloud was crackling with energy and her father’s Draznar roared before shooting a monstrous stream of jet-black flame towards a new target. A new unit of Rebellion dragon riders had joined the fray, engaging her father and the rest of the Draznar to push them far north.

      Dez recognized the large Glacial White dragon and the profile of Saad Mallas, another of the Rebellion’s captains and the proverbial thorn in her side. “Mallas,” she breathed out.

      They’d ridden to the rank of captain around the same time, and though it wasn’t any kind of competition, Mallas had made it his personal mission to show Dez up at every opportunity—as if he’d been trying to prove he was a better commander. Normally, Dez ignored him, but the sight of him now made her blood boil. Mallas was no fool. He knew exactly who he was facing and what the encounter would mean for Dez. Still, he charged forward, his sword at the ready, while his unit flanked him on both sides. Even with her father’s powerful magic, the remaining Draznar were outnumbered and no match for the riders.

      Dez’s face fell. “I have to get up there!”

      But the words were no sooner out of her mouth than the Draznar began to retreat, fleeing back beyond the fortress and disappearing in a flurry of shadow.

      “After them!” Dez screamed. “Nightsoul, go!” Her dragon responded, the beating of her wings echoing in time to the pounding of Dez’s own heartbeat, though Dez could feel hesitation through their bond.

      They’re retreating. Nightsoul said. We need not follow them.

      Dez remained focused. “Retreat or not, I have to see if my father recognizes me.”

      Our orders are to secure the fortress. We should remain with the army until the commander arrives. We—

      “I don’t care what our orders are!” Dez screamed. “We have to go after him!”

      Nightsoul let out a loud huff, sending two tendrils of smoke into the air. Her annoyance at being cut off was plain, but Dez brushed it off. She dug her heels into the dragon’s side, urging her to fly faster.

      Nightsoul’s wings boomed as she gained altitude, closing the gap between them and putting them on the same plane as Mallas and his unit. Dez’s eyes locked on her father, but with a wave of his arm, a massive shockwave of energy made the air pressure decrease rapidly. A cry rose up from the dragon riders, as it was suddenly difficult to draw breath. Then the sky erupted in dozens of fireballs that zoomed towards the Rebellion forces. Nightsoul barely had time to dodge the enormous ball of sizzling flames that zipped past her. Dez clung to the saddle, gasping for air.

      It was only when the air pressure equalized that Dez realized her father had used the shockwave and the diversion of the fireballs to mask his movements, pulling his Draznar back and retreating far beyond the fortress.

      It’s too late, little one, Nightsoul whispered as they watched John Black disappear to the north, leaving only a fading wisp of purple smoke in his wake. Dez gripped the leather straps of the saddle, her heart in her throat. She said nothing as Nightsoul turned around, heading back towards the ground where Kahn and Pieter were waiting.

      “Our job here is done,” Kahn reported once they’d landed, his face grim. He’d seen the retreat, and he knew what it meant. “We’ve been ordered back to base camp.”

      Pieter was staring at Dez, but she didn’t dare make eye contact. The look on Kahn’s face was enough. “Fine,” she said tersely. “Back to Base.”

      The Rebellion’s main camp, Windfall, was established about a half day’s ride to the south.

      Dez remained silent for the whole of the trip, as did Nightsoul, but both felt Dez’s anger coiling like a spring ready to pop.

      The flight line, next to the eyrie, was established as a check-in point for all dragon riders, a place to file flight plans and pick up supplies. Dez directed her unit there, gritting her teeth when she saw that Saad Mallas had also just arrived there with his unit. He stood with his back to Dez, debriefing one of the Rebellion generals. The stick-straight posture of his tall frame and his broad shoulders were intimidating to some, but not to Dez.

      Once they’d landed, she slipped off Nightsoul’s back and marched across the grass, her fists clenched. “Mallas!” she bellowed.

      He stood beside Frostbite, his dragon. The light brown skin of Saad’s face was covered in mire from the battle. The dark hair that curled around his ears and the nape of his neck was windblown, hanging loosely over the dark brown eyes that bore into Dez as she faced him. “What can I do for you, Captain?”

      “That was my father up there,” Dez told him, her entire body shaking with fury.

      “Ah, yes, the Spear of the Night,” Saad said flatly. “I’m aware.” His matter-of-fact answer and expression made Dez want to smack him.

      “If you knew, then why’d you’d engage?”

      Saad’s eyebrows furrowed as he stared at her, as though the question were ridiculous.

      “You knew that was my father, Mallas!” Dez continued, unable to keep the words from flying out of her mouth. “You’ve heard me tell the commander about him, and about my mother, too. Because of you—”

      Saad held up a hand. “The combined efforts of our units resulted in a victory today. The Rebellion was successfully able to secure the fortress, as was our mission. We should be celebrating.”

      Dez saw red. “Don’t you get it? If I can free my parents from Ashimax’s power, it could change the course of this whole war!”

      The entire flight line was silent now as those surrounding the two captains watched and listened to this exchange.

      Dez’s words cracked Saad’s calm demeanor and he finally leaned forward, his nostrils flaring. “You certainly have a high opinion of yourself and your family, don’t you?” he growled, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “The whole course of the war?” Saad shook his head. “We each have our own orders and objectives, Black. You worry about your own unit, and I’ll worry about mine.”

      He turned his back on her then, stalking off towards the mess tent. Dez was half a second away from launching herself at his back when an aide appeared at her side, slightly out of breath and wide-eyed.

      “What is it?” Dez demanded of his expectant expression.

      “She wants to see you,” the aide squeaked.

      “Now?”

      “Yes. The commander in chief wants to see you right away.”
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      The mood in the camp was jovial. As Dez trudged through the tent village, maneuvering around the various campfires, she found pockets of soldiers celebrating their victory with raucous laughter, singing, and ever-flowing mead. Normally, Dez would have been among them, listening to her comrades regale each other with reenactments of their latest battle and stories of spectacular feats. Even the dragons were inclined to celebrate. Several barrels of mead had been rolled to the eyrie, and although Nightsoul was keeping a keen ear out for her rider, Dez could feel heat through their bond that she knew came not from any flame, but from the spiced beverage.

      Drunk dragons were hilarious, but not even the mental picture of Gloriox belching emerald bubbles could crack her frown. Instead, Dez stomped through the camp refusing to speak to anyone—despite the calls of several as she passed. Anger still coursed through her, but there was also a small wave of despair in her, too. After months without a single sighting of her mother or father, she’d missed her opportunity to confront him, to see if her theory was accurate. Since none of the Rebellion higher-ups seemed to take her seriously, there wasn’t anything she could do.

      Unless you’re no longer a captain. The thought was barely a whisper in her mind, but it struck a chord. Dez stopped, considering it. Being a captain in the Rebellion was something she had always dreamed about, and something she had worked hard for—and she was good at it. But now? “Now, I’m stuck protecting ground troops when I should be working towards freeing my parents,” Dez grumbled under her breath. She let out a sigh, the realization hitting her square in the face. The only way she’d be able to fully pursue her parents was if she got free of her command duties.

      She won’t like it, that same voice whispered in her head. “Well,” Dez told herself, quickening her step, “I’ll have to make her understand. This is the only way.”

      She stepped around another campfire and headed towards the commander in chief’s tent. She’d taken the roundabout route through camp in order to give herself time to think, but now she knew what she needed to do. Her head was clear. Pushing back the flaps of the large tent, Dez stepped inside. “You wanted to see me?”

      Elena Lawry, the Rebellion’s commander in chief, stood over a table covered in rolled-up pieces of parchment. A large map was held open in front of her by two crystalized stone paperweights. Elena was in her late 30s, but her job as commander in chief had aged her beyond her years. Her hair, a light brown in color, was already streaked with gray, and her skin was creased with faint lines. Shorter than Dez, she could still hold a room with her presence. The armor she wore—and could never be seen without—was polished, though slightly weather-beaten, and rumors suggested that she never took it off, not even to sleep. What little skin showed was covered in faint white marks… scars from her many battles.

      Elena raised one eyebrow as Dez stalked forward, but the woman said nothing. The aide who had alerted Dez to her summons stood off the commander in chief’s right shoulder awaiting orders. “We’ll need to replenish our supplies before we head north,” Elena said to the aide, ignoring Dez’s expectant expression. “I want an inventory report first thing in the morning.”

      “Right away, Commander.” The aide scampered out of the tent.

      “You wanted to see me,” Dez tried again, louder this time.

      Elena continued scanning the maps in front of her. Finally, after several minutes and the last of Dez’s patience wore away, she looked up. “Yes,” she said, walking around the table to stand in front of Dez, her arms crossed over her chest. “What’s this I hear about you trying to feed one of my best captains to your dragon?”

      “Oh please,” Dez replied, waving her hand for emphasis. “Nightsoul has much better taste than that.”

      Elena did not look amused, though the corner of her mouth lifted ever so slightly. “Care to explain what happened, then?”

      “It’s just… I…” Dez groaned. “Everything was going according to plan. My unit engaged the Draznar as we were ordered, and things were going well, but then the ground forces ran into trouble. The lines were breaking and we had to intervene.”

      “Mmhmm.” Elena nodded, unsurprised. “And then?”

      “Then we followed orders. We took care of the ground forces, ensuring the security of the fortress. It was a successful mission.”

      Elena cocked her head. “And yet, you nearly came to blows with Saad Mallas.”

      “I saw my father up there,” Dez finally admitted, more softly. Elena’s eyes widened slightly. “It’s the first time I’ve seen him in battle since the incident with my mother… I was flying towards him, ready to confront him, when we got the news that the ground troops needed aid.”

      “I see.” A look of understanding showed on Elena’s face. “And while you were assisting the ground forces, Saad’s unit took on the aerial attack, including your father,” she concluded.

      Dez clenched her fists. “He knew exactly what he was doing.”

      “Of course, he did. He was following my orders,” Elena stated matter-of-factly.

      “Commander, please. I know we’ve had this discussion before, but you have to believe me. I know my parents are still in there somewhere. If I can just break through to them…I know I can do it. Don’t you realize what it would mean for us, for our cause, if I was able to turn them back to our side?” Hot tears of desperation burned Dez’s eyes, but she refused to let them fall.

      “I admit that the information we might glean from them would be valuable,” Elena said, moving to sit in one of the tall-backed chairs by the fire. “As would having two of the Lost off the battlefield, or even working with us instead of against us, but Desiree, what you speak of—if it’s even possible—is no easy task. How do you plan to do it?”

      Dez’s heart leapt slightly in her chest. This was the first time she hadn’t been completely shot down when broaching the subject. “To start, I think I need to pay a visit to the Dragon Oracle.” Saying those words out loud sent a wave of tingles down her spine. The Dragon Oracle was an ancient and powerful dragon rider who lived alone in the mountains and was an ally to the Rebellion. “If anyone can help me, it’s the Oracle.”

      “And what of your duties and responsibilities here?”

      “You’d have to release me of them.” Dez began to pace. “Ever since I was old enough to pick up a wooden sword, I’ve imagined what it would be like to be part of the Rebellion, to serve and command. It’s everything I thought it would be and more, but…having my parents back? Freeing them from the Spirit King’s control? It’s the only thing that matters right now. Please, Commander. Release me from my duties. Let me go off on my own and seek the Oracle.”

      Elena remained silent, tapping her fingertips together. Dez resisted the urge to hold her breath. If she’d come to know anything about the commander in chief, it was that there were always plans within plans within plans in motion for her. Everything was by design and for the good of the Rebellion. This decision would be no exception.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Elena said, leaning forward after what felt like an hour of silence. “I’ll agree to your request to relieve you of your command duties if you can give a satisfactory answer to a question.”

      “Just one question?”

      “That’s right. Just one.”

      Dez chewed on her bottom lip. There had to be some kind of catch, but it appeared to be this or nothing. “Okay,” she breathed. “What’s the question?”

      Elena crossed her legs and placed her hands in her lap. Her face was calm, but stern. “What does the Rebellion need most from its leaders?”

      The question didn’t have a definitive right or wrong answer. It wasn’t one Dez could argue using hard facts or evidence.  A hot flash of anger warmed the back of her neck as she realized it wasn’t a fair question at all. It was a manipulation. There was no way she’d be able to answer the question in a manner that Elena deemed “satisfactory,” and she had been dumb enough to agree to the trap. “If a question alone is going to determine my fate,” she snapped, “it at least needs to be a fair one.”

      Elena stiffened. “You would do well to remember your place, Captain. Understand that your answer to this question will reflect your true nature.”

      “What does that even mean?” Dez asked, bristling. “You back me into a corner with a ridiculously subjective question, and I’m somehow supposed to know the right answer?”

      “Just answer the question, please.”

      “I think what the Rebellion needs,” Dez said, chewing on her words, “is for its leaders to stop poring over maps and information from unreliable sources, and look at the solutions that are right in front of them.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Dez’s eyes widened. She’d gone too far and she knew it, and yet she believed what she’d said. If the Rebellion was going to be successful, freeing her parents had to be a priority.

      The look on Elena’s face made her swallow. The woman stared at Dez, her eyes narrowing as she studied her. Then she stood, her expression a hard mask. “I’m relieving you of your command duties, Captain.”

      Dez nearly stumbled backward. “Oh, thank the Goddess! You won’t regret this, Commander, I—”

      “I’m reassigning you,” Elena interrupted her. “You’ll be serving me. As an attaché.”

      “What?” Dez’s mouth dropped open. As an attaché, she would be a part of the commander in chief’s personal staff and would work with Elena exclusively. It was generally considered a promotion to be chosen as attaché, but it didn’t feel that way to Dez now. As attaché, she would be at the commander’s beck and call, and her duties and responsibilities would double. There would be even less time for her to pursue her parents. “No, you can’t!”

      “I can,” Elena said in a tone of authority, “and I just did. You’ll report directly to me from here on out, at least until your attitude can be turned around.”

      “But you’ve never taken on an attaché before.”

      Choosing and training an attaché was a fairly common practice, but not one Elena Lawry had ever utilized before—at least according to the talk among soldiers. Why or why not, Dez wasn’t sure, which only unsettled her more.

      Elena lifted one shoulder and then let it drop again. “There is a first time for everything.”

      “Commander, please. You don’t understand—”

      “No, I think it is you who doesn’t understand.” Elena stepped forward, and Dez saw for the first time why Elena Lawry was successful as their commander in chief and had been for the last three years—the longest that anyone had held the post. “You can either serve as an attaché or you can leave the Rebellion entirely. If you choose to pursue this quest of freeing your parents, you do it on your own, without the Rebellion’s help or resources. We’re at war, and I simply do not have time for or need of soldiers who put themselves and their own selfish whims above their comrades in arms—no matter how powerful you are, no matter how skilled a fighter you are. You serve yourself only, and you serve alone.”

      The words were final. There was nothing left to say. Dez clamped her jaw shut to keep the retort rolling around in her head from coming out of her mouth. With one final glare at Elena, she stormed out of the commander’s tent.

      Fine, I’ll do it myself, Dez thought as the anger and frustration rolled through her. I don’t need the Rebellion. And they don’t need me. But the words were a lie. And even in her thoughts, they sounded false and halfhearted. She let out a sigh as the fire leaked out of her. “What am I going to do?” she murmured.

      Moving back through the camp, Dez was once again met with the sounds of the soldiers. This time, as she walked towards her own tent, she looked into the faces of the men and women she passed. They were tired and weather-beaten, some even injured, but their faces were full of something that made Dez’s heart stutter: hope. Even in the midst of the war, these soldiers had faith in the Rebellion they fought so bravely for, as well as faith in the commanders who led them. They had faith in her.

      Her eyes welled up a little as she thought of the ground troops, the lives she had helped save. The many other battles in which she had fought. The men, women, and dragons who had fought so valiantly at her side, following her every order—there was no way she could just abandon them now. If she were to truly leave the Rebellion, she had the feeling she would never be welcome back again, and the very thought was like a dagger to the heart.

      Home, she thought as she continued to stare into the faces of her fellow comrades. This is my home. In truth, it was the only place she’d ever really belonged.

      With a sigh, Dez changed course, heading not for her own tent, but for the officers’ mess tent where she knew her brothers would be. More than anything right now, she needed their counsel.

      The tent was full to the brim with dragon riders. Dez spotted Kahn immediately, surrounded by a dozen of the others—including a few from Saad Mallas’s unit, which made Dez purse her lips— drinking and swapping stories. A flush colored Kahn’s cheeks, and his head was tipped back in laughter. The fingers of one hand were wrapped around a large tin mug full of mead—the likely culprit of both the flush and the merriment.  Dez rolled her eyes and scanned the crowd, looking for Pieter.

      She found him sitting by himself in one of the back corners of the tent. A nearly-full mug of ale sat in front of him and his face was calm, thoughtful. “Hey, you,” she said, sitting across from him. “You gonna drink that?”

      Pieter smiled at her and slid the mug across the table. Dez sighed and reached for it, taking several long pulls before placing it back on the table. Warmth pooled in her gut and the back of her throat, soothing her frayed nerves.

      “How did it go with the commander in chief?” Pieter asked. His question didn’t surprise her. Word had clearly spread through the camp about her summons—as all things did.

      Dez didn’t want to talk about it, but this was Pieter. She could talk to him about anything. She quickly filled him in.

      “Wow, her attaché?” Pieter leaned back, impressed. “That’s wonderful.”

      “I can think of several other words to describe it,” Dez grumbled.

      “I don’t understand—you should be happy. It’s a promotion.”

      Dez shook her head. “It’s not. It’s a way to put me in my place. A punishment.”

      “I think you’re looking at it all wrong. The commander in chief obviously sees something in you. She’s grooming you for a bigger role in the Rebellion—one you deserve.” Pieter reached for her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “This is a big deal, Dez. Don’t you see that?”

      “I don’t know, Pieter. Maybe.”

      “You know, working side by side with the commander might not be a bad thing. You could convince her, about your parents.”

      “Do you think so? She hasn’t exactly been receptive so far.”

      “She’ll be spending every single day with you. And if I learned anything from living with you my whole life, it’s that when Desiree Black puts her mind to something, she’s relentless.” Pieter grinned at her. “I’m sure you’ll wear her down.”

      In spite of her sour mood, Dez’s cheeks began to lift in a small smile. “You really think so?”

      “I know so.”

      Feeling lighter than she had in hours, Dez gave Pieter a full-on smile and then drained the rest of the ale. Someone had picked up a stringed instrument and begun plucking away a jaunty little tune. A few of the more drunken soldiers took up the melody and skipped about the space. Dez laughed, almost ready to join them, but then she caught a glimpse of Saad Mallas standing near Kahn, laughing and toasting his unit. The desire to engage in the fun immediately evaporated and her frown returned.

      “So, how are you feeling after today?” she asked Pieter instead, needing to focus on something else.

      He shrugged. Despite his bond with Gloriox, he still wasn’t a natural fighter, and Dez knew the fact that he hadn’t been able to distinguish himself like her and Kahn had bothered him more than he let on. “I’m okay. I—”

      A loud bang interrupted them as Kahn stumbled over, knocking into their table. “Whoops!” he said, a little too cheerfully. “Sorry about that.”

      “Kahn,” Dez groaned. “You need to go to bed.”

      “You’re absolutely right, dear sister, but first I come bearing news!” He hiccupped, and both Desiree and Pieter chuckled in response.

      “So, you know how our fearless commander in chief, Elena Lawry, has never had an attaché? Well, apparently she’s got one now.”

      “It’s funny you should mention that,” Dez began.

      “It’s crazy,” Kahn said, speaking over Dez. “She’s never wanted an assistant or understudy before, but now I guess she’s changed her mind.”

      “Yeah, we know,” Pieter said.

      Kahn continued to ignore his siblings, plunking himself down next to Dez. “I guess we don’t have to worry about Mallas anymore, eh, Dez?” He elbowed her playfully in the side.

      Dez froze. “What did you just say?”

      Kahn nodded, not catching the steel in her tone. “Saad Mallas. He’s been reassigned from his unit, effective immediately. He’s to report to Elena Lawry first thing in the morning.” He pointed to where Mallas was shaking hands with several of the riders in his unit. “He’s saying his goodbyes right now.”

      All the color drained from Dez’s face. And at that exact moment, Saad turned his head, catching Dez’s eye. There was something in the look he gave her that she couldn’t place nor was she sure she wanted to. Tearing her eyes away from him, Dez looked down at her hand gripping the mug. There has to be some mistake. There’s no way the commander would choose two attachés, right?

      Dez looked up again. Saad Mallas was still making his rounds through the room. Dez wanted to punch his smiling face.

      Oh hells.

      If Saad Mallas was the commander’s new attaché, what did that mean for her?
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      By the time Dez made her way back through the camp, it was starting to quiet down. The glowing embers from the dying fires lit her way as she weaved back through the tents, and the errant chorus of a tune sang by lazy voices carried on the wind.

      The commander in chief’s tent was dark when she finally arrived. Though a handful of aides still loitered outside, Dez could tell that Elena likely wasn’t inside. “I need to speak to the commander,” she said, approaching the nearest aide, a short balding man with a rounded belly.

      “Commander Lawry has retired for the evening,” the aide replied, tipping his nose downward as he took in her face.

      “It’s important,” Dez argued. “I need to speak with her right away.”

      “I’m sorry, but the commander does not wish to be disturbed. You’ll have to wait to speak with her in the morning.”

      Dez let out a huff and kicked a loose rock with the toe of her boot. “Well, maybe you can help me then. I heard that Saad Mallas was reassigned to be the commander’s attaché.”

      “That’s correct,” the aide intoned.

      “The thing is, so was I.” Or so I thought. “I think some kind of mistake has been made.” The aide’s nose scrunched up indignantly at the word ‘mistake’—Dez changed tactics. “Not a mistake, but a miscommunication of some kind. I need to know if the commander still wishes for me to attend to her or if that position was reassigned to Mallas.”

      The aide shrugged. “Unfortunately, only the commander in chief can answer that.”

      Dez knew that was true, but the words still felt like a slap in the face. “Right.” She turned on her heel and headed back out into the night, moving in no particular direction. Way to go, Dez, she chided herself. Of all the people to piss off, you had to pick the Rebellion’s commander in chief. She hung her head and reached inside herself for the bond she shared with Nightsoul. Now more than ever, she needed someone who understood.

      Where are you? she asked in her mind.

      Nightsoul responded immediately. I am here. She sent a mental image to Dez of a small grove of trees near the edge of camp. Dez headed in that direction.

      Outside of the ring of campfires, the cool air wrapped around her as she walked. Overhead, the sky glittered with stars. Nightsoul lay curled up in a thick patch of grass, her head resting on the ground as she hummed contentedly under her breath. The warmth Dez had felt through the bond earlier was still there, though dulled. She walked over and sat down beside Nightsoul, leaning against her side and letting the dragon’s gentle inhalation and exhalation move her back and forth. Nightsoul moved her neck, resting her large head at Dez’s feet so that she could look into her rider’s face.

      Speaking with her mind, Dez relayed everything that had happened that night, not bothering to mask her feelings about it all. Nightsoul listened carefully, her large eyes pinned on Dez.

      And now, I have no idea what her plan for me is. I didn’t exactly give her a definitive answer when I stormed out. What if she dismisses me from the Rebellion? I don’t know what I’d do, Dez continued. Her aides weren’t exactly forthcoming with information, either. I think I really messed up this time, Nightsoul.

      Nightsoul lifted her head so that she was eye-level with Dez. Everyone makes mistakes. We all do things we wish we could take back, but in this case, I do not think it is too late to right this wrong.

      How? The commander has already called it a night. I doubt barging into her personal tent while she’s trying to sleep will earn me any favors. I guess I could try catching her in the morning, but—

      Have you tried the flight line? I know that Firetooth likes to sleep there, and I have often seen the commander conversing with him late at night, while most others are sleeping. It’s possible she went there before retiring.

      “Really?” The idea made Dez sit straight up. She knew she wouldn’t be able to rest until she tried to set this whole thing right, until she had answers. “I’ll go check there now.” She stood up, dusting the grass and dirt off the back of her pants. She started towards the flight line immediately but then turned back around to smile at her dragon. “Thank you,” she said, and for more than just the suggestion of where to look for the commander.

      I am always here for you, Nightsoul said, sending her a burst of friendship and support that warmed her all the way down to her toes.

      The flight line was practically empty, save for a few dragons milling about. Dez smiled and waved at them as she moved through the line, but disappointment tugged at her when she saw no sign of the commander. She was just about to give up when she saw a large shadow and the tail of a big red dragon.

      Dez moved towards it, her steps light. As she got closer, she made out the outline of Firetooth, the commander’s Volcano Crimson dragon, and standing next to him, rubbing his snout, was Elena. She murmured softly to the dragon, her face lacking its usual tension.

      Feeling a little awkward interrupting this moment, Dez contemplated turning around, but after a second of indecision, she cleared her throat.

      Elena looked up, her eyes training on Dez. She didn’t look surprised to see her, but the softness that Dez had just seen disappeared, more harsh lines taking its place.

      “Captain,” Elena said, walking over to her, “I wasn’t expecting to see you again until morning.”

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” Dez began, “but I owe you an apology.”

      Elena’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh?”

      “Yes. I was out of line earlier. I let my anger and frustration rule me, and that’s not okay. I’m really sorry. I lost sight of my purpose, to be here fighting with the Rebellion.”

      “This is a sharp left turn from our earlier conversation, Captain. I hope you can understand my skepticism.”

      Shame burned Dez’s cheeks. “Of course, but I really am sorry. I don’t want to leave the Rebellion.”

      Elena scrutinized her face. “Why?”

      “After we spoke the first time, I was walking through the camp and I saw the faces of all the men and women here. They believe in this cause; they’re willing to die for it. They’ve fought alongside me, with me, and for me—for that cause. I need to be with them, fighting with and for them. Despite everything else, that’s all that truly matters.”

      The words settled around them, and even though Dez still felt the ache of desire to find her parents, she knew this was right. Her place was with the Rebellion. It always would be.

      “I understand if you no longer want me as an attaché,” she added, “but I hope you can accept my apology.”

      For a brief second, the harsh lines that creased Elena’s face softened again and her eyes displayed both pride and understanding. “I do,” she said quietly. “I’m glad to know you plan to stick around for a while longer.” She gave her a smile. “And your orders are the same. You have been reassigned to me as an attaché, effectively immediately.”

      “But I heard that you gave the position to Saad Mallas.” Dez’s eyebrows scrunched together.

      “You can have more than one attaché, girl.” She winked—a strange gesture, coming from the commander. “You and Saad both have strengths that I find useful and I believe you both have things to learn. We will learn them together.” She walked back over to Firetooth, placing a hand on his side. “Rest well, friend. I will see you in the morning.” Firetooth inclined his head, apparently answering her in his mind.

      Elena nodded at Dez, indicating that she should follow her, and headed towards the tents. “We both should get some sleep. Tomorrow, Saad and I are going on a trip to see the Dragon Oracle. Her eyrie is hidden to the south in a forbidding range of otherwise unpopulated icy mountains. It will be a long and arduous journey. I would like for you to come along.”

      Dez’s heart had leapt at the words ‘Dragon Oracle’, but she didn’t let her emotions show. She was refocused on the Rebellion, but perhaps, if the opportunity presented itself, she would still get to question the Oracle about her parents. That tiny bit of hope became a warm ember in her chest.

      “Of course, Commander,” she replied coolly. “What time should Nightsoul and I be ready to leave?”

      “First light.”

      “Understood.”

      Elena nodded at Dez and kept walking. Dez’s own tent was in the opposite direction. She stopped, watching Elena’s retreating back. “Commander?”

      “Yes?”

      “I won’t let you down.”

      Elena smiled. “I know.” She walked on.

      For the first time since she’d lost sight of her father on that battlefield, Dez felt hopeful. She tiptoed through the slumbering camp, and when she reached her personal tent, she threw back the flaps and flounced down on her bedroll.

      You were right, she said to Nightsoul through their bond. It’s never too late to try to right a wrong. Elena still wants me to be her attaché. We leave tomorrow at first light.”

      Nightsoul, who was nearly asleep thanks to the long day and the mead, sent a warm blast of happiness back, along with the image of a beautiful sunrise.

      Dez chuckled. Sweet dreams, Nightsoul.

      She tugged her boots off and washed her face in her small wash basin. Then she plopped herself down on her bedroll, stretching out completely. Her muscles were sore and her joints popped and ached, but it was a good feeling. She rolled over on her side, her eyelids already heavy, and let out a sigh. Today hadn’t gone entirely as planned, but tomorrow was a new day, and Dez had a feeling it would be a good one.

      With one last deep breath, she closed her eyes and drifted off into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When she’d woken up the next morning, it’d felt like a handful of frogs were leaping about in her belly. Someone’s excited, Nightsoul had teased while they packed up their gear, and Dez didn’t bother arguing with her. She’d been excited—so much so that not even the sight of Saad Mallas first thing in the morning had been able to sway her good mood.

      The bitter cold, however, was a bit more relentless. They’d been flying for several hours now, and despite the thick woolen pants, boots, and furs Dez had donned that morning, the icy wind seemed to nip at her skin like tiny pinpricks. The leather gloves she wore protected her hands, but her cheeks and nose chaffed to the point of irritation. She’d wrapped a strip of muslin around her neck like a scarf and attempted to use it as a face mask, but the fabric was much too thin to be of any real use against the frigid air.

      Nightsoul’s thick scales protected her from the elements, but like Dez, the dragon preferred much warmer temperatures. She thrived in the thick humidity of the swamps. She didn’t care at all for this biting wind. Every time a particularly dreadful gust blew past them, she let out a low grumble that vibrated throughout her whole body.

      They flew in a line with Elena in the middle on Firetooth, Saad on Frostbite to her left, and Dez and Nightsoul on her right. A tiny bit of smugness warmed through Dez when she realized that she was in the position usually reserved for one’s second-in-command. She and Saad were both Elena Lawry’s attachés, but Dez was determined to prove that she was the better candidate for the job, and so her flying position suited her just fine. If Saad was perturbed by the situation at all, though, he didn’t show it. He sat stoically atop his dragon, neither of them looking even slightly bothered by the cold—which, of course, annoyed Dez more than it should have.

      The trek was grueling, and the excitement from the morning had completely worn off. Elena had warned them that the trip would not be easy and that they wouldn’t be making many stops, but Dez still found herself gritting her teeth every time the temperature dropped another degree or two. The closer they got to the mountains, the colder it got. She didn’t voice her discomfort out loud, though. Instead, she and Nightsoul commiserated silently through their bond. Dez didn’t want to risk anything that might make Elena Lawry rethink her decision.

      As the sun was just beginning to go down, Elena finally signaled to them to land. They touched down by a small lake in a deserted alpine mountain valley. Dez sucked in a breath as she scanned the scenery—something she hadn’t had much time to do while focusing on not falling off Nightsoul due to the numbness in her extremities. Having lived near the swamps her whole life, she found the snow-capped mountains breathtaking.

      Elena’s eyes were bright, and despite her rosy cheeks, she didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the cold. “We’ll stop here for the night,” she said, pulling a large pack of supplies off Firetooth’s back. “Desiree, you get a fire going. Saad, you and I will tackle the tents.”

      Neither Dez nor Saad argued, both weary from the day of travel, and they all got to work setting up camp. It took Dez several minutes to locate some wood that was dry enough to burn, but once she did, it didn’t take long to get a blazing fire going—Nightsoul even helped by supplying the flame that lit the sticks. “Show-off,” Dez murmured to her, and the dragon chuckled, blowing smoke into Dez’s face. The heat from the flames immediately began to thaw Dez’s frozen limbs, and she let out a little sigh. She wiggled her fingers and toes, enjoying the sensation of the warm blood circulating through her body. She tossed several more logs into the pile, stoking the fire until it began popping and crackling, piping hot and big enough to warm even the dragons. Nightsoul let out a little noise in her throat—an invitation—and Frostbite and Firetooth both padded over, settling into the ground beside her. With the flames dancing across their iridescent scales, the three dragons watched as Dez walked over to the stockpile of supplies and took it upon herself to see to dinner.

      Searching through the food pack, she took out all the ingredients she needed to get a nice stew going. She sliced a few carrots and onions and tossed them into the pot.

      The tents were assembled by now, and Elena and Saad stood close together chatting, their faces serious. Dez tried not to let curiosity get the better of her, but she couldn’t stop herself from glancing their way, trying to decipher their body language.

      Elena was doing most of the talking, and her words floated over to Dez on a crisp breeze. “If you really want to rise in the Rebellion ranks, there are certain steps to take, things you’ll need to do. I know your father has very high expectations of you and he expects you to follow in his footsteps, but his way isn’t the only way. You need to find your own path, and I can help you with that.”

      Saad’s response got lost as a blast of icy wind whistled through the valley, but determination traced his features and Dez understood well enough. She knew a little of what it was like trying to live up to an expectation. When Lula had first told her she believed Dez was destined to lead the Rebellion to victory in the war against Ashimax, it had been difficult to process. It still was in a lot of ways. That expectation, that prophecy, hung over her head, always present. It often kept her awake at night.

      It appeared that Saad, too, struggled with it. Dez had always viewed him as an arrogant, annoying prat, her competition. It was strange to think they might actually have something in common.

      Walking back over to the fire, Dez shook her head and focused on finishing the preparations for their meal. She didn’t want to think about Saad anymore much less as anything other than her adversary. She thought she heard her name, though, and looked up. Elena was still speaking, but Saad’s eyes were trained on her. She didn’t understand the look she saw there and it wasn’t the first time she’d seen it. Dez narrowed her eyes, returning the look with one of her own. Saad broke the eye contact first.

      Ha! Dez celebrated the tiny victory and resumed cooking, a smirk on her lips.

      A few minutes later, Elena and Saad joined her by the fire. “You both flew well today,” Elena said, settling herself down on the ground. “I know the conditions weren’t ideal, but we made good time.” She looked over her shoulder to where the three dragons were resting, huddled together and borrowing from each other’s body heat. “Nightsoul and Frostbite are magnificent. You both got very lucky with them.”

      Dez nodded, pride swelling inside her. I really did get lucky, she thought, pushing the feeling towards Nightsoul, who responded with a surge of affection. We both did.

      With her stomach rumbling, Dez leaned over and reached for one of the metal bowls they’d packed. Saad happened to reach for the same bowl. Their fingers touched, and Dez jerked her hand back as if she’d been burned and she resisted the urge to check her hand to be sure.

      “I don’t have the plague, Black,” Saad drawled, arching an eyebrow at her. He waved his hand, indicating that she should take the bowl.

      “No,” Dez snapped back, “but you are a thorn in my side.” She snatched the bowl and proceeded to fill it, trying to avoid Saad’s laughing eyes. Elena had observed their exchange with a tight expression but didn’t say anything. Dinner was a quiet affair after that, weariness seeping into them all.

      When she was finished eating, Elena wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “We’ll need to establish a watch. I doubt anyone knows where we are, but Ashimax has eyes everywhere.” She eyed Saad. “Mallas, you take the first watch. Dez will relieve you in a few hours.”

      “Yes, Commander,” he replied, standing up and walking closer to the dragons to secure the perimeter.

      Dez watched him go and then turned to Elena once he was out of earshot. “Can I ask you something, Commander?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t mean to question your motives, but…I know why I wish to speak to the Dragon Oracle, but I’m not sure why you do. Is it only a coincidence, and that you were already planning a trip to see her? Why exactly are we here, and why did you bring me and him?” She nodded her head towards Saad. “I’m sorry, I mean no disrespect, but I—”

      “It’s okay, Captain,” Elena interrupted her. “I know you don’t. A good soldier always makes sure they know what they’re walking into before they move.” She paused, thinking for a moment before answering further. “Did you know that I grew up in a house with six older brothers?”

      The answer caught Dez off guard. “Oh?”

      Elena nodded. “It was always loud in the house—someone yelling, someone else yelling louder to be heard over the other one. I could hardly hear myself think most days.” She paused. “Being commander in chief of the Rebellion is a little like that.” She gave a small half-smile. “There are important decisions to be made, and I’m the one to make them. But it can be difficult to think with my generals and the other commanders around.”

      “Lots of voices, lots of opinions,” Dez surmised.

      Elena lifted a thickly gloved hand to point at her. “Exactly. Getting away from camp helps me think clearly…I needed a bit of a break. Some open sky, some fresh air, and nothing but my own voice clanging around inside my head. And Firetooth’s, of course.” She turned, her eyes falling on her snoozing dragon for a moment, the expression in them tender. “As for the Dragon Oracle, I’ve been planning to make a trip out to see her for quite some time now, but with our latest victory, time is of the essence. The Oracle knows more about the Spirit King than anyone else alive. I’m hoping to seek her counsel on how to proceed now that Isoldear has fallen.” With that, she stood to her feet and stretched, yawning.

      “And as for you and Saad?” Elena chuckled, her lips pulling back in a smirk. “Well, let’s just say that keeping secrets is in my job description.” She gave a little wave and headed towards her tent.

      Dez watched her go, her mouth hanging open a bit. Elena Lawry had made a joke. She let out a little chuckle of her own.

      “Commander?” she called out then.

      Elena turned.

      “One last question.” Dez hopped up and jogged over to where Elena stood expectantly. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “I’ve heard talk among the soldiers that you’ve survived more than a dozen assassination attempts, and that you sleep in your armor.”

      Elena eyes brightened slightly and she chuckled again. “It wasn’t a dozen. It was three. And no, I don’t sleep in it. I do, however, sleep with it right next to me. I’ve gotten pretty fast at getting it on, and it’s the first thing I do when I wake.”

      Dez grinned. “Makes sense.” She turned her head, movement catching her eye.

      Saad was walking the perimeter near them, the cold ground crunching under his boots. Both women watched him pass, though Dez’s face hardened into a glare. She still hadn’t forgiven him for ruining her chance to confront her father.

      Elena let out a hiss then, commenting softly, “Don’t be a fool, Black.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Your pigheadedness serves you well in some ways but blinds you in others. You two are more alike than either of you realize. There is much you could learn from each other. You must give him a chance.” She looked at Saad. “He is one of the most dedicated officers I’ve ever known, and he has led a hard life.”

      Dez let out a long sigh.

      “Heed me,” Elena said, her eyes narrowed. “If the next generation of Rebellion leaders manages to avoid the problems of my generation, it will be because young officers like you and Mallas have learned to put the cause above all else—including your own egos.”

      Dez wasn’t sure how to respond. She shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable under her commander’s disappointed gaze.

      “Think about it,” Elena said. Then she marched towards her tent and disappeared inside.

      Dez headed for her own tent, thinking over Elena’s words. Give Saad Mallas a chance? The thought didn’t sit right with her.

      But then another thought struck her. When Nightsoul had hatched, she hadn’t immediately embraced Dez as her rider. Dez hadn’t been too sure of her either. In time, however, they had come to know each other better, to understand each other. And now their bond was like no other.

      First impressions weren’t always accurate. Some people required a closer look.

      Dez flounced on her bedroll and sighed. “Fine,” she grumbled, rolling over. “I’ll give him a chance.” The decision settled her mind, and she drifted off to sleep.

      A few hours later, she woke to Saad’s gentle shaking of her shoulder. It was her turn to keep watch. Outside, the air remained bitterly cold. She wrapped a fur around her shoulders, shaking out her arms and legs to wake them up.

      As she began to walk the perimeter, her eyes fell on the mountains, their looming presence a little unsettling in the dark. A chill crept down her spine and, for a brief moment, with her eyes locked on the peaks, Dez could have sworn she heard voices, tiny whispers of warnings. Something is there, watching. Always watching, waiting for just the right moment, the voices seemed to say.

      Dez tore her eyes away from the mountains, feeling more than unsettled. She shook her head and reasoned with herself. Don’t be silly—you’re just not fully awake yet.

      But she couldn’t shake the feeling of that warning. She reached for the hilt of the dagger she had attached to her waist and frantically scanned the campsite. But there was no movement to be seen other than the occasional twitch from one of the dragons. Elena’s tent was quiet, and Saad had quickly installed himself inside his own tent, his rhythmic snores alerting Dez that he already slept. There was nothing unusual about the campsite, nothing out of place. All was well, or so it seemed.

      Everything’s fine, Dez told herself. Just focus on keeping watch and stop letting your imagination run away with you.

      So, she did just that, walking the line with her dagger clutched in her hand and a careful eye on their surroundings. But as the night wore on and the icy wind continued to blow, the vast darkness seemed to follow her, caressing her skin as she walked with the crunch of her boots the only constant sound. Dez’s entire body was covered in a layer of gooseflesh, but she knew it had nothing to do with the cold.

      She walked on.
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      The next morning, Dez woke up sore and exhausted. Her muscles were stiff and aching from the hours they’d spent flying. After her watch had ended, she’d woken Elena as instructed and attempted to sleep, but she’d tossed and turned for hours, uneasiness wrapping around her consciousness and holding it hostage for most of the night.

      When dawn broke and the sky began to lighten, it took every ounce of self-control she had to peel herself out of her bedroll and start the day. Her insides quivered, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the lack of sleep or in anticipation of what was coming.

      In a matter of hours, she would come face-to-face with the Dragon Oracle—the one person who might have the answer to how to save her parents.

      She sat lost in thought by the small campfire Saad had built to make breakfast. Elena remained over by her tent, packing up loose supplies.

      “Black,” Saad said, his gruff voice breaking the silence. He stared at her, his eyebrows scrunched together as if he were trying to decipher what she was thinking. In his hand was a small metal bowl of steaming oatmeal. “Here. You should eat something.” It was the most pleasant thing he’d ever said to her.

      Dez glanced at the food and started to reach for the bowl, but her stomach rolled and pitched at the very thought of taking even a single bite. She pulled back her hand, quite sure that hurling her guts up wasn’t the best way to start the day. “I’m not really that hungry,” she said. “But, uh…thanks.”

      She stood up and walked over to where Nightsoul waited, the dragon’s large eyes tracing Dez’s every step.

      Good morning, the dragon greeted her, but her tone changed as Dez got closer and she saw the dark circles under her eyes. You’re unwell.

      Dez shook her head. I’m fine—just didn’t get a lot of sleep. She let her emotions drift through to Nightsoul, conveying what she couldn’t really put into words. Nightsoul responded by nudging her shoulder with her large head.

      An hour later, the campsite had been disassembled and repacked, and they were ready for the final leg of their journey. Nightsoul grumbled a little as they took off and the frosty wind filled her wings. Dez shivered, but leaned forward in the saddle and tried to still her mind.

      Below them, the landscape was an endless sea of white, the snow seemingly undisturbed by any living thing. It reminded Dez of an old oil painting her adopted parents had kept in their study. The Hush of Winter, the painting was called. Dez had always loved to look at it, to trace the brush strokes with her fingertips. Even though it wasn’t exactly winter now, the snowy mountain terrain was as hushed and picturesque as what could be seen in that painting. It gave Dez reason to crack a small smile.

      On they flew until the sun was high in the sky. The temperatures steadily dropped and the wind remained a cruel mistress. How much farther do you think we have to go? Nightsoul’s voice rumbled in Dez’s mind.

      Dez slunk down a little more in the saddle. I don’t know. Hopefully not far. I want to be able to feel all of my limbs when I meet the Oracle.

      They didn’t travel much longer before they got their answer.

      “Is that it?” Dez asked, squinting against the bright sunlight.

      Nightsoul was also confused. I was expecting something a little more…

      “Grand?” Dez finished. “Yeah. Me, too.” She hadn’t expected the Dragon Oracle to live in a castle or anything, but this eyrie looked to be housed in a crumbling, mostly ruined temple built atop a massive, icy spire of solid rock. It wasn’t at all as Dez had pictured it.

      The structure was large, built directly into the mountain at its base. The thick, slate gray stones that served as the main construction material for the temple had been mined from the mountain itself, and as Dez’s eyes surveyed the building, she couldn’t help but do so reverently. To build a structure like this, in this exact spot, must have been an incredible feat, and she wondered at who its builders might have been. Despite its air of majesty, however, the temple which had been built in honor of the Creator Goddess looked as though it had once been a place of magnificent grandeur, and now, alone and forgotten about, had fallen into severe disrepair.

      They landed on the small expanse of stone directly in front of the main entrance. Elena did not look fazed, but Saad seemed to share Dez and Nightsoul’s assessment. She watched as his eyes roamed the surroundings, confusion and wonder both alighting in them.

      The huge columns that appeared to be holding up the structure were cracked, lines upon lines of tiny fissures branching off of one another in all directions. The overhanging eves, in which an elaborate design had been carefully carved, were chipped and slowly disintegrating. Already, large chunks were missing. The walls barely looked sturdy enough to keep the roof from caving in, and every time a strong gust of wind blew past, rock fragments fell from the crumbling structure.

      “Follow me,” Elena said to them, her voice hushed—as if she didn’t want to be overheard. A chill slid down Dez’s spine and, for a moment, that same sense of unease she had felt the night before washed over her. She glanced over her shoulder, but there was nothing there but the howling wind. She took a steadying breath and placed her hand on Nightsoul’s side, needing the warm reassurance of having her nearby.

      If the Dragon Oracle could help her free her parents, then everything would change. And if she couldn’t… No. Dez shook her head. It wasn’t a thought she wanted to entertain.

      She followed behind Elena, walking towards the large double doors that led into the temple. They pushed them open, the doors creaking loudly in protest, and once inside, they walked through an elaborate antechamber that opened up into an enormous room that was easily wide enough to accommodate more than one dragon—in fact, it was large enough to fit a whole host of dragons.

      In the center of the room, a colossal dragon sat back on its haunches, its midnight blue scales glistening in the light from the braziers that hung around the room. Dez let out a small gasp as she took in the gigantic head and the body and wings that dwarfed Nightsoul, Frostbite, and Firetooth. It was the largest dragon Dez had ever seen. Saad’s eyes were wide, too, and Dez wondered if it was the same for him.

      Look at him. Nightsoul was in absolute awe, her emotions wild and fluttery through the bond. He’s been alive a very long time, and his magic must be incredibly potent. Can you imagine the things one could learn from such a majestic teacher?

      I know, Dez whispered back. He’s amazing. I’ve never seen anything like him.

      Another creature of sorts sat beside the dragon, drawing Dez’s attention. It was small and insignificant looking in comparison to the mighty dragon, but still big enough to be a threat—though Dez had no idea what it was. Its body was covered in patches of mismatched fur and strips of leather, and there was a strange aura about it, too. A tantalizing energy that called to Dez, to her magic. She eyed the creature carefully for a few moments before dragging her eyes away, searching. She scanned the room, but the Oracle was nowhere to be found. Elena walked directly up to the dragon and bowed her head in a sign of respect. Dez and Saad followed suit, and then they waited. Welcome, the dragon said, his voice deep and melodious.

      Then the creature beside the dragon began to move. Dez’s hand inched for the dagger at her waist on instinct, but a small squeak of surprise came flying out of her mouth when a human face emerged from the patchwork collection of fur and hides. It wasn’t a creature at all. Wrapped in multiple layers of woolly furs and thick sheaths of worn leather was a woman—the Dragon Oracle.

      She was taller than Dez, but more slight, with long brown hair that hung across her shoulders and nearly hit her waist. Her face was younger than Dez had expected, though faint lines were starting to crease the skin around her eyes and mouth, and her crystal blue eyes were bright and shining.

      The Oracle took in the sight of her visitors, her eyes seeming to measure every detail of them. She then looked from them up to the face of the enormous dragon whose eyes had also been roaming over them. They stared at each other, then, locked in what appeared to be a silent conversation between them. When the Oracle turned back to face Elena, Dez, and Saad, a serene smile rested on her face. “Welcome, friends of the Rebellion. I am the Dragon Oracle. This is Stardeep.” The dragon inclined its head. “What is it that has brought you to our home?”

      Elena stepped forward. “My name is Elena Lawry. I am the commander in chief of the Rebellion, and I have come to seek your counsel.”

      The Oracle regarded her for a few moments more and then nodded. “Of course.” She held out a hand, indicating a small hallway, which Dez assumed led to someplace where they might speak privately.

      Elena glanced at her and Saad for a split second, offering an unspoken command for them to stay put, and then followed the Oracle.

      When they were out of sight, Dez sighed. It had taken everything in her not to launch herself at the Oracle’s feet and beg for answers about her parents, and now she felt slightly deflated.

      Saad stood stiffly a few feet away, his face devoid of any emotion. Stardeep watched them but didn’t initiate any conversations, and Dez wasn’t sure what to say anyway. Nightsoul kept staring at Stardeep, her admiration so obvious that Dez almost said something to her, but she didn’t.

      “There was an X on his forehead,” Saad said a while later, his voice seeming unnaturally loud in the cavernous room.

      Dez’s head snapped to his face. “What?”

      “Your father,” he continued, his eyes earnest. “I was close enough that I was able to see his face. There was a deep purple X in the center of his forehead. It almost seemed to glow.”

      Dez’s tongue was dry, all the words flying around in her brain suddenly trapped in her throat. A glowing purple X—exactly like the one she had seen on her mother’s forehead at the Battle of the Redoubt.

      Heat rushed through her and all she could do was stare at Saad. The information was important—another clue that supported Dez’s theory, and he knew it. Questions swirled in her mind. Why did he wait so long to tell me? Why tell me now?

      Before she could dwell on it any further, footsteps came from the hallway. Elena and the Oracle strode towards them.

      “Black.” Elena beckoned her over. “The Oracle would like to speak to you.”

      Dez swallowed, still trying to process the shock of Saad’s revelation. She walked over to where the Oracle patiently awaited her.

      “The commander in chief has told me of your parents, of your theory,” the Oracle said softly, though her voice still carried throughout the room. “You are right. Your parents are indeed under Ashimax’s control. He is using powerful illusory magic to control them. It is likely that they believe they are truly saving the world by serving the Spirit King.”

      “Can they be freed from such magic?” she asked, the words coming out hurried and breathless.

      “Yes,” the Oracle replied. “All magic can be broken. But I’m afraid this type of magic, this Mind Trap, has never been broken by another before, and I do not know how it is done.”

      The words washed over Dez so that she had to bite her lip to keep the hot tears that had rushed up from spilling over. To have hope dangled in front of her face and then yanked away was like a physical blow to the gut. “Please,” she whispered. “There has to be a way to find out.”

      The Oracle’s eyes darkened a bit, and the soft lines in her face became more pronounced as she frowned. “There may be one way, though it requires entering the Memory Dimension. It is possible the answer is there.”

      Dez had never heard of the Memory Dimension before, but her mouth went dry at the reverence the Oracle had placed on the words.

      “The Memory Dimension? I don’t—”

      “It is the place where all knowledge of the dead is stored. It is a sacred place—one that is not to be entered lightly.” The Oracle’s eyes flashed, and Dez saw what looked like fear there.

      “And you can access it?”

      The Oracle hesitated, her eyebrows scrunching together before she answered. “I can, but it can be very dangerous.” She cocked her head slightly. “Do you know the story of how the Spirit King was defeated the first time?”

      The question surprised Dez, but it wasn’t a story she was familiar with. She shook her head. The Oracle let out a breath before she began to speak, her voice taking on the tone of a practiced storyteller. “There was once a young warrior. His skill seemed to come out of nowhere for an unknown young man from a nothing village.” The Oracle paused, letting her words sink in. “I have touched his memories, seen his life. He had incredible powers that were unparalleled by any that had been witnessed before, and he bonded with a dragon when he was very young.”

      The Oracle’s tone grew slightly darker as she continued. “He had knowledge that he should not have possessed and he became a peerless warrior beloved by all who followed him. People whispered that he was the Chosen of the Creator Goddess, that she spoke to him and reached out to bless him personally with power and wisdom, to give him what he needed to destroy Ashimax and save her creation. Unfortunately, he failed to fulfil that destiny. Upon his death, I traveled to the Memory Dimension to seek the knowledge for myself.”

      Dez’s heart was racing. A nobody warrior from some nowhere village with powers unlike anyone else’s? It sounded awfully similar to her own story. This must be why the Oracle is telling me, she realized. It couldn’t be a mere coincidence.

      “And did you see how he fought Ashimax?” she asked the Oracle. “How was he imprisoned?”

      The Oracle’s face turned hard. “No. Those memories were shielded, Desiree Black. Ensconced in white flame—the likes of which I have never seen before. To attempt to see what lay beyond the flames would have destroyed me. I could not pass through them.” She bowed her head slightly, taking a moment before speaking again. “I cannot say for certain why those memories are sealed, but I can say two things. First, he was the Chosen, and yet he failed. Ashimax still lives. Second, the only powers I know of that could stop me from accessing information in the Memory Dimension are those of Ashimax himself and the Creator Goddess. And Ashimax does not work in white flame.” She stared at Dez for a long moment. “There are dangers to consider, but I will go into the meditation room. I will enter the Memory Dimension and see what I can find regarding your parents.”

      She turned to leave, but added, “Know this, Desiree Black. The Creator Goddess has always touched the world, imbuing certain people with the strength and character they need to save it when it’s in trouble.” She looked over Dez’s shoulder, her eyes landing on Saad. “But there is always a choice. The Chosen of the Goddess must earn her favor, and be in the right place at the right time to justify her intervention.”

      Dez watched the Oracle go, shuffling back towards the hallway where she and Elena had disappeared into earlier. Her heart was hammering so loudly she was sure Saad and Elena must be able to hear it. She reached for her bond with Nightsoul. Do you think this means that I’ve been chosen specifically by the Creator Goddess, just like that warrior was?

      Nightsoul’s reply wasn’t instantaneous, but it was confident. It must be so. I’ve always known you were destined for great things.

      Dez’s heart swelled. Nightsoul, we are destined for great things. I am nothing without you. The dragon’s response was a wave of love and friendship.

      I’ve always wondered why I was so much stronger than everyone else…and my powers—where they came from and why they’re so different. I don’t know if I’m truly meant to save the world, but this has to mean I can at least save my parents.

      Dez and Nightsoul continued discussing the possibilities, their thoughts firing back and forth at each other. A sense of hope flared between them, and as the hours passed, Dez held on to that hope. When the sun was beginning to slide down towards the horizon, Dez approached Elena, who was quietly making small talk with Firetooth and Stardeep. “Should we go check on her? She’s been in there an awfully long time.”

      Time in the Memory Dimension is not measured the same as it is here. Stardeep’s voice rumbled. An hour for us might mean only seconds there.

      “It could be some time yet,” Elena added. “It is not an easy task, entering the Memory Dimension. We should not disturb the Oracle.”

      The answer didn’t exactly placate Dez, but Elena’s face was relaxed, so Dez tried to mirror her lack of concern. She went back over to Nightsoul and they resumed their own conversation.

      But when a loud slamming noise made her jump, Dez spun around, her eyes widening. The Oracle was stumbling towards her, her face ghostly pale and her wide eyes full of terror. Her entire demeanor was disheveled, as though she had barely survived a deadly windstorm, her hair and her clothing having been whipped in all directions. But the most ominous thing about her appearance were the trails of blood leaking from her nose and ears. Stardeep was immediately on high alert, rushing towards the Oracle, a predatory growl in his throat.

      The dragon reached her first, and the Oracle collapsed against him as Dez, Saad, and Elena rushed over.

      “What happened?” Dez asked, kneeling beside the Oracle. A thin sheen of sweat covered her forehead and her chest heaved as she sucked in ragged breaths.

      “It was him,” the Oracle gasped with her eyes flitting between them. “In the Memory Dimension. He was waiting for me.”

      “Ashimax,” Elena hissed, even while Saad and Dez both recoiled. Nightsoul and the other dragons, who were gathered a few feet away, also reacted to the word—their low growls echoing across the room.

      “He is incredibly strong, but I was able to fight him off long enough to escape—but not before he stole into my mind, plucking out my exact location. But I—” The Oracle broke off, coughing and sputtering. “I saw into his mind, too. In that exact same moment of contact. I saw what he was planning.”

      “What did you see?” Elena demanded, her shoulders tense.

      “Mak Edjom. He is nearby.” Dez didn’t think it was possible for the Oracle to look any more pale, but the words leeched even more color from her skin. “He was tasked with finding me, with finding it.” Stardeep winced slightly at the word.

      Saad leaned closer, voicing the question echoing in Dez’s mind. “It?”

      An artifact of great power, a deep voice boomed. Stardeep’s eyes were trained on the Oracle. Dez had seen many things in the eyes of a dragon, but what she saw shining in Stardeep’s eyes made her entire body run cold.

      The giant dragon carefully unfurled one of his wings. Strapped to his body in the sensitive space where wing and torso met was what looked like a long shaft of gleaming, gray metal that seemed to glow with an inner fire. Dez gasped. She’d never seen anything like it.

      “Take it!” the Oracle gasped, reaching for Dez’s hand and gripping it tightly. “Take it and flee. They are already upon us. You must go! I am too old to outrun them!”

      But before Dez could approach Stardeep to remove the glowing shaft from his side, Nightsoul, Frostbite, and Firetooth began to snarl—their dragon hearing was far better than that of the humans—and their discordant voices blended together in a melody of surprise and alarm.

      “They’re here,” the Oracle whispered, sinking to the ground.

      Elena, Dez, and Saad launched into action, racing towards their respective dragons, but they’d barely crossed the length of the floor when an explosion rocked the eyrie.

      Dez only had time to fling herself to the side as a huge section of the stone roof came hurtling towards her. A thick cloud of smoke and dust filled the room, making it difficult to see. Dez hissed through her teeth at the ache in her hip and elbow from where she’d landed. She leapt to her feet, and then Nightsoul was there, looming over her and roaring over her head.

      Dez quickly swiped a gritty hand across her face and looked up. The entire roof of the temple was gone, blown apart by magic. The six Draznar circled overhead.

      Elena was barking orders a few feet away, but her words were lost in the sound of Draznar and dragon alike. Dez didn’t hesitate, throwing herself on Nightsoul’s back and ripping her trusty spear free from where she kept it lashed to the saddle.

      They had to get out of the eyrie and into open skies—if the Draznar pinned them down, it would be like shooting fish in a barrel. Nightsoul spread her wings, ready to take flight through the blown-out roof, but Dez stopped her. There’s too many of them. We won’t stand a chance if we try to fight our way out through the roof. We’ll have to try to go through the door.

      Nightsoul whipped around, her eyes zeroing on the antechamber that led to the wide doors at the entrance of the temple, but the exit route was quickly blocked. Edjom and three of the Draznar dropped from the sky to attack, flying into the temple and leaving the remaining Draznar above to hold the high ground.

      In a defensive maneuver, Nightsoul leapt into the air, launching herself across the limited space and slamming into the body of one of the Draznar. She cried out as its talons clawed at the sensitive place right below her wings and Dez bellowed with rage as she teleported to the back of the offending Draznar and thrust her spear. The Draznar shrieked as the weapon pierced its hide, bucking wildly.

      Dez cloaked herself in magic, and as soon as her boots hit the ground, she readied her spear to strike the creature from underneath. But as she went in for the killing blow, a wicked-looking sword slammed against her spear with such force that Dez felt it in her bones. Mak Edjom, the Draznar’s rider and one of the Spirit King’s oldest servants, who was known as the Hammer of the Skies, sneered at her from the other side of that sword. His entire body was wrapped in armor, including most of his face, but the yellowed eyes that bore down upon her were unmistakable. Frazid, in general, were faster and harder to kill than humans, and they were powerful magic wielders, too, but Edjom was like a force of nature. Even with the energy of her powers fueling her, Dez was barely able to hold him off from crushing her.

      Dez’s arms began to shake as Edjom shoved against her spear. She stepped back, twisting to attack from the other direction, but that blow was also blocked, and Edjom used his forehead to crack into hers. Dez saw stars. She flew backwards as Nightsoul roared, kicking at Edjom’s Draznar. The creature skidded backwards, forcing Edjom to jump out of the way and buying Dez a few seconds’ respite.

      When she was able to see clearly again, Dez stood up and reached inside for her magic, pulling from the powerful current that flowed underneath her skin, but before she had time to unleash it, Edjom acted with a burst of his own magic.

      Nightsoul screamed a warning and Dez leapt out of the way. The magic whistled past her, exploding a shrine of pure stone just behind her.

      The explosion was just enough of a distraction, and Edjom’s Draznar used its powerful tail to slam Nightsoul back into one of the crumbling columns of the temple. Dez cried out at both her own pain and the flare of agony that came from Nightsoul.

      Edjom sent another wave of magic her way and Dez threw herself to the floor, barely missing the shot that had been meant for her head. The impact stole the breath from her lungs and she coughed, rolling to her back and gasping for air.

      All at once, time seemed to slow down. From her position on the floor, Dez saw that Elena and Saad were battling the other Draznar, but neither looked to be faring any better than she was in the limited fighting space. Nightsoul and Edjom’s Draznar were locked in battle. The Oracle was standing next to Stardeep, her hands moving as she wielded her powers, but her face was still pale, her movements sluggish—whatever had happened to her in the Memory Dimension was still wreaking havoc on her abilities.

      Stardeep was swinging his tail and unleashing powerful jet streams of fire, but he was otherwise unmoving. Protecting his rider, Dez realized.

      And Mak Edjom was striding slowly towards Stardeep, his sword gripped in his hand.

      Dez sat up, a warning cry on her lips. The Oracle stumbled backwards as she shot beam after beam of magic at Edjom, each of which he easily deflected. Depleted as she was, she was no match for him. Tears began rolling down her cheeks as she looked up at Stardeep. The dragon’s eyes met hers and flashed with an understanding that didn’t register with Dez. The Oracle placed a trembling palm against the dragon’s side for a moment, more tears dripping down her face.

      Dez staggered to her feet, grappling for her spear—she had to help!—but then the Oracle sucked in a shuddering breath, closed her eyes, and disappeared.

      Stardeep let out a low, deep sound that made Dez’s chest ache. She’d never seen a dragon cry, but that sound was close enough. She watched in horror as Edjom flung his sword at Stardeep and then pushed a huge wave of power behind it, slamming it all the way up to the hilt into the dragon’s chest. Stardeep’s mighty roar of agony, rage, and defeat filled her ears and brought tears to her eyes. Edjom did nothing but smirk as the light faded from the powerful dragon’s eyes, and then he used his magic to shove the dragon’s powerful wing out of the way and pull the gleaming shaft from where it was still tethered against the dragon’s lifeless body.

      Fury rolled around inside Dez and she opened her mouth to scream, to unleash the battle cry building there, but the sound was cut off as the Oracle reappeared, teleporting directly into the space in front of her.

      Dez jumped back, but with her frantic eyes blazing, the Oracle grabbed a hold of Dez, her grip unearthly strong. “From one great power to another,” she rasped, “you can be what the world needs.” And before Dez could protest, she pressed a slender finger to Dez’s forehead.

      Dez gasped as a current of energy unlike anything she’d ever felt before pummeled into her—it was a sickeningly potent thread of power that flowed into her mind. Her entire body felt as though she had ignited in flames. Heat coursed through her to the point of pain and every organ in her body felt as though it were being split into a thousand tiny pieces. This time when she opened her mouth, a guttural scream ripped from her throat. Dez was vaguely aware of Nightsoul roaring her name through their bond, but there was nothing she could do except burn.

      In the very moment when she felt sure death was near, the heat began to subside and Dez’s pain eased. Dez sucked in a breath, forcing air through her unwilling lungs. The Oracle kept her grip on Dez until the current of power had completely diminished and Dez had slumped over, spent. “You must go!” the Oracle urged her, her voice loud in Dez’s ears. “Now! I will distract him.”

      Dez was woozy, and her entire body was weak, but she forced her eyes to focus. “What about you?” she whispered. “You have to come with us.”

      “I can’t.” A fresh layer of tears welled up in the Oracle’s eyes. “They will never stop as long as I live. Go now!” Then, with a tiny ghost of a smile, the Oracle teleported again, landing beside the body of her dead dragon, her arms already flying with magic.

      “Black!” Elena’s voice coming from a few feet away grabbed Dez’s attention. “Retreat! We have to get out of here!”

      Elena and Firetooth had cleared the antechamber, and the main doors leading out of the temple were wide open. Saad still battled one of the other Draznar, but used mostly defensive maneuvers as he and Frostbite made their way through the doors.

      Dez stumbled forward, trying to work around the fogginess in her brain, but then Nightsoul was there and scooping her up, tossing her into the saddle. We must go.

      “We have to help the Oracle,” Dez tried to argue, her vision swimming. She looked across the room. At that very moment, she watched as Mak Edjom threw a spear at the Oracle. It found a home in her gut, crimson blood pouring from the wound as the Oracle sank to her knees, her lips forming a single word. “Go!”

      Nightsoul whipped around and raced for the open doors, and as soon as she hit open air, she threw out her wings, taking to the skies. Saad and Frostbite were only a little way ahead of them. Dez could barely concentrate on anything other than clinging to the saddle. Her throbbing head was sensitive to the touch, and her ears rang with whispered voices that she didn’t understand.

      Elena and Firetooth burst from the temple after them and launched into the air a moment later, but before they could make any real ground, the sky erupted in a violent storm of black and purple flame. A purple cloud pulsing with magical energy billowed up like a sail, soaring over the flames and directly towards the riders.

      Nightsoul shrieked at the incoming plume of power. Saad and Frostbite saw it, too, their faces mirrors of the horror Dez knew showed on her own. Saad reacted immediately, throwing up a shield of his own light magic around him and Frostbite. Dez followed suit, reaching for magic. Though she felt sluggish and out of sorts, Dez focused on her memories of the swamp and called the magic from deep within her. As the violet cloud hurtled towards them, Dez heaved the magic around herself and Nightsoul and teleported out of its path.

      They reappeared yards away and watched as Elena and Firetooth, who hadn’t had time to react, were momentarily encompassed by the flames.

      Dez screamed the commander’s name, but there was nothing to be done about the powerstorm surging around them. Using the shield of magic, Saad and Frostbite flew out of harm’s way and over to Nightsoul and Dez. He’d also seen Elena and Firetooth disappear.

      “Do you see her?” Saad’s panicked eyes scanned the cloud. Dez searched, too, a sinking feeling in her gut. “No, not yet.”

      Look! Nightsoul’s keen eyesight had spotted something.

      Dez let out a breath as Elena and Firetooth shot out from within the storm cloud’s clutches. Elena was grimacing in pain, breathing heavily, and she barely clung to the saddle with one hand, but she was alive.

      The Hammer of the Skies and the Draznar did not pursue them.

      The three riders and their dragons flew towards the Rebellion camp without a word spoken between them, leaving the remains of the Oracle’s eyrie smoking behind them.
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      They flew all night, not bothering to stop to eat or sleep.

      When they arrived at the Rebellion camp, it was pitch-black, the sun still hours from rising. The dragons had gone above and beyond, flying almost past their limits in order to get their riders back to safety. When they landed at the flight line—reeling, confused, and exhausted—Dez barked at the soldiers on guard duty and they ran to fetch the healers. Elena, barely conscious atop Firetooth, had to be carried away for treatment.

      Nightsoul’s wings were limp and sagging against her back as Dez slid to the ground, wincing. It felt as if every inch of her skin was bruised and tender. The ache in her head had worsened and the whispering voices hadn’t diminished—they were like a fly buzzing around her ears. She pressed a hand to her temple as she watched the healers leave, something tightened in her chest at the sight of Elena’s supine form between them.

      “Are you okay?” a soft, deep voice asked from behind her. Dez turned around, her shoulders drooping. Saad’s face was a mirror of the weariness she felt, dark circles prominent under his eyes. “I saw the Oracle right before…” He trailed off. “She touched you and I…I saw your face.” Concern flashed in his eyes and he cleared his throat. “What happened?”

      Dez felt as if there was only a tiny, fraying thread holding her together, and that look—a look that somehow made it even harder for her to breathe—nearly snapped it in half. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I don’t know.”

      Saad took a step closer, but then an aide appeared at his side. “Sir,” he said breathlessly. “Your father sent me to fetch you. He wants to see you immediately.”

      Dez’s lips drew back into an automatic sneer. Dredge Mallas, one of the Rebellion generals, was a hard, brutal man whose personal philosophy was that the end always justified the means—even if those means weren’t entirely ethical. He was an incredibly successful commander, and the veteran soldiers under him had an almost fanatical devotion to him. But his units also had unusually high casualties, particularly among new recruits, and he had a reputation for being cruel and callous towards civilians. He also openly disliked both Elena Lawry and Dez, and made no secret of his feelings about either of them.

      And Saad was directly under his thumb. It was one of the reasons Dez disliked him so much.

      “You better go,” Dez said, more venom behind her words than she’d perhaps meant. She had decided on their journey to take Elena’s advice and give Saad a chance, but now that they were back at the camp, with his father’s influence and expectations hanging over them, Dez wasn’t sure she could stomach it.

      Saad met her stare, but then his back straightened. Whatever softness had been in his face—the weariness from travel, the worry for Elena and the threat of Edjom, and that concern he had shown for Dez—evaporated like mist, replaced by a cold, hard glare. He marched away without another word.

      Dez turned to Nightsoul. They’d hadn’t spoken much on the flight back to base, but Dez could feel her anger through their bond. “Talk to me,” she said gently, reaching out to place a hand on the dragon’s side. Nightsoul left out a low, deep huff, but instead of words, Dez’s head filled with images, the events of the fight retold through Nightsoul’s eyes. Dez watched through her lens as Stardeep was struck by Edjom, and felt the wave of agony that had lanced through Nightsoul when the dragon had died.

      “I’m so sorry,” she murmured, bowing her head. “I wish—”

      We did that, Nightsoul interrupted her, her words harsh. We are the ones who brought death to his very nest.

      Dez swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump that had formed in her throat at the words. “Nightsoul, I—”

      But the dragon wasn’t finished. He was a great elder, Desiree. One of the greatest. And we didn’t protect him. The words were shards of ice that dug into Dez. We failed him.

      And, with that, Desiree felt a wall slam down between them, their bond muted as Nightsoul moved away from her and out into the night air. Dez wanted to go after her; the ache she felt at Nightsoul’s pain and anger sliced through her. Her own pain over the dragon’s cutting her off was another stinging wound.

      Weary and downtrodden, she picked her way through the tent village to where her own tent sat vacant. Sinking to her bedroll, she slowly began to unlace her boots and to pull the pieces of her armor off one by one.

      Wrapping her arms around her legs then, Dez rested her head against her knees, trying to ignore the bone-deep weariness and the whispers that wouldn’t go away. She only looked up when she heard boots crunching in the grass, and then the tent flaps pushed open.

      Lula, her aunt and former mentor, gave her a once-over, let out a sigh, and then plopped down on the bedroll beside her. “Is it true? Mak Edjom killed the Dragon Oracle?”

      “Yes,” Dez said, unsurprised that the news of what had happened had already spread so quickly in the camp. “He also killed Stardeep, her dragon.” She sucked in a breath and started the tale from the beginning. Everything from arriving at the eyrie to her conversation with Nightsoul a few moments before.

      “I don’t know what the Oracle did, but I can feel something,” Dez said, tapping her head. “Something up here. It’s alive, like something pulsing just at the edge of my own consciousness. And I hear—” She broke off, swallowing. “Whispering. It started immediately after the Oracle touched me. I can’t make out the words, not yet, but it’s definitely voices of some kind.”

      Lula considered Dez’s words for a while, but then she stood up with her hands on her hips. “I don’t know for sure. I’m grasping at straws here, but,” she paused, studying Dez’s face, “I think she may have passed her powers onto you.”

      “What?” The idea sounded ludicrous.

      “It’s long been suspected in the Rebellion that no one person, no matter their magic, could have lived as long as the Dragon Oracle is said to have been around for,” Lula continued. “Think about it, Dez. There had to be something in place, a way to transfer both the knowledge and the power. She must have known there was no way she would make it out alive, so she transferred everything to you.”

      “No, that can’t be it. That—” But the words died in Dez’s throat. The more she thought about it, considered it, the more right the idea felt. “Oh hells,” she whispered, the blood draining from her face. “I’m the new Dragon Oracle, aren’t I?”

      Lula’s face was solemn. “I can’t know for sure but…I think you are.”

      Dez’s entire body flashed hot and then cold as a wave of dizziness crashed over her.

      She swayed, gripping her abdomen, and Lula barely had time to grab a bucket and shove it at her before Dez vomited up the meager contents of her stomach. When she was finished, Lula passed her a waterskin and a wet cloth to wipe her mouth.

      “Thank you,” Dez said, gulping down several mouthfuls of cool water. “I’m not sure what to say right now.”

      “You’re in shock,” Lula assessed. “And who wouldn’t be? But, Dez, if it’s true, if you’re the new Oracle, that means you’re more powerful than…” She trailed off. “I know you struggled before to understand your own power, but this? This is something else entirely.”

      Dez blanched slightly at the words. “But you’ll help me, right? You’re the one who taught me magic in the first place.”

      “I don’t think I can,” Lula said. “This goes beyond my own knowledge and skillset. I have no idea how to even advise you, let alone how to help you access those powers.”

      Dez’s face fell.

      “But,” Lula continued, “I think there’s someone here in the camp that might be able to help.”

      “Who?”

      “The commander in chief. She knows more about the Dragon Oracle than anyone else here in the Rebellion. If there’s anyone who might have an inkling of understanding regarding her, er, um, your power, it’s her.”

      Despite the weariness oozing from every part of her, Dez stood up. “I should go speak with her then.” She was likely resting from her injuries, but Dez didn’t think this was a matter that could wait. She thanked Lula, promising to report back after she met with Elena, and stalked out of her tent.

      By this time, the sun was rising steadily in the sky and the camp had begun bustling with activity. Hushed whispers and stares followed Dez as she walked on, word of their encounter having already spread.

      Out of habit, Dez felt for Nightsoul but found the bond to still be muted and distant. Hurt flared up in her. She hated the disconnect between her and the dragon. It felt unnatural and uncomfortable, like a limb that was still connected but no longer working. She wanted to tell Nightsoul what she and Lula suspected, to pour out all of her fear and doubt and worry, but until the dragon felt ready to talk, there was nothing she could do but leave her be. Grief was a powerful tapestry that every person—or dragon—must weave, and pain and the response to pain looked different for everyone. Dez didn’t like it, but she tried to respect it.

      When she arrived at Elena’s tent, a pale-faced aide met her. “The commander in chief just sent for you,” he said.

      “Well, I’m right on time then,” Dez replied, unsurprised that the commander had requested her presence. Three healers stood right outside the entrance to the commander’s tent, looking tired but satisfied. “How is she?” Dez asked them.

      “The wounds she suffered are grievous,” one of the healers answered. “Mak Edjom’s magic is incredibly potent, and she is lucky to even be alive. She needs rest.”

      “I didn’t realize,” Dez said, guilt stabbing through her. “If we had known how badly—” She choked off her reply. They’d flown all night long, Elena receiving no medical treatment for hours. Dez should have demanded they rest and taken a look to make sure the commander was fit enough to fly. But the commander had waved them on, and Dez and Saad had followed orders.

      “Don’t worry,” the healer said, reading her face. “Commander Lawry has faced death before and has always defeated it.”

      “She is practically indestructible,” another of the healers added, a half-smile on her face.

      “Thank you,” Dez said to them. “I’d like to see her now.” She turned back to the aide, who nodded and led Dez inside.

      Elena was lying down on several layers of plush blankets atop an elevated cot. Her skin was slick with sweat and her breath seemed to rattle in her throat, as if each inhale and exhale cost her. For the first time ever, Dez was seeing her without her armor, and the shock of how petite her frame actually was sent a shockwave through Dez. Elena’s skin was wan, and her chest, neck, shoulders, and head were all heavily bandaged.

      Elena’s eyes had been closed when Dez entered, and she looked exhausted, but her crystal eyes shot open and landed on Dez in greeting.

      “Black,” she rasped.

      “Commander,” Dez said, moving closer. “I came to see how you’re doing.”

      Elena lifted a finger or two in casual deference. “Pssh,” she whispered. “It’s going to take more than a little smoke magic to kill me.” She attempted a laugh, but it quickly turned to coughing, her face twisting in pain as the movement jolted her.

      Dez stared at Elena, all notions of questioning her about the Oracle’s powers disappearing. The commander, such a fierce warrior, looked incredibly small lying on this cot.

      “I’ll let you rest now,” Dez murmured to her when the coughing had subsided. She would come back later when Elena had recovered a bit more. Dez turned to head back through the tent flaps, but Elena called out to her.

      “Desiree,” she wheezed, her voice quieter than it had been before. “Do you have the answer? To my question?”

      Dez walked closer to the cot, kneeling down beside it. She knew what question the commander was referring to—the one she had asked the night she’d made Dez her attaché. “What does the Rebellion need most from its leaders?” Elena had asked her, her face stern.

      This time, Elena’s face was not stern, but there was something in her eyes—desperation, maybe? Or perhaps it was just the pain showing. Dez wasn’t sure, but she did have an answer. She thought of the battle at the eyrie, of Nightsoul’s brokenness over Stardeep’s death, and the profound sorrow she had seen in the Oracle’s eyes right before the woman had touched Dez’s forehead.

      Elena reached over and took Dez’s hand. “The answer, Black,” she prompted again. “Do you have it?”

      Dez didn’t balk at the commander’s touch or pull away, though the gesture felt a little too personal. “I think… what the Rebellion needs most is leaders who will never forget that their first job is to protect others—subordinates, civilians, everyone they can. War is a horrible necessity at times, but in the midst of it all, they should always try to do good, to save as many as they can.”

      She waited for Elena’s response and then started a little when Elena smiled.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “That’s a good start. But, Desiree, what the Rebellion truly needs most from its leaders is empathy. Empathy and respect for life.” At that last word, she squeezed Dez’s hand with a fierceness that shouldn’t have been possible, given her injuries. “I need to make sure you understand.”

      “I do,” Dez said softly. “I understand.”

      Elena closed her eyes at Dez’s words, releasing her hand. “Good. Now, let me rest a while.”

      Dez rose. “I won’t forget. I promise,” she whispered. And, with one final bow of her head, she stepped back out into the bright sunlight.
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      After the morning had passed and Dez had managed a few hours of only slightly restful sleep—the whispering in her head making it difficult to quiet her brain—she headed back towards Elena’s tent. She didn’t dare wait much longer to ask about the Oracle’s powers.

      “Captain Black!” A young aide rushed up to her as she approached Elena’s tent. The aide was a young soldier with a thick brown braid and eyes that were wide and slightly shell-shocked. She held out her hand. “Commander Lawry instructed me to give this to you.” The look on her face was one of both awe and terror.

      In her palm rested a swatch of fabric with swirling eddies and three golden stars. It was a rank insignia patch, the kind that the officers attached to their uniforms to make them easily identifiable. But the rank the patch signified was not that of captain, but of commander in chief. Elena’s patch. Dez looked back to the aide, confused.

      “After you left earlier,” the aide continued, her voice wobbling just a bit, “the commander in chief gave the official order that you were to be promoted to the rank of commander.”

      “She did what?” Dez asked sharply.

      “She ordered that you—”

      Dez held up a hand, cutting off the aide. “You have to be mistaken. Besides, this patch is for the commander in chief. It’s her patch. Why would she give it to me?”

      “All I know is what she ordered me to tell you,” the aide insisted. “You’re to be promoted to the rank of commander, and she wanted me to give you that patch.”

      All the blood drained from Dez’s face as a thought struck her. She pushed past the aide, running for the tent. There, she shoved the flaps aside and, when her eyes fell on the commander, she understood better what was happening.

      Elena lay motionless on her cot. Dez reached a shaky hand out to touch her, just to confirm what the shock and pain coursing through her already knew. Elena’s skin was cold.

      The commander in chief was dead.

      Dez sank to her knees, only vaguely aware that the aide had rushed in behind her, followed by the team of healers who had attended Elena’s wounds earlier. Their words were muffled as they scrambled back and forth, screaming orders and making attempts to resuscitate her. But Dez knew that Elena was not coming back. The fearsome commander who had looked death in the eye and walked away so many times before had finally withdrawn her sword and followed death into whatever lay beyond. Elena Lawry was gone.

      Dez ran her thumb across the patch in her hand. Promoting her and giving Dez the patch had been her way of saying, “Don’t forget what I taught you.” It had been her goodbye. Dez’s throat began to ache as she clutched the patch against her chest and squeezed her eyes shut.

      Somehow, she made it to her feet and back outside, stumbling through the camp. Reeling and overcome by the painful grief that threatened to overtake her, Dez let her feet lead her of their own volition as hot tears poured down her cheeks. Several minutes later, she felt alarm and worry slam into her as Nightsoul, who must have been reading her feeling, called to her through their bond. She found the dragon pacing beside that small grove of trees where she had once encouraged Dez to seek out the commander and apologize. Dez took one look at the dragon and her face crumpled.

      Anguish at the disconnect between them and the loss of Elena, not to mention the bone-weary exhaustion that clung to her like a second skin, buckled her knees so that she sank to the ground, pressing the palms of her hands to her eyes.

      She felt Nightsoul wrap around her, and she leaned into her body, letting the gentle humming sounds her dragon was making soothe her.

      They stayed like that for a long while, until Dez’s tears had subsided.

      I’m so sorry, Nightsoul breathed. Her own grief at the loss of their commander, as well as Stardeep, mingled with Dez’s. Commander Lawry was brave and kind. Her words had an edge to them, and underneath, Dez could feel anger still simmering there. We will make them pay, Nightsoul vowed. You and I will get revenge on Mak Edjom and his Draznar for all the pain they have caused. I will not rest until these needless deaths are avenged.

      Dez waited until that anger had cooled a bit, and then she opened up her mind and shared everything—her conversation with Lula, the realization that the she was the new Oracle, and her last conversation with Elena. Nightsoul’s reaction matched Dez’s, with shock and then acceptance. This changes everything, Nightsoul said, and the words were so weighted that Dez felt them deep in her core.

      At the sound of footsteps rushing towards them, Dez and Nightsoul both tensed, but as Pieter and Kahn’s faces popped into view, a fresh wave of tears filled her eyes.

      “I’m so sorry,” Kahn said, pulling her into a hug. “I know how much you admired her.” Dez returned the hug, greedily soaking in the physical comfort that Kahn so infrequently offered.

      “Is it true?” Pieter’s voice was rougher than usual, his eyes wide.

      “Is what true?” Kahn questioned.

      But Pieter ignored him, his eyes only on Dez. “Are the rumors true that, before she died, Commander Lawry promoted you to commander?”

      Dez stepped out of Kahn’s embrace and straightened her back. “Yes.” She held out her hand, showing her brothers the slightly crumbled insignia patch she clutched in her palm. Kahn gaped, but Pieter reached for Dez, yanking her back towards the camp. “You need to come with me. Now.”

      “What’s going on?” she asked him, but Pieter said nothing as he half-dragged her towards the Command Pavilion. When they arrived, two soldiers stood guard at the entrance.

      “Commander Desiree Black,” Pieter said by way of greeting. The two guards exchanged a look and one leaned towards the other, whispering in his ear. The other nodded and disappeared inside the tent. “Wait here,” the other said, fixing his eye curiously on Dez.

      “Listen, we don’t have much time,” Pieter said, yanking on her arm to get her attention. “There’s going to be an election for commander in chief, and you have to run.”

      The words were like a bucket of ice cold water to the face. “What? But I thought—”

      Pieter shook his head, cutting her off. “Any Rebellion officer at the rank of commander or higher can put their name forward as a candidate for the commander in chief when the old commander in chief dies or retires. It’s a decision that’s voted on by the entire Rebellion army.”

      Dez took in the words, letting them sink in. She held out the patch, her stomach twisting. “Is that what this means, then? That she wants me to take her place? I just thought it was her way of saying goodbye. I didn’t think it meant—”

      “Dez,” Pieter said, his eyes flashing. “Don’t you see? It means everything. Why do you think Elena Lawry promoted you? She was struggling to stay alive, and one of the last things she did was make sure that you knew she wanted you to be the next commander in chief. She was famous for having a backup plan—everywhere she went, in everything she did. Why do you think she was asking you about leadership? Why did she want you close to her, learning from her as her attaché? She was grooming you, Dez, to take over in case she died before she could finish the war. She enlisted soldiers like you. You’re a good leader, and you could win the election. You are her insurance that the Rebellion doesn’t fall into the wrong hands.”

      Dez’s head was swimming. “Me?” she whispered. “How can she possibly think I’m ready for something like this?”

      “Well, ready or not,” Pieter said, “this is happening.”

      Dez’s skin began to tingle.

      “You can go in now.” The other guard had returned, and he held open one of the tent flaps for her to enter. For a split second, Dez contemplated turning on her heel and running back to the safety of her tent, but with Elena’s patch still clutched in her palm, she knew there was no way she could walk away. Ready or not. She stepped through the tent flaps.

      Inside, the air was thick with tension. A tall, slender man that Dez recognized as Elena’s secretary stood behind a small wooden desk. A piece of official-looking paper sat on the desk, what Dez could only assume was the ballot for commander in chief. Beside him loomed Dredge Mallas and Saad.

      Dez’s eyes immediately flicked to Saad, but his face was blank, devoid of all emotion. He stood stoically by his father’s side. Dredge Mallas, however, was staring at Dez, his face twisted into a sneer as he glared at her. Dez returned the stare for a moment before tearing her eyes away to scan the rest of the tent.

      A small group of generals and commanders stood around, many of them Elena Lawry’s old supporters. Their faces betrayed various degrees of shock, worry, and fear as they kept glancing among themselves and Dredge. From her spot by the door, Dez could see there was only one name on the ballot, and she didn’t have to guess to know who it belonged to.

      It was obvious from the tension in the air that no one else planned to step forward—no other commanders intended to run for the post of commander in chief.

      As if he was reading her thoughts, Dredge’s sneer morphed into a smirk, victory already seeming to glimmer in his eyes.

      It was then that Dez realized that, if Dredge Mallas was elected, everything that Elena had stood for, and her entire legacy, would be lost, and the Rebellion put at risk. Oh Elena, she thought. You can’t have really meant me. There has to be someone else. The patch she still clutched seemed to burn her palm.

      “Is there anyone else?” the secretary asked, his voice clear and calm, though resignation shined in his eyes. “Anyone else who wishes to put their name on the ballot?”

      Dez’s eyes swept the room. “Please, please, please,” she murmured, watching the faces of Elena’s old supporters. Someone had to step up and opposed Dredge. Anyone.

      No one stepped forward.

      “It’s settled then, and we—” the secretary began.

      “Wait.” Dez stepped forward. “Please,” she begged, looking right at Elena’s supporters. “Commander Lawry wouldn’t want this. You fought with her, under her, and you know what she stood for. Some of you are from her faction. You have to know she wouldn’t want it to go this way! There has to be somebody else.”

      Most of the commanders avoided her eye contact. Those who did meet her gaze looked at her with surrender in their eyes.

      A man shuffled forward and hope ignited in Dez’s chest, but then he held up a finger, motioning her forward. The aging general had a kind face, and tuffs of his white hair curled around his head like a halo from all the moisture in the air. “It’s not that simple, Captain,” he whispered in her ear. “Mallas is a dangerous man to cross. If he’s not elected, there will be serious trouble in the ranks from him and his faction. You don’t understand how hard he can lean on a person. Without Elena here to stop him, to balance him with her own weight…” The general trailed off, scrubbing a wrinkled hand across his face. “It’s not worth the risk, you see. Not with the Rebellion so close to victory.”

      Fury shot through Dez and mixed with the pain she felt over losing Elena. And disappointment in the men and women who stood in front of her. She didn’t want the job herself and didn’t know if that’s what Elena had truly meant to happen, but as she studied the patch in her hand, she knew what she had to do. Dez began to tremble, but not with fear or resignation—with resolve.

      “You should all be ashamed of yourselves!” she shouted at the commanders. “You’re abandoning everything Elena stood for before she’s even cold in the ground. If you won’t fight to save what Elena has built, then… then I will.”

      She turned. “Secretary,” she snapped, steel in her tone, “add my name to the ballot.”
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      For a few moments, there was nothing but silence. Then the room erupted.

      Dredge Mallas and his faction immediately began yelling while the other commanders cheered and rushed over to Dez, clapping her on the back.

      Dez shoved them off, her body tense. She caught a glimpse of Saad, still standing stick-straight beside his father, although his eyes gleamed—she wasn’t quite sure what to make of that.

      “This changes nothing!” Dredge Mallas’s voice carried over all the others. “The Rebellion has been left unchecked for far too long. With the Spirit King’s defeat so close to being within our grasp, the time for new leadership is now!” he bellowed. “I will be the one to lead us to victory.” His faction hooted, lifting their hands to clap and cheer.

      Dez didn’t respond other than to glare at Dredge, who smirked back at her as though he’d already won. “Secretary,” he boomed. “Why delay the inevitable? I say we hold the election now.” The men of his faction cheered again, echoing his request.

      One of Elena’s aides, the same one who’d given Dez the patch, stepped forward and cleared her throat. “That is not possible,” she said. “The Rebellion bylaws are clear on this matter and cannot be challenged on a whim.”

      Dez chuckled slightly at the look of disgust on Dredge’s face and the way the aide did not back down. Dez admired her courage. It occurred to her, though, that while she had volunteered for this, she had no idea how the official process worked. She made a mental note to have Pieter read up on it. With an opponent like Dredge Mallas, she would have to make sure she was prepared. He would be looking for any opportunity to undermine her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The aging general who had spoken to Dez earlier stepped forward. “She’s right. The last time an election was called with no campaign, the losing faction refused to accept the result, and the schism that came about nearly destroyed the Rebellion.” He faced the other commanders. “If there is to be an election, then we must follow protocol. For the good of the Rebellion…for the good of all of us.”

      Dredge Mallas’s face had turned a bright red, but he did not argue further.

      “In accordance with our laws,” the secretary said, inclining his head towards the aide who had spoken up, “the election will take place in one week’s time. Each and every soldier in our army will cast their votes, and all of the votes will be brought on dragonback here to the main camp, where the votes will be tallied under the eyes of both campaigns until the victor is declared.”

      He looked to Dez. “The candidates will be released from regular duty in order to campaign, and are authorized to deputize up to six people to do so alongside them. While the election is underway, myself, the other generals, and the rest of Elena Lawry’s former staff will continue to run the Rebellion in as close to a holding pattern as we can, avoiding any major moves until our new commander in chief is chosen. Are we in agreement?”

      The commanders all voiced their consent. Growling, Dredge shoved past those in his way and marched through the tent flaps with his faction on his heels. Dez waited until the rest of the commanders shuffled out before pushing her way out into the bright sunlight.

      Pieter was standing just outside, leaning on one of the tent poles. The expression on his face told Dez that he had heard everything.

      “Well?” she asked, sidling up to him. “What do you think?”

      Pieter gave her a half-smile, already seeming to read her mind. “I think we’ve got work to do.”

      Dez nodded. “It’s not going to be easy.”

      “Nothing worth having ever is,” Pieter replied, sagely. “Let’s find Lula and Kahn.”

      An hour later, they were converged in a small grove of trees on the outskirts of camp. The meeting space was large enough to accommodate Nightsoul, as well as provide them with privacy from any of Dredge Mallas’s minions’ prying ears.

      “Okay,” Lula said with her hands on her hips. “Here’s what we need to do.”

      Lula had been present in the Rebellion for a previous election and knew the system, so Dez was more than happy to let her take the lead on her campaign. Now that the initial anger had worn off, she was a little shell-shocked. Not to mention feeling the sharp stab of grief that still sliced through her when she thought of Elena, and of the shoes she herself would have to fill—if she won the election, that was.

      With Pieter and Lula’s help, Dez had managed to pull together a small support team made up of her brothers, a few of the riders from her unit, a handful of Elena’s most ardent supporters, and, of course, Nightsoul.

      “You can’t just slap your name on the ballot and expect to win,” Lula explained. “Not even with Elena’s endorsement. You’re going to have to win over the Rebellion soldier by soldier, and it won’t be easy. We’ll need to travel from camp to camp.”

      The Rebellion army was large, Dez knew, and split up among four major war fronts: Frosthook, Firewall, Lightning, and Windfall, the main camp, where Dez spent most of her time when she wasn’t fighting.

      “We shouldn’t have a problem here,” Pieter said, “and I don’t think it will take much convincing to win over Firewall and Lightning. Frosthook is another story. With Dredge Mallas in command there, it’s probably a waste of our time to even visit.” Kahn and the others nodded in agreement.

      “No,” Dez said quietly. She had been somewhat subdued since this meeting had begun, letting Lula and Pieter do most of the talking, but her last conversation with Elena kept playing on a loop in her mind. “This Rebellion is about everybody—and every single soldier, every single vote, matters. We won’t win if we think like Dredge, that certain groups aren’t worth our time and effort.” She straightened. “I think we should tackle all the camps, including Frosthook. We’ll spend the next four days visiting the camps, one day per camp, and then the remaining days pleading our case wherever it’s needed most.”

      It was as solid a plan as any, and Lula, Dez’s brothers, and the rest of her entourage agreed.

      “Good,” Dez said. “Take the rest of the day to pack. There’s no time to waste. We leave at first light.”
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        * * *

      

      Are you nervous? Nightsoul asked her the next morning, as Dez was doubling-checking their supplies.

      “No,” Dez replied. “I have to do this. For Elena and the Rebellion.” Her voice had cracked a little on the words, and she cleared her throat. With everything that had happened, she’d barely had time to process it all, and Elena’s death still felt so fresh. She knew Nightsoul understood.

      I am proud of you, Rider, Nightsoul replied, and for the first time since they’d arrived at the main camp since visiting the Oracle, Dez felt the disconnect between her and the dragon dissolve. The relief was overwhelming. The world could end in flames, but as long as she had Nightsoul at her side, Dez was sure she could handle anything. She had spent so many nights as a child alone and uncertain, but she wasn’t that little girl anymore, and the bond she shared with the onyx dragon was unlike anything she’d ever felt or expected to feel again.

      So very proud. Nightsoul gave her shoulder a playful little nudge.

      Dez sniffed, not trusting herself to speak, and nodded, then busied herself again with the supplies. When she was sure everything was in order, she observed the flight line. Kahn and Lanalin were a few feet away, standing next to Gloriox and Pieter.

      Lula and the others had already set off for the various camps, with Lula traveling on Snowdrop—the two of them had been inseparable since the Battle of the Redoubt. Snowdrop wasn’t Lula’s original dragon, but since her dragon had been killed and Snowdrop’s rider had been killed, there was a shared sense of grief and understanding between them. They’d come together out of necessity during the battle, and although both claimed they weren’t looking to bond with another, Dez had seen the mutual affection they felt shining in their eyes. Lula had lost so much, and it made Dez happy to know that she had found something special with Snowdrop.

      Dez let out a deep, low sigh and gave Nightsoul a gentle pat on the side. Everything was ready to go. She eyed her brothers. “Are you ready?” she called out to them.

      “Ready when you are,” Kahn replied, pulling himself up into his saddle. Pieter’s attention, however, was on something behind Dez. She turned.

      Saad Mallas and Frostbite were standing at the other end of the flight line. Saad was readying a pack of sorts, and his saddle was already on Frostbite’s back. Dez looked back at Pieter, whose eyebrows were raised as if to ask, “What is he up to?”

      Dez didn’t even want to guess. She just grabbed the leather straps of her own saddle and climbed up on Nightsoul’s back without giving Saad another glance. “Let’s go,” she murmured to Nightsoul, who leapt into the air. They took to the skies with her brothers behind her. The sky was a pretty pinkish-orange color and clear, without a single cloud. It was peaceful up here, surrounded by what looked like strokes of watercolor paint. The wind had a slight crispness to it, but it felt good against her flushed skin. Dez closed her eyes and relished the feel of it on her cheeks. Ever since the battle at the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie, everything had felt so heavy, as though she’d been walking around with a twenty-pound anvil on top of her head, the weight pushing her further and further into the ground. But up in the sky, atop her dearest friend, she felt the weight shift, lifting ever so slightly.

      They flew in a comfortable silence for a while, but then Nightsoul let out a snort.

      “What is it?” Dez asked.

      I think we have company.

      Glancing over her shoulder, Dez hissed. Saad and Frostbite were flying behind them, heading in the same direction. They were several large dragon-lengths behind, but still close enough that Dez could tell this was no coincidence.

      “They’re following us,” she breathed out, her cheeks flushing. She signaled to Pieter and Kahn, whose faces mirrored her own when they saw who trailed them.

      “I bet it was Dredge!” Dez shouted to them. “He probably tasked him with playing spy, keeping tabs on me.”

      “So, let’s give him something to report,” Kahn called back with a wicked grin. “It’s three to one. When we land, we can surround him and show him that we’re not to be messed with!” Lanalin barked a conspiratorial laugh. We can make sure they think twice about following us again.

      Dez had been trying to heed Elena’s advice and give Saad a chance, but now, with the election underway and his father being her opponent, she wasn’t sure if it was even possible anymore. Especially given that he was currently following her. What do you think? she asked Nightsoul. Do we leave it alone or make sure he knows we’re not up for games?

      Nightsoul seemed to be weighing her words, but then said, I agree with Lanalin. We make sure he knows who he’s dealing with.

      “We can’t do it!” Pieter argued against Kahn’s point. “That’s exactly what Dredge wants. He probably planned the whole thing because he knows you and Saad don’t exactly like each other. He’s looking for an excuse to discredit you, to prove that you’re unfit to lead the Rebellion. The last thing you need is rumors going around about how you got into it with the competition’s son.”

      Pieter had a point, but at the same time, Dez wasn’t about to allow Saad to follow her every whim and use whatever information he could glean to report back to his father. She opened her mouth to voice her agreement with Nightsoul, but just then, a wave of vertigo slammed into her, and her head filled with whispers. She pressed her hands against her ears, and as the words that she still couldn’t make out washed over her, an ominous sense of foreboding struck her.

      This is a bad plan, she realized. The whispers faded at the realization, and Dez looked to Kahn. “Pieter’s right. We can’t play it dirty. I’ll confront Saad when we land, but we don’t lay a hand on him. Got it?”

      Kahn frowned, slightly disappointed, but he didn’t argue. “Whatever you say, Commander.”

      When they landed a few hours later at Camp Firewall, the headquarters of the eastern front of the Rebellion, Pieter, Kahn, and their dragons went ahead to speak to the officers in charge. Dez and Nightsoul waited.

      Saad and Frostbite weren’t far behind them, and when they landed, Dez didn’t hesitate. She stormed over, barely giving Saad time to dismount before she was in front of him.

      “Black,” he said, inclining his head with his dark eyes storming.

      “What are you doing here, Saad? Did your father send you?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he just stared at her with the same empty eyes she’d seen back in the tent. For some reason, the sight pulled at Dez and the little tug of sadness surprised her. She shook her head to clear it. “What are you doing here?” she tried again. When Saad still didn’t respond, heat flooded through her and her calm demeanor vanished.

      “Elena took you on as an attaché. She counseled you, mentored you, believed in you. Do you know what she said to me about you?” Dez’s voice was beginning to rise. “She told me to give you a chance, that you were worthy. But now you’re here spying on me, ready to report back my every move to your father, am I right? Have you forgotten everything she taught you, everything Elena stood for?”

      She paused, letting the words sink in.

      “What do you think the Rebellion needs most from its leaders?” she asked. Saad’s eyes widened slightly, and Dez knew she had struck a nerve, and that Elena must have posed the same question to him, just as the woman had with her. Frostbite, who up until this point had remained as expressionless as her rider, let out a huff, her wide nostrils flaring.

      Like a tether that had snapped, whatever control Saad had on his features buckled, and conflict stormed in his eyes—but still he said nothing.

      “You’re a coward,” Dez whispered, her voice steely. “I can see it on your face. You know this is wrong, but you’re too afraid or too stupid to stand up to your father. You’re putting your own twisted loyalty to your father, a man who will run the Rebellion into the ground and you know it, before your loyalty to the Rebellion. And, guess what? The Rebellion can’t afford men like you, men who put themselves above their comrades.”

      The words—Elena’s words, spoken to Dez what felt like a lifetime ago—had poured out of her, and with a final glare, she whipped around and marched back over to Nightsoul.

      Well said, little one, the dragon said, smugness in her tone. Dez gave her a half-smile, but the words didn’t make her feel better. That little tug of sadness still pulled at her regarding Saad, and it was unsettling. She let out a breath and shoved all thoughts that didn’t revolve around her campaign to the side. She needed to focus.

      “Come on,” she said to Nightsoul. “Let’s go.”

      They headed into the camp.

      Pieter and Kahn were waiting with their dragons, their faces lit up with smiles. “The command here has agreed to let you address the soldiers.”

      “Excellent,” Dez said, forcing a smile of her own across her face. “Then I better figure out what I want to say.”

      They spent the rest of the afternoon resting and preparing for Dez’s address. She’d never felt like much of a “speech-giver,” but for the good of the Rebellion, she was willing to do anything—even if Saad’s scowling face kept residence in the back of her mind the entire time. She practiced until Pieter and Kahn both agreed she was ready.

      Later that evening, with all the soldiers convened, Dez stood in front of them and poured out her heart. She spoke of her time with Elena, the things she had learned, and how she planned to lead them if elected as commander in chief. She appealed to them as a comrade, as a fellow soldier in arms, and as a dragon rider who had fought and bled for the cause and would continue to do so. She spoke to them as equals.

      By the end of the night, the entire camp was drinking in her honor.

      As Dez sipped from her mug of mead, her eyes were drawn to a solitary figure standing alone at the back of the crowd. Saad. The smile faded from her face. He’d stuck quietly to the shadows most of the day, watching and observing her every move. They stared at each other for a moment, the only two people not actively participating in the celebration. Then Saad turned and walked slowly towards the flight line. Several minutes later, the moonlit silhouette of a white dragon zipped across the sky.

      Feeling triumphant, but also a little sad, Dez returned to her mead.
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      All Dez could think about when she landed in Camp Frosthook a day later was how aptly it was named. Despite being the southern headquarters of the Rebellion and thus having the warmer temperatures year-round, the atmosphere and mood of the camp were icy and unyielding.

      “They knew we were coming, right?” Pieter surveyed the area, his head scanning back and forth as he searched for the same warm welcome they’d been given at Camp Firewall. But Dez knew they’d receive no such thing. Not here.

      “Yes,” she sighed, sliding off of Nightsoul’s back. “Lula sent messengers ahead of us to let the camps know when we would be arriving.” She looked around, but not a single aide or foot soldier even glanced in their direction; the faces of Camp Frosthook were hardened with indifference.

      “You there!” Kahn bellowed, calling out to a young soldier walking by. “In what direction is the Command Pavilion?” His voice was loud—almost too loud, given the quiet intensity of the camp. The boy only glared as he walked by. Kahn, not liking the brush-off, reached for the sword at his waist.

      “Kahn, don’t,” Dez said, grabbing his shoulder. “Leave it. This is Dredge Mallas’s domain. I think it’s safe to assume that nobody here will be particularly happy to see us.”

      “I think that’s an understatement,” Kahn growled as several more soldiers walked by, giving their group the same icy stare.

      “We knew this would be a challenge,” Dez continued. “But every vote matters. Even Frosthook votes.” She started walking towards the edge of camp, craning her neck. “We just have to figure out where the Command Pavilion is so that I can ask for permission to address the camp.”

      “Excuse me,” Pieter tried, timidly approaching an aide with a long blonde fishtail braid swishing across her back. “Could you please tell us—”

      The aide shoved past him, knocking her shoulder into his. Pieter stumbled but managed to catch himself before he tumbled to the ground.

      Oh, for Goddess sake, Nightsoul grumbled. We won’t get anywhere this way. Lanalin and I will find the pavilion. We should be able to see it clearly from the skies.

      Lanalin fluffed her wings. And the sooner the better. I don’t like this place.

      Dez didn’t like it, either, but with what felt like Elena’s spirit guiding her, she knew this was the right thing to do. “Do it,” she said to the dragons.

      Nightsoul and Lanalin shot into the sky. Dez and her brothers watched them weave in and out of the clouds, circling the camp overhead. They weren’t gone long.

      It’s on the northeast side of camp, Nightsoul reported back. If you walk this way—she used her large head to indicate the direction—then you should run straight into it.

      “Great,” Dez said, trying to sound optimistic. “Thank you.” She turned to Kahn and Pieter. “Let’s go.” Since the camp was a bit too narrow for the dragons, Nightsoul and Lanalin would stay at the flight line with Gloriox.

      As they moved through the camp, the tension only seemed to mount. It was as thick as the humidity level that seemed to be rising as the day progressed. A hum of unhappy murmurs seemed to follow them as they walked, but Dez kept her back straight and her head held high. Pieter looked unsettled beside her, and Kahn kept his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      The Command Pavilion was exactly where Nightsoul had claimed it would be. The large tent seemed to be a center of activity. The command staff, who Dez had expected to meet upon arrival, were nowhere to be seen, so she assumed they were all congregated in the pavilion. Upon seeing who approached, a sour-faced aide ducked into the tent, no doubt announcing their presence. Dez took a breath, steeling herself. She didn’t expect this conversation to go well, but Elena Lawry had never cowered in the face of camp politics. Neither would she.

      “My name is Commander Desiree Black,” she said, marching up to the guards standing at the pavilion entrance. “I’m running against Dredge Mallas for the position of commander in chief of the Rebellion. I wish to address your leadership.” Her voice was clear and strong.

      The guard sneered at her but otherwise stood unmoving. Dez cleared her throat and repeated herself. The guard still refused to acknowledge her or allow her entrance to the pavilion. Anger rushed through her and her cheeks burned. “You will allow me entrance,” she ground out, trying to maintain a sense of civility despite the anger coursing through her, “or I will blast you out of the way.” She hated saying the words; threatening use of her powers as a weapon to be feared by others wasn’t how she wanted to proceed, but she couldn’t just roll over and accept such mistreatment, either.

      She didn’t get to find out whether the guard would have moved or not—because the tent flaps opened and a tall officer with a severe-looking face stepped out, holding open the flap. “That won’t be necessary, Commander,” he drawled, his gray eyes unnervingly piercing. “My name is General Whitepaw. Welcome to Camp Frosthook.” The words were as cold as his expression. “This way, please.”

      Dez blew out through her nostrils and shoved past the guard, Kahn and Pieter on her heels.

      Inside the tent, a handful of officers awaited her, their expressions no warmer.

      General Whitepaw clasped his hands in front of him. “What can we do for you, Commander Black? We received word of your visit, but surely you know that Camp Frosthook’s allegiance is already spoken for.” His tone was flat, bored even.

      “You mean Mallas,” Dez said.

      “Commander Mallas will make an excellent commander in chief,” Whitepaw replied. “You’ll be hard-pressed to find a single soldier here at Frosthook who would disagree.”

      We’ll see about that, Dez thought to herself. “Even so,” she said, looking each of the officers in the eye, “I would like the opportunity to address the soldiers here. Per the Rebellion bylaws, I’m entitled to—”

      “We know the bylaws, Commander. And we are not suggesting you do not campaign here. More just suggesting that your efforts will be wasted.”

      Dez resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Thank you for your…consideration.” Behind her, Kahn snorted at the word. “However,” she continued, “I think I’ll chance it.”

      The officers didn’t bother hiding their disdain. “Very well,” General Whitepaw sneered. “Unfortunately, now isn’t the best time. Most of our units are either busy with training or out on patrol. They won’t return to camp until nightfall. By then, they’ll be tired and hungry. I seriously doubt the soldiers will thank you for interrupting their evening rest period to talk politics.” He smirked at her. “Tomorrow would be better.”

      There was something in that smirk that made Dez raise an eyebrow. She smelled a rat, but given that she needed permission to address the soldiers, there was little she could do. But delaying this speech would throw off her entire schedule. She’d planned for some extra time at the end of the week, and she had hoped to strategically use that time to visit whichever camp she needed support from the most. To use that time here, so early in the campaign, didn’t seem entirely wise. She eyed the smirking officer and his comrades, weighing her decision.

      “No,” she finally said, making up her mind. “Tonight will be fine. Since the majority of camp will not return until nightfall, I’ll plan to address the soldiers during their mealtime.” She turned on her heel and swept through the tent flaps before the officers could offer retort or dismiss her. Kahn and Pieter followed close behind. Dez was fuming by the time they made it back to the dragons and relayed all that had transpired.

      “They’re trying to sabotage me,” she ground out, her body quivering with frustration.

      Well, you knew that was likely to happen, Nightsoul reasoned.

      “I know.” Dez ran a hand over her face. “But it was still infuriating. The leadership is completely loyal to Mallas, as we knew they would be. But I have to believe there are some in this camp who would go another way if given the option. That’s why we’re here. Let’s just hope we have better luck with the soldiers.”

      But as Dez busied herself with washing up and finding something to eat, she chewed the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. She knew being at Frosthook and addressing the camp was what Elena would have done, and what she would have wanted Dez to do, but that didn’t stop her insides from quivering.

      And she sincerely hoped her jitters were just nerves and not an omen.
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        * * *

      

      Dez wiped her sweaty palms on her pants and took a deep breath. The night sky glittered with stars and the mess tent was full of soldiers. No one had really reacted when she and her brothers had entered, but eyes kept shifting in their direction. The tension in the air was palpable.

      “Tough crowd.” Kahn whistled through his teeth as he surveyed the faces of those in the room, voicing out loud the very thing that was wreaking havoc on Dez’s nerves.

      Pieter’s eyebrows were scrunched together. He was feeding off the energy of the room, as well, and the look on his face did little to boost Dez’s confidence.

      “Well, it’s now or never,” she mumbled, walking over to the nearest empty table and stepping on top of it. “Excuse me!” she called out, her voice carrying over the din of those eating. “May I have your attention!”

      A few heads popped up and glanced her way, but many did not. “Hello, soldiers of Camp Frosthook,” she tried again, louder this time. The room quieted slightly, but few looked up from their plates of food. Dez swallowed, the nerves she’d been feeling before having amplified by a thousand. The faces of the men and women before her were more than just exhausted from a hard day of training. They were sullen—angry.

      “Just keep going,” Pieter encouraged from below her. Kahn nodded, agreeing.

      Dez wiped her palms again and began speaking, hoping her voice sounded confident. “I think most of you know who I am, but my name is Desiree Black. I am a commander here in the Rebellion army and I was Elena Lawry’s attaché. I am currently campaigning to be her successor, to serve the Rebellion as its new commander in chief.”

      The majority of the room was still refusing to acknowledge her—their plates of food far more interesting, it seemed—but the hushed conversations had halted. Dez continued, feeling slightly encouraged. At least they were listening.

      “Elena Lawry is gone, but her legacy is one that still lives on, and it’s one that I hope to keep alive. If I were to be the next commander in chief of the Rebellion, I would—”

      “Booo!” a voice called out from the back of the mess hall.

      Dez tried to ignore the pounding of her heart. She soldiered on. “Right before Elena Lawry died, she promoted me to the role of commander. I believe she did this because she wanted me—”

      A few other voices rose up to interrupt her again. Their loud booing sounds were impossible to talk over, and they effectively sucked the air right out of her lungs. Dez’s confidence was faltering as she tried to keep her face a serene mask of calm. “Elena Lawry wanted the Rebellion to…” she trailed off as another sound hit her ears.

      “Shadowspawn!” a loud, clear voice yelled. “Shadowspawn!”

      She had thought it bad when the soldiers had started booing, but this was a sound that made her blood run cold. The man who had shouted that hateful word had risen from his seat, his angry face fixed on Dez as he chanted. It wasn’t long before others stood up, as well, joining in the chant.

      For a brief second, Dez was transported back to the small village of Bleakwater, where she’d lived up until a few months before. Jaklin Malid and her cronies had been relentless in their bullying of Dez. “Shadowspawn” had been their insult of choice—it was the worst name you could call someone, a name reserved for traitors and others of the most vile sort.

      The last time they’d used it, they’d cornered her in the swamp and tossed her in. Dez knew it wasn’t possible, but she tasted the swamp on her tongue now, with the memory of being thrown into the mucky, alligator-infested waters by Jaklin’s gang still fresh in her mind. The feeling she’d felt that day, sloshing through the cold mud, was nothing compared to this.

      Her entire body began to shake. Pieter’s face was pale and his eyes were wide in a look Dez knew mirrored her own. Kahn was harder to read, but his hand had begun inching towards the hilt of his sword.

      “I….” Dez started, her voice feeble and nearly volumeless.

      “Shadowspawn! Shadowspawn! Shadowspawn!” Nearly the entire room had picked up the chorus, their cries filling the mess hall and stabbing at Dez like a thousand daggers.

      The word rang in her ears, the old epithet opening old wounds and also creating new ones. She felt Nightsoul reach out through the bond, her emotions rolling between them like a storm.

      Dez squeezed her eyes shut, trying to collect her thoughts, but that’s when she felt the first splatter of food. Her eyes shot back open only to narrowly miss a handful of stew hitting her square in the face.

      More and more soldiers had risen to their feet, echoing the shouts of “Shadowspawn, shadowspawn, shadowspawn!” And more fistfuls of food came flying towards her.

      “Come on, Dez!” Pieter yelled, yanking her down off her makeshift stage.  Thwack! Dez hissed as a ball of rice hit her neck and splattered into her ear.

      She let Pieter pull her through the riotous space, her stomach threatening to pitch its contents any moment. All she could focus on was the sound in her ears and the firm pressure of Pieter’s hand in hers.

      They fled from the tent and out into the night.

      The echo of the soldiers’ chant followed them the whole way.
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      Are you alright? Nightsoul’s large head was dipped low so that her eyes were level with Dez’s face. Talk to me.

      She and Nightsoul, along with her brothers and their dragons, were back at the flight line where they’d set up camp for the night. It had been nearly an hour since her disastrous attempt to address the soldiers and Dez was still shaken. She lifted her shoulders and then let them fall. “They called me Shadowspawn.” The word tasted like ash on her tongue.

      That is not who you are, Nightsoul reminded her. Never forget, young one, that you are MY rider and you are Dragonspawn, now and forever.

      The words were a balm to Dez’s aching spirit, lessening the pain but not quite eliminating it. She leaned closer, pressing her forehead against Nightsoul’s. “Thank you,” she whispered, swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat. “I just don’t understand,” she addressed the whole group. Aside from the hurt the incident had caused, something else was niggling at her. No matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t find any logic in what had happened. “Why would they say that about me? The looks on their faces…. They hate me. But why?”

      “Because Dredge Mallas has poisoned them against you,” Kahn said softly from where he and Pieter were sitting around the fire, concerned expressions on their faces. “It’s like Pieter said. Camp Frosthook is a lost cause. The soldiers are loyal to Mallas. He’s their general and they will not yield to anyone but him. They won’t even listen to anyone else, as we just saw.” He indicated his mud-splattered tunic. “Us being here is a lost cause. We should pack up and leave first thing in the morning, and travel to a camp where we know our efforts will be received.”

      “It would seem that way, but something’s not right. The reaction we saw tonight? That couldn’t have come from allegiance to Mallas alone. The hostility….” Dez shivered. “No, there’s something we’re missing. I’ve fought with some of these soldiers before. They’ve never treated me like this, even though they knew I was working under Elena. Why did they turn on me now? And you know, there’s something that just isn’t sitting right with me. They called me Shadowspawn. That name is reserved for the vilest of traitors. It’s not a word most people just fling around. So, why would they call me that? I have not betrayed the Rebellion in any way. What would make them think—wait a minute. Did either of you see Saad Mallas roaming around, by any chance?”

      “No.” Pieter shook his head. “The last time I saw him was last night, at Camp Firewall.”

      Kahn nodded his head. “Same.”

      Dez turned to Nightsoul. “Did you see Frostbite when you and Lanalin did your flyover?”

      No, but I also wasn’t exactly looking for him, either.

      “Well,” Dez said, “the last time I saw Saad was when I saw him and Frostbite take to the skies after my address to the soldiers at Firewall. I assumed he was flying back to base camp with his tail tucked between his legs, but maybe he didn’t. I mean, he followed us to Firewall. Don’t you think it’s strange that they followed us there but not here?”

      “Yes, but he—” Kahn started and then paused, his eyes flashing as he picked up on Dez’s realization. “He didn’t follow us because he left before us. Frosthook is the next closest base to Firewall. He had to have figured out we’d be coming here next.”

      “Exactly.” Dez let out a huff. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. He must have left some time in the night, or at least earlier than we did. If he’s here, then there’s a good chance he’s behind this. He must have said something—told the soldiers some lie that would make them turn against me.”

      Pieter leaned forward. “So, what should we do?”

      “Well, I think there are two leads to follow here. We need to talk to the soldiers one-on-one—the officers, the dragons… someone here has to be willing to shed some light on what’s going on. If there’s a reason the people hate me, we need to know what that is. We also need to figure out if Saad is here in camp, and if so, what he’s up to.” Dez turned to her brother. “Pieter, you’re the nice one. People like you. If you start asking around, I bet you could find someone who’d be willing to talk.”

      Dez wasn’t too keen on the idea of sending him out into a hostile camp alone, especially since it was well-known who his sister was, but they needed answers. She was relying on Pieter’s seemingly harmless appearance and manner to keep him safe, but also to get the information they needed.

      “Kahn,” she said. “You’re the only one who might have luck with the officers. Don’t bother with any of the ones we saw in the tent today, but there may be others who aren’t thrilled with the regime of power in this place.”

      Dez turned to the dragons. “Do you think the other dragons would be willing to share what they know?”

      It’s possible, Gloriox’s deep voice rumbled towards them. But a dragon’s loyalty means that dragons rarely betray that which their riders speak of in confidence. Even if they know why the soldiers here are so hostile towards you, they aren’t likely to share it with us.

      We will try, Nightsoul promised.

      “Well then, that just leaves me the task of tracking down Saad,” Dez said. “If he’s here, I’ll find him.” She felt much better with a plan in place, though her nerves still felt frayed. “It’s too late to do anything tonight, but tomorrow we’ll start with the dawn.”

      The others agreed, and everyone settled into camp for the night.

      Lying atop her bedroll, Dez tried to clear her mind. She was exhausted in more ways than one, and she knew she’d need rest to face whatever might come the next day. Yet, it was nearly impossible to quiet her thoughts, and at the edge of her memory, the hushed voices she’d been hearing since the battle at the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie still buzzed in her ears. She rolled over and pressed her hands against her temples, as if to squeeze the whisperings from her mind. To aid in sleep, she began to count, trying to focus only on the number. She made it to 747 before sleep finally claimed her.

      The next morning, Dez woke feeling slightly worse for wear. She’d slept restlessly, her mind unable to turn off. However, there was a determination clinging to her bones that propelled her up and out of bed and kept her moving despite her weariness. After a fast, simple breakfast, Kahn and Pieter set off, slinking through the camp quietly so as to not draw too much attention to themselves.

      Nightsoul, Gloriox, and Lanalin took to the skies, heading for the eyrie at the other side of the camp, where the dragons would be congregated. The plan was to meet back at the flight line at midday for lunch and to report back with any news.

      So, with her mission fresh on her mind, Dez moved through the camp. Everywhere she turned, though, she was met with unyielding glares and whispers of “Shadowspawn” following her every step. It didn’t sting as badly as it had the night before, but it wasn’t easy walking among the soldiers with her head held high, acting as though the word didn’t affect her.

      She searched for Saad, but there was no trace of him. The few people who would actually speak to her reported not having seen him, though the mistrust in their eyes wasn’t great confirmation that they’d given factual testimony.

      By the time the sun was at its highest peak in the sky, she’d neither found Saad nor gleaned any information about his whereabouts. As she trudged back to the flight line to meet up with her brothers and the dragons, a cloak of discouragement seemed wrapped around Dez’s shoulders.

      “Anything?” she asked Nightsoul, who along with the others was curled up near the campfire waiting for her.

      As predicted, the dragons here aren’t saying much, the dragon answered, her frustration evident in her tone. We’re an incredibly stubborn breed, I’m afraid.

      Disappointment spiked through Dez, but she was still hopeful. She turned to her brothers. Kahn and Pieter’s faces revealed nothing, but their body language wasn’t exactly indicative of good news to share.

      “Hardly anyone would speak to me,” Kahn reported. “And those who did wouldn’t say anything of value—nothing that might explain why the soldiers hate you so much.”

      Dez winced. She knew it was true, that they did hate her, but every time it was said out loud, the words were still a barb to her heart. “What about you, Pieter?”

      Pieter’s shoulders slumped. “The same, really. Although, one man said, ‘We know what she did,’ but he wouldn’t elaborate.”

      “What she did?” Dez scoffed. “What is he talking about? I didn’t do anything!”

      “Well, they clearly think you did,” he said, looking incredibly uncomfortable. “Another soldier told me that I should be ashamed of myself for helping you, supporting you.”

      “What?” Dez could feel the blood draining from her face. “I don’t understand…”

      “It must be really bad,” Kahn surmised. “Whatever they’re holding against you isn’t some personal slight or petty difference. It’s a big deal.”

      “It has to be Saad.” Dez flopped to the ground, pulling her knees up to her chest. “I didn’t find him, but I heard his name in conversation. He’s here; I just know it. He’s sabotaging me like we thought, following his father’s orders and spreading horrible lies about me. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “We’ll keep asking around, Dez.” Kahn put a hand on her shoulder. “We won’t stop until we figure this out.”

      Her brothers’ support and determination made her feel a little bit better, but Dez’s entire body remained tight with tension. “I can’t fight a foe if I can’t see it,” she murmured under her breath. She was trying to stay positive, but it was hard. She hadn’t expected following in Elena Lawry’s footsteps to include this.

      After a quick, wordless lunch, Dez and her brothers set off again, all going in different directions. Resolve pulsed through her as she walked around, her eyes searching for the harsh, angular profile or familiar silhouette of Saad Mallas. If he was indeed in the camp, they would find him.

      The sun was just beginning to set when Dez heard from Nightsoul. The dragon had overheard that a regiment had just returned home from a long patrol and that they were waiting to be debriefed by Saad.

      I cannot get close enough to hear without being seen, the dragon explained.

      “I’m on it,” Dez answered, already moving towards the location Nightsoul had sent through the bond.

      Pulling from her magic, Dez wrapped herself in invisibility, cloaking herself from the eyes of anyone who might notice her sneaking around.

      When she got closer, Dez finally spotted Saad walking towards a group of sergeants and corporals sitting around a blazing campfire, the group of them passing around mugs of ale and seemingly trying to stave off the dropping temperatures. Even though she saw him from behind, his confident gait was unmistakable.

      There you are, she thought as she watched the unit’s captain shake hands with Saad and introduce him to the men. Saad moved to stand among the men, talking with his hands and telling them what could only be a story about her, though she couldn’t make out the words. Dez considered launching herself at him and using her strength to beat him into a bloody pulp, but that wouldn’t be likely to solve any of her problems.

      No, but it might make you feel a little better, Nightsoul said through their bond, reading Dez’s thoughts.

      Dez cracked a tiny smile at the image the dragon sent her of her fist slamming into Saad’s face. Oh, it would absolutely make me feel better. She let out a sigh, trying to figure out her next move. I have to get closer.

      She tiptoed towards the group, careful not to run into anything. Invisible or not, she still had to be quiet. The men in the group were murmuring disapprovingly, and Saad Mallas was at the center of their attention. Dez crept closer, listening to their conversation.

      At first it was nothing more than banter, but when the conversation shifted to Elena Lawry, her death, and the upcoming election, Dez inched even closer, not wanting to miss a word.

      “I respected Elena Lawry,” Saad said, pressing a hand against his heart. “And her death weighs heavily on me—as does the vote that will determine her successor. That is why I must come before you now, to tell what I know to be true. The Dragon Oracle is dead,” Saad intoned, his face grave. “And it’s all Desiree Black’s fault.”

      The words slammed into Dez, and she gasped. Thankfully, the sound was covered by the gathered crowd’s own gasps of surprise and exclamations of outrage. Although she’d figured this was what Saad was doing, spreading rumors about her, to see and hear it in action was the equivalent of taking a dagger and stabbing it directly into her back. Her mind reeling, she missed the next few sentences and had to force herself to refocus on the conversation.

      “It’s a shame to think that Elena trusted her and named her attaché,” Saad continued. “She couldn’t know that Black would refuse to help her when she needed it. Black left the commander to face Mak Edjom alone, despite the fact that her magic is the only one strong enough to rival his.” Saad paused, letting the weight of his words settle over the soldiers. “Elena Lawry survived the attack but was left with a fatal wound. And where was Desiree Black when our commander in chief was mortally wounded? Fleeing for her life, her only concern saving her own skin. Desiree Black is arrogant, self-centered, glory-seeking, and a coward. Her parents betrayed the Rebellion, and their daughter is following right in their footsteps. She is no friend to the Rebellion, and if she is our next commander in chief, we are all doomed and so is our cause.”

      The men gathered around him began to shout, their cries of outrage and disgust filling the quiet of the night. Dez’s hands were clenched into fists. She wanted to march over to the group, reveal herself, and demand Saad tell the truth, but she knew no good would actually come from that. Revealing that she had been eavesdropping wouldn’t exactly paint her in the best light, and nor were the men likely to even give her a chance to set the record straight. So, instead, she stood there, her heart pounding.

      Now that his little speech was over, Saad stood to the side, watching as the men raged. There wasn’t a single trace of smugness on his face, though. Instead, he looked almost… unhappy.

      He’s probably disappointed that they’re not demanding my head on a pike, Dez reasoned. She watched as he said his goodbyes, leaving the angry crowd and slinking off into the sea of tents.

      Confronting him in public would do no good, but once he was alone, she would make her move. So, like a wraith, Dez followed him into the night.
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      Her entire body was shaking. It took every ounce of strength she had to focus on Saad’s back as he moved through the camp, Dez being careful not to make any sounds that might alert him to her presence. Dez could hardly think straight, the fury coursing through her so loud that it marked the cadence of her silent footfalls.

      She waited until he had walked into his tent, slipping in behind him, and when she felt sure they were alone, she let out a wild yell. Dropping her magic, she threw herself at Saad, knocking him to the ground.

      His dark eyes went wide and he let out a yelp of surprise, but it was drowned out by Dez’s own snarling, her anger rippling across her skin like a current of electricity. Saad thrashed violently against her, but despite his excellent physical shape, his strength couldn’t rival her own. A strength that had once felt like a curse, a strength that she’d had to learn to control, was now a controlled weapon in her arsenal—one that she was more than willing to use as she pinned Saad into the ground, her fingertips digging unmercifully into his shoulders.

      “What are you doing!?” Saad yelled, bucking his hips and trying to dislodge her from on top of him. “Get off me!”

      But Dez only pressed him harder into the ground, her teeth grinding. For a split second, she imagined the feel of his bones cracking beneath her hands, and the popping and snapping sounds they would make. She even reasoned with herself that he deserved it. But the thought had barely fully formed when the whispering began. The same whispers she’d been hearing sporadically, hearing ever since the Dragon Oracle had touched her, began to buzz feverishly in her ears.

      Saad grunted beneath her hands, pain flashing in his eyes. The whispering grew louder. Never before had Dez been able to distinguish words of phrases, but all at once, the whispers coalesced into a single voice—a single word that ricocheted inside her mind. No!

      Hissing, Dez drew back enough to relieve the painful pressure on Saad’s limbs, but she didn’t release him.

      Spitting in the dirt next to his head, Dez glared at him. “How could you?” she demanded. “Spreading lies about me throughout the camp, twisting the truth for your father’s gain. What would Elena think of you right now?”

      Saad flinched at the words, pressing his lips together and tearing his eyes away from Dez’s face.

      Dez rolled to the side, letting go of him. “You were there; you saw what happened with Elena. And that story you just told them…it didn’t happen like that, and you know it. You should be ashamed of yourself,” she growled, kneeling beside Saad with her hands clenched into fists.

      The whispers had quieted now, but they were still present.

      Saad pushed himself up on his elbows, chest heaving, but he said nothing as he stared at her. It was then that she noticed the untouched meals sitting by his cot—more than one—and the rumpled, haphazard bedroll with a twisted blanket from what must have been a sleepless night of tossing and turning.

      Dez’s eyes flicked back to Saad. The energy that surrounded him was not sparked with maliciousness like she would have expected, but with defeat. She swallowed, her anger fizzling slightly at the sight of the dark, bruise-like circles and the weariness that traced every feature.

      Saad’s eyes found hers again, and there was no anger or hatred within them. They were pleading.

      “Why?” she asked him, her voice low and breathy. “Just tell me why.”

      Saad sat up slowly, but it was a few seconds before he answered. “The ends justify the means.” His voice was barely above a whisper, and there’d been no confidence or conviction in the words. It was almost as if he’d been saying the words to himself, it being a mantra he must have repeated often, more than answering her. And those words were not his own. No, she had heard them before from Dredge Mallas as a way to justify all of his decisions. Saad hadn’t said it, but these words alone were proof enough that this whole mess was entirely Dredge Mallas’s doing. Having answered her, Saad’s head drooped, his eyes focusing on his own hands resting on his knees.

      Dez wasn’t quite sure what to make of Saad. She wanted to pummel him into the ground, with her fists still itching to be put to use, but the soldier sitting in front her, the confident and fearsome warrior she’d always known, was hunched before her like a whipped dog. It was unnerving.

      She thought of what Elena Lawry had said the night before they’d flown to the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie: “You two are more alike than either of you realize. There is much you could learn from each other. You must give him a chance,” she had told Dez.

      Dez let out a long, slow breath. Carefully, in a move that was a little surprising even to herself, she reached out a hand and placed it on one of Saad’s. His head jerked upright at the contact.

      “Saad,” Dez said quietly, in the same manner and tone that one might use when approaching an injured animal. “I don’t understand. Elena told me that you were a good person. I think that’s why she kept putting us together. She wanted us to learn from each other and she wanted me to see for myself the man who you really are, the one deep down. She told me that I could trust you.”

      Saad’s eyes fluttered closed for a second as if the words pained him. When he opened them again, the look he gave Dez made her heart twist sharply in her chest. “What’s going on?” she pressed. “I saw the look on your face when your father put his name on the ballot. You knew Elena, and you know she wouldn’t want this. Why are you doing this? For your father?”

      Saad dug a hand through his dark hair and sighed, but before any answers could come spilling from his lips, the tent flaps were thrust open and a harried-looking soldier rushed in. His eyes widened at the sight of Dez and Saad together, both of whom jumped back slightly. Dez hadn’t realized they’d been leaning towards one another, and her cheeks warmed.

      “Sir!” the soldier barked. “We need you right away. There’s an emergency.”

      “What’s going on?” Saad asked, his voice calm in spite of the news.

      “One of the supply trains critical to the camp’s survival has come under attack,” the soldier replied, the words tumbling from him. He sucked in a breath and turned to Dez. “You should come, too, Commander. It’s too far to reach on foot or by horse. We’ll need all the dragon riders we can get to save it.”
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      A fierce wind whistled through Dez’s helmet as Nightsoul soared towards the battleground.

      The sun had just finished setting, and while the sky wasn’t yet the inky black of night, the darkening backdrop still made it difficult to see.

      Dez narrowed her eyes, scanning the horizon, but the only thing she could truly make out in the darkness was the shapes of the dozen or so other dragons flying around them. Pieter and Kahn were flying nearby, but she could only tell it was them by their familiar silhouettes. Saad was somewhere in the mix, but Dez didn’t look for him. Her mind flashed to his tent. The broken look in his eyes, the feel of his hand beneath hers—she slammed a wall down on those thoughts, refusing to think on it any further.

      “Focus, Dez,” she whispered to herself. She distracted herself from thoughts of Saad by going over the details of this mission in her mind. There weren’t many, though, which was incredibly worrisome. The only concrete information they’d been given was a location. The riders were flying into a defensive situation without really knowing what it truly was they were flying into. The more Dez thought about it, the more concerned she became. She stole another glance at her brothers, but their body language gave no indication that they were sensing what she was.

      An ominous sense of foreboding hung in the air, and unease was worming its way through Dez’s mind. Aside from the fact that they were under enemy attack, her intuition was telling her that something wasn’t right about the whole situation. But even as she mulled it over, she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was.

      Visibility is low, Nightsoul commented, sensing her concern, but it’s fine. Dragons are able to see in low lighting. We can see what you cannot.

      It’s more than that, Dez admitted. I can’t explain it, but my gut is telling me something is off. She shrugged. I can’t explain it, but I just feel a little unsettled. I’m not sure why, though.

      Battle of any kind isn’t easy, but don’t worry, little one. Whatever it is, whatever we may face, we will face it together.

      Nightsoul’s words assuaged Dez’s worry only slightly. She leaned forward in the saddle, gripping her spear tightly. “I’ll feel better when I know what we’re up against,” she murmured.

      She didn’t have to wait for long. About 200 yards ahead, the sky was lit up by bright orbs of light suspended in the air. The orbs, sent up by the magic users that had accompanied the supply train, were both beacon and distress call.

      The scene below was chaotic. The supply train was long, made up of over thirty wagons, but only a small contingent of fifty soldiers had been accompanying it. The men were doing their best to defend the train, but there seemed to be only a handful of magic wielders among them and the sky above was swarming with Draznar. Dez quickly counted at least twenty-five, but they were moving so fast that it was hard to get an accurate count. The largest of them was led by a rider wearing a full helmet and a long, billowing white cape.

      Dez let out a gasp. It was her mother. She hadn’t seen her since the battle at the Redoubt, but there was no mistaking the cape or the helmet. It was her, the Ghost of the Bayou in the flesh.

      Dez launched into action. She began to shout orders over her shoulder, not caring about rank or authority. The Frosthook riders obeyed instantly, and half of them swept low to target and protect the train. “With me!” she yelled to Kahn, Pieter, and the other riders as they flew straight towards the Draznar. To save the train, they had to clear the skies.

      Once, when she’d been much younger, Dez had come across what she’d assumed was an empty beehive on the swamp floor. Stupidly, she had kicked it with her shoe, only to discover that the hive remained full of bees. They had swarmed around her, stinging her from all directions as she’d run away blindly while swatting at the tiny foes. As she flew across the sky, entering the airspace of the battle, her mind flitted to the memory of that swarm.

      Shadows darted all around her as the Draznar zipped across the skies in all directions, their obsidian hides difficult to see under the cover of darkness. Dez squinted, thankful for Nightsoul’s sharp eyesight. The dragon riders were outnumbered and the skies were chaotic. Dez’s entire body tensed, her muscles tight with anticipation and adrenaline.

      A piercing shriek erupted in her ears as a Draznar appeared out of the shadows, directly in front of her and Nightsoul, a torrent of ice shards shooting from its throat.

      Nightsoul jerked left, dodging the ice, her furious roar echoing across the skies.

      Shoving all thoughts of the odds to the side, Dez reached for her magic, the energy rippling around her and causing the hair on her arms and the back of her neck to lift. Nightsoul let out another roar and Dez’s voice joined with hers as they launched themselves at the creature, attacking with speed and ferocity.

      With piercing accuracy, Nightsoul released a spear of onyx fire that hit the Draznar square in the side. Black, fizzing liquid oozed from the wound. The Draznar cried out in pain, its powerful head whipping around, its teeth coming only inches from Dez’s face. Wrapping herself in magic, Dez teleported to its back. Its rider, more than three times her size, bellowed and swung his sword. Dez blocked the blow, her spear slamming against the sword so hard that her teeth rattled. The rider moved to swing again, but changed directions at the last second, feinting and attacking from the left. Dez blocked the movement again, but the surprise switch had thrown her off-balance, and she teetered, almost losing her footing. The rider took advantage of the moment by slamming his powerful fist into the side of her head. Her helmet absorbed most of the blow, but Dez still cried out as her skull smacked against the metal. She immediately tasted blood.

      Spitting into the air to clear her mouth, she mirrored Nightsoul and shot out her own stream of black flames at the rider, blasting him off the Draznar’s back and into open air. His scream was lost to the skies.

      Dez teleported back to Nightsoul. The second she landed, Dez moved swiftly, wielding her spear and her magic with an intensity that only a battle like this could draw from her.

      Time seemed to slow down, each moment being measured not in seconds but in fiery jet streams, blasts of ice shards, swinging spears, the booming of powerful wings, and the metallic tang of blood.

      Several dragon-lengths away, Kahn’s sword glinted in the light from the orbs as Lanalin slammed into an oncoming Draznar. Kahn bellowed, swinging his weapon at the same time the creature’s rider wielded an enormous battle axe. Pieter, too, was locking into battle. Sweat poured from his forehead as he thrust his palms outward, powerful blasts of light magic shooting from his hands as Gloriox breathed fire.

      Nightsoul’s wings boomed as she zeroed in on a Draznar that was targeting the emerald dragon, about to attack from behind. Dez wrapped Nightsoul and herself in invisibility and they slammed into the Draznar. The creature cried out in surprise and agony and Nightsoul’s sharp teeth clamped down on its shoulder. Dez stabbed at its side with her spear, shoving it with all of her might until half the shaft was buried in shadows. The creature roared again, and its rider blindly swiped at the air with their sword. Nightsoul released her hold on the Draznar and Dez yanked her spear back. The creature jerked, causing the rider to lose their footing and fall sideways. The rider bellowed, his hands clawing at the side as his fingers tried to find purchase.

      Nightsoul backed up, flying around to the other side where the rider had managed to clamp down on a loose strap from the saddle. As one, Dez and Nightsoul unleashed powerful jet streams of onyx fire, ensconcing the rider and the injured Draznar in flame. The Draznar and the rider crashed towards earth, a plume of smoke trailing them as they descended.

      Dez’s armor were slick with black blood, and the muscles in her arms and back ached. Her head pounded from the earlier blow, and various other minor injuries smarted in protest as she moved. Nightsoul was more banged up than she was, but thankfully she’d suffered no major injuries. Dez could feel her determination pulsing like a heartbeat through the bond. Her dragon understood her even without words. They both scanned the skies for their next target.

      “Black!” a voice called out from behind her.

      Dez looked over her shoulder. Saad pointed to something below them. Even with his helmet on, the concern on his face was clear. She’d been so wrapped up in the battle, she’d hardly had time to breathe, much less see how the other Rebellion riders were faring—and she had lost sight of her brothers. Dez’s heart gave a painful lurch. Kahn. Pieter. Her eyes scanned the melee, searching for Gloriox and Lanalin among the pockets of shadow and night. She looked in the direction Saad had indicated, and there they were.

      Several hundred feet below her. It was hard to tell, but it seemed that one of Gloriox’s wings was badly injured. He was doing everything he could to stay airborne, but losing altitude anyway. Lanalin flapped close to him. He’s got to get to the ground immediately. Nightsoul’s voice was strained. He can’t support himself with only one working wing.

      “Pieter?” Dez asked, unable to make out his form in the darkness.

      He’s fine. Worried about Gloriox and banged up like we are, but alive. Kahn and Lanalin are making sure they make it to the ground safely.

      Dez breathed a sigh of relief, not for the first time feeling grateful for dragon telepathy.

      She glanced around, taking a second to survey the skies.

      Any formation or order the Rebellion riders had coming into the battle had long since fallen apart—it was every rider and dragon for themselves at this point. Dez was tempted to try to call everyone together, her leadership instincts screaming at her to try to form up some sort of strategy or plan of action, but the conditions made it impossible.

      A flash of white caught her eye. Fifty yards away, her mother was battling two of the Frosthook riders, her white cape billowing out behind her. The riders fought valiantly, but they were no match for the Lost, and there wasn’t anyone that could rival the Ghost of the Bayou’s magic—except Dez.

      Nightsoul, we need to go after my mother. Dez breathed in and out, pacing her thoughts. I need to be close enough that she can see my face. Nightsoul hummed her approval, understanding what Dez was implying. It was time to put her theory to the test. She’d missed the opportunity with her father, but now it was time to see if what had happened at the redoubt had been a fluke or not. And if they could somehow get through to her, then maybe they could end the battle.

      Dez glanced around. She’d need some backup. She looked over to where Frostbite hovered. Saad sat atop him, panting. Blood oozed from a deep gash near his hairline and his face radiated with a weariness that matched her own.

      The very thought of asking Saad to cover her made going it alone seem appealing. No, she chided herself. Elena said you should trust him. The evidence stacked against him wasn’t great—especially after what she had witnessed back at camp, but did she really have a choice? She thought again of the tormented look he’d given her in his tent, and let out a sigh.

      “Tell Frostbite that I’m going to try to get as close to the Ghost as I can,” she told Nightsoul. “I need him and Saad to cover me. If my mother recognizes me like last time, maybe she’ll call off the attack.”

      Dez waited a few minutes while Nightsoul relayed the message. When Saad made a hand motion, confirming that they’d received the message and would cover her, she leaned low in the saddle. Then they were off, streaking across the sky.

      Nightsoul flew directly in front of the Ghost’s Draznar. Dez rose in her saddle, brandishing her spear to catch her mother’s attention. But the Ghost only responded by shooting a crackling ball of magic at her, her Draznar banking a hard right to pull them further away.

      Dez threw herself back down onto Nightsoul’s back, narrowly missing taking the ball to the gut, but it still managed to graze her, and she shrieked as the magic ate away at her armor and burned into her skin. She screamed, clawing at her side and frantically using her own magic to counter it . Nightsoul roared in both worry and rage, the sound echoing in Dez’s ears. It was several minutes before the fire abated and Dez could breathe again. She looked down, afraid of what she might find, but despite the blistered flesh and blood that dripped from it, the wound wasn’t deep. If that magic had hit her full force, it could have killed her. She was lucky.

      Pulling herself back into the saddle, wincing as she did it, Dez looked for Saad. He was battling a Draznar and rider just south of her, a wound in his thigh pouring blood.

      “Again,” she urged Nightsoul. “See if you can get a little closer so that she sees it’s me.”

      Nightsoul looped around, dodging Draznar and zeroing in on where the Ghost and her Draznar now hovered while the Ghost sent more powerful pulses of magic towards the Rebellion riders. They approached her from the side, Dez once again using her spear to draw her attention. “Come on,” Dez murmured under her breath. “Come on, it’s me. See me.”

      The Ghost’s eyes landed on her. They were the only thing Dez could see thanks to the helmet her mother wore, but there was no recognition in them—only malice as she hurled another sphere of magic in their direction. Nightsoul dove to avoid the ball.

      “She doesn’t recognize me,” Dez said as they flew a respectable distance away, out of range of the Ghost’s magic. “Maybe it’s too dark, and with my helmet on, she can’t tell it’s me. I’m going to have to get closer.”

      Are you sure about that? Nightsoul panted, her strength starting to wane a little. Something doesn’t feel right.

      Dez felt it, too. She’d been feeling it the moment they’d taken to the skies, and even more so now that she’d attempted to engage with the Ghost. It wasn’t just unease that lanced through her now, it was worry. The ferocity in her mother’s fighting style, the viciousness…. It wasn’t like last time. Was it possible that the Spirit King had figured out what had happened last time? Had he strengthened the mind control magic he’d been using over her mother?

      Almost as if in response to Dez’s thoughts, the Ghost of the Bayou’s movements became frenzied, and she began to unleash her magic on the Rebellion riders without pause and without mercy. The balls of magic she’d been hurling thus far in the battle were nothing compared to the electrifying bolts of power she was wielding now.

      She was toying with us before, Nightsoul said, voicing the thought running wild in Dez’s brain. She was letting the Draznar wear us all out before she swept in to finish us all.

      Sounds of shrieking from injured dragons and the horrible screams from their riders filled the air. For a moment, Dez was frozen atop Nightsoul, horror holding her captive as she watched her mother eviscerate her opponents.

      “Black!” Saad yelled her name, snapping her out of her trance. He and Frostbite were next to them now, both exhausted and covered in mire. “If we want to survive, we have to try to stop her!” he yelled, pointing at her mother. More Draznar had arrived and joined the fray and the skies were crowded with the shadowy creatures. “There’s too many of them. We have to end this now!”

      “I know!” she yelled over to Saad, an idea suddenly popping into her head. “Let me handle this! I think I have a plan.”

      Saad’s eyebrows furrowed. “What plan?”

      Dez ignored him and took a deep breath. Then she removed her helmet.

      “What are you doing?!” Saad bellowed.

      What she was about to do was incredibly risky, but she had to try. She looked over at Saad’s bewildered face. Can I trust you? she wondered. Elena had wanted her to give him a chance, and she’d been trying, but Saad had turned the entirety of Camp Frosthook against her with his slanderous lies. She had seen vulnerability in his face back in his tent, but now, in the open skies of battle, he was a stranger.

      “Nightsoul,” she whispered, opening the bond between them and sharing her plan. “Don’t let him get too close. I don’t think we can trust him.” She remembered the way he’d confronted her father. He knew of her theory about her parents, but it hadn’t stopped him from engaging him in battle.

      If given the chance, Saad Mallas wouldn’t hesitate to kill one or both of her parents, or any of the Lost. No, she definitely couldn’t trust him. Not with this.

      I won’t. Be careful, young one.

      With Saad still yelling at her, Dez took a breath and wrapped her magic around herself, and then she teleported from Nightsoul to the back of her mother’s Draznar.

      She landed unsteadily, near the tail of the Draznar, its body feeling less than solid underneath her feet. Her boots sank down deep into the murky shadows that served as the creature’s hide, and she threw her arms out to balance herself.

      The Ghost of the Bayou whirled around in her saddle, her eyes landing on Dez.

      “It’s me,” Dez breathed, staring into the face of the Ghost of the Bayou, her mother. “Mom?”

      It took a second for the Ghost to react, Dez’s appearance momentarily surprising her, but then she let out a wild cry, ripped a knife from her belt, and lunged for Dez.

      Plowing into her, the Ghost knocked Dez onto her back and plunged her hands downward, her knife angled for Dez’s throat. Dez managed to catch her hands, but only inches from the soft skin of her neck. Hot tears burned her eyes from both the exertion and the shock that ricocheted inside her. Last time, her mother had stopped the killing blow, had hesitated. She had recognized Dez and had fought against the Spirit King’s control.

      But, this time, there was no recognition in her eyes. Only a thirst for blood.

      Using all of her might, Dez shoved and pushed at the Ghost’s hands, but her muscles were weak and aching, and the wound in her side screamed in agony. Struggling, Dez tried to call her magic, but even that felt detached and too far off to reach.

      The Ghost didn’t let up, a little laugh spilling from her lips as the knife slipped a few millimeters closer. But then her eyes widened, and her mouth that had been quirked in a smirk opened wider. For a handful of heartbeats, she stayed that way, her hands loosening on the knife.

      Dez could just make out the long, wooden shaft of a spear sticking out of her torso before her mother went limp, the knife falling away. “No!” she screamed. Above them, Saad was leaning over the side of Frostbite and looking downward at them, his face a torrent of emotions. His hands were empty.

      The Draznar turned sharply, and Dez grabbed a hold of her mother and wrapped them both in magic just as they were tossed into the air by the shadow creature’s movements. Dez thought she heard someone scream her name, but then the magic took hold and she teleported to the ground.

      They landed near a patch of thick bushes, and Dez was grateful for the cover they provided. Her heart in her throat, Dez rolled her mother’s limp body to her back and yanked off her helmet. She had to save her; she had to—

      Dez stopped, and so, nearly, did her heart.

      The woman before her, already dead from her wounds, had a deep purple X etched on her forehead, and she was indeed wearing the armor of the Ghost of the Bayou. But this woman was not her mother, nor any of the other Lost Dez knew about.

      Dez couldn’t move or breathe. Both shock and relief battled for control of her awareness.

      Nightsoul, she called. I need you. Unable to find more words, she sent an image of her location through the bond.

      She sat back on her heels then, waiting. She wasn’t sure how many minutes had passed when she felt Nightsoul’s wing caress her shoulder. She looked up to see Pieter sliding off Nightsoul’s back while Kahn did the same from Lanalin, who had landed alongside Nightsoul. I thought you might need him, too, Nightsoul explained. Dez gave her a grateful smile and leapt to her feet. She launched herself at her brothers, thankful to see them alive. “Are you hurt?” she murmured against them.

      “No,” Kahn said, patting her awkwardly on the back. “Minor stuff. But we’re fine.”

      “Gloriox is going to need magical healing,” Pieter chimed in, his face pale. “But we think he’ll be able to fly again.”

      Dez let out a breath of relief. She released her brothers, stepping back. Above, she could see the hoard of remaining Draznar disappearing, heading back in the direction from whence they’d come. With the Ghost of the Bayou dead—or whoever the woman was dead, anyway—there was nobody left to command the remaining forces. The battle was officially over.

      “I have to show you something,” she said, leading them over to where the body of the woman lay hidden near the bushes.

      “Oh Dez,” Pieter whispered as he scanned the body from head to toe. “I’m so sorry.” Kahn reached out and squeezed Dez’s shoulders.

      “Saad Mallas killed her,” Dez said, her voice flat.

      Seemingly at the sound of his name, Saad and Frostbite appeared, having just landed. Saad leapt from the saddle, his helmet in his hand. He stepped up next to Dez and took in the body on the ground, his eyes widening.

      “She’s dead,” Dez confirmed for him, her voice cold.

      Saad throat bobbed as he swallowed, and he lifted a trembling hand to press it against Frostbite’s side, as though to steady himself. He tore his eyes away from the woman’s corpse, studying the dirt at his feet. His entire body was shaking now. From rage? From regret? From satisfaction? Dez didn’t know. Her own feelings were cloudy, confused.

      “I know it would please you to be the one to bring down one of the Lost,” Dez said, meeting his eyes when he looked up again. “Congratulations, Captain. You saved the Rebellion today. The one who commanded the Draznar in this battle is dead.”

      Saad opened his mouth and then closed it again.

      “But,” Dez said, “there’s a problem. Despite the armor she wears, this isn’t the Ghost of the Bayou. This woman is not my mother.”

      Pieter let out a small gasp and Kahn’s eyes grew wide, but Saad’s face revealed nothing.

      The words hung over them all.

      Then, with his eyes flashing, Saad slammed his helmet back on and threw himself back into the saddle. Frostbite responded instantaneously, taking to the skies.

      Dez watched them go, a thousand unspoken words between them.
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      “Are you okay?” Pieter’s hair was still slightly ruffled from sleep, but his eyes were bright and full of concern. Dez let out a sigh and put down the bag she was packing. It was the next morning, and they were gearing up to head to Camp Lightning, the headquarters of the western front of the Rebellion. Despite what had happened and despite all the feelings swirling inside her like a tornado, Dez had to continue campaigning.

      “I’m fine,” she grumbled, though the words hardly sounded convincing. It felt strange to be upset over the death of a stranger, but Dez couldn’t shake the feeling she’d had upon catching the woman’s limp body, thinking it was her mother there dying in her arms. Ever since they’d arrived back at Camp Frosthook, it had been hard to concentrate on anything else, her mind just reliving that moment over and over again. By the time she’d finally attempted to sleep, her stomach had been so agitated that she’d spent nearly a half hour puking her guts up before she’d fallen, exhausted and emotionally drained, upon her bedroll. Then, she’d tossed and turned all night long, plagued by nightmares.

      “It’s almost over,” Pieter said, not pushing her, although his concern clearly remained. “We just have to get through the next few days, and Camp Lightning will be nothing like here, I promise.”

      “I know,” Dez said, trying to smile for his sake. “How’s Gloriox?”

      Pieter looked over his shoulder to where the giant emerald verdant was waiting, resting until it was time to take flight. “He’s sore and tired, but fully healed. The healers here were able to mend the damage to his wing, but he should probably take it as easy as possible for the next few days. Hopefully, the Spirit King won’t send the Lost out again…at least not any time soon.”

      “Yeah, hopefully,” Dez replied, turning her attention back to the supplies she was packing. But Pieter’s comment had her thinking. What was the Spirit King actually up to? Why would he send out someone pretending to be her mother? She couldn’t find any logic or reason in it. What are you up to? Dez wondered.

      She made quick work of the packing, and before long, she and her brothers were ready to leave. There was no farewell from the leadership of Camp Frosthook—not that she’d expected there to be—and the flight line was eerily quiet except for them. Dez glanced around, hating that she found herself looking for him, but she did it anyway. Still, Saad Mallas was nowhere to be seen. Dez hadn’t seen him since he and Frostbite had taken off from the scene of battle, and she had no idea if he would end up following her to Camp Lightning or not. The not knowing where he was bothered her more than it should, she thought.

      Feeling grumpy, Dez hopped onto Nightsoul’s back and let the whistling of the early morning breeze drown out her thoughts.

      When they arrived at Camp Lightning several hours later, the mood of the camp was light and cheerful. It was a stark contrast to the atmosphere of Camp Frosthook. A small group of officers stood outside the flight line waiting to greet them when they landed.

      “Commander Black.” A general with a long salt-and-pepper braid and a kind smile stepped up to shake her hand. “Welcome to Camp Lightning. We’re happy to have you.”

      “Thank you,” Dez said, returning the woman’s smile with one of her own.

      “My name is General Hawthorn, but please call me Runa. I knew Elena Lawry since she was a girl, and if you don’t mind my saying so—” she dropped her voice to a low whisper, “I think you’ll find more than one of us here who are willing to throw you our support.”  She eyed the others standing around them, a few of whom winked or gave Dez a nod.

      “I appreciate that,” Dez replied. “I’d like to address the soldiers as soon as possible if that’s alright.”

      “Of course,” Runa said. “Why don’t you and your brothers get settled? Lula Black arrived ahead of you yesterday and is awaiting your arrival. Rest a bit, and once we’ve gotten everyone assembled, I’ll send an aide to your tent.”

      Dez and her brothers left the dragons to rest in the flight line while they headed for Lula’s tent.

      “There you are,” Lula said when they pushed aside the flaps of her tent. She was poring over several sheets of paper she had spread out across a small wooden table. “I was just going over—” She stopped, taking in the somber faces of Dez and her brothers. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

      “The Spirit King is up to something,” Kahn answered. “There was an attack on one of the supply trains while we were at Frosthook. Draznar, and dozens of them.”

      Lula hissed at the word but didn’t interrupt.

      “The attack was led by one of the Lost. She—” He broke off, looking at Dez as if he was unsure if he should continue.

      “We thought it was my mother,” Dez breathed out, picking up where he’d left off. “The woman was wearing her armor.”

      This time, Lula let out a squeak of surprise. “But I don’t understand. Why would someone else be wearing her armor?”

      “That’s what we want to know,” Dez replied, rubbing the ache that had formed just above the bridge of her nose. “Saad Mallas killed her. It wasn’t until we were on the ground and I took off her helmet that I realized it wasn’t her we’d been fighting.”

      The words were so heavy, speaking them felt like two giant hands on her shoulders, pressing downward. Her knees wobbled, and she took a step back to steady herself. All the emotions she had been wrestling with bubbled to the surface.

      “It wasn’t her…” she whispered. “But I thought it was.” Her voice had cracked on the last word. She looked down at the ground—afraid that, if she made eye contact with anyone, she would burst into tears.

      “Did you know,” Lula asked, stepping up beside her, “that there was once a time when the same thing happened to me?” Her voice was quiet but strong. “Jayne and I were serving the Rebellion together, and we were running what were supposed to be routine training drills when we were attacked. At first, we all thought it was part of the drill, training meant to see how we dealt with the unexpected, but then people started dying and we knew that it wasn’t a training exercise. It was such a chaotic mess, and your mother’s unit was flying ahead of mine when it was overrun…in a matter of minutes. I was always able to pick Jayne out of a crowd, the color of her braid was always so easy to spot.” Lula paused for a moment. “One minute, I saw her, and then the next minute, she was gone. When it was all over and we made it back to base, I couldn’t find her anywhere. I was sure she’d been killed.”

      Dez swallowed the lump in her throat. “What did you do?”

      Lula gave her a half-smile. “I threw a massive fit!” she said. “I demanded my Command let me go search for her, but they kept telling me it was too dangerous. They nearly had me bound and gagged by the time Jayne came rushing towards me, injured and covered from head to toe in Draznar blood—but alive.” She paused again. “Those moments, when I thought she was dead…those were some of the worst moments of my life. I had nightmares for weeks afterward, so I understand. The feeling that I’d lost her…it wasn’t one I could shake off very easily.”

      “It just gutted me, you know?” Dez whispered. “Even though she’s been gone from my life for years and she’s currently under the Spirit King’s control, it absolutely killed me to think of her being gone forever.”

      “It’s because she’s your family,” Lula whispered. “You love her in spite of it all.” She took Dez’s hand. “Listen, we live in uncertain times, Dez. We can’t always know what’s going on with our loved ones, and we can’t guarantee their safety. No matter how hard we try, we can’t protect them from everything. All we can do is make the most of the time we have so that when they’re gone for good, we have no regrets and a deep well of warm memories to remember them by.”

      A tear slipped down Dez’s cheek as she felt hands on her shoulders. Kahn and Pieter had come up behind her, silently adding their support. The love she felt in that moment was overwhelming. She blinked back tears. “Thank you,” she whispered to Lula and to her brothers.

      They all took turns giving her a hug, and Dez felt lighter than she had in hours.

      “Okay,” she said, wiping her face. “Let’s get back to business. Anyone have any theories on why the Spirit King is using decoys?”

      “I definitely smell a rat,” Lula scratched her head, “but it just doesn’t make any sense. Obviously, the Spirit King is trying to confuse the Rebellion, and adding new members of the Lost, but to what purpose?”

      Neither Kahn, Pieter, nor Dez had an answer.

      “Knock, knock,” a cheerful voice called from outside the tent. “Commander Black?” It was Runa, the general from earlier. She stuck her head inside. “The soldiers are ready for you now.”
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      Her speech went better than she could have hoped, and when Dez stepped off the stage to a smattering of applause, her cheeks had been tugged up into a grin. The support she felt from the soldiers here at Camp Lightning bolstered her spirits. It was like night and day from what she’d experienced at Camp Frosthook, and gratitude flooded through her. She still felt a little ragged around the edges given everything that had happened, but there was an overwhelming feeling of hope in this camp, and it was a warm and welcome feeling.

      “Well done, Commander.” Runa grinned, giving Dez’s hand a firm shake. “I think I can speak for all of Camp Lightning when I say that our support lies with you.” Her lower lip quivered a little, and she swallowed. “Elena Lawry was an excellent judge of character, and I know she would be so proud of you.”

      “Thank you,” Dez said, ducking her head. “I hope so.”

      The crowd was already dispersing, but several soldiers were staying around to speak with Dez. Runa gave Dez’s shoulder a squeeze and stepped aside so that others could approach.

      “Congratulations, Commander Black,” a short soldier with a face full of freckles and fluffy red hair said, coming up to shake her hand. “I think you’ll make an excellent commander in chief, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

      Dez chuckled. “Of course not. Thank you so much for the support. What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Sergeant Willaby, ma’am.” He gave her a little salute which made Dez chuckle all over. Willaby had one of those faces that radiated kindness; clearly, he was the type of fellow who made friends with every person he met. Dez liked him instantly.

      “And how have things been here for you and your unit, Sergeant?” she asked.

      “Can’t complain. We’ve had more border attacks lately,” Willaby answered, flushing a deep crimson. “Your mother is keeping us quite busy.”

      His words surprised her. Most people avoided mentioning her mother to her, and when they did, they always referred to her by name or as one of the Lost. To hear their relationship so casually referenced was unusual. Dez squared her shoulders. “You’ve seen my mother?”

      “Oh yes, ma’am. I’d recognize that helmet and white cape anywhere, ma’am. Not to mention the fact that the Draznar she rides is three times the size of the normal ones.”

      “And when was the last time you saw her?”

      “Two days ago, ma’am. We fought her back behind our northern border.”

      This caught Dez’s attention. The woman who had led the attack on the supply train was a decoy, she knew. What she didn’t know was the whereabouts of her real mother.

      “She’s a fast flyer that one,” Willaby continued, not noticing Dez’s pensive expression. “Lieutenant Rawlings reported seeing her on the southern border that same evening. I wouldn’t have thought anyone could be in two places at once, but your mother, well, she’s managing to give us a run for our money, that’s for sure.”

      “Wait…” Dez held up a hand. “So, you’re saying that you saw my mother on your northern border, and a few hours later, another reported her on your southern border? What’s the distance between the two?”

      “About a day’s ride, ma’am. Like I said, she’s a mighty fast flyer.”

      Even considering how fast dragons flew, it would be impossible for a rider to go from one border to the next in only a couple of hours. Draznar could fly as well as a dragon, but not faster. If the soldiers had truly seen her mother in such a short time span, the only conclusion to be made was that it wasn’t her mother at all. It was more decoys. It was the only thing that made logical sense.

      But if they’re all decoys,” Dez thought to herself. Where is my mother?

      Willaby didn’t seem to think much about what he’d just reported, nor the fact that Dez had blanched, all the color draining from her face.

      She hastily thanked Sergeant Willaby and then walked towards a small group of soldiers standing by. After she’d spoken with them briefly, they confirmed Willaby’s story. They had also seen her mother, as well as other members of the Lost—on both borders and more.

      “They’ve been seen all over the place,” one of the soldiers said. “It’s almost as if the Spirit King is trying to make up for his overall weakness by shuffling them around rapidly to fill the gaps.”

      The whispers began buzzing in Dez’s ears, growing louder, though the words were undistinguishable. The soldiers didn’t seem bothered by this, but they didn’t know what she knew. They hadn’t been there when she had pulled the helmet off the decoy.

      How many decoys were there? Were any of the Lost the Rebellion had been fighting really the people they were supposed to be?

      It occurred to Dez that, though the woman she’d fought at Frosthook had been strong, she’d been nowhere near as powerful as Mak Edjom, her mother and father, or the other Lost they’d tangled with in the past. So, if decoys were, in fact, being used, where were the real people? And what did Ashimax have them doing?

      Dez hurried to Lula’s tent, quickly relaying all that she’d heard and figured out to Lula and her brothers. Then she used the connection with Nightsoul to fill in the dragons who were resting at the flight line. Not even Gloriox, in all his wisdom, could come up with a plausible explanation.

      The Camp Lightning leadership had planned a casual banquet in Dez’s honor, so despite wanting to stay in her tent and mull over the possibilities, Dez forced a smile onto her face and walked into the mess tent, where she was met with a loud round of applause from the gathered soldiers. Her cheeks warmed at the gesture, but deep down, it was hard to focus on the election when something much bigger—even if she wasn’t sure yet just how big—hung over their heads.

      By the time the sun had set, Dez still hadn’t solved the puzzle. Neither had anyone else, and the whispers in her head were a constant stream of worried words that she couldn’t make out. When she walked out to the flight line later that evening to catch a breath of fresh air and to tell Nightsoul goodnight, they were louder than they’d ever been before.

      Hello, Gloriox said when she walked in. He was curled up near the entrance on a large pile of hay, his wings tucked tightly to his side. With a face like that, you must come bearing bad news.

      “What isn’t bad news these days,” Dez murmured, distracted. She craned her neck looking for Nightsoul, whom she spotted near the back of the flight line next to Snowdrop, Lula’s dragon. The two dragons were snuggled up like a pair of barn cats, their snores loud and syncopated. Under different circumstances, the sight would have made Dez laugh. She wanted to wake her dragon, as she desperately needed to talk, but Nightsoul needed her rest. After the battle and the flight to Camp Lightning, the dragon was more than exhausted. She hadn’t complained or voiced any discomfort to Dez, but Dez had felt her weariness through their bond.

      She turned away, letting out a sigh. Gloriox still watched her, his large emerald eyes fixed on her face.

      You know, I may be an old dragon, he said, but I can still spot a rider that needs to talk. He thumped his tail on the ground, indicating that she should sit. I’m not Nightsoul, but I’ve been told that I’m a pretty decent listener. Care to bend an old dragon’s ear?

      Dez looked into his face, seeing the intelligence that sparkled in his large eyes. Gloriox was the oldest and wisest of her allies. Perhaps he could help. The whispers in her head were buzzing more loudly now, making it hard to concentrate. She tried not to wince as she knelt on the ground next to her brother’s dragon.

      “I can’t decide what to do,” she said with a huff. “Nothing makes sense. Something is clearly going on with the Lost, but I have no idea what or where to even look for the answer. Part of me feels like I should be pursuing that, trying to figure it out, but I also have to focus on the election. I can’t let Dredge Mallas win by default. Elena Lawry wanted me as her successor, and I have to do my part to see that happen, but…I can’t shake the feeling that something is very wrong.” The words had tumbled out of her. Surprisingly, it was a relief to say it all out loud. The whispers grew louder.

      Dez rubbed at her temples. “And these stupid whispers….” With that, she quickly told him about the voices she’d been hearing since the Dragon Oracle had touched her. “I don’t know what they mean. I’m trying to ignore them, but they keep getting louder and louder.”

      You have a lot on your plate, young commander. I wish I could tell you what it is that the Spirit King is planning, but the motivation for his wicked deeds eludes me, as much as I hate for it to be so. But might I offer you a bit of advice regarding these voices you’re hearing?

      “Yes,” Dez replied. “Please.”

      It seems to me that, instead of fighting these whisperings, perhaps you should try listening to them. There may be cause for you to trust them.

      This was something Dez hadn’t considered. “You really think so?”

      Gloriox dipped his head. The help we need often comes from the most unexpected places. He fixed his eye on Dez. Especially when we need it the most.

      Dez chewed on her lower lip, thinking. Was he right? Were the whispers something that could help her?

      She closed her eyes. Please, she spoke in her mind, hoping the voices could hear her. If you can help me, tell me what I should do. Please, I need to know which path is the right one.

      The whispers grew even louder in response to her plea. Still with no words that she could understand, but Dez smiled as a feeling rushed over her—a sense of rightness.

      She opened her eyes, knowing what she needed to do.

      Gloriox was waiting. Well? What do you say?

      Dez straightened her shoulders, resolved. “We need to figure out what’s going on with the Lost. But first, I have to convince Dredge Mallas to postpone the election.”
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      Dredge Mallas wasn’t hard to find.

      When Dez and Nightsoul landed at the Rebellion’s main camp, he was exactly where she expected him to be, standing right outside the Command Pavilion and smirking as though the title of commander in chief was already his to claim. Dez stalked towards him, so focused on his smug expression that she didn’t see the line of soldiers or the big wooden box in front of them.

      “Dez!” Pieter called after her. He and Kahn had landed right behind her and noticed what she had not. “The voting! It’s already started!”

      The words barely registered. “Mallas.” Dez looked him square in the eye. “We need to talk.”

      Dredge didn’t budge. “I have nothing to say to you, Black. At least not until the votes are counted, and then I’ll be more than happy to accept your congratulations.”

      “If you care about the Rebellion at all, you’ll listen to what I have to say,” Dez countered. Dredge narrowed his eyes at that, but then squared his shoulders and dropped the smirk. “I’m listening.”

      “I’m sure you’ve seen the official reports of what occurred at Camp Frosthook.”

      “I’ve seen them,” Dredge confirmed. “An attack on one of the supply trains. I believe it was your mother that led that attack.” He sneered, using his words as a barb at Dez.

      She didn’t take the bait. “Yes, that what the Spirit King wanted us all to believe, but that’s not the truth. It wasn’t my mother out there on the battlefield.”

      Dredge cocked an eyebrow. “What are you saying, Black? Stop wasting my time. Spit it out.”

      It took everything in Dez not to lift her hand and smack him upside the head like she so desperately wanted to. “Your son killed the commander who we thought was the Ghost of the Bayou, but when I removed her helmet, she wasn’t who we’d thought she was. In fact, I didn’t recognize her at all. I believe the Spirit King is creating decoys to confuse us—to throw us off the trail, so to speak. When I went to Camp Lightning, I spoke with several of the solders there who all reported having seen the Ghost of the Bayou, expect none of their stories or timelines matched up if we’re to believe she’s only one person. The Spirit King is definitely up to something—I’m not sure what, but whatever it is, he wants our eyes elsewhere. He wants us looking anywhere but at him. We should postpone the election. We obviously have bigger things to worry about right now.”

      Dredge had listened carefully without interrupting her, but his face showed little concern. “Postponing the election does not mitigate the issue, Black. If anything, what you’re saying solidifies the fact that the Rebellion needs strong leadership to deal with whatever the Spirit King is plotting.”

      “I really think we should postpone before—”

      “Of course, you think that. You’re going to lose.” Dredge barked out a laugh. “Look at you. An inexperienced, rash young girl, and you think you’re capable of leading the Rebellion? Despite your magic and whatever endorsement you managed to secure from Elena Lawry, you’re unfit to lead.” The words were laced with venom, but he continued. “Postponing the election would be a waste of time. It’s obvious that the Spirit King is merely trying to distract us, and whatever he is doing with the Lost is nothing but a misdirection to slow down our march to Fort Crannog. It’s the last standing stronghold between us and him. He knows that the battle there will open the way to his capital. If he is truly recruiting new, weaker Lost, that in itself is a sign that he’s vulnerable.” Dredge leaned forward, sneering, “If you were a real commander, you would have figured that one out already.”

      Dez’s jaw was clamped shut so tightly her entire head ached. “If you won’t postpone and you’re so confident that you’re going to win, then fine. But at least consider looking into it when this is all over. Just investigate the—”

      “When I win,” Dredge interrupted her, “I won’t be taking counsel from the likes of you.” He shoved past her, knocking his shoulder into hers. Their discussion was over.

      Dez clenched both her hands into fists as she watched him stalk over to where a crowd of his supporters waited, a smug grin lifting his cheeks.

      She trudged back over to Pieter and Kahn, who were silently observing the voting line. Concern sat etched across both their faces. “How’d it go?” Kahn asked.

      “As well as finding a viper in your bed,” Dez spat, her shoulders shaking with frustration and fury.

      Pieter shifted from one foot to the other. “So, what now?”

      “Now, I have no other choice but to win the election,” Dez said, eying the voting line. Every soldier in the line was being presented with a slip of paper on which to write down their vote. Then they were to drop their vote into the wooden box and have their thumb stained with purple ink so that they could not vote twice. “Starting right now.”

      Dez marched over to the camp commanders running the voting. “According to the Rebellion bi-laws, this election was not to take place until all candidates had had the chance to campaign. I have not yet had the chance to speak with the soldiers here.”

      “Voting has already begun,” Commander Zane, one of Elena’s old allies, responded. “It is too late for that.”

      “But according to regulation—”

      “Regulation states that, once the voting has begun, it cannot be stopped for any reason until the election is complete,” Zane replied matter-of-factly. “Commander Black, I’m afraid there is nothing more for you to do here.” The look on his face wasn’t one of malice, but of fact.

      “May I at least ask a question?”

      Commander Zane let out a sigh, but he waved her on.

      “Why was the voting started in the first place?” Dez asked. “I was told that I would have a certain amount of time to campaign. Who made the decision to renege on that and begin the voting?”

      Commander Zane swallowed, looking uncomfortable. “Those of us who were left in charge of the Rebellion while the election determines our new commander in chief decided that, given the attack on Camp Frosthook, time was of the essence. The Spirit King plans to move against us, and we need to be ready. The sooner we have our new commander in place, the sooner we can get back to planning how we are going to defeat him. It is our most important objective.”

      It made perfect sense, and Dez couldn’t fault the logic behind it, but something on Commander Zane’s face had her questioning it. Dredge Mallas was known for his ability to intimidate and manipulate. Perhaps this was his doing—a last-ditch effort to thwart her and guarantee his own victory. He must have somehow talked the remaining council members into moving the vote up, knowing that Dez wouldn’t have had time to complete her campaign tour.

      “I understand,” she said. “Thank you, Commander.” She tried not to let the defeat she felt show on her face, but it felt as if the wind had been sucked from her lungs. Dez took a step back, her heart racing as she watched more and more soldiers step up to the box, casting their votes.

      What if I lose? What if I let Elena down? What if I let the entire Rebellion down? The very thought nearly sent her to her knees.

      Dez was trying to decide what to do next when a loud screech broke through both her thoughts and the relative quiet of the camp.

      A large Alabaster Glacial dragon that Dez recognized as Frostbite was coming in from the skies. Her mighty wings boomed as she landed in the middle of camp. On her back, Saad Mallas sat in the saddle, looking more worn and haggard than Dez had ever seen him in the past. But there was something else about him, too—an energy that radiated from him.

      Dredge looked slightly surprised at his son’s unexpected and grand entrance, but he recovered quickly, his smirk widening. Dez’s heart was pounding, though—for more than one reason. She hadn’t seen Saad since he’d left behind their last battle so hurriedly, and the tortured look on his face from that day had been burned into the back of her mind ever since. But so had the flames of rage she’d felt when she’d listened to him slander her name. Was that what this flashy entrance was all about? One final push to secure his father’s victory?

      Dez was two seconds away from marching over to Saad and punching him in the face when he stood suddenly, standing atop Frostbite’s back with a fierce determination flashing in his eyes. The soldiers who were standing in line were all staring at him, and even more had convened thanks to the noise of his entrance. They stood frozen, waiting for whatever words were about to pour from his lips. Dez sucked in a breath.

      “I think you all know who I am,” he began, his tone low but still loud enough to carry. “I’m Captain Saad Mallas. I am son of Commander Dredge Mallas.”

      At these words, Dredge puffed out his chest and straightened his shoulders. The action sent a lance through Dez, and she braced herself for the worst.

      “But I was also attaché to Elena Lawry,” Saad continued. “And there’s something I need to say. I know by now that you’ve all heard the rumors about what happened at the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie—rumors that I spread; lies that I convinced you were truth.” Saad broke off for a moment as a hushed murmur rose up from the gathered crowd. “Everything that I said against Commander Black was a lie, and I’ve spent the last two days flying to every single camp on the front to recant those lies.” Saad’s eyes found Dez’s in the crowd. “I was wrong, and for that, I am so sorry. It’s taken me a long time to realize what I’ve always known. Loyalty to family cannot and should never trump loyalty to the Rebellion.” He broke his gaze from hers and scanned the faces of the soldiers assembled. “Don’t you see? What the Rebellion needs, what you need, is a commander who will remember that we’re fighting for a free future for everyone. Someone who will always put that cause first, above everything else.”

      Saad looked back at Dez, his face fierce, though he softened some when his eyes landed once more on hers. “I have come to understand that everything I thought I knew about Desiree Black was wrong. She isn’t the picture I painted and made so many of you believe in. She is smart and empathetic, and a fearsome thing to behold on the battlefield. She leads with both her heart and her mind, and she is the type of leader who will always put the cause first and never forget what it is we are fighting for. If there is anyone among us who can lead the Rebellion in the mold of Elena Lawry, that person is unarguably and unequivocally Desiree Black.”

      There was absolute silence as Saad finished his speech and slid down from Frostbite’s back. He didn’t linger or offer anything else as he marched away, head high, with Frostbite trailing behind him.

      Dez was left utterly without words, and from the almost comical look on Dredge Mallas’s face, she guessed he was no better off.

      The soldiers who had been in line to vote resumed their task, but there was a noticeable shift in the air. Dez wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “Where in the world did that come from?” Lula stood beside Dez, her brows furrowed.

      “I have no idea,” Dez answered. “When did you get back?”

      “A few moments ago, right before Saad. I landed at the flight line right as the runners did.”

      “The runners?”

      “The representatives from the other camps.” Lula pointed. A small faction of official-looking soldiers was making its way towards the voting tent, a handful of sealed envelopes in their hands. “The voting results from the camps are in.”

      Dez swallowed, watching as the representatives handed the envelopes over to Commander Zane and the other generals running the election.

      Pieter and Kahn walked over and stood with Dez and Lula as the line of soldiers voting dwindled. Then one by one, they stepped up to the box to cast their own votes. Dez’s hand trembled as she wrote her own name on the slip of paper and dropped it into the box.

      Nobody really said anything, the magnitude of the moment too stifling for words. Dez’s throat was dry, and her heart beat erratically in her chest. This moment, this single defining moment, would change everything, and she had no way of knowing or predicting the outcome. The whispers hummed in her ears, but there was nothing discerning in them, either. And Dez didn’t dare to think of Saad, of his impassioned speech or the way he had looked at her—no, she definitely couldn’t think about that right now.

      Dredge Mallas had taken to pacing back and forth, his arms crossed across his large chest. After Saad’s speech, he’d lost the smirk he’d been wearing, but Dez wasn’t sure that the fury burning in his eyes was much better of a sight. There was no doubt about it. Either way the election ended, Saad would have to face his father and would likely pay for his proclamation. The thought sent a shudder through her.

      After what felt like hours, the commanders who had been in charge of running the election picked up the wooden box as well as the envelopes containing the results from the other camps and disappeared inside the Command Pavilion to tally the votes.

      It was suddenly so difficult to breathe, Dez felt sure she was likely to pass out. She placed her hands on her knees and forced air into her unwilling lungs, and she stayed that way until the tent flaps reopened and the commanders returned, their faces entirely unreadable.

      “All of the votes have been counted,” Commander Zane announced, holding a crisp piece of parchment in his hands—the results of the election.

      “The Rebellion’s new commander in chief is…” Zane paused, glancing down at the paper in his hands, double-checking the name written there. It was so quiet that Dez could have sworn everyone standing near her could hear the thundering of her heart.

      “Desiree Black.”

      Those two little words hung suspended in the air for half a second, and then all of the soldiers standing around burst into applause and wild cheering. Several people clapped Dez on the back and even more gathered around her to shake her hand, but Dez could hardly form words. A big grin worked its way to her lips, though.

      The mood in the camp was practically buoyant, and Dez burst into laughter as crates of mead suddenly appeared and tin mugs of the spiced liquid started circulating. A few of the soldiers who were musically inclined had gone back to their tents to fetch their instruments, and several had already started dancing to their jaunty tunes.

      A full-blown celebration was breaking out now, and Dez was living for it. For the first time since Elena’s death, she felt the weight of uncertainty lift from her. The idea of stepping into Elena’s shoes was incredibly intimidating, but this felt right, and Dez knew she would do everything in her power to see the Rebellion through, to make Elena proud.

      Nightsoul sat perched near one of the tents, humming contentedly and tapping one of her claws to the beat. Dez chuckled as she approached and then leaned up against her.

      I knew you could do it, Nightsoul murmured, sending a rush of fondness and pride to Dez through their bond. I am honored to be the commander in chief’s dragon. She dipped her head, pressing her cool snout lightly to Dez’s forehead. Dez closed her eyes, relishing the touch. “Do you really think I can do it?” she whispered, voicing the tiny doubt that still itched at the back of her mind.

      Like everything, I’m sure it will have its challenges, Nightsoul reasoned, but yes. I have always known that you have great potential, as a leader and otherwise. I believe you will do great things, little one. I have always and will always believe that.

      Tears pooled in Dez’s eyes and she quickly wiped them away. “Thank you, but I’m nothing without you. I hope you know that.”

      Nightsoul let out a contented sigh and sent her an image of herself and Dez flying during a sunset, the sky a vibrant shade of pink. You and me, always.

      “Always,” Dez whispered back.

      A group of soldiers came to claim her then, insisting that she come and have a drink with them. Dez gave Nightsoul the smile she reserved only for her dragon, and then, laughing, she let the soldiers pull her away and over to one of the mead crates. Her brothers and Lula were there already, their faces reflecting back the relief and joy she felt deep in her bones.

      “To Elena,” she said, holding up the cup of mead someone had placed in her hand.

      “To Elena!” those around her chorused.

      “And to our new commander in chief!” Lula crowed, her face lit up with pride.

      “To Commander in Chief Desiree Black!”

      They all tapped their mugs against each other’s, and as Dez guzzled down her mead, she knew it wasn’t just the spiced liquid that warmed her chest.

      And she was just about to ask for a refill when Kahn’s smile drooped, and his hand reflexively reached for the hilt of his sword.

      Dez whirled around, following his gaze. Dredge Mallas and a handful of his loyal cronies stalked towards her. Dredge’s face was not one of a humble loser. His upper lip curled back over his teeth, and when he spoke her name, he spat it as if it pained him to say the word.

      “It seems like congratulations are in order.” The words and his tone were cold. Dredge glanced around at the soldiers celebrating then, and then back at Dez. “Look, I don’t know any other way to put this, so I’ll just come right out with it. If you’re to be our new commander in chief, there are matters that you need to be caught up on.”

      “And are you suggesting that you be the one to fill me in?” Dez glared at Dredge, trying to read his expression.

      A muscle ticked in Dredge’s jaw. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,” he ground out. “I’m assuming you’ll be taking Elena’s old tent? We’ll talk there.”

      It hadn’t been a request, and heat burned Dez’s cheeks. Despite her having won the election fair and square, Mallas was still acting like he was the one in charge. Plus, she was enjoying the celebration and wasn’t quite ready to leave it yet. All the more reason for her to deny his request.

      But as she opened her mouth, an uneasy feeling crept over her and the voices in her head whispered feverishly. No matter how much she wanted to put Dredge Mallas in his place, Dez couldn’t deny that something was very wrong. The Spirit King was up to something dangerous, and if they were going to have a shot at figuring it out and putting an end to it, then everyone in the Rebellion needed to work together. Dredge Mallas wasn’t her enemy.

      “Fine,” she said, even though the word tasted like sawdust. “In Elena’s—in my tent. Twenty minutes from now.”
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      Dredge nodded once and stalked past her, disappearing into the crowd with his followers.

      “Dez, you can’t be serious about meeting with him.” Kahn, who had listened to the whole exchange, frowned at her. “He can’t be trusted.”

      “Kahn is right.” Lula appeared on her other side. “Dredge Mallas may have lost the election, but that doesn’t mean he’s going to sit back and let you lead, just like that.”

      “He has to. I won fair and square.”

      “You did, but he doesn’t exactly play by the rules.”

      “And,” Pieter chimed in, “I doubt Saad throwing his support your way will help your case. If anything, he’ll more than likely be on the warpath for you turning his son against him.”

      “I had nothing to do with that,” Dez grumbled, her cheeks warming.

      “Tell Dredge Mallas that.”

      Dez let out a long sigh. She’d been commander in chief for less than an hour and already she was beginning to see that this job would require an exorbitant amount of patience. “I will…when I meet with him.” She didn’t like it any more than her brothers or Lula did, but she was commander in chief now, and they had bigger things to worry about than petty differences.

      “We’re coming with you then,” Kahn said, falling into step beside her as she walked over to one of the mead barrels and refilled her mug. “To make sure he’s not up to something.” Dez didn’t bother trying to argue. Besides, they had a point. Dredge Mallas wasn’t exactly trustworthy.

      The celebration continued, and Dez tried to enjoy it as she sipped her drink. However, the high she’d felt when the election results got announced had faded a little—especially with Dredge Mallas waiting to speak to her. “Better get this over with,” she grumbled to Lula and her brothers.

      When they arrived at the commander in chief’s reserved campsite, Elena Lawry’s old staff members were preparing the tent. It was much larger than the standard issue tents given to the soldiers and it was even more spacious now that all of Elena’s belongings had been removed. The aides gave Dez warm smiles as they passed, clearing out so that she could get settled in.

      It hit Dez then. This was her tent. She was the Rebellion’s commander in chief. For a moment, she recalled her very first day at camp. Elena had welcomed her warmly and assigned her to her first unit. She remembered being in awe of Elena, of the ease with which she led and the energy she conveyed. She had aspired to be like Elena that day and the same was true today. Elena had believed in her, and had believed that she could be the kind of leader the Rebellion needed. Now, it was time to prove that Elena’s faith hadn’t been misplaced.

      “I won’t let you down, Elena,” Dez murmured, surveying the space where her mentor had once stood. “I’ll make you proud, I promise.”

      When Dredge bustled in a few moments later, he stopped short at the sight of Lula and Dez’s brothers. “I assumed we would be speaking alone.”

      “That’s the problem with making assumptions,” Dez replied. “They’re hardly ever accurate.”

      Kahn stifled a chuckle and Dredge’s face turned a slight shade of red. “If the Rebellion is to survive,” he grumbled, “then there must be trust between us.”

      “Says the man who tried to assassinate my character by using his own son to manipulate people and spread malicious lies about me,” Dez deadpanned.

      Dredge made no apologies; he only shrugged. Dez let out a sigh. She didn’t want to admit it, but Dredge did have point. Even though she was the commander in chief, running the Rebellion and making the important decisions wasn’t something she could do alone. She would have to rely on the other commanders, her generals, and also the support staff to make sure that everything ran the way it should. The Rebellion was much bigger than just one person, and as Dredge had said, trust was something they simply could not go without—not if they were going to defeat the Spirit King.

      Besides that, the words sounded exactly like something Elena would have said if she’d still been alive. They’d smacked Dez square in the chest. She turned to her brothers and Lula. “Give us a few minutes.”

      Kahn opened his mouth to protest, but Lula put a hand on his shoulder, a look of understanding on her face. “We’ll be right outside if you need us.”

      Dez waited until they had shuffled out and the tent flaps were closed securely before she eyed Dredge. “You have my full attention.”

      “Before we begin, I want to be clear about something,” Dredge said, his voice with a steel edge to it. “I do not like you, do not support you, and I will never forgive you for whatever you did to turn my own son against me. You are nothing but a disaster waiting to happen for the Rebellion. But—” He held up a hand to stop Dez, who had opened her mouth to argue. “If the Rebellion is going to survive this war, grudges must be buried…including mine and yours.”

      Dez swallowed down both the bile that had risen in her throat and all the words she wanted to say but knew would be counterproductive. “Agreed,” she grumbled.

      Dredge ran a hand over his face. “There is a plan that has been set in motion for quite some time now, and it is a plan that we must see through to completion. It is something Elena Lawry and I worked on together.”

      Dez’s eyebrows shot up. This was surprising, given what she knew of Elena’s feelings for Dredge, but then again, he was a Rebellion commander—and a strong, intelligent one at that.

      “We must strike Fort Crannog immediately,” he said next.

      Fort Crannog—the Spirit King’s last remaining defense standing between them and the kingdom of Gald, Desiree’s home kingdom and the Spirit King’s capital.

      “The Spirit King’s armies are spread out and in disarray,” Dredge continued. “They’re reeling from the defeats the Rebellion has been inflicting upon them. All the scouting reports and intelligence from informants show that Fort Crannog is small and weak. The plan was to launch an attack immediately after Elena’s return from her visit to the Dragon Oracle, but for obvious reasons, that did not happen.”

      Dez blanched slightly at Dredge’s nonchalant, almost callous reference to Elena’s untimely death, but she kept her face neutral. “And these reports are where exactly?”

      “I will make them available to you,” Dredge said, seemingly unbothered by the fact that Dez had asked in the first place. It was her first clue that, whatever this was, it was no trick.

      Dredge continued explaining. “The Spirit King still seems to believe that he can hold his territory by shuttling the Lost rapidly back and forth between divisions along the front to reinforce them. Now is the time to break his back by taking Fort Crannog from its undermanned garrison, which would, in turn, sever all communication between his outlying armies and the Spirit King himself.”

      Dez’s eyes widened at the realization. “That would open the way for a final strike.”

      Dredge nodded. “Exactly. I have spent the entire summer laying the groundwork for the assault, with Elena Lawry’s support. And you’re welcome to confirm that with her old allies,” he added. “We must not abandon this plan. For the good of the Rebellion, we have to do this.”

      Dez studied Dredge’s face, but there wasn’t a single ounce of dishonesty or treachery there, and for the first time since she’d known him, Dredge Mallas seemed to be embodying what the Rebellion stood for. She could tell that he truly believed this was their path to victory, to ending the war as quickly as possible and saving civilian and Rebellion lives alike.

      “I need some time to consider this,” she said, not wanting to make a hasty decision. “And I’ll need to see all those reports you mentioned.”

      “I’ll have them brought to you immediately. In the meantime, I’ll leave you to your thoughts.” He ambled towards the door, only pausing at the edge of the tent. “I trust you’ll do the right thing, Commander,” he said, then pushing the flaps aside and stepping outside.

      Alone in the tent with nothing but her own thoughts, the empty shoes of Elena Lawry to fill, and the fate of the Rebellion resting on her shoulders, Dez suddenly felt very young. The situation seemed cut and dry, the answer obvious—but Dez still felt a little hesitant to make the call.  The whispering voices in her mind seemed unsettled, too, worried even, which didn’t help things.

      Nightsoul? Even though she was the commander in chief now, this was a decision she desperately needed counsel for.

      I am here, Nightsoul responded, and Dez could tell that she was moving towards the Command Pavilion. Dez quickly relayed what Dredge Mallas had told her. We already know the Spirit King is up to something. I can feel it. But I just don’t know what it is. I can’t shake this pressing feeling that something is very wrong. Mallas could be right. I can smell a trap, but I’m not sure whether it lies in striking now or waiting. The path isn’t as clear as I would like it to be.

      Nightsoul was quiet for several seconds. I think that maybe this is what it means to be a leader, to be the commander in chief. You must make decisions that aren’t cut and dry, decisions that will affect us all even if the choice isn’t completely obvious. But if you want my opinion, she said, her tone sharpening. I believe the time is now. We must strike. It is not the time for waiting. It is the time to take back what the Spirit King has stolen. It is the time for revenge.

      Pangs of fury and certainty swept over Dez from the bond, and she shivered.

      You’re right, she said, the decision made. The time is now.

      She poked her head out of the tent and called in Lula, Kahn, and Pieter. She quickly filled them in on the situation, what Dredge had told her, and what decision she had arrived at. Like Nightsoul, they all agreed that moving on Fort Crannog was the right decision.

      When Dredge Mallas returned a little while later with the reports Dez had requested, his face was expectant. “I know you may need more time, but—”

      “I’ve made my decision,” Dez declared, interrupting him. “This isn’t the time for waiting. We will move forward with the plan to attack Fort Crannog.”

      Half a heartbeat passed, and then Dredge Mallas smiled. “Good. Then let’s get started.”
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      The decision to attack Fort Crannog had been easy. The logistics, however, were another matter entirely. Although small, the fort was every bit as intimidating as its name suggested, and made entirely of black stone. Its huge walls were built straight into the mountains on either side of a narrow pass guarding the only way from the central, southern, and western regions of the continent into the northern hill kingdom of Gald, the former kingdom of Dez’s parents.

      Dez sat atop Nightsoul surveying the fort from high above with shaking hands.

      “It used to be our kingdom’s greatest shield,” Lula murmured. She was hovering next to Dez atop Snowdrop, her spear clutched loosely in her hand. “Now look at it. Those are his banners hanging from the ramparts.” She tore her eyes away from the black banners emblazoned with a violet crown and looked down at her own hands, now gripping her weapon so tightly her knuckles were white. “It pains me to see it in his hands. To see those colors flying high.”

      “I know,” Dez said. “Me, too.” There wasn’t much else to say as she ran over the plan again in her mind, which was a habit she’d formed over the last few days. The Rebellion’s army would attack the keep at the top of the pass, but doing so would hem them into an incredibly narrow approach. To counter this, the dragon riders would be guarding the army from above—and that was likely where the true battle would occur. To lose the skies would be catastrophic for the ground forces. Without the cover of the dragon riders, the foot troops would be decimated before they could even breach the walls.

      Every detail had been pored over and debated numerous times, but Dez was sure that this was the right course of action. The plan of attack itself had even been written down in Elena Lawry’s own hand, and, if nothing else, Dez trusted her judgment.

      But now that the moment had arrived, Dez’s mouth was bone-dry and her heart palpitated wildly.

      Nightsoul, reading her emotions, said, I’m here, little one, and I’m with you.  It made Dez smile and it helped ease the tension coursing through her, but it didn’t alleviate it completely.

      Dez let out a deep, slow breath. She couldn’t delay any longer. “Give the order to begin,” she said, her voice strong. Nightsoul relayed the message to the other dragons and, in a matter of seconds, the ground troops were creeping forward and the first wave of riders was swooping in to begin their assault on the keep.

      Dez urged Nightsoul higher in the skies so that they’d have a better aerial view. She needed the best vantage point possible for the sake of giving orders, though there was a huge part of her that felt she should be the one leading the battle in the skies. This is what it means to be a leader, Dez reminded herself. Delegation. And trusting that the job will get done.

      At first, there were only their own riders zooming across the sky, but then, in a flurry of shadow and flame, creatures appeared from behind the fortress.

      There, Nightsoul said, her keen eyesight catching the movement before Dez saw it. Draznar, but only three of them.

      Three of the shadow creatures had emerged and were already shooting blasts of ice at the dragon riders. They were outnumbered, however, and in a matter of minutes, one of the Draznar had fallen and the remaining two were engaged by more dragon riders than could be considered a fair fight.

      Dredge Mallas wasn’t anywhere near Dez, but she imagined his smug grin. It appeared that his intel had been correct. The fort appeared to be incredibly undermanned, and with only two Draznar remaining and none of the Lost in sight, the battle seemed as if it would be over nearly as soon as it had begun.

      Dez let out a breath, relaxing a little. Could it really be that easy?

      Nightsoul snorted, suddenly. She whipped her head around to look at Dez.

      “What is it?” Dez asked, her eyes frantically scanning the ground, though nothing jumped out at her. Everything was going according to plan.

      I’ve just received a message from Gloriox.

      Gloriox and Pieter were waiting at a small outpost halfway between their current position and the Rebellion’s main camp. It was close enough that the two of them could join the fight if needed, but also far enough away that they wouldn’t have to worry about a battle on the ground front. Despite Gloriox’s insistence that he was well enough to travel and fight, Pieter had insisted he continue to rest. Gloriox was one of the oldest and wisest dragons left in the Rebellion, and neither Dez nor Pieter were willing to risk his counsel or wisdom. Though his wing was fully healed, the risks of reinjury were still too great. And, given the risks, Dez had been more than happy to allow Pieter to stay behind with him.

      Something is happening at the outpost. He says you need to come right away.

      Dez’s eyes continued scanning. When she was satisfied nothing was amiss, she gripped the saddle a little tighter. Let’s go then. Let Kahn and Lula know what’s happening. Tell Kahn he’s in charge until I get back.

      Nightsoul twisted around and shot back towards the outpost, relaying the situation to Lanalin and Snowdrop as she flew. The outpost was only a short flight away, and she flew swiftly.

      When they landed, Pieter, Gloriox, and the small contingent of soldiers that had been left to guard them were all standing in the open clearing between two groves of trees. Pieter and Gloriox were guarding something. It looked like a bundle of old rags, but as Dez slid off Nightsoul’s back and hurried over, a gasp erupted from her throat.

      The bundle of rags was a young woman, bent over and trembling. Her body was so thin, Dez could count the knobs of her spine through the threadbare tunic she wore. Her stringy hair hung in thick tangles over one shoulder, and she was covered in grime and injuries both old and new. But that wasn’t what had stopped Dez in her tracks. What had frozen her were the woman’s eyes—hazy and cold, but familiar.

      “Dez.” Pieter stepped up to her side. “This is—”

      “I know who this is.” Dez bent down to stare into the woman’s face—the face of an old enemy.

      “Jaklin Moild,” she whispered, “what are you doing here?”
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      “Here,” Pieter said, handing Jaklin a mug of cool water. “Drink this.”

      Jaklin took the mug and drank greedily, a bit of the liquid sloshing over the side and dribbling down her chin. Dez stared at her, not quite believing that this haggard shell of a person was the girl who had made her own life hell for so many years. The confident bully who had swaggered around their small village as if she had owned it. There was none of that swagger now. Were it not for her eyes, Dez would never have recognized her.

      “Thank you,” Jaklin said when she was finished drinking, her voice rough. “I know you probably never expected to see me again—”

      “You mean after you turned on me and tried to turn me over to the Spirit King?” Dez barked, crossing her arms over her chest. She hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but the wounds of her past were apparently still a little raw.

      Jaklin grimaced. “Look, you don’t have any reason to trust me, and I get that. But I have information that you need.”

      “And what, pray tell, is that?” Dez narrowed her eyes. Whatever game Jaklin was playing, Dez wanted no part in it.

      Jaklin leaned forward, her eyes focused on Dez. “You’re walking right into a trap.”

      The words cleaved through Dez. “What?” Beside her, Pieter gasped.

      “Before I…deserted, I heard what they’re planning. Mak Edjom has been concealing the Lost and their strongest Draznar in the mountains for weeks now. He’s been using decoys to mislead you, to make you think his forces are scattered. They know about your plan to attack Fort Crannog, and they’re going to wait until your ground troops are too far in to turn back. Then, they’ll strike. They’re going to kill all your dragon riders and decimate those in the pass.”

      The words sounded all wrong, but there was a ring of truth to them. Dez had spent countless hours trying to figure out why the Spirit King had created the decoys. Was this the reason?

      “No, no, no,” she murmured. “That can’t be true.”

      “It is true,” Jaklin argued, coughing as her voice grew louder. “And if you don’t do something soon, it will be too late for the Rebellion. By now, you won’t be able to avoid the attack completely, but if you sound the retreat, you may be able to save some of them. If you do nothing, you doom them all to death. Please, you have to believe me.”

      “How can I possibly believe you?” Dez shouted, unable to keep her emotions from pouring out of her. “You have been against me for as long as I can remember! You’ll do anything to see me fail—even it means bringing the Rebellion to its knees.

      “No, I—” Jaklin rose to her knees.

      “You’re nothing but a liar!” Dez raged. “Do you really think I could ever trust you? Ever believe a word out of your mouth? You were there when the Frazid attacked us months ago. You were helping them. You wanted me to be captured and Goddess knows what else.”

      Pieter stepped quickly to Dez’s side, gripping her above the elbow. “Dez, stop. Look at her!”

      “I am looking at her.” Dez ripped her arm out of Pieter’s grasp and knelt down, putting her face on the same plane as Jaklin’s. “You work for him. You’re on the Spirit King’s side.”

      “No…” Jaklin’s voice cracked. “Not anymore. Please, you have to believe me. I’m trying to do the right thing.”

      The emotion in her voice was raw enough, it made Dez pause, her features softening. “Why now?”

      Tears filled Jaklin’s eyes, but she quickly wiped them away and suppressed a shudder. “He’s…he’s…” She broke off, her lower lip trembling. “I didn’t understand before. I was stupid, jealous of you, and...I didn’t realize what he was planning. I thought it was just about power, but the evil inside of him….It’s unlike anything this world has ever known. He broke open my mind,” she said, her tears falling freely now, “tore it apart to get to my memories. The agony of that…” Jaklin’s voice had dropped to a low whisper. “Over and over again until he was sure he had gotten what he needed from me.”

      Dez stared at Jaklin, horrified. The anguish written across the other girl’s tormented features was so real, it made Dez’s chest ache. Was it possible she was telling the truth?

      “Don’t you see, Black?” Jaklin pleaded. “Our childhood feud doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except defeating the Spirit King. There is no freedom or glory in his service. No, there is nothing but pain!” She reached up and grabbed one of Dez’s hands, squeezing it with more intensity than Dez would have thought possible from her emaciated frame. “Hurry, Black. Call it off now, before it’s too late.”

      Jaklin folded in on herself then, letting go of Dez and wrapping her arms around her legs and resting her forehead against her knees. “Please,” she whispered, rocking back and forth. “You have to believe me.”

      Dez watched her for a moment more and then stepped over to Pieter with her mind whirling. “What do you think?” she asked him.

      “I don’t know. She could be lying, I guess, but…” He trailed off, his eyes darting over to where Jaklin was still curled up. “I don’t know. She’s clearly been tortured in one way or another. If it’s all an act, it’s a really good one. Do you believe her? Are you going to call off the assault?”

      Dez shook her head. “I don’t know.” Her heart was swelling with empathy for the broken girl on the ground, but her head was full of images of Jaklin’s sneering face, her taunts of “Shadowspawn” echoing in her ears. Was this all some epic ploy to get revenge on Dez? Or was it possible Jaklin was telling the truth—or at least what she believed to be true? What if it was another trick? Had the Spirit King warped her mind as a way to get to Dez?

      The whispers in her thoughts kicked up feverishly, but they offered neither comfort nor clarity. Dez let out a long sigh and walked over to Nightsoul, who had been watching the exchange with guarded eyes. “What do you think I should do?”

      It is not for me to decide, Nightsoul replied. Though I know the choice is not easy. I know what that girl did to you and I know it is why you are hesitant, but look beyond that if you can. Make the choice based off the information and evidence you have in front of you, not what you know of the past.

      Dez leaned against Nightsoul’s side and exhaled slowly. “You’re right. I guess I just—”

      “Dez!” a frantic voice called from the skies.

      Kahn and Lula were racing towards the ground, their dragons flying at breakneck speed. Lanalin and Snowdrop landed heavily, the ground quaking a bit under their weight. “Dez, it was a trap!” Kahn breathed out, sliding to the ground. “Everything was going according to plan, but then all of a sudden, there were Draznar, dozens of them, coming from the cliffs—they must have been hidden there. And the Frazid…there are so many of them. Hundreds of ground troops that must have been cloaked by magic and the Lost…” Kahn ran out of air, putting both his hands on his knees while his chest heaved.

      Dez turned to Lula, whose face was stricken. “How bad is it?”

      Lula’s face had paled. It was answer enough.

      Dez whipped around, racing for Nightsoul. “Sound the retreat!” she yelled, leaping into the saddle. “Do it now!” Lula and Kahn followed suit, readying to follow her back into battle.

      “Where are you going?” Pieter called out to Dez, his eyes wide.

      “This is my fault!” she shouted back as Nightsoul unfurled her wings. “I waited too long. I have to fix this!”

      “No! Dez, we need you here, we need—” But the rest of his words were lost in the booming of Nightsoul’s wings and the whistling of the wind.

      Fly, Nightsoul. As fast as you can, Dez urged, her heart pounding. Her dragon responded, shooting through the sky like an arrow spiraling towards a target.

      As they neared Fort Crannog, the skies became utter chaos. Draznar and dragons alike zipped back and forth, crashing into each other and narrowly avoiding the jet streams of flame and ice that blasted through the air.

      The ground troops below were trying their best to defend themselves against the aerial assault, but the narrow path made it difficult to maneuver and the Draznar were picking them off one by one, like shooting fish in a barrel that had been stuffed to the brim.

      There was no time for strategy or organization. The Rebellion was dying. Dez had to do something, and quickly. Reaching deep inside herself, she gathered her magic towards her; memories of Gald filling her mind: the cobblestone streets, the crystal blue sky, the towering castle. Her entire body began to hum with energy and she carefully held her hands in front of her, letting that energy build. Nightsoul had narrowed in on two of the larger Draznar targeting the ground troops. Dez waited until she was in position, and then, when she felt as though she couldn’t contain it any longer, she flung her arms wide to release a wave of inky black fire out into the open skies. Dez screamed as the magic shot from her hands, pulse after pulse of power unleashing itself.

      The shockwave of flame slammed into the Draznar; their roars of pain and the sizzling of their smoky hides filled Dez’s ears. Nightsoul took advantage, slamming into the nearest one with her jaws clamping down on its neck. The creature screamed and twisted to the side, but Nightsoul rolled along with it and the two creatures plummeted towards earth in a death spiral of wing and shadow.

      Dez was nearly tossed from the saddle, but she felt for her magic again and teleported to the back of the other Draznar, her spear swinging before the rider even noticed he had company. With a yell, Dez smashed her spear against the helmet of the rider, knocking him sideways, and then she finished the job with a jolt of magic that blasted the rider out into the open air. His arms windmilled, almost comically, for half a second before he dropped, his scream lost in the sounds of battle.

      Nightsoul appeared in Dez’s peripheral and, with a wild roar, Dez leapt into the sky, dragging her spear across the thin membrane of the Draznar’s wing, carving a jagged line as she went. Air wrapped around her and she began freefalling, the Draznar bucking, trying to stay airborne, but it was no use. The compromised wing buckled, and with one last pitiful burst of ice, the Draznar dropped from the sky. Nightsoul was there then, flying just underneath and to the left of Dez, using the windstream to position herself to catch Dez midair. Once Dez was seated back in the saddle, Nightsoul zeroed in on their next target.

      Like lightning, they shot across the skies, fighting furiously, two souls of the same mind. Flame and magic, spear and claw, they decimated everything in their path. Where Dez and Nightsoul flew, Draznar fell from the skies and the Lost scattered, giving the ground troops precious seconds to retreat.

      But even as they carved their way across the skies, Dez knew it wasn’t enough.

      A flurry of activity near the fort caught her eye and she nearly dropped her spear. Mak Edjom had emerged from the hidden depths of the cliffs, his Draznar wrapped in both shadow and the violet cloud of his magic. Beside him, on Draznar bigger than any that were already engaged in the battle and wearing their unmistakable armor, were Dez’s parents.

      Her heart in throat, Dez gulped down a mouthful of air, the ache in her chest becoming so sharp that it was hard to breathe. That thread of connection she had felt twice before tugged at her, pulling her towards her parents. Everything inside her screamed at her to go to them, but she knew doing so was impossible.

      We shouldn’t engage them. Nightsoul had seen them, too, and was feeling Dez’s conflicting emotions. Her voice was laced with sadness.

      Dez could hardly get the words out, the lump in her throat making it difficult to speak. “I know.” As much as she wanted to face her parents, to see if either of them would recognize her, it was too risky. Even with the entire Rebellion behind her, there was no way she could overcome Edjom. He was entirely too powerful. And it was clear that her parents didn’t recognize her with her full armor on.

      What if I got close enough to take off my helmet, to let them see my face? The thought was fleeting, though, and the realization that there was nothing she could do rushed through her. It was entirely too dangerous to take her helmet off mid-battle, much less get close enough to where they could see her face—especially with Edjom right there, waiting to pounce on any weakness.

      There’s also the decoys to consider, Nightsoul added quietly. There’s a possibility it’s not even them. Dez hadn’t realized she’d been sending her thoughts along the bond, but the dragon was right. The battle at Camp Frosthook had proven that. Even though that thread of connection pulled her towards her parents, there was no way she could be 100% sure that the people underneath the armor below were them. She couldn’t risk it.

      “So, we’ll do what we can then,” she said. “For the Rebellion.”

      For the Rebellion, Nightsoul echoed. Steering clear of Edjom, the Ghost of the Bayou, and the Spear of the Night, Nightsoul and Dez threw themselves back into the fray, wielding fire and magic, fearsome and terrifying as they fought to buy the Rebellion more time.

      Battles operate on their own sphere of time, and whether it was an hour or a day or even a single second, it all felt the same to Dez. All she knew was the feel of the spear in her hand and the powerful dragon beneath her. She dipped into her magic liberally, the crackling energy shooting through her body in powerful pulses. Nightsoul, too, pulled no stops—her powerful wings booming, her jaws snapping, her claws swiping. Blood and shadow, fury and flame, all wrapped up into one maelstrom of chaos with Dez and Nightsoul at its core.

      When a familiar white dragon emerged from the darkness, Dez had been so focused on her enemies that it took her a minute to recognize the weary face of Saad Mallas. “Commander!” he shouted, his voice raspy, as though he’d been screaming for hours—and he likely had been. “You need to fall back!”

      Dez shook her head so hard that her helmet rattled.

      “We’re not gaining any ground here!” Saad threw an arm out to indicate the battle still raging around them, as well as the carnage and the destruction. “You’re the commander in chief. The Rebellion needs you.” His eyes flashed, his words and the look he gave her so weighted that they felt like a physical blow.

      She didn’t want to listen. She wanted to keep fighting, but as Dez stared back at Saad, the grime on his armor, the way his hair was plastered to his head beneath his helmet, and the look on his face, all she could think about were the words Nightsoul had spoken to her what felt like eons ago: This is what it means to be a leader.

      “Nightsoul,” she breathed. “We have to fall back.”

      Saad’s shoulders dropped the minute the words left her mouth, as though he’d been prepared to argue with her for longer if need be.

      Dez scanned the battlegrounds. The ground troops were scattered and disorganized, but retreating. What remained of the Rebellion’s dragon riders were still engaging the Draznar, keeping them from targeting the soldiers on the ground. Dez and Nightsoul had taken out a good chunk of the Draznar, but they were still vastly outnumbered, and Edjom and Dez’s parents were still guarding the fort.

      “If we work together, we can buy them as much time as possible!” Dez shouted over to Saad, pointing towards the ground. “We retreat, but keep the Draznar off their backs.”

      Saad nodded, re-adjusting his helmet. “I’m with you.”

      With Saad at her side, Dez disengaged from the main battle and redirected the remaining dragon riders.

      The rest of day passed by as both a blur and a slow sludge, and they banded together to fight a long, exhausting rearguard action, protecting the retreating Rebellion troops and fighting off any of the Draznar who tried to pursue them. By luck of the Goddess, they’d managed to force Edjom and the rest of the Lost back towards the cliffs, but the Frazid ground troops had effectively cut off their exit, forcing them to flee not back towards their established base camp, but west towards the sea.

      With night falling and conditions worsening, visibility was at an all-time low, but the clouds gave the men on the ground more cover and time to retreat. Everyone—soldier and dragon alike—fled for their lives.

      It wasn’t until the sun had already dipped below the horizon that the Rebellion had finally put enough distance between themselves and the Spirit King’s forces for the battle to cease.

      It was all over. For now.

      But as Nightsoul landed, every fiber of Dez’s being screamed in protest. In the skies atop her dragon, with a spear in her hand, she had felt capable of handling anything.

      But to face what awaited her on the ground was something else. Dread pooled in her gut.

      This is what it means to be a leader.

      With what felt like the weight of a thousand pounds pressing down on her, Dez slid from Nightsoul’s back.
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      “These are the facts.” Commander Zane’s face was grim. “Many of our generals are dead or missing, and there’s no word yet how many dragons or riders we’ve lost. We also don’t have an updated report on the ground forces, but we know there were considerable losses.”

      Dez rubbed her index finger and thumb across her forehead. A headache had taken up residence there and the dull throbbing made it difficult to concentrate.

      The Rebellion’s council of commanders was gathered in a makeshift pavilion right outside a dilapidated fort in the rundown city of Seafall, the closest place of refuge. The tent they were meeting in was so close to the sea the sounds of the waves crashing against the shore served as the soundtrack for their meeting, but the atmosphere was far from soothing. If anything, the sound offered an audible reminder of their predicament.

      Max Edjom and the Lost had fallen back, but the city of Seafall was far from impenetrable.

      The first order Dez had given had been for her force to work on reinforcing the bastion that protected the city—unused since the Spirit King had broken it open while taking the city ten years before during his return—but with limited resources and so little manpower, the end result wasn’t as strong as she had hoped. The main gates and walls around the city were also incredibly weak. It was only a matter of time before Edjom launched a counterattack, and if the Rebellion couldn’t figure out a way to defeat him when he did, they would be pinned down in a dilapidated, hard-to-defend city between the sea and the Spirit King’s army, including Edjom and the Lost. With nowhere to go and still reeling from their losses, the results would be catastrophic. It would be an absolute slaughter.

      “How quickly can we get those numbers?” Dez asked.

      Commander Zane lifted a shoulder. “We’re working on it, Commander, but everyone is scattered and still trying to regroup. And then there’s the wounded to tend to.”

      Dez resumed the massaging of her forehead. “I understand. Just…please let me know as soon as we have the reports.”

      “I will, Commander.”

      The rest of the commanders and generals were grouped together conversing in hushed tones. Dez couldn’t make out their conversations, but she didn’t need to. The mistrustful looks on their faces were clear enough. While no one was saying it to her face, Dez knew they were regretting their choice to trust in such a young, inexperienced commander. Yet, they were still looking to her for orders and some sort of strategy. The only problem was that Dez had no idea what to do next.

      She leaned over and asked Pieter in a low voice, “Any word of Jaklin?”

      He shook his head. “No, nothing yet.”

      Jaklin had gone missing shortly after Dez had given the order of retreat. No one knew whether she had been captured, escaped in the chaos, switched sides again, or never really been on their side to begin with. Dez sighed but placed what she hoped was a reassuring hand on Pieter’s shoulder. She knew he felt guilty for Jaklin’s disappearance, but she didn’t blame him.

      She shuffled over to Lula, who was bent over with her fingers tracing the lines of a map. “Well?” Dez asked hopefully. Lula had been tasked with finding the Rebellion some sort of escape route in the event of the worst-case scenario, a way to bypass the Frazid army. Please, let there be good news.

      Lula looked up, and the hope vanished. “There are no passes, trails, waterways…nothing.” Her eyes landed on the back of the tent, which faced the sea. “Unless we all miraculously sprout fins, then…”

      “Then we are stuck here,” Dez finished. She’d known deep down that it was a lost cause, but she’d had Lula check anyway. The commanders were expecting her to come up with some sort of plan, but her mind supplied nothing but worry and doubt.

      The tent flaps opened and a messenger hurried in. The young girl wore the clothing of a foot soldier, her long hair twisted into a thick braid. She hurried over to Commander Zane and spoke quietly to him. The other commanders quieted, waiting for news.

      Commander Zane nodded at the aide and then waited until she had dashed back out of the tent before turning to address the group. “We lost more than half of our riders, and—” his eyes flitted over to Dez, “Dredge Mallas is dead. His dragon returned unharmed, but General Mallas’s wounds were too severe. He died moments ago.”

      Everything inside of Dez froze. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. The other commanders were talking, some to her, but she could only stand there, shock ricocheting around inside of her.

      Lula stepped up to her side. “I think we could all use some rest and a bit of fresh air. Commander Zane, please continue gathering the reports. We’ll all reconvene in a few hours for a status update and our orders.” She elbowed Dez, who nodded her agreement.

      The commanders grumbled under their breaths but began to file out. Pieter also left—to check on Kahn, who was aiding those in the infirmary.

      When they were alone, Lula faced Dez and placed both her hands on her shoulders. “Talk to me.”

      But any words were stuck in Dez’s throat. Lula gently guided her over to a cot and sat her down, shoving a mug of spiced mead in her hand.

      “Drink that,” she said. “It will help.”

      Dez obeyed, taking small sips. She hadn’t realized how chilled she was until the warmth from the liquid began to spread through her body. “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” she whispered, her words holding a double meaning. The realization that the Rebellion was in dire straits, the news that Jaklin had disappeared, and now the death of Dredge Mallas—it was all too much. She couldn’t process it all. Guilt slammed into her like a stone wall. “I hesitated. I waited too long. I just didn’t know if she was telling the truth or not. I…I…” The words sounded flat even to her. There was no excuse that she could offer which would change what had happened. She was the commander in chief, but today she had failed the Rebellion, and that realization nearly gutted her. Elena, I am so sorry. I have failed…I’ve let you down.

      “I know,” Lula said, sitting beside her, “but you have to pull yourself together. You’re the commander in chief now. The entire Rebellion is looking to you for answers. I know you’re in shock and that you’re exhausted, but you have to get yourself in order. You have to lead these people. They’re counting on you.”

      “I feel like a failure.” Dez’s throat ached, but she swallowed hard, determined not to cry. “I want to make it right, but I’m not sure where to start.”

      “I have a pretty good guess.” Lula stood up and nodded at the tent flaps. “I saw Saad Mallas set up his tent on the other side of the fort. Maybe you should start there.”

      As she walked towards Saad’s tent, Dez’s feet felt like they weighed a ton. Each step heavier than the last. When she arrived, she stood outside for several minutes, trying to figure out what she was going to say, but her brain remained utterly useless. With her heart racing, she gingerly reached out and pushed the tent flap open to step inside.

      Saad sat on his cot. He wore a loose tunic and pants, his filthy armor lying in a heap on the ground next to the cot. In his hands was a twisted helmet, mangled and covered in dirt and dried blood. It wasn’t his helmet, though. Dez sucked in a breath as she recognized it. The helmet belonged to his father. So, he knows, she realized, and it became very hard for her to breathe.

      “Saad,” she said softly, “I’m so sorry about your father.” She took a timid step towards him, and when he didn’t respond, she sat down next to him on the cot. He stared blankly at the helmet. “Saad,” she said, a little louder this time. “Please, you have to know that I didn’t mean for this to happen. I…” Her voice cracked on the last word. She paused, swallowing.

      Saad’s eyes found hers then, so many emotions swimming in them that it was hard to hold his gaze. “You have nothing to apologize for,” he rasped. “It was my father’s idea to strike Fort Crannog in the first place. He got exactly what he wanted, and it got him killed.” He grimaced but continued. “Did you know that I spent my entire life in the Rebellion, being groomed as my father’s heir and his right-hand man—the one who would carry on his legacy? I’ve always known that’s who I was supposed to be. But when I became a captain and began serving with the dragon riders, something shifted. I began to see my father in a different light, and my faith in him…well, it began to slip.”

      Dez sat quietly, listening.

      “His whole approach to leadership made my stomach turn. The ends justify the means, he would always say, but what he really meant was that it was his way or nothing at all. Such a cutthroat way to approach war and politics—and I suppose it worked for him, but it didn’t work for me. I watched as he put soldiers in harm’s way unnecessarily countless time, and saw how his actions created endless infighting and caused delays in supplies and confusion about strategy. I wanted to say something for so long, but I…I…couldn’t.” Saad rubbed a hand across his face and let out a deep sigh.

      “It was Elena who saw that I was struggling. She took me under her wing and offered to mentor me, to help me understand how to change my father, how to bring things up and be a true partner to him rather than just a subordinate or his cowardly son. I tried to do as she taught me, but every time I opened my mouth, all I could see was the disappointment in my father’s eyes. And I couldn’t do it.”

      “But you did do it,” Dez countered, softly. “You stood up in front of the entire army and declared your support for me over your father. Is that why?”

      Saad looked up from the helmet in his hands, his eyes finding Dez’s. “When I first met you,” he said, “I thought you were nothing but an annoying, hotshot magic wielder who was full of herself and clearly thought way too highly of herself. I assumed you were going to get yourself and everyone around you killed.” He gave her a small half-smile. “But then we began working more closely together and, as we spent more time together, I realized you weren’t at all what I’d thought. Elena must have realized it, too, because she encouraged me to look more closely at you, and so I did.”

      “And what did you see?” Dez whispered.

      “A good person just trying to do her best—someone burdened with an impossibly heavy destiny. Someone who was confused about what to do with powers that vastly outstrip those of anyone around her, and a girl who has to deal with enormous pressure. You reminded me of Elena.”

      A warm flush burned Dez’s cheeks. Did he really see all that? “Really?”

      “Yes,” Saad said. “And working against you, spreading those rumors for my father during the election…it killed me. That went against everything I believe in, everything Elena and the Rebellion stands for. And after following my father’s orders led me to murdering your mother, or at least who I thought was your mother, I realized that there was another way and I snapped. Because I realized that my father’s leadership would always lead to death and destruction. And if the Rebellion was suddenly willing to go to any lengths to achieve its objectives, without thinking of the costs to those harmed along the way, then it wouldn’t deserve to win this war.”

      With trembling fingers, Saad ran a hand over his father’s helmet before setting it down on the floor. Then he bent over, head in hands, and his shoulders slumped as if the weight of both his action and his father’s death were being pressed down on him. “Now my father’s way has gotten him killed. I should have said something, or at least tried to speak with him about it, but I didn’t. He’s dead because I didn’t have the courage to speak to my own father. I couldn’t get through to him, and now I’ll never know what it might have been like to be his partner, his equal. To have him respect me.”

      His voice had wobbled on the last word, and a vise squeezed around Dez’s heart. Elena Lawry had told her that there was more to Saad than met the eye and had claimed that if Dez would just look beneath the surface, she would see the potential beyond his father’s shadow. And while Dez may have seen glimmers of it before, in this moment, it was shining bright.

      Her own hand trembling, she reached over and took Saad’s hand, interlacing her fingers with his. “For what it’s worth, you have my respect and my gratitude. And my admiration,” she whispered.

      There was a pause, but then Saad squeezed her hand back and lifted his head. In his eyes was everything that words couldn’t say. Dez’s heart began to pound with an awareness that she’d been trying to ignore washing over her as she stared into those eyes unable to voice those same words.

      And her cheeks burned again.

      “Admiration, huh?” He squeezed her hand again, covering their joined hands with his free one. “Desiree, you are the most admirable person I have ever met. I wish I was more like you.”

      The words themselves would have been enough, but the way Saad had whispered her name…Dez felt it in her bones. A warm shiver skipped down her spine and she liked it.

      “I…” Saad swallowed, carefully pulling his hands away from Dez’s fingers. Her heart lurched slightly at the absence of his warm palms pressed against hers. “I know there can be nothing more than a professional relationship between us,” Saad continued, looking everywhere but at her. “The difference in our rank, the politics, the complications….it would be impossible. And that’s to say nothing of all the wrongs I’ve done you.” He paused, letting out a slow breath. Then his eyes found hers again, and the emotion there was so strong that it stole Dez’s breath. “But you should know how I feel. It’s not just…I don’t only want…”

      In an instant, everything became clear. She was angry with him, and that anger stemmed from seeing everything Saad could have been but refused to be, and being so frustrated with him for not being that man—for wasting that potential by following his father blindly. Until now.

      But there was something else, too. Something underneath it all—a warmth that filled her whenever he looked at her, and also when he said her name. A warmth that she’d never felt with anyone before and couldn’t imagine with anyone else.

      As she stared at Saad’s face, at the storm of emotions that swirled in his eyes, she knew—and as if she needed more confirmation, the voices began whispering again, their gentle murmurs buzzing in her ears, the sound of them suddenly bright and encouraging. The battle with the Spirit King was raging—but the one in her heart? She didn’t want to fight it anymore.

      “I know it’s impossible,” Saad was saying. “But I—”

      With rashness that surprised even her, Dez leaned over and pressed her lips against his, cutting him off. The action startled Saad and he stiffened, but as Dez pressed herself a little closer, his whole body relaxed and he melted into the kiss.

      It started out slow, testing almost—the action so foreign to both of them—but Saad’s lips were warm, and Dez shivered as he reached up to cup her face with both of his hands, his thumbs tracing lines across her cheekbones. The kiss deepened, and the feeling that cracked open in her chest was unlike anything Dez had ever experienced before. She didn’t want it to end.

      When they finally broke apart, cheeks flushed and both of them breathless, Saad’s eyes were brighter than Dez had ever seen them. Leaning forward again, she pressed her forehead against his. “Nothing is impossible,” she whispered.

      Rising from the cot, Dez gave Saad a gentle smile—one that was full of hope and promise—and he returned it with one of his own.

      “I should go,” Dez said, her voice soft. “But if you feel up to it, I’m calling a meeting. I…I’d really like for you to be there.”

      Saad stood up, brushing a thumb lightly across her cheek. “I’ll be there.”

      With her cheeks warm and her heart racing, Dez pushed through the tent flaps and out into the night. Despite everything that had happened and despite the predicament that the Rebellion now found itself in, she felt lighter.

      She called out to a passing aide, who stopped immediately and rushed over to her side. “Yes, Commander?”

      “Summon the other generals and commanders. Please tell them to meet me in the Command Pavilion in twenty minutes. Can you do that?”

      “Of course, Commander.”

      Dez watched as the aide scurried away, and then she headed towards the pavilion herself. There was a lot of work left to do before the night ended.

      So…Saad Mallas, huh? Nightsoul’s amused, almost laughing voice, rang in her ears. Dez blushed all the way down to her toes. Once again, she hadn’t realized that she was projecting her feelings.

      I…uh, she started, not quite sure what to say.

      I knew it before you did, Nightsoul cooed teasingly.

      Oh, is that so?

      It is. A dragon is never wrong.

      Dez chuckled. I don’t know about that, but I guess it’s true at least in this case. The admission both surprised her and made her smile. We can talk about it more later. Grab the others and meet me at the pavilion. There’s a lot to discuss.
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        * * *

      

      The generals and the commanders were all assembled in the Command Pavilion, just as Dez had requested. Their expressions were expectant, but also hesitant.

      Dez smoothed the front of her tunic and clasped her hands in front of her as she rose to address them. “Thank you all for coming. I know we said we would discuss these matters at a later time, but I think that the time is now, and with Mak Edjom nipping at our heels, we need to come up with a plan.” The whispers were back, murmuring the same encouragement and support she’d felt in the tent with Saad. They gave her the courage she needed to say what was coming next.

      “Here’s what I know to be true,” she said, her voice strong. “I’m young. I’m inexperienced, and while there’s no doubt in my mind that I can lead the Rebellion to victory, I’m far from the commander Elena Lawry was at her peak.” She paused. The generals and commanders were all sharing looks of surprise—whatever they had expected to hear in this moment, her admission wasn’t it.

      Dez continued. “But here’s something else I know. I’m not alone in this. What I lack in expertise, those of you in this room have in abundance. I need to utilize that. I need to delegate and ask questions. I need to take counsel from those who have the knowledge that I do not. That is where you all come in.  The losses we’ve sustained, including that of Dredge Mallas, are terrible, but the Rebellion’s greatest strength has always been its people, and I know that, no matter what, new heroes can and will rise.”

      Dez held out her hands in an open gesture. “So, this is me asking for your help. Tell me what we need. Help me understand how things went so terribly wrong during the battle and why the losses were so bad. This plan had been in the works for a while, and was neither ill-conceived nor haphazardly carried out. Yet, we still missed what was coming and now we need to understand it. If we’re going to get through this, it has to be together or not at all.”

      No one spoke at first, as if those gathered weren’t quite sure what to make of what she’d said, but then Commander Zane cleared his throat, stepping forward. “It takes a wise person to admit their weaknesses, Commander.” He inclined his head in a clear nod of respect. The other commanders followed his lead. Dez returned the gesture. “If I may,” he then continued, “from what we know, things went badly today partly due to the ambush, but also a few other factors. The terrain made maneuvering near impossible, and we weren’t as prepared as we ought to have been. We were too confident as to the situation we were walking into, and we relied far too heavily on Dredge’s Mallas’s intel.” The other commanders were nodding in agreement. “But the real problem, the one thing we simply couldn’t account for or prepare for, was the sheer ferocity of the Lost. We’ve never faced so many of them at once before. Mak Edjom, the Ghost of the Bayou, the Spear of the Night, and more. All of them with magic. What are we against that level of power? Even if we had faced them with the other conditions being perfect, I doubt the outcome would have been any different.”

      Dez considered the conclusion, mulling over the words. Commander Zane was right. They had walked right into a trap today—a trap their enemy had known they would not be able to overcome. The power of the Lost was too great, and even with Dez’s own powerful arsenal of magic and the others in the Rebellion who could wield it, it would never be enough—not against the Lost.

      “That’s it then,” Dez said softly, having reached a conclusion. “In order for us to win, to truly defeat the Spirit King and his forces, we need to eliminate the threat of the Lost.”

      One of the other commanders, a woman with long coppery hair and lines around her eyes, stepped forward. “With all due respect, Commander, we’ve been trying to do that for years. The Lost are devilishly hard to kill.”

      “Well, maybe we shouldn’t try to kill them at all.” The words had come out automatically, but Dez knew they were the right ones—in spite of the confused glances and murmuring coming from the commanders.

      “I know you’ve all heard this before,” she added, “but please listen with an open mind. When I faced my mother at the redoubt, she had the opportunity to kill me. Had it been any other person in that position, I highly doubt I would be standing before you today. Just as she was about to deliver the killing blow, though, there was recognition in her eyes. She knew who I was, and she stopped. She didn’t kill me. I know it sounds far-fetched…crazy even. But I truly believe that the Lost, who they really are, are still in there. Trapped in their minds, somewhere. I don’t know how, but I think they can be turned back to who they were. They’re not monsters; they’re just puppets for the Spirit King. If we can figure out how to break whatever Mind Trap they’re locked in, we can free them. Imagine what we could do if they were all on our side?”

      She expected the men and women gathered before her to laugh, to scoff at the words coming out of her mouth as they’d done so many times before, but the commanders seemed to be considering her words. It seemed that, without Mallas and his faction to cut her down, they were all taking the situation—taking her—seriously.

      “How do we break the Mind Trap?” Commander Zane asked.

      Dez blew out a puff of air. “I think you should leave that to me. I’ll need all of you to work together to command the Rebellion and organize the retreat. You have more experience than me in that, and that will free me up to focus on our larger goal. If there’s a way to free them, to break the Mind Trap, I will find it.”

      “Do you really think it’s possible? To break the Mind Trap?”

      “I do,” Dez said, and she truly believed it to be true. “At least, I hope so, and in my experience, hope is a very powerful thing.”
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      Anything? Dez asked Nightsoul, pacing back and forth.

      No, Nightsoul responded. Still no ideas.

      Dez nodded, resuming her pacing. All of her closet allies were gathered outside her tent—Kahn, Lula, Pieter, Saad, and their dragons. They’d spent the last two hours brainstorming ideas for how to break the Mind Trap and turn the Lost to their side, but so far, their efforts have yielded no results. Dez had begun pacing—something she had often seen Elena do—in the hopes that it might strike up some sort of inspiration in her mind, but all she’d managed to do was wear down the dirt beneath her boots.

      “What about the power from the Oracle?” Pieter asked. He was leaning against Gloriox, his forehead scrunched in concentration. “Do you think that Lula is right about the Dragon Oracle passing her power on to you?” Lula had mentioned it to the group earlier, but they’d yet to discuss it in detail.

      Dez shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. There hasn’t exactly been much time to investigate if I somehow have a whole bunch of magic I didn’t have before. Ever since that moment when she touched me, I’ve had these voices in my head. I can’t ever really make out what they’re saying, but I get a sense of what they’re trying to convey. It’s like a feeling or an instinct even, but that’s it. Sometimes I can feel something pulsing in my mind, something strong that wasn’t there before, but I have no idea how to tap into it, much less use it.”

      “Can you remember anything about how she used her magic? Something you might have observed when you were there with her at the eyrie?” Lula piped in.

      Dez shook her head. “When she was actively using her magic, we were all fighting for our lives against Mak Edjom and the Draznar. I wasn’t exactly taking notes,” she said dryly. “Honestly, our whole interaction wasn’t even that long. We spoke only briefly before she went into—” A thought suddenly struck her. “Wait…she went into the Memory Dimension.” Dez smacked a hand against her forehead. “Of course.” The answer was so obvious, Dez wanted to punch herself for not seeing it sooner. “The key is the Memory Dimension.”

      What did you say? Gloriox, who Dez had thought to be snoozing, had perked up, his deep voice rumbling.

      “Oh, um…we were just talking about figuring out how to break the Mind Trap.”

      No, right before that. You said something about the Memory Dimension.

      “Along with the whispers, I sometimes feel something in my mind, a strong pulsing,” Dez told him. “I thought it was random, just some sign of the Oracle’s power in my mind, but now I think it has something to do with the Memory Dimension. I don’t know what exactly, but I know the Oracle used to spend time there to get the answers she needed. That’s where I have to go, I think. I have no clue how to access it myself or if I even can, but that’s where I’ll find the answer of how to break the Mind Trap. I just know it.”

      Why didn’t you mention the Memory Dimension in the first place? Gloriox shook Pieter off of him and rose to his feet.

      Dez just stared at him. “I guess I didn’t think it mattered. It didn’t occur to me that it was the key until just now.”

      Gloriox rolled his eyes. That’s the problem with you young things, he grumbled, though Dez detected the chuckle in his tone. Always leaving out important bits of information. If it’s the Memory Dimension you’re after, I may know someone who can help. Gloriox swung his big head around. Saad, he said. Go get your father’s dragon.

      Saad looked to Dez, who gave him a nod. This was really the first time they’d been in close quarters since their kiss. Dez could feel so many unspoken things between them, but there was an ease there, too—a lightness that she knew Saad felt also. They had plenty of time to decipher what the kiss meant. For now, there were more pressing issues.

      As Saad headed towards the eyrie, Dez and the others settled in to wait. Dez’s thoughts were swimming around, making it hard to think clearly. It didn’t help that the voices in her head were murmuring cheerfully, though she took that as a good sign. “Dredge Mallas’s dragon?” It was hard to hide the sourness that filled her mouth when she said his name. Even though he was gone, it was hard to ignore her old feelings about him. “Do you really think he can help?” she asked Gloriox.

      He is far older than anyone knows, including me. He is perhaps as old as the Dragon Oracle’s dragon, Stardeep, if not older. I do not know for sure, but I heard him mention the Memory Dimension once years ago. If there is anyone here who may know how to access it, my guess would be it’s him.

      Dez nodded. It was as good a lead as any.

      When Saad returned, he was followed by an enormous Mesa Cinnabar Dragon—Rockbreaker, Dredge Mallas’s dragon.

      Dez stiffened. Neither she nor Nightsoul had ever breathed a word to Rockbreaker, and  up close he was as formidable looking as his name suggested.

      The dragon’s large eyes swiveled back and forth as he surveyed those assembled. Then, with a huff, he sat back on his haunches and pierced Dez with a gaze that sent a small shiver down her back.	Let’s make one thing crystal clear, he rumbled, his voice incredibly deep and melodious. I do not like you. His head snapped over to Nightsoul. Or you. And my heart is heavy with grief I have not even begun to fully process, but…. He looked at Saad, his expression seeming to soften a bit before his gaze came back to Dez. I will not be silent with so much on the line. Saad explained to me your situation on the way over. So, Commander in Chief Black, what is it that you wish to know from me?”

      “Gloriox believes that you might have some information about the Memory Dimension, particularly how to access it. I believe that the Spirit King is using a Mind Trap on the Lost—on my parents and others. We’re trying to find a way to break it. The Dragon Oracle, before she died, tried to access the Memory Dimension. She said that the answer would likely be there if anywhere, but the Spirit King was waiting for her and…” Dez trailed off, not wanting to relive that horrible day. “If you know a way to safely enter the Memory Dimension, please tell me. It could be the difference between victory and defeat for the Rebellion.”

      “I see,” Rockbreaker said. “I’ve seen a lot in my time, including a little of the Memory Dimension. Although, I never guessed that was where the Dragon Oracle drew her powers from—Stardeep was always so secretive, even as a youth,” he grumbled. “I do not know a lot, but I think what I do know might help you. In some individuals of great magical power, there is a door deep within the mind. It is accessible only by deep meditation, and it appears differently to each person.”

      Another shiver skipped down Dez’s back, but this one wasn’t from intimidation. It was the energy within her responding to the words.

      “That door can be unlocked by blending magic of shadow and light together,” Rockbreaker continued. “Once the door is unlocked, one can send their mind through into the Memory Dimension. Or so that is how I understand it to work.”

      “What does the Memory Dimension look like?” Saad asked quietly. He had come to stand by Dez’s side, his shoulder slightly brushing against hers.

      It’s enormous—much larger than you can even imagine. And dangerous…perhaps the most dangerous place there is. It’s a labyrinthine library that exists between worlds. It’s where the memories of all who have ever died are stored.

      “And can you tell me how to get there?” Dez’s voice was soft.

      Rockbreaker paused for a moment, considering. He let out another huff.  I cannot help you find what you need once you are within, but I have seen others perform the meditation. I believe I can walk you through it. I cannot guarantee it will work, but I am willing to try.

      Part of Dez wanted to celebrate—this could mean they were one step closer to finding the answers they needed—but there was another part of her that wasn’t sure if Rockbreaker could be trusted. He was Dredge Mallas’s dragon, after all, and by his own admission he didn’t like her. Could this be some twisted plan for vengeance? Did he blame her for Dredge’s death?

      Dez chewed on her bottom lip. Her options were limited, from what she could see. She could either trust Rockbreaker and his thirdhand information and attempt the meditation, or she could attempt to find a different, seemingly more reliable way to access the Memory Dimension. The second option appealed to her more, but even if she wanted to look for another alternative, she had no clue where to start.

      Dez stepped closer, studying Rockbreaker’s face. He was regal and intimidating, for sure, but when she really started looking, she noticed the scars on his hide from many battles fought, and the fresh wounds which were still not completely healed—wounds from the battle that had cost him his rider. An ache bloomed in her chest as she studied those wounds, and even more so when she looked beyond his air of superiority and saw the hurt and the grief shining behind his eyes. Dredge Mallas may have been many things, but to Rockbreaker, he had meant a lot, and that loss was bone-achingly deep.

      This is costing you so much, isn’t it? she mused. Him being here, offering his help—even if slightly begrudgingly—when he was mourning the death of his rider…it was a tremendous sacrifice. And that wasn’t lost on Dez. She doubted he would be there offering to help unless he believed he really could.

      “Thank you,” she said gently, meaning it with her whole heart. “If you can show me, I’d like to try to enter the Memory Dimension.”

      Rockbreaker dipped his head. “Whenever you are ready, Commander.”

      Dez sucked in a breath. There wasn’t any more time to waste—not with the Rebellion barely hanging on. “I’m ready.”
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      Despite the maelstrom of thoughts swirling around in her brain, Dez tried as hard as she could to clear her mind, focusing on Rockbreaker’s even breathing in order to steady herself.

      That’s it, Rockbreaker whispered, keeping his deep voice low and soothing. Let everything fall away. Deep breaths in and out.

      Given his gruff demeanor, Dez hadn’t expected Rockbreaker to be such a good coach, but surprisingly, he’d been incredibly patient and gentle throughout the entire process—which had been far more difficult that Dez could possibly have imagined. They’d been at it for more than an hour now, and Dez had yet to reach the door. Entering the Memory Dimension was not for the weak-willed, and even now, as she traipsed through the layers of her own mind, the urge to pull back and not go any farther was strong.

      You must work around your own memories and travel back as far as you possibly can, Rockbreaker encouraged her. Steady now. Focus on nothing but the door—let it draw you in.

      Dez sucked down a steadying breath as a bead of sweat rolled down the side of her head.

      At first, it had been easy moving backwards through her own mind. The most recent memories were still crystal clear, preserved in her mind with great detail—Bright and colorful with a palpable layer of emotion attached to them.

      When she came to it, the memory of her kiss with Saad felt incredibly warm. As Dez remembered the feel of his lips against hers alongside the gentle caress of his hands on her cheeks, her own cheeks burned and she hoped that, if anyone saw it, they would assume it was from exertion and nothing else—though she swore she heard a quiet chuckle from Nightsoul. The dragon was too in tune with Dez’s body language for her own good.

      Dez inhaled deeply and tried to narrow her focus, tuning everything else out. Some of her most cherished moments appeared next—the moment Nightsoul had accepted her as her rider, laughing and joking with her brothers, Elena Lawry naming her commander of her own unit—but beyond that, more painful memories lurked. Navigating those was difficult, to say the least—the images that flashed before her mind were things she didn’t like to think about, things she didn’t want to remember…but escaping them wasn’t an option. Not if she wanted to find the door into the Memory Dimension. She focused even harder, ignoring the dread gripping her and the marrow-deep ache that emanated from her core.

      She lay on the ground at the far side of camp, away from prying eyes. Rockbreaker lay beside her with his enormous head next to hers. The heat from a blazing fire warmed her left side, but not uncomfortably so. Her brothers, Lula, Saad, and the other dragons formed a protective ring around her. She knew she was safe, but all the muscles in her body still tensed and adrenaline pumped through her system as she tiptoed through her darker memories, exploring the more complex feelings she’d always shoved to the back of her mind and refused to acknowledge.

      One such memory surfaced now, and tears welled up in her eyes as she found herself wrapped in the gut-wrenching pain of losing her parents. It twisted around her like a hundred snakes, coiling around her body and squeezing. It was hard to breathe, and a profound ache sliced through her body as if an ocean of darkness threatened to drown her.

      There were other things in this space, too, each one like the stab of a knife: Elena Lawry’s death, the grief and regret on Saad’s face as he held his dead father’s helmet, the echoing cry of “Shadowspawn” from the soldiers at Camp Frosthook. Dez ground her teeth, her entire body shaking. She wanted to stop. She wanted to open her eyes and forget their whole plan.

      She couldn’t do this. She wasn’t strong enough.

      You’re almost there, Rockbreaker’s voice sounded out, rumbling gently in her ear. You are stronger than you believe. Keep going. This will not be what breaks you. You are Dragonspawn. Do not forget that.

      The words rained down upon her like a cooling balm, soothing the ache and banishing the snakes of shadow. She could move again and breathe again. She pushed ahead, anxious to leave the darkness behind.

      Where the darkness finally gave way, a kaleidoscope of color shone so brightly it was difficult to focus on. There was warmth there, too. And love. A sense of belonging and happiness that Dez had long forgotten. In the midst of that was her parents—just as she remembered them from when she’d been a child. The memories, which had grown hazy and nearly forgotten with time, were as crisp and as clear as if they were from yesterday. More tears flowed from her eyes, but this time, they were tears of joy.

      The love in her mother’s eyes and her gentle hands as she combed out Dez’s long, silky locks. Her father’s smile and the way the skin around his eyes crinkled when he laughed. The feeling of larger hands wrapped around her tiny ones. So much joy existed here, it was overwhelming.

      I never want to leave this place. Dez sent the thought out into the void, letting it get lost in that spiraling rainbow of color. She moved through the memories slowly, not a single second wasted.

      You will know you are close when you see the beginning. Rockbreaker’s voice was much quieter than it had been, but the words still grabbed at Dez, bringing her back to the task at hand. I can’t stay. A sob formed in her throat as she pushed past the color, that place of happiness, and trudged deeper into the confines of her own mind.

      Rockbreaker continued murmuring instructions and encouragement in her ear. Soon, there was nothing but a calming darkness—a void that seemed to go on forever. This is it, Dez realized, and everything faded away, including Rockbreaker’s voice. The only sound she heard now was the whispers that had become Dez’s constant companions; they filled the space. Only, now they weren’t simply coming from Dez’s mind…they were coming from behind a solid door that had materialized in front of her.

      It was about seven feet tall and nearly as wide. The wooden beams of the door were inlaid with golden trim that seemed to glow under the touch of her hand. With a tentative touch, Dez reached out and twisted the ornate handle.

      The door didn’t open. She tried again, but the handle barely shifted. It was locked.

      A wave of panic swept through Dez. She’d made it this far, but how was she supposed to get through the door? The whispers grew louder in her ears, and Gloriox’s voice echoed in her thoughts. Maybe, instead of fighting these whisperings, you should try listening to them. There may be cause for you to trust these voices.

      Dez forced a deep breath down her throat and squeezed her eyes shut. “Help me, please,” she murmured. “I need to get inside. Help me open the door.”

      The voices responded immediately, growing louder so that the sound swelled in Dez’s ears. Her heart thumped wildly in her chest and her eyes shot open. She knew what she needed to do.

      Using the guidance of the whispers, Dez reached out, swirling her hands and blending magic of shadow and light until a long key appeared in her hand. With absolutely no fear, Dez pushed the key through the hole in the door, unlocked it, and stepped through.

      The first thing she noticed was the books. Stacks upon stacks of books cluttered her field of vision. Just as Rockbreaker had said, the Memory Dimension was huge. The giant library stretched as far as Dez could see and reached hundreds of feet over her head, enormous books with multiple volumes filling the shelves. There was nothing else to be seen, though—no ladders, no labels on the books, no guide as to what was shelved where—only the endless expanse of books. It was a quiet place, peaceful even, but the air hummed with energy.

      Not entirely certain where to start, she reached for a book off the shelf nearest to her. Dez gasped at the very second her fingers touched the spine. The memories held within this book lived and breathed—the energy of them felt so strong. She felt sure that, if she flipped open the cover, the entire life of the person held within it would flash before her eyes. She returned the book and grabbed another book off the shelf. The energy, though different, was as magnified as the first. It offered an overwhelming feeling in more ways than one.

      One the one hand, Dez was amazed at the library and in absolute awe of its power, of all of the collected memories stored within it. But, on the other hand, Dez realized that there were likely billions upon billions of lives catalogued here and finding what she needed would be beyond difficult.

      You’re never going to get anywhere just by stabbing blindly at the bookshelves, she chided herself, but there were no alternatives that she could see. She had no idea where to start.

      Just when her nerves began to ignite, a shelf in the distance started glowing, the light flowing outward as if on an ocean wave rushing forward to meet her.

      Dez yelped as the lights stopped only inches away from her face, but before she even had time to blink, the light began to change, morphing into the silhouette of a woman. Dez stared on, wide-eyed, as the outline of the woman began to coalesce into the recognizable, glowing spirit of the Dragon Oracle.

      “Please do not be frightened,” the Dragon Oracle’s voice tinkled. “I mean you no harm.”

      “How is this possible?” Dez whispered, though her voice seemed to echo loudly in this dimension.

      “In that moment back at my eyrie, when I touched you, I cached this spell deep inside your mind. I made it possible for you to travel here, and also possible for me to be here when you arrived. I am here to help you.”

      “Is it true, then? Did you pass your powers on to me?”

      “Yes. You, Desiree Black, are the new Dragon Oracle.”

      She had already suspected this, and even had time to grow accustomed to the idea, but here was the official confirmation. Dez suppressed a shudder. “What does that mean exactly? I don’t feel any different, and I haven’t noticed any changes, except for…for the whispers.”

      The Dragon Oracle nodded her head. “It means that you are bound to serve the world, to bring the knowledge of the Memory Dimension to those who need it and put it to good use.” She waved a hand. “But please, the time for more detailed explanations will have to come later. As you will recall, on the day of my passing, when I entered the Memory Dimension for the last time, the Spirit King found me. I do not know how it was done, but he found me here and stole incredibly valuable information from me, including my location. He sent Mak Edjom to my eyrie to destroy me, and he may already be on his way to find and stop you.”

      Dez’s throat grew dry. She’d been so focused on reaching the Memory Dimension, she’d given little thought to whether or not she should—nor had she considered the dangers and risks.

      “I will teach you everything you need to know in time, but for now, you need to find a tome belonging to one of the Lost. It is there that you will learn how to break the Mind Trap. It was what I was looking for before the Spirit King found me.”

      “That may take some time.” Dez surveyed the never-ending stacks. “This place is enormous.”

      “Lucky for you, I happen to know where we can find one.” The Oracle held out her hand and the stacks began to rush past Dez, as if she were running at top speed even though her feet were firmly planted. “Here,” the Oracle said, indicating a thick, brown book directly across from Dez on one of the shelves.

      With a trembling hand, Dez reached for it. Immediately, she felt the awareness of it—the pulsing energy from within the book. She carefully cracked it open, and images began to flash before her eyes. The life of a young woman…her joys, her triumphs, her setbacks. Her study of magic, and her terror at the Spirit King’s first coming as well as her resolution to defeat him, and then, finally, her defeat and capture.

      It had only taken a matter of seconds, but the young woman’s entire life had been poured into Dez’s mind, each detail minute and crystal clear.

      Before Dez had time to grasp the magnitude of that, the book gave a shudder and a new feeling emanated from it. It was strange, but it almost felt as if the book, the consciousness of the woman it contained, was trying to warn her. Please, turn back, the book seemed to say. It is much too dangerous to press on. Please, you must turn back. Do not look at what follows.

      But Dez had come too far to stop now, and with the fate of the Rebellion hanging over her head, she knew now was not the time to balk with fear. She wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to stay in the Memory Dimension or how much time had passed in the real world. Mak Edjom could already be upon them, for all she knew. And with the threat of the Spirit King in this realm and the real one, Dez knew this was her only chance to find the answers she needed.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered to the book. “But I have to know how to break the Mind Trap. It’s the only way for the Rebellion to survive. Please, you have to show me.”

      The book shuddered again, as though heaving a resigned sigh, and an image began to form.
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      At first, the pages revealed nothing but an indiscernible swirl of colors, but the image slowly started to clear and reveal the likeness of the woman. The scene playing out on the paper made Dez’s eyes go wide.

      The young woman was struggling against the bonds that held her and screaming at the top of her lungs. “Please, Ashimax!” she wailed. “Please don’t hurt me!”

      Dez assumed the figure walking slowly towards the woman was the Spirit King based on the woman’s pleading cries, but, for some reason, he was blacked out…only a shadowy silhouette of him visible. It was as though the memory had been altered or tampered with in some way.

      The figure approached and Dez gripped the book even tighter. This was it. These pages held the answer. If she could see how the Mind Trap was put into place, then she’d be able to determine how to remove it, as well. Her breath caught in her throat.

      But something was wrong.

      Just as the Spirit King reached out a hand towards the woman, everything went blank. It was like a thick curtain had descended over the memories.

      Dez flipped the pages of the book back and forth, but nothing happened. Puzzled, she snapped the book shut and replaced it in its spot on the shelf. Then, with careful fingers, she removed it again and cracked it open. She found the memory she needed and tried again. In the exact same place, right as the Spirit King was about to touch the woman, the pages went dark.

      Dez returned the book again and turned around to where the Dragon Oracle was waiting. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why can’t I see it? Is something wrong with the book?”

      The Dragon Oracle’s eyebrows furrowed and she opened her mouth to speak, but a loud crack echoed through the library just then. A pulse of energy ballooned towards them, so strong it nearly knocked Dez to her knees—and the energy that expanded, wrapping around them like a vise, was strong.

      Dez tried to run, to open her mouth and scream, but she was frozen in place, her body refusing to cooperate. The Dragon Oracle was frozen, too, though her eyes were wide, full of both fear and warning. Fighting against the energy, she lifted a trembling hand towards Dez, her mouth opening.

      But before a single word could be uttered, a violet blade of magic twice the size of a normal sword materialized from the shadows and sliced through her.

      This time, Dez did scream, her knees buckling as she watched the light that had surrounded the Oracle fade. Her eyes remained locked on Dez, and for the second time, Dez saw resignation there. The sword had severed the Oracle’s spirit and destroyed the magic that had allowed her to appear and speak to Dez. With one final blink of her eyes, she was gone, faded into nothingness.

      The violet blade lifted, growing more solid by the minute. The sword wasn’t the only thing visible now. A hand had materialized, gripping the hilt. Then the arm attached to the hand. Dez gasped, backing up until she ran into one of the stacks and books went clattering to the floor

      As she stared in horror, the Spirit King appeared before her.

      His skin, unnaturally pale and see-through, had violent veins that seemed to squirm like snakes as they pulsed. His body looked as if it had only seen the age of thirty years, despite the wavy snow-white hair on his head and the trimly cut white beard that traced the lines of his sharp jaw. His eyes were pupil-less, violet and glowing.

      His body was of medium build, but it was drawn and wasted-looking. Dez had always heard that the Spirit King resided in the bodies of those he slayed, but it wasn’t until now, as she watched the body struggling to contain the power of the spirit within it, that she realized the true horror of such a thing. The body was likely only held together by magic and the force of Ashimax’s will.

      The Spirit King had adorned himself in clothes of white silk: a thigh-length white tunic and pants, white boots, a crown of white gold, and a single white ring with a violet gemstone. Every item was immaculate and made of the highest quality. It contrasted jarringly with the decaying body beneath the fabric.

      A large scar puckered the skin at the base of his throat, and Dez recognized the shape—a circle with a moon at its center. Dez had seen the symbol before. Many people wore it as a charm on necklaces. The charms were enchanted to protect the wearer, supposed to ward off evil and prevent harm. The man whose body the Spirit King had claimed must have been wearing such a necklace when Ashimax took over. The necklace must have been incinerated, burning the image into the man’s flesh.

      Tears welled in Dez’s eyes as she realized how utterly useless the necklace had been. The poor man hadn’t stood a chance against the Spirit King’s power—it was even likely that Ashimax had chosen this body because of the talisman. A reminder to all that he could not and would not be thwarted. Bile rose in Dez’s throat.

      Ashimax’s eyes narrowed on Dez, and she had the distinct feeling of being a mouse staring into the face of a cat who was ready to pounce. Only a second passed before the Spirit King’s eyes blazed and he swung his sword.

      Dez leapt to the side, crashing into a stack of books and only narrowly escaping the edge of the blade. It made a whistling sound as it sliced through the air, and every nerve in Dez’s body reacted. Shivers shook her entire body.

      As the Spirit King yanked the sword back, preparing for another strike, Dez quickly pulled from her magic and teleported several feet away and out of range of that sword. She landed unsteadily on her feet, breathless. The movement enraged the Spirit King and he roared, the sound guttural and inhuman. Shoving stacks of books out of his way, he stormed towards her, shooting lances of violet energy from his fingertips like they were lightning bolts.

      Sweat poured down Dez’s back as she ducked, dodged, and rolled out of the way, running whenever she could and flinging herself behind the stacks, using them to her advantage as cover from the wild energy Ashimax wielded. She tried firing back, taking her own shots at the Spirit King—powerful lances of onyx energy that she hurled at him with all her might—but they never got within a foot of him. With a wave of his hand, Dez’s magical spears dissolved, evaporating into mist. The Spirit King laughed at her, the sound of it ringing cold and calculating.

      I have to get out of here! Dez’s own voice screamed in her thoughts, over and over again. She was desperately outmatched—and if she had any hope of surviving this encounter, she had to get out of the Memory Dimension…and do it fast. She weaved through the stacks of books, willing her leg muscles to work harder, to run faster. She urged her feet to stay swift and steady as she dodged and ducked labyrinth of books, the Spirit King barreling after her.

      Where is it? Where is it? Where is it? She was hopelessly lost, having gotten turned around in all the commotion. Her one hope—the exit—was nowhere to be seen. Terror slithered across Dez’s skin as she ran, sweat dripping down her back. Her eyes frantically scanned the vast library until….There! She’d spotted the door.

      Running as fast as she could, she shot flames of black fire over her shoulder as a diversion, but once again, they fizzled before ever coming within range of the Spirit King. He let out a sound—another laugh, maybe?—and shot spears of darkness at her, spiraling so fast through the air that it would take only one to skewer her dead. One whistled past her and Dez’s heart. Only an inch to the left and she would have been done for.

      Shadowy tendrils of magic rose from the floor and wrapped around her legs, jerking her to a stop. Dez cried out when she realized that she could no longer move, the shadow vines around her were so tight and unyielding. Pulling from her magic, she swiped at them, slicing through them as fast as she could—but the Spirit King was getting closer. He was still far enough behind her that escape was still possible, but close enough to see the malicious grin spread across his wasted features as he sauntered towards her.

      Shrieking as the panic began to envelope her, Dez ripped through the shadow vines with her magic as fast as she could. She managed to free one of her legs, but the other was still solidly entrapped. Just a few more steps and Ashimax’s sword would be in range. It would only take one mighty, well-aimed swing…

      Gasping and clawing at the vines that held her, Dez channeled magic from the deepest parts of herself, the energy warm. When the vine miraculously snapped, freeing her leg, Dez sprinted towards the door with everything she had. The Spirit King began to run, chasing her with his sword at the ready.

      Using the last of her strength, Dez hurled herself forward, willing her body to defy the mere inches she knew separated her from Ashimax’s blade. She reached for the door, and her fingers gripped the handle as she flung it open. With a desperate cry, she threw herself across the threshold. As soon as her feet touched the other side, she whirled around and slammed the door, locking it tight. A huge weight slammed into the door from the other side, followed by a roar of rage that was so terrifying that Dez felt sure it would haunt her dreams.

      Sobs racked Dez’s shoulders as she realized just how close she had come to death, and just how lucky she was. Sliding down to the ground, her back against the door, she let her emotions swirl around her. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed like that, but suddenly the door disappeared from behind her.

      Gasping, she fell backwards into nothing, shadows wrapping around her until there was nothing but darkness.

      A terrible scream shattered the stillness. Dez jolted upright, realizing only from the ache in her throat that she was the one screaming.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” a gentle voice soothed from beside her. “You’re safe.”

      Gasping for breath, Dez turned her head. Her eyes found Saad, kneeling next to her, his brows furrowed. Without thinking about it, Dez launched herself at him, burying her face in the worn fabric of his tunic. He smelled like pine and sea salt. After only a second of hesitation, Saad’s warm arms wrapped around her, cocooning her. “It’s okay,” he repeated, whispering against her hair. “I’ve got you.”

      Dez waited until the shaking had stopped before she lifted her head. Every inch of her body felt battered and bruised—a remnant of the battle for her life in the Memory Dimension. The thought of it and the image of the Spirit King’s sinister grin nearly had her shaking all over again.

      “Where is everyone?” she whispered, noticing they were alone.

      “They’re….” Saad swiped a hand across his face and let out a breath. “They’re here; they’re just…”

      It felt like something cold had been poured down her back. “What is it? Where’s Nightsoul? Lula? My brothers?” She tightened her grip on the front of Saad’s shirt. “Tell me.”

      “They’re fine—they’re alive, Dez, it’s nothing like that,” Saad said quickly, his hands wrapping around Dez’s wrists in what she assumed was meant to be a soothing gesture. “They’re with the other commanders. Decisions had to be made and you weren’t available.”

      Dez opened her mouth to demand more answers, but Saad gently unclenched her fingers from his shirt and helped her sit back on her cot. “Here,” he said, handing her a glass of water. “Drink this first and then I’ll tell you everything.”

      Dez took a quick sip, but when the cool water hit her throat, she groaned aloud and gulped down the remainder of the glass. She hadn’t realized how thirsty she was. As she drank, she scanned her surroundings. It appeared they had moved her inside. She’d been laying on a cot in one of the dilapidated buildings that served as part of the fort. The room was drafty, and there was a hint of seawater on the air. When she finished with the water, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and handed back the glass. “How long was I gone?”

      “A day and a half,” Saad breathed out, and Dez could see the relief shining in his eyes. “Rockbreaker assured us that you were fine, that time passes differently in the Memory Dimension, but…” He trailed off. “I stayed back to keep watch, to protect you if needed.”

      Dez’s heart gave a little flutter, but she shoved the feeling aside. “What’s happening?”

      “Mak Edjom is very close. We’ve been trying to find a way around his lines, but there isn’t one. He’s got us pinned down here, Dez. And he’ll be here with the full force of his army soon.”

      Dez sucked in a sharp breath. It wasn’t a complete surprise, but hearing the words, to know an attack was imminent, rattled her even more.

      “We expect an attack very soon. He’s barely two leagues away.” Saad swallowed. “Did you find what you were looking for? In the Memory Dimension?”

      The look on Saad’s face nearly broke Dez. He’d been through so much already, and with the hope shining in his eyes like that, how could she possibly tell him the truth? That she had failed? That she was no closer to finding the answer to the Mind Trap than when she’d gone into the Memory Dimension.

      She opened her mouth, a lie ready and waiting to roll off her tongue, but the memory of their kiss surfaced in her mind, along with thoughts of the conversations she knew would come once the war was over, and the possibilities... She couldn’t do it. “No,” she said softly, trying not to wince at Saad’s sharp intake of breath. “I was close, but the Spirit King found me. He tried to kill me, and I…I barely made it out alive.” She quickly recounted her experience, not leaving out a single detail. “I ran through the door and slammed it only a second before—” Dez swallowed. “It was almost too late.”

      “I’m…” Saad paused, as though choosing his words carefully. “I’m very glad you made it out of there alive. If the Spirit King had harmed you….” He shook his head. “We need you. The Rebellion needs you, I mean.”

      Dez’s cheeks lifted in a small smile. She’d heard the double meaning in his words loud and clear. Her heart gave an involuntary flutter before the iciness of her attack wrapped around her again. She knew she was out of the Memory Dimension and that she was safe, but she couldn’t help but feel as if, at any second, the Spirit King’s sword would slice through the air and find her. She shuddered, remembering the Oracle’s face when that same sword had pierced her body. As she thought about the Oracle, though, another single thought floated forward and she gasped.

      “What is it?” Saad leaned forward, gripping her hand. “Dez? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” Dez shook her head. “Sorry, it just occurred to me…I had a thought. The night I met the Dragon Oracle, she told me that the Spirit King was one of the few powers that could block her from memories, to keep her from accessing information. He must have known what she was looking for—what I would eventually be searching for—and, somehow, he sealed off all of the memoires of the Lost, rigging them to alert him when anyone tried to access them. That’s how he found her that day, and that must be how he found me.” She paused, rubbing a hand across her face. “If he did that and he overpowered her, who knew far more about the Memory Dimension than I do, then I don’t stand a chance.”

      A cold weight bore down onto her shoulders, the realization crashing down upon her. “Saad, I think…oh!” she cried out, leaning over and putting her head in her hands.

      “Talk to me, Desiree,” Saad murmured, his tone laced with worry. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

      Dez sucked in a breath and straightened up. She didn’t want to say the words out loud, didn’t want them to be true, but she could feel the authenticity of them in her gut. “I’ll never be able to get the secret of the Mind Trap…not from the Memory Dimension, at least,” she whispered. “I can never go back there again.” Her whole body began to tremble as she remembered how the Spirit King’s soulless eyes had glared at her, his roar of fury echoing in her thoughts. “He’ll always be there waiting.”

      The finality of the situation bit into her, an ache vibrating into her bones. Their situation had never seemed more bleak: no more Memory Dimension, no way to break the Mind Trap, and Mak Edjom and his army at their backdoor.
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      Nobody had any good ideas. Dez had been hoping against hope that perhaps someone—even if it wasn’t her—would have happened upon a stroke of genius, but that wasn’t the case. The general mood of everyone gathered was one of resignation.

      Dez paced back and forth, unable to be still. “There has to be a way. There has to be something we can try, something that will at least buy us a little more time.” Think, Dez. Think. You have to figure this out.

      Lula, Kahn, Pieter, Saad, and their dragons had returned from their meeting with the commanders. They’d been relieved to see Dez awake and returned safely from the Memory Dimension, but relaying her failure to them had been like a knife to Dez’s heart, and now they all sat outside together, their faces wearing the same tired expressions they’d worn upon arriving.

      Even the dragons, who always seemed to have an air of confidence about them, no matter what the situation, were drooping, their large eyes following Dez as she paced. Easy, little one. We’ll figure something out. There is hope for us yet, Nightsoul soothed, though Dez could hear the worry and questioning in her voice. She wanted to believe that. She had to believe that, or the Rebellion was doomed. Yet, the only answer she’d managed to come up with, the one that she had shoved away so violently that she had tasted blood in her mouth, kept niggling at the back of her mind.

      Everyone was doing their best to suggest possibilities for their next move, but without a way to break the Mind Trap, the prospects were bleak.

      “There has to be some meaning behind it, though,” Lula murmured, thinking aloud.

      Dez spun around to face her, willing to grasp at straws if she had to. “What? What are you thinking about, Lula?”

      “When you faced your mother that day at the redoubt, she recognized you and she hesitated.”

      “Yes.” The memory was still fresh in Dez’s mind: the way her mother had stood in the perfect position to strike, but she hadn’t—her body tight with tension, spear quivering in her hand. The sound she had made, and the effort she’d clearly been exerting to keep herself from hauling that spear. Dez had dreamed about that moment dozens of times over the last three months. It was what fueled her and gave her hope that her parents were still alive, albeit trapped inside their own minds. “She could have killed me,” she said to Lula. “She was in position to do so, but she didn’t.”

      Lula nodded. “Somehow, she was able to resist the Spirit King even if it was only for a moment. There’s something there—something about that which should be obvious, but it isn’t. All I know is that there has to be something to that.”

      “Maybe,” Dez agreed. “But what?”

      “I don’t know,” Lula said, frustration flaring up in her features. “I wish I did.”

      Dez did, too, but she said nothing, only resuming her pacing.

      Pieter shifted, his head turning as if answering an unspoken question. His eyes landed on Gloriox. When he looked over at Dez, his expression was grim. “We’re running out of time. Edjom’s army is drawing closer every minute, and Gloriox has just heard from one of the other dragons that the Rebellion leaders have heard that you are awake and returned from the Memory Dimension. What should we tell them? The commanders are heading this way now. They’ll be expecting a plan.”

      Once again, the one thought in the back of Dez’s mind lurched forward. No, there has to be another way.

      Kahn straightened and cleared his throat. “Look, I know you won’t like this….” He stood up, his shoulders squared. Dez knew that posture. It always came right before Kahn did or said something that made her want to clock him upside the head. Her heart began to pound. They’d always had the uncanny knack for arriving at the same or similar conclusions together, and the look on his face said it all. He was thinking the same thing she was—except that his response to the thought was the opposite of hers.

      “No,” Dez growled. “Don’t say it.”

      “There is no way to break the Mind Trap—at least not one we can figure out how to use before it’s too late,” Kahn continued. “We have no choice, Dez. We have to attempt to kill the Lost. All of them. It’s the only way the Rebellion stands a chance.”

      All of them. The implication shattered Dez’s control, and she hurried to sit before her knees gave way. She sank her head in her hands, palms pressed against her eyes. “There has to be another way,” she murmured. But even as the words had come out, she’d known there wasn’t. And, worse than that was the realization that she—the only one among the Rebellion’s dragon riders who might have the power to take on Edjom and the rest of the Lost—would have to be the one to do it.

      Her entire body began to shake, every fiber of her being rejecting the idea. She’d barely had time to accept that the Dragon Oracle’s powers now belonged to her, and she still hadn’t tested the full depths of that power. After the battle at the redoubt, she had been able to wield her own magic easily and contain it without having to force it behind the dam that had held it captive for so many years. But all magic had its limits, even hers, and going into a situation like this with untested boundaries was terrifying.

      But it was more than just that. Killing the Lost, while knowing that they were prisoners within their own minds, would feel like murder. Dez had taken many lives on the battlefield. It was never easy, but she had done it for the good of the Rebellion and she had only rarely lost sleep over it. But this was something else entirely.

      Dez swallowed, her mouth tasting of ash. I can do this, she thought, testing the phrase out in her mind. Deep down, she knew there was a huge probability that she was strong enough to do it, but she would need to clear her head of all of her emotions and focus only on using her strength—a task that would be near impossible, should she be forced to take on her own parents. Or maybe this is why I’m so strong, why my strength was given to me in the first place.

      The possibility of such a thing, that she had been given the very weapon she needed to kill the two people she was most desperate to be reunited with, was horrifying. Is the Creator Goddess really that cruel?

      The murmurs of a whispered conversation broke through her thoughts. An aide had appeared and was speaking to Lula in hushed tones.  When Lula faced Dez, her expression was grim. “The commanders are all assembled and waiting for your orders,” she said.

      The time was now. Dez had to make a decision, no matter how badly it broke her heart. She stood up, wiping her sweaty palms against her pants as she strode through the open door of the building behind them, the one she’d woken up in. The building had once been a gathering hall with many rooms. She headed towards the largest one, where the commanders and the generals were all waiting. The commanders all murmured their polite greetings as she walked in, but their faces were haggard and lined with exhaustion, and even more than that, she could see the hope blazing on their faces—the hope that she had the answers that would save them all.

      “There is no way to break the Mind Trap,” she said without preamble. “My time in the Memory Dimension was a failure.” She’d said the words clearly and calmly, hoping the anguish she felt wasn’t showing on her face. “But I believe that we can still win this battle.”

      She didn’t give the commanders time to voice their concerns or disagreement, though she did see the looks of shock and anger that flashed across their faces. “Mak Edjom will be here soon. Without the possibility of breaking the Mind Trap, we’ll have to try another tactic. One that is a bit radical, but the only one that ensures a chance for the Rebellion. We’ll have to kill the Lost. One by one.”

      Dez paused, waiting for the outcries of disbelief from the commanders, but they all remained silent, staring at her dejectedly. They weren’t shocked by her declaration, it seemed, but the hopelessness in their eyes was much worse.

      “Please,” Dez said, more softly this time. “I know this seems impossible, but the Lost are not indestructible. Especially not the newer ones who the Spirit King has created. If we can get them alone, we—”

      “But who among us is even capable of doing such a thing?” one of the generals demanded, interrupting Dez. “The Lost have magic, and they’re incredibly powerful. How can we even—”

      “It will have to be me.” Dez’s voice was resigned. “Trust me, I have more than enough power to get the job done.” Her lower lip began to tremble, and she stole a quick glance at her feet, clinging desperately to the self-control that was keeping her from falling to pieces in front of her commanders.

      “I will take the Rebellion’s strongest dragon riders and we will focus on picking off the Lost one by one during the battle. I’ll need your help in coming up with a plan for isolating them so that this might be achieved.” She paused, letting her words sink in. “I know this seems incredibly daunting, unfathomable even, and I won’t lie, the odds are quite stacked against us, but there is hope yet,” she echoed Nightsoul’s earlier words. “We will reconvene before dawn to form our battle plan. Dismissed.”

      She turned quickly on her heel and walked out of the room with her head up. She didn’t want the commanders to see the tears that were threatening to spill over at any second. Her self-control was fracturing under the weight of her task, and her decision—even though she knew deep down that it was the right one.

      If breaking the Memory Trap wasn’t possible, taking out the Lost one by one was the only way the Rebellion had a chance to survive.

      She walked past where Lula, Saad, and her brothers were gathered, waiting to hear how Dez’s meeting with the other commanders had gone. She could feel Nightsoul outside, unease creeping down the bond as the dragon felt the torment of emotions Dez wrestled with. With the last bit of her strength, Dez closed the connection, not wanting the dragon to share the pain of this. No, this was her burden to bear.

      She made it back to the little room with the cot—the same one she’d been in upon returning from the Memory Dimension.

      “You have to do this,” she murmured to herself, over and over again. “You have to do this.”  It was the right call to make, and there was no other alternative—this she knew. But it didn’t stop the gut-wrenching pain from blooming in her chest. She might as well have taken a knife to her own heart, but the simple fact remained: there was no other choice.

      This is what it means to be a leader.

      Dez sank to the floor and wept.
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      She was alone. The cold dampness of the night hung over her like a blanket and she shivered, wrapping her arms around her knees and hugging them close.

      With her head resting on her knees, Dez let herself get lost in her memories—her most precious ones…the ones of her parents. She remembered her father’s voice, the smooth timbre that always seemed to radiate joy, and the warm safety and security of her mother’s embrace, as well as the melodies that both had once sung to her as she’d drifted off to sleep. There were others, too—not quite as tender, but still meaningful: the times when they’d gone hungry so that she could eat as they’d been fleeing the Spirit King, their arrival in the village of Bleakwater and their transformation into warriors for the Rebellion, the pride she had felt for them and how indestructible they had seemed on their dragons.

      One particular memory stood out more clearly than the rest, though it was more like multiple memories combined into one. The image of her father and mother perched on the backs of their magnificent dragons, their eyes locked on her. “We’ll come back for you,” her mother had said fiercely. “We promise.”

      Her father had nodded. “There is nothing that will ever keep us from you. Nothing.”

      It was the same promise they’d made every time they’d left her, and Dez had always believed they would, in fact, come home and come back for her.

      Until the one time when they hadn’t.

      Dez’s heart ached as she thought of her past self, of that little girl who’d been devastated to find out her parents had broken their promise. And she thought of herself now. A young woman, fierce warrior, dragon rider, and commander in chief of the Rebellion. But in spite of all those things, there was still a tiny shred of hope that maybe, just maybe, she’d find a way to be with them again.

      She’d clung to that hope for most of her life. It was what had driven her and her career in the Rebellion, but now she had to put the needs of those she was responsible for first. And, with no other alternative, her path was clear.

      And her heart had never felt so broken.

      Sobs were building in her chest, but Dez clenched her lips together, refusing to let them spill out. After she’d burst into tears after meeting with the commanders, her brothers and Lula had tried to comfort her. Nightsoul, too. Even Saad had moved towards her as though he would offer her some bit of comfort, but Dez had declined all of their attentions, demanding as gently as she could that she be left alone.

      They hadn’t wanted to, but there must have been something in her face…because they had ultimately left her alone with her misery. That had been hours ago.

      Dez squeezed her legs tighter, trying to alleviate some of the pain, or even to squeeze it out if she had to. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and with every passing second, she got one step closer to completely breaking down—and, if she did, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to come back from it. So, she swallowed the lump in her throat and refused to let the sobs erupt from her mouth. She had to hold it together. She was the commander in chief, and that role was all she had left.

      “Desiree?” There was a knock at her door, and a soft voice came through the other side again.

      Dez recognized it immediately. It was Saad.

      “I know you want to be alone, but you need to eat in order to keep up your strength. I’ve brought you some food.”

      Although the sound of his voice sent warmth down her spine and she truly craved his companionship, Dez felt tempted to ignore him, to pretend she was sleeping. But then another voice called to her—this one in her mind.

      Oh, little one. Nightsoul’s voice was gentle, and full of both love and sorrow. My Dragonspawn. Though she wasn’t physically present, their connection was open and flowing again, and she was sending her thoughts and emotions to Dez through their bond. Dez let out a whimper, nearly losing the frayed control she had over her emotions as the feeling washed over her. It was as if Nightsoul had wrapped her up and begun snuggling her close against her warm side. I know you feel broken, and I know what all of this is costing you, dear one, but please, no one should weep alone. Least of all you. In times such as these, you must let those of us who love you in. Your heart is shattered and you have no strength left, but you’re not alone. Let us carry you.

      Dez couldn’t stop the sob this time, but she shoved a fist against her mouth to muffle the noise.

      Saad knocked again. “Dez? Please let me in.”

      It’s alright, Nightsoul soothed her. It’s alright, little one. Just let us in.

      Sitting upright, Dez wiped her face with her hands. She knew she should probably splash some water on her face and attempt to make herself seem a bit more put together, but she didn’t have the energy for it. And she wasn’t put together at all. She was in pieces.

      Just let us in.

      “Dez.” Saad’s voice had seemed to shake this time. “Please let me in.”

      With the last ounce of her strength, Dez rose, crossed the cold floor, and carefully opened the door.

      Saad’s face was composed, with him ever the soldier, but his eyes were full of worry. In his hands was a wooden tray, topped with a mug of mead, a few pieces of bread, and a small bowl of stew.

      “It’s not much,” he said apologetically, “but it’s the same thing they’re serving the soldiers, and I know that’s what you’d want to eat, so….” He straightened. “You need to eat.”

      Dez simply held the door open wider so that he could come in. Once he did so, she shut the door behind him and moved back over to her cot, sinking down onto it. “Thank you,” she managed, her voice hoarse. But she made no move to take the food from Saad.

      He sat down gently next to her, picking up one of her limp hands and placing one of the pieces of bread in her palm. “Please, Dez. Eat something. You need to keep your strength up.” The tenderness in his words, something she would have never thought him capable of, sparked a fresh wave of tears, but she quickly blinked them away. She lifted the bread to her lips, taking a small nibble just to pacify him. When the morsel of bread hit her empty stomach, her body gurgled greedily. She was starving, though she hadn’t noticed the pangs of hunger until now. She took her time, taking small, slow bites of bread. The more she ate, the more the lines in Saad’s forehead smoothed out.

      When she finished the bread, she moved on to the stew. Once she was done, she finished the mead, as well. Saad took the empty tray back from her and set it down on the floor beside them. His eyes still held concern, but there was relief there, too. “I know you probably want to be alone, but I could stay if you want. We don’t have to talk. I could just sit here with you…” he trailed off. “If you like.”

      Nightsoul’s words echoed in her thoughts. Just let us in. Dez slowly reached over and entwined her fingers with Saad’s, the gentle pressure of his palm against hers serving as the tether she needed. She began talking. “I know my parents have done terrible things...and I know they have to be stopped along with all of the other Lost, but every time I close my eyes, all I can see is their faces. Their smiles. I can hear their voices. I can even remember the way they smelled. Sandalwood for my father and lavender and lemon for my mother. I know what they’ve done, what they are—but to me…. They’re not monsters. They’re my parents. Every part of this feels wrong to me—my entire body and soul recoil at the very thought. But at the same time, I can’t come up with another plan. There’s nothing else to do or try.” She broke off, her lower lip trembling.

      Saad gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” she continued. “Why would the Creator Goddess give me these powers, only for me to have to use them to kill my own parents and the other Lost?” The ache spreading through her body made her shudder. “Can she really be that cruel?” Dez whispered, her voice cracking ever so slightly. “That brutal?”

      “Fate isn’t always kind,” Saad said softly, his brows furrowed. “Nor is the Creator Goddess always fair. Our purpose in this life is never guaranteed to come with an easy path.”

      “But how can she ask this of me?” Dez stood up, needing to move, and started pacing. “No, I just can’t believe that this is it, the only solution.” She didn’t want to believe it—it physically pained her to do so, and that had to mean it wasn’t right. “We’re missing something, I just know it. The Goddess wants Ashimax destroyed and the world saved, not good people murdered so that other good people can live. And especially not while Ashimax stands apart from the fighting.” The voices in her head began to whisper.

      Saad studied her for a moment and then nodded. “I would agree…but what’s missing? What is it that we aren’t seeing?”

      The whispers grew louder.

      Dez rubbed at her temple, wishing they would quiet down so that she could think. And then, she gasped.

      Saad stood up, rushing over to her. “What is it?”

      “The voices,” she said breathlessly. “They’ve been talking to me ever since it happened, but I haven’t been able to understand what they were saying. What if they know? What if they have the answers?”

      “But if you can’t understand them—”

      Dez waved a hand to cut him off. “Maybe I haven’t been able to understand them because I haven’t been listening. Gloriox told me that I need to trust them, to try listening to them, but I didn’t understand. I thought that meant just listening with ears, but I think it’s more than that. I’m hearing their voices, but I haven’t tried actually listening to what they’ve been saying. I think I just need to clear my mind and focus.”

      She bounced up and down on the balls of her feet and shook out her limbs. New hope ignited inside her, and she felt reenergized. There was some anxiety swirling around her, too, though; she reached for Saad’s hand. “Will you stay with me?” She didn’t want to voice that she was a little bit afraid of traveling into her mind again. Her experience in the Memory Dimension had terrified her, and though she wasn’t planning to travel there again, she couldn’t shake the irrational fear that the Spirit King might be dwelling in the darkness of her own memories.

      Saad squeezed her hand, settling back down next to her with his shoulder pressed against hers. The solid mass of him was a comfort to Dez. “Thank you,” she said, and she closed her eyes.

      Taking a few deep breaths in and out, she let her mind drift. She found herself in that familiar darkness again—the one she’d accessed right before she’d entered the Memory Dimension. The voices were even louder now, and there was something in them, calling her…beckoning her towards them.

      What are you? Dez mused as she delved deeper into the darkness. Were these the voices of the dead? No, that didn’t make sense. Why would the voices of the dead exist in her own memory? That couldn’t be it. So, what were they?

      As she pondered, a memory floated back to her, and it was one she had forgotten about until now. The image became brighter and clearer. It was the Dragon Oracle and the memory was from their meeting in her eyrie. She was telling Dez a story, and her words floated over Dez:

      People whispered that he was the Chosen of the Creator Goddess, that she spoke to him and reached out to bless him personally with power and wisdom, to give him what he needed to destroy Ashimax and save her creation.

      Dez’s heart began to pound. The Oracle had told her that there were only two powers in the Memory Dimension which could stop her: Ashimax, and the Creator Goddess herself—a goddess that was rumored to speak to her Chosen. Was it possible that the voices in her head were not random voices at all, but the Creator Goddess herself?

      Dez’s mind whirled, but she forced a deep breath in and out of her nose and directed her focus even more so to the voices. I hear you, she whispered to them. I’m listening.

      The voices were quiet, subtle, but there was a strength in them that Dez hadn’t noticed before. As if they had grabbed her by the hand and begun pulling her along, she felt a strong tug down the path of her own mind and several memories flashed before her eyes: The moment the Spirit King had appeared before her in the Memory Dimension, their combat there, and Dez’s narrow escape, as well as her own entry to the Memory Dimension. The feeling she’d sensed in the memory of the woman, hazy and barely sensed just as the curtain fell, and the sight of the Spirit King touching her forehead.

      One final image flashed in Dez’s mind.

      A door opening.

      Dez gasped as the pieces all fell into place, and her eyes shot open.

      Saad knelt in front of her, his hands gripping her and his eyes wide. “What is it? What did you hear? Did you figure out what the voices have been saying?”

      Dez sucked in a ragged breath, her chest heaving. “Yes,” she said, her voice soft. She swallowed and cleared her throat. “Saad, I think I can do it. I think I can break the Mind Trap. Not just for my parents, but for all of the Lost.” She broke the eye contact and stared at their hands as she voiced the last part, adding, “But if I’m wrong…I’ll die.”

      With a gentle finger, Saad reached out and lifted her chin until she was looking at him again. His eyes were bright—not quite what she’d expected, but the warmth radiating from them thawed the chill that seemed to be wrapped around her bones.

      “Desiree,” he whispered, his voice husky. “How many times is that true in a battle? Every time you trust your spear, turn your dragon, or reach for your magic, that’s a chance. This is war. We all have to make choices, to take risks, and if we make the wrong move or do the wrong thing, we die. Or others do. That’s just how it is. But you—” he smiled at her, “are wrong a lot less often than the rest of us.”
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      Dawn came much too quickly. After Saad had left, Dez had found Nightsoul and curled up next to her in the darkness. But even the rhythmic rise and fall of her warm side hadn’t been able to lull Dez into sleep. Her mind whirled with the knowledge she’d uncovered, the plan which she had formulated, and the words that she would say at first light. It was impossible to sleep, but Dez was still grateful for the small slice of silence and stillness—her beloved dragon at her side.

      When slivers of sunlight cracked open the dark morning sky, Dez sat up and rolled her shoulders. She was stiff and achy, and far from well rested, but she had work to do. Nightsoul stirred behind her and gently nuzzled her shoulder. Dez gave her a tiny smile. “Come on,” she said, fighting a yawn. “They’ll be waiting for us.”

      Just as she’d expected, the commanders were already assembled and waiting to speak with her. From their haggard appearances, it seemed that Dez wasn’t the only one who’d had a sleepless night. Before Dez could speak, Commander Zane stepped forward, rubbing a hand worriedly across in face. “Commander Black, there is something I must say now before another word is spoken.” He held out his hands to signify the group of them. “The other commanders and I have been up all night trying to do as you ordered, but I have to admit that none of us have much confidence in this plan to defend the fort while trying to isolate and kill the Lost.”

      Dez wanted to interrupt, but the commanders all seemed a bit on edge, so she nodded, allowing him to continue.

      “From what we’ve seen, the Lost rarely appear independently. At Fort Crannog, they were in packs of three or four. We’ve spent all evening trying to concoct some plan for separating them, but we’ve simply come up empty-handed.” He let out a low sigh as his shoulders sagged in defeat.

      Another commander, Commander Elias, moved to stand beside Zane. “All due respect, Commander, but we believe that, at this point, our best option is to flee. We’ve suffered tremendous losses already. If we don’t take action, the entire Rebellion will be lost. We should try to scatter and hide among the populace here at Seafall, or maybe we should just give the order to run in every direction possible.”

      “You do realize that, if we do that,” Kahn interrupted him, “it will doom the people of Seafall to the Spirit King’s wrath, right? Or, if we run, there’s a high probability that most will be captured and killed.”

      Elias pursed his lips but lifted his chin a bit higher. “We are aware of the consequences, of what we stand to lose. Indeed, most will be caught, but there will be some who will escape, and those will rejoin and band together. They will continue to fight. It will be an enormous setback, it’s true….” Elias clasped his hands in front of him. “But what choice do we have? It’s either this or risk losing everyone. The entire Rebellion will be wiped out. We cannot allow that to happen.”

      Kahn opened his mouth to argue, but Dez help up a hand to silence him. She looked at Commander Zane, Elias, and the rest of the commanders, the worry plain on all of their faces. “I understand what you’re saying, and I assure you, I do not want for the Rebellion to die, and feel that as strongly as the rest of you. I know our outlook is dim, and our chances are minimal at best, but please, I urge you to consider the soldiers under our command. These men and women trust us; they believe in us. They have put their lives in our hands. We owe it to them to give them a better plan than to run, hide, and pray. We have to do better.”

      “What do you suggest then?” Commander Zane erupted, his voice loud and full of exasperation. The grumbling from the other commanders suggested that they shared his sentiment.

      “The same could be said of you, Commander,” Elias argued, glaring at Dez. “What exactly is your plan, then? If we’re not to run and hide to save ourselves, then what would you have us do?”

      Dez found Saad’s face in the crowd. His face was tense, though his eyes softened a bit when he spotted her gaze. He gave her a tiny nod. It was time. She waited for the murmuring to die down.

      “I do have a plan,” she said, the words settling over the room. “But you must hear me out fully in order for me to explain it. Can you do that?” She scanned the room. The commanders all looked alternately confused and intrigued by her words. No one argued, so Dez continued.

      “The Lost are all former enemies of the Spirit King, tricked into serving him by a powerful illusion called the Mind Trap. I have suspected for a while now that this was the case, and I’ve seen it firsthand in the Memory Dimension. While I was in there, I fought a projection of the Spirit King himself. I believe he is using similar projections to maintain the Mind Trap.”

      “A projection? What does that mean?”

      “A tiny piece of himself,” Dez explained. “The projections are the equivalent of placing a splinter of his consciousness into the mind of each of the Lost in order to maintain the illusion. The purple Xs on their foreheads are the key, a door into each of their minds, created by the Spirit King—just like the door into the Memory Dimension.” Dez paused, breathing deeply. “I should be able to open that door if…if I can touch it.”

      “You mean the Xs on their foreheads,” Zane concluded.

      “Yes. If I can get close enough to touch the X, I believe I can open the door and access their minds. Edjom is the strongest of the Lost. If I can get inside his mind and destroy that splinter of the Spirit King residing there, he will be free. And I imagine, after that, he’ll likely turn on the Spirit King. Once he’s free, his defection will throw the rest of the Lost and the Spirit King’s entire army into disarray. This will create the perfect diversion and allow me to repeat the process on the rest of the Lost.”

      Dez’s words were met with absolute silence. The commanders all stared at her as if she had announced she was changing her name to the Spirit King. Even Pieter and Kahn looked slightly aghast at her declaration.

      Commander Zane blinked once and then twice before shaking his head. “Commander, certainly you must know how far-fetched this sounds? And even if it were true, getting close enough to Mak Edjom to touch him…Well, that would be a death sentence. It just sounds…impossible. And you’re asking us to trust you, to place the entire fate of the Rebellion into your hands for this plan. Are you absolutely certain that you can do this, that it will work? Are you certain enough to risk the entire Rebellion?”

      Dez let the weight of the words settle on her shoulders. In truth, she didn’t know for sure that her idea would work. And even if she had felt 100% certain, there was still the task of getting close enough to carry out the plan—and as Commander Zane had stated, doing so would mean risking certain death. There was a lot at stake, and she couldn’t completely vouch for this plan and its level of success.

      But the whispers in her head were clear. And she trusted them.

      Besides that, they had no other choice.

      “Yes,” Dez answered, her voice clear and strong. “I know the stakes, and I am willing to risk not only my parents’ lives for this, but also my own. I will willingly lay down my life to see this plan put into action. I know how it sounds, but you have to trust me. I believe this is the way we win this war.”

      There was a loud booming sound then, and the ground beneath their feet began to rumble. Outside, the soldiers began to shout and the alarms began to sound.

      The sounds of running feet and the call to take up arms rose around them. The dragons were beginning to roar. One of the aides dashed inside, her face drawn back in terror. She dashed over to Commander Zane, who was closest, and whispered hurriedly into his ear. His face paled.

      “I hope you’re right, Commander,” he said, his voice gruff. “Because we’re under attack.”
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      Half a heartbeat passed as the words sank in. Then Dez was screaming. “Go!” she yelled! “To your units! Get the riders airborne and move the ground forces into position! We can’t let them breech the walls! We must hold the city!”

      The commanders scattered in all directions, shouting orders as they ran outside and raced through the camp. The soldiers leapt into action immediately, the camp becoming an instantaneous melee of organized chaos.

      Dez made a beeline for the makeshift eyrie where the dragons were waiting. Nightsoul was restless, stamping her feet. Tendrils of smoke circled around her nostrils as she huffed. Draznar, she hissed as Dez ran over to her. I can sense them.

      Dez’s senses were also picking up on something, every nerve in her body on edge. She didn’t need visual confirmation to know who had brought war to their doorstep. She could feel it.

      Her hands shook as she hastily threw her armor on. Beside her, Saad, Lula, Pieter, and Kahn were all doing the same. No one said a word, yet the small space was thick with the unspoken conversations passed in quick glances and the hasty brushes of one another’s hands.

      Lula and Kahn were the first to take to the skies, and Dez’s eyes followed the bright golden and glittering white scales of Lanalin and Snowdrop until they disappeared. Gloriox and Pieter were next, and Dez’s stomach twisted a little as they were also swallowed up by the sky. Saad brushed a thumb across Dez’s cheek before leaping onto Frostbite’s back, his battle cry echoing in her ears.

      Finally, with her heart in her throat and the fate of the Rebellion resting in her hands, Dez slammed her own helmet down into place and threw herself into Nightsoul’s saddle.

      Nightsoul leapt into the air, her powerful wings swallowing the air and using it to shoot them high into the sky. Dez’s head whipped back and forth as she scanned the ground and the sky around them. They’d known an attack was a looming possibility, and they’d prepared for it—each commander and unit knew their marching orders and objectives, but there had been no way to know the specifics of what the Spirit King would unleash upon them, and Dez’s heart stuttered in her chest as she took in the sheer magnitude of what waited right outside the city gates.

      From the sky, it looked like a massive black shadow had been draped across the ground for miles, but this wasn’t some harmless optical illusion. Leagues of Minocri and Frazid ground troops were marching towards Seafall.

      The airspace above them was already a battlefield. Scores of Draznar dotted the sky. Bands of color streaked among them as the Rebellion’s dragons rushed to meet them, and the booming of wings—both friendly and not—echoed across the horizon.

      Mak Edjom and the Lost were nowhere to be seen, but as for Nightsoul with the Draznar, Dez could sense them. Her entire body was tensed, on high alert, and every nerve ending in her body had begun crackling—her power was ready and waiting.

      The Rebellion’s ground troops were already in position, ready to defend and hold the walls, but they were going to need all of the help they could get.

      “Send word to the other dragons!” Dez shouted. “Our primary focus is to clear the air, but the more damage we can do to those troops on the ground, the better. If the walls are breeched…” She trailed off, not even wanting to voice it.

      The walls will hold. Nightsoul’s voice was confident, her tone laced with fury and determination—the voice of war.

      Dez nodded, her own voice echoing in her thoughts: Mak Edjom is the strongest of the Lost. If I can get inside his mind and destroy that splinter of the Spirit King residing there, he will be free.

      The Rebellion’s objective was clear. So was hers: she had to draw Mak Edjom out. She had to isolate and somehow bring him within range. She had to get close enough to touch him, and to access his mind. If she failed…if she couldn’t break the Mind Trap, or if he killed her in the process, it wouldn’t matter if the walls held or not. The Rebellion would be lost.

      You won’t fail. Nightsoul read Dez’s emotions. You are Dragonspawn, little one. And you were born to do this. I believe in you.

      “And I you.” Dez returned the love Nightsoul was sending to her. “We do this together. You and me.” She shifted a little, settling deeper into the saddle and gripping her spear. “We’ll have to make him come to us,” she said. “Are you ready?” Nightsoul responded with a mighty roar.

      “For the Rebellion!” Dez shouted as Nightsoul hurled them into the thick of the action. A horde of Draznar were unleashing unrelenting streams of ice onto the bastion gates, attempting to compromise them and open them up for the ground troops. Nightsoul opened her mouth and shot a deadly spear of black fire straight towards the nearest Draznar. The element of surprise on their side, the Draznar had no time to deflect it, taking the powerful blast square in the neck. Its shrieks of pain and outrage filled the air, but only for a second before Nightsoul shot a second stream of fire directly at it.

      Dez reached for her magic, feeling it wrap around her as she teleported, her spear slicing through the air before the Draznar’s rider could even swing his sword.

      Back on Nightsoul’s back, she secured her spear and watched as the injured Draznar spiraled towards earth. The Spirit King’s army below scattered in all directions to avoid being hit by the sizzling shadow carcass.

      Other riders had joined their fight, and a blur of white zipped across the sky to crash into another Draznar. Dez caught a brief glimpse of Saad’s helmet as he and Frostbite attacked the creature with fierce precision. In a matter of seconds, it was hurtling towards the ground, as well.

      Below, the Spirit King’s armies were still advancing. Seeing what Dez saw, a legion of the Rebellion’s dragons began to swoop low—raining fire down on the army, scooping up stragglers, and scattering the army’s formations.

      The Frazid began to fire back, using their own magic to counter the dragon attacks. The first legion had reached the bastion gates. Battering against the bastion, the war on the ground raged, but the gates looked to be holding. For now.

      Dez tore her eyes from the ground, focusing again on the skies. Her next target, a Draznar three times Nightsoul’s size, was barreling towards them. Reaching for her magic, Dez pulled from every memory she had of her former homeland as well as the swamplands she loved so much until her body was crackling with energy. As the Draznar opened its jaw, prepared to breathe ice, Dez released the energy; a mighty fireball shot directly into the creature’s open mouth, exploding it from the inside out. Mist and shadow shot outwards in all directions, raining ash on the battlefield below.

      Nightsoul’s powerful wings launched them towards their next target, a Draznar that was already struggling to stay airborne. One of its wings was rapidly disintegrating as it struggled to maintain altitude. It roared, shooting a weak but direct blast of ice towards Nightsoul. She dodged it easily, looping back around and ripping into the Draznar’s flank with her sharp teeth while Dez made swiss cheese of its other wing with her spear. Its body became another cannon of shadow that hurtled towards the ground below, where the Spirit King’s army was desperately trying to breech the walls.

      Dez tore her eyes from the aerial battlefield and scanned the ground. The battle raged all around them. The orderly formations of the ground troops were starting to fall apart, and though the Rebellion’s forces were largely outnumbered, they were holding steady. The skies were near impossible to navigate as dragon and Draznar battled to the death, and the cacophony of battle had become deafening. A breath whooshed from her lungs, the relief so powerful that it almost made her bones ache.

      But there was still no sign of Mak Edjom or any of the Lost.

      “Come on,” Dez murmured, her eyes sweeping both the sky and the ground below. “Where are you?”  Channeling all of her frustration into her magic, she unleashed herself on the Draznar around her, Nightsoul’s own power and ferocity mirroring hers. Everything faded away except the blood boiling beneath her veins and the pounding of her heart—like a rhythmic drum beating out the sounds of war.

      A Draznar dropped from the sky right in front of them and Nightsoul barely had time to act, pulling up suddenly to the right in order to avoid smashing directly into it. Dez screeched as the quick maneuver nearly unseated her and she clung to the saddle, almost dropping her spear. Hold on! Nightsoul shouted, her wings gripping the air. She banked hard right, avoiding the snapping of the Draznar’s teeth, and tried to pull them up into a better defensive position. But then a cry of pain erupted from her throat—so guttural that Dez instinctively shot out with her magic, slamming into the Draznar who has managed to sink its teeth into Nightsoul’s back leg. The magic pummeled the side of the Draznar’s face and it howled, releasing Nightsoul. Nightsoul tried to recover, but she was thrown off-balance and they lost altitude.

      “Pull up! Pull up! Pull up!” Dez shouted, lending her own strength to the dragon through their bond. Nightsoul’s wings flared out wide and she stabilized them, finally, gliding for a moment before lifting them back to the altitude of the battle. Her breathing was a little labored and blood dripped down her back leg.

      How bad is it? Dez asked, worry slicing through her.

      It’s not so bad, Nightsoul answered, though her voice was slightly strained from the pain. I’ll live.

      Before Dez could respond, a wave of noise rose up from the ground. The Rebellion troops on the wall were crying out, horrified, while the Spirit King’s armies were cheering. An ominous purple cloud was gliding towards the gates, crackling with lightning and sparking with energy. Behind it, Mak Edjom flew on the back of his enormous Draznar; he held out a hand, guiding the magical energy towards the bastion. Like a battering ram, it slammed into the gates with a boom so loud that its echo hurt Dez’s ears.

      “No!” Dez shouted. They’d needed to draw Mak Edjom out, and here he was, but the walls of Seafall and the bastion gates wouldn’t stand a chance against his magic.

      “To the gates!” Dez screeched, her throat raw from screaming. “To the gates!” She waved her arms wildly, directing the attention of the riders around her to what was happening below. She could sense Nightsoul calling out to the other dragons, alerting them to the new development.

      Already, Mak Edjom was swirling his hands—another purple cloud forming before him.

      The plan she had formulated only minutes before the battle had begun flared to life in her mind. It was now or never. It didn’t matter if the gates held or if she and the others lived to see another day if they didn’t break the Mind Trap. She knew what she had to do—she just had to get close enough to do it.

      The Rebellion’s riders were hurtling towards earth, rushing to defend the gates. Kahn, Pieter, Lula, and Saad were among them, but the relief over the fact that they were still alive and uninjured pulsated through Dez to mix with a new sensation of horror as the Draznar pursued them and the other riders, bringing the battle of the skies dangerously close to the ground.

      Dez zeroed in on her target. Mak Edjom’s enormous Draznar was hovering high enough above the ground troops to give them a wide berth, but not high enough to take the battle to the skies. He was escorted by four of the Lost, two of them flying on each side of his mount. Their Draznars were nearly as big as his. Dez hissed when she recognized the armor of two of them. The Spear of the Night and the Ghost of the Bayou. Her parents.

      Or maybe not, the thought filtered in. The Spirit King and Mak Edjom had played games with her before. It was possible that the people underneath that armor were not her parents, but decoys. The pull to race towards them, to try to free them from the Mind Trap, was so strong that she gasped, her chest aching. Is there time? her own voice whispered in her mind.

      The answer came in the form of a creaking shudder. The gates were weakening under the assault of Edjom’s magic. No matter how badly she wanted to go after her parents, it wasn’t possible. Doing so would leave the gates wide open for Edjom to ram them with his power. If she went after her parents, the gates would fall. If the gates fell, the Rebellion would be lost.

      Dez tightened her grip on the saddle. Her decision had been made.

      “Nightsoul,” she said, her voice clear and strong, “take me to Edjom.”
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      Nightsoul dove towards the ground. Dez held on tightly, using their descent to draw up a powerful current of magic that crackled through her body—like a bolt of lightning just waiting to crack open the sky.

      On the ground, the Frazid were defending Edjom, using their own magic to target the dragons that were rushing towards the ground. The Draznar were in hot pursuit, shooting blast of ice shards hurtling towards them like a thousand sharp daggers. The dragons and the riders were deflecting as much as possible while sending their own streams of fire and magic into the fray. The expanse of space between the ground and the horizon was a minefield. Fire, ice, and crackling balls of electric energy and more exploded every few seconds, making it difficult to navigate. A patch of sky could be open one minute and lit up with flame in the next.

      Dez could feel Nightsoul’s frustration as she tried to find the most direct route to Edjom—only to be thrown off course every few yards. Dez held out the hand not gripping her spear, magic coiling around her fingertips, but before she could release her magic, a body fell from the sky, knocking Dez sideways. She screamed as her foot flew free of its stirrup and she tottered to the side. A panicked shriek flew out of Nightsoul as she rolled to the other side, trying to counter the movement and balance Dez.

      Dez clawed at the saddle, using every ounce of her strength to pull herself more securely upright. Her mouth was full of blood where she’d bit down on her cheek and the entire right side of her face throbbed. Her chest heaved and she gasped for breath, peering over the side to see the body plummeting towards the earth. She didn’t recognize the face, but the armor was easily distinguishable. It was a Rebellion rider.  Over there, Nightsoul said, drawing Dez’s attention to another, much larger body crashing towards earth. The rider’s dragon.

      A wave of sorrow for their fallen comrades swept through them both. It was then that Dez really took a good look around. The battle raging around them was fierce, more so than any battle that Dez and Nightsoul had ever experienced before, and though the walls were holding, the Rebellion was losing people rapidly. Mak Edjom’s magic was unstoppable, and the four Lost who flanked him were steadily assaulting the Rebellion without so much as breaking a sweat.

      We have to get to Edjom. Dez reached out to Nightsoul through their bond, her mouth aching too much to shout. We’re running out of time. Get me as close as you can.

      Nightsoul once again bobbed and weaved her way closer to Edjom, but the closer they got to the ground, to him, the more chaotic the fighting around them became. It was becoming increasingly more difficult to maneuver, and the attacks from both ally and foe alike—those in the air and on the ground—began to mash together like a tornado swirling uncontrollably and unpredictably. Dez reached for her magic, teleporting as fast as she could to the backs of the Draznar, fighting with both magic and spear. Nightsoul continued to claw her way through the air towards Edjom.

      Below, his magic continued to ram against the gates, aided by the Frazid. Despite the deafening roar of the dragons, the shrieks of the Draznar, and the clash of steel all around them, when a groaning creak filled the air, Dez heard it loud and clear. She gasped, her eyes going straight to the gates which were shuddering under the strain of Edjom’s attack. She watched in horror as the upper section broke off from the base, falling backwards into the sea of rebels trying to defend the gates.

      A loud cheer rose up from the Spirit King’s army. They recognized the very thing that had Dez’s entire body recoiling—the gates would fall. No matter how hard they tried to defend them, the gates would fall and the entire Rebellion would be wiped out. It wasn’t a matter of if, but a matter of when—and with Edjom directing all of his power at the susceptible gates, it wouldn’t be long.

      Dez, unable to speak, sent an image to Nightsoul through their bond. The dragon responded by cutting across the sky with a desperate fierceness. But even as they fought harder than they ever had before, they covered little of the battle-ridden ground—the space separating them from Edjom seeming to go on for miles.

      “Dez!” A familiar voice called out from over her shoulder. Saad and Frostbite were a few dragon-lengths behind them, fighting their way forward. “The gates!” Saad yelled, pointing.

      “I know! I’m trying to get to Edjom!” she shouted back as Frostbite whipped around an aerial duel between a dragon and a Draznar to come up alongside Nightsoul.

      “You’ll never get close enough to him to enact your plan,” Saad said, his face lined equally with exhaustion and focus. “Not with the Lost basically acting as bodyguards. And not with the skies like this.”

      Dez’s eyes bounced around, but Saad was right. Every attempt she made to move against Edjom was thwarted by unexpected attacks or misdirections. She’d never get to Edjom in time…not before the gates fell.

      We need a diversion, Nightsoul said, broadcasting her thoughts so that Saad could hear her, as well. Something to draw attention away from us so that we can move on Edjom.

      Dez swiped at the sweat dripping into her eyes. “That could work to clear the skies, but getting into a position to touch Edjom…it’s not going to be easy. I can teleport onto the back of his Draznar, but with conditions the way they are, I wouldn’t risk it across a big distance. I’d have to be close enough.”

      Saad considered the problem, his keen sense of strategy working as he scanned the battlefield. “I think I have an idea. If we fly directly over him, using the sun for cover, we can dive at Edjom one right after the other. Frostbite is bigger than Nightsoul, and if we can angle it just right, Edjom will only be able to see the silhouette of Frostbite. He won’t know that you and Nightsoul are there, right behind him. If we attack, he’ll counter, but while he’s focused on Frostbite and I, you’ll be able to get close enough to teleport onto his Draznar and grab him.”

      It wasn’t a great plan, but it was a plan. Dez quickly ran the specifics of it in her mind. The odds weren’t great, but they had to try something. The gates were still swaying under Edjom’s ministrations.

      “There’s one problem with that plan,” Dez said. “It would put you directly in front of Edjom—his attention on you and Frostbite.”

      “Exactly,” Saad countered. “That’s what we want. If he’s focused on me, then he’s not paying attention to you.”

      “But he’ll be focused on you.” The words, though soft, still carried. Saad’s eyes flashed.

      “Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine.” There was so much confidence in his words. Dez wanted to believe them and wanted the ache in her chest at the thought of that immense danger to subside. She wanted to tell him that there was another way.

      But there wasn’t.

      This is what it means to be a leader.

      She swallowed, the words on the tip of her tongue as another section of the gate crashed towards the ground. She locked eyes with Saad, trying to convey in one expression everything which they didn’t have time for. “Let’s do it. Nightsoul, about that diversion…”

      I’m already on it. The dragon must have been telepathically communicating with the other dragons—because Pieter and Gloriox swooped down from above them. Gloriox was roaring and Pieter was wielding his light magic, blasts of energy flying from his fingertips. Kahn and Lanalin joined him, and Lula and Snowdrop came right after that. Working as a team, they managed to redirect the Draznar blocking Dez and Saad’s path, marking a clear path towards Edjom. It wasn’t a window that would remain open for long. Frostbite shot upwards towards the sun, Nightsoul right behind her.

      When they were high enough, Nightsoul maneuvered herself behind Frostbite, and then she reached for Dez through the bond. Are you ready?

      “As ready as I can be.”

      You can do this, little one.

      Dez grimaced, but she reached down and gave the dragon a gentle pat on the side of the neck. When Saad gave the signal, Nightsoul followed Frostbite as he dived back downwards towards earth, barreling directly towards Edjom and his Draznar. The action immediately drew Edjom’s attention away from the shuddering bastion. With a sneer, he flung out his hands and a flurry of bolts of black lightning careened towards them.

      Frostbite pulled up sharp, banking left. Nightsoul, who was communicating telepathically with Frostbite, mirrored the movement to keep their cover intact. They found their original course, the movements of the dragons perfectly in sync as they shot towards Edjom. More bolts of lightning hurtled towards them. The dragons dodged them, but the window the others had cleared for them was rapidly closing and there were other obstacles to duck and maneuver around.

      Dez held her breath as they whipped across the sky, the magic beneath her skin electrified and waiting. We’re almost there! Just a little bit farther!

      They were close enough now that Dez could see the intricate details of Edjom’s armor, and the deep purple X on his forehead. She gathered magic around her, readying herself to teleport.

      Edjom was bellowing, his lips curled back in rage as he threw blast after blast of magic in their direction. One particularly powerful bolt of lightning shot towards Frostbite as he tried his best to skirt out of the way of another bolt of lightning. This one, he didn’t see coming in time. Nightsoul called out his name in a panic, but the bolt was heading right for the white dragon’s chest. In a flash of white, Saad used his own magic to try and block the attack. The bolt of black lightning slammed into the shield of Saad’s magic then, and both dragon and rider were blasted out into the open skies.

      Dez screamed Saad’s name, but she couldn’t spare a second thought for him because the path to Edjom was wide open. Nightsoul saw the opening and shot towards it, ducking another bolt of lightning and bringing Dez just close enough.

      Using her fury as a conduit, she wrapped herself tighter in magic and teleported down to Edjom’s dragon, landing directly in front of him. His eyes widened for a half a second before Dez ripped his helmet off and grabbed his forehead, her fingers pressing into the center of the purple X.

      She closed her eyes and, almost immediately, she felt it. A door. Much like with her journey into the Memory Dimension, Edjom’s mind and whatever was holding it captive was held behind a powerful force—and whatever was on the other side was determined to keep her out. Dez gathered both shadow and light magic, her strength being put to the test, and with a mighty, bellowing cry, Dez pushed everything she had against that door and blasted her way through it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      At first, there was nothing but darkness. Dez held out her hand in front of her face, but she couldn’t even see the silhouette of her own fingers.

      “Hello?” she called out. Her voice echoed back at her as though she had shouted from across a wide chasm.

      To her far right, something shifted in the darkness. She moved towards it slowly. Either her eyes were beginning to adjust or the darkness was lifting. She took a few more steps and saw a figure huddled on the floor. “Hello?” she tried again, uncertainty creeping up in her mind. What was going on?

      The darkness had started to ebb now, and as the shadows cleared, Dez let out a gasp, recognizing the figure lying in a heap at her feet. It was Mak Edjom. His face was gaunt and there were deep purple, almost black circles beneath his eyes. He looked pale and thin, and even the tiniest movement seemed to cause him tremendous pain. She made to move towards him, to help him in some way, but before she could touch him, a figure stepped out of the shadows, a wicked-looking sword gripped in his hand.

      She recognized the snow-white hair, the glowing and pupil-less violet eyes. The Spirit King. Stepping over the prone body of Mak Edjom, that splinter of Ashimax’s consciousness that had taken up residence in Edjom’s mind gave her a cold, calculated smile. Then he swung his massive blade.

      Dez leapt out of the way, nearly stumbling over her feet, but she adjusted quickly. Using her magic, she conjured a blade of her own and rammed it against the splinter only seconds before a blow landed on top of her. The reverberations from the block jolted her arm and reverberated throughout her whole body. She ground her teeth, shoving with all her might and jumping back to gain a better defensive position.

      Just past the Spirit King, Mak Edjom was rolling from side to side and moaning. The darkness had completely faded now, and images swirled past them—the war on the other side of Edjom’s mind still waged as sights and sounds filtered through, whipping through the air like debris from a windstorm. The ground beneath Dez’s feet began to roll and she yelped, barely deflecting another of the Spirit King’s blows. Twisting away, she ran at a diagonal and leapt towards the Spirit King, her sword swiping through the air. His blade met hers and the force shot her backwards. She landed on her back, all the air whooshing from her lungs.

      Her right elbow had taken much of the fall, and hot tears immediately pricked her eyes as Dez scrambled to her feet, her arm aching. The splinter only smiled again, his movements lazy and unhurried. Dez swore under her breath. She’d expected the splinter to be waiting for her and had expected a fight, but this…this was going to be so much more. This splinter was much less powerful that the projection she’d fought in the Memory Dimension, but it was still strong, and like the thorns of a briar vine, it did not want to be removed.

      Dez’s eyes flicked over to Mak Edjom’s supine form. How long had he been fighting inside of his own mind? How hard must he have fought? His weary body was in sharp contrast to that of the Spirit King, whose eyes seemed to glow more brightly with every swing of his sword. The Spirit King’s experience with mind control and fighting mind to mind like this far outweighed Dez’s own experiences. A jolt of panic spiked in Dez, but she gripped her sword tighter and sidestepped, ignoring the roll of the ground beneath her feet.

      The Spirit King’s splinter lunged forward, his blade whistling as it whipped through the air. Dez threw up her own sword to block the blade, but even with her unparalleled strength, the splinter was stronger. With a sound akin to laughter, he pushed down on his sword so that it, in turn, pushed Dez towards the ground. Her knees and thighs began to shake as she struggled to stay upright.

      Abandoning her sword, she dropped to the ground and rolled out of the way. Ashimax’s sword slammed into the ground not even half an ich from where she’d last been crouching. Sweat dripped from her forehead and her heart pounded in her chest.  Dez was good with a sword, but she was better with magic. Wrapping it around her, she teleported behind that splinter, kicking him hard in the small of his back. The Spirit King’s splinter went flying forward, but recovered quickly, whirling around to fling a flare of flame towards her head. Dez teleported again, dodging the flame and returning it with one of her own.

      The Spirit King waved his hand as though he was swatting at a fly and the bolt of fire evaporated before it reached him. With his other hand, he threw a blast of magic towards her. Dez leapt to the side, but not fast enough. The ball of violet flames narrowly missed her chest, but slammed full-force into her shoulder, knocking her backwards.

      Pain shot through Dez—but not in her arm, where she’d taken the hit. It was in her mind. Square between her eyes, the pain was so intense that Dez let out a howl, crumpling back to the ground with her eyes squeezed shut. When the pain had dulled to a more manageable ache, she peeled back her eyelids. Everything was the same. The same spacious but empty space. Images of the war raging outside swirled around them and Mak Edjom curled up on his side, his eyes withdrawn. And the splinter of the Spirit King standing directly across from her, his hands casually resting on the hilt of his gleaming blade.

      Fear crept up Dez’s spine and she shivered. He’s toying with me. She stole a quick glance at her arm, expecting to see a bloody wound, but there was no evidence that she had taken a hit at all. Not even a whisper of smoke rising from her armor. The spot where the ball of magic had hit her was slightly numb, but there was no wound there. What the—how is that possible?

      A realization smacked into Dez then, stealing her breath. She was inside Mak Edjom’s mind. This was not her physical body. The man lying on the ground was not the physical form of Mak Edjom. And the splinter was only a fragment of the Spirit King’s mind—not his body. There was nothing physical on this plane…only visual representations of their minds. Wounds here were superficial only, though the throbbing in her temples was real enough. In a flash, understanding washed over Dez. The splinter was just a piece of the Spirit King’s consciousness, only a fragment of his power—but she was fighting with almost all of hers. The true stakes of this battle slammed into her. If she lost the fight here, on this plane, if she was defeated by the Spirit King’s splinter, her consciousness would be lost. It would never again return to her body. Her body would perhaps live on, but her mind—who she was—would be gone. Commander Desiree Black would cease to exist.

      More fear encompassed her, and this time, panic did, as well. Her breathing hitched in her throat and her mind whirled. She’d never fought anyone like the Spirit King before. He was fast, merciless, powerful, and absolutely lethal. And there was nothing that could stop him from unleashing all of that upon the Rebellion.

      Nothing but her.

      A part of her wanted to turn back, to run back through the open door of Mak Edjom’s mind and find another way, but the other half of her screamed at her that this was the only way. If she failed, she knew the Rebellion would lose the battle over Seafall and be completely vulnerable to the Spirit King’s wrath—he would decimate them. The thought made her ache.

      But underneath that, an even deeper ache penetrated her thoughts. If she failed to defeat the splinter in Mak Edjom’s mind, there was no way she would be able to defeat the ones present in her parents’ minds. She would have no chance at all to save them. Much like the Rebellion, they would be lost forever.

      Dez’s entire body began to tremble. The splinter of the Spirit King was glaring at her, his head cocked to the side as if he could hear the internal battle being waged in her mind. A tiny whimper came from Mak Edjom, but otherwise he didn’t move or speak.

      Dez tore her gaze from the splinter, catching snippets of the battle outside from the images swirling around them. For a split second, she thought she saw the familiar sparkle of Gloriox’s emerald scales, Kahn’s helmet, and the golden strands of Lula’s hair.

      She thought of Saad. His plan and his fate—which she didn’t know and hadn’t had time to find out. Everyone she cared about was there, doing everything they could to buy her time for this fight. Because they’d had belief in her when she’d told them of her plan, when she’d told them she believed that this, this moment right now, was how they would win the war.

      Her entire body shook now, and fear and panic rolled around inside her so much that it was hard to breathe. But there was something else, too.

      Dez slowly rose to her feet. Her knees knocked together, but she stood her ground. “I am Commander Desiree Black,” she said, her voice strong. “And this is what it means to be a leader.” She conjured up a sword. As the hilt touched the palm of her hand, her head ignited with whispering voices—the same whispers that had been her constant companions since the night on which the Dragon Oracle had touched her and had passed on her powers. The same whispers that had led her to this place—the voices of the Creator Goddess.

      Dez opened her mind to them, and suddenly the entire space was filled with a warm golden light that wrapped around Dez. With her cocooned inside it, all of the fatigue and fear drained away. Dez felt herself being lifted into the air, and she closed her eyes, letting the whispers whisk across her skin. When her feet hit the ground once more, this time it was her turn to smile. The Creator Goddess was with her. And she would not fail.

      The Spirit King’s splinter did not hesitate. With a guttural roar, he swung his powerful blade, effortless and precise. Dez twisted out of the way, gripped her own sword in one hand, and shot a blast of black flame towards him with her other. The move, which had felt so draining to her before, was as easy as breathing—a renewed sense of strength flowed through her, the whispers buzzing in her ears—now a welcome sound. Dez advanced, no longer on the defensive, but on the offensive. She swung her sword. Strike. She swung again. Strike. Another powerful blow.

      The splinter met her blow for blow, blocking her attacks, and landed a few of his own, but something was shifting. The warmth that surrounded Dez was growing hotter, the whispers growing louder. It felt as though she was burning from the inside out, but there was no pain, no fear…just strength.

      White flames sparked up around her like a shadow, growing in size and strength until they reached the height of a dragon at her side. They lashed at the splinter, striking at him of their own mind, their own volition. The Creator Goddess’s flames moved like a person, slashing at the Spirit King independently of Dez’s actions, and together they danced around the splinter while striking at him.

      The splinter fought back, but for the first time since the battle between them had begun, its moves were purely defensive.

      The splinter roared as Dez’s sword struck him in the side, black sludge oozing from the wound and sizzling like grease in a hot skillet. Dez used the moment to her advantage, striking again. This time, she landed a blow across its back, the stripe showing up thick and deep. The Creator Goddess’s flames were also inflicting damage—the splinter whirling back and forth between them, its movements jerky and unbalanced.

      Dez’s arms were starting to feel like lead from swinging the heavy sword, and she found herself wishing for her spear. Almost immediately, the sword in her hand morphed into the familiar weapon, her fingertips gripping the shaft almost before she recognized the change. As the white flames struck out, stealing the splinter’s attention, Dez saw the opening and took it. For the Rebellion! Gripping her spear, she ran forward yelling and rammed it into her target. The spear skewered the splinter right through the abdomen, its eyes going wide and a roar of rage pouring from its throat.

      While Dez held the splinter in place, the Creator Goddess’s white fire crawled down the shaft of Dez’s spear and into the open wound, every tendril of flame entering the Spirit King’s splinter’s body until it had all disappeared. Then, the splinter began to glow—a white luminescent light radiating under its skin and popping through the pores. Everywhere the light touched began to sizzle, the splinter disintegrating and turning to dust.

      The splinter’s eyes rolled to the back of its head, and its mouth opened and formed a perfect “o” before the entire being shifted to dust and fell into a pile of ash at Dez’s feet.

      A wave of energy spread through the room and Dez fell to her knees, depleted. The space around her was shifting again, and she felt a strong magnetic pull that hadn’t been there before. The Creator Goddess’s white flames had disappeared now, and the whispers had gone quiet. The splinter was gone, but something else was happening now. Dez’s eyes landed on the space where Mak Edjom had been lying, but he no longer lay supine on the ground. He was standing, his face so much different than Dez had ever seen it in the past.

      She struggled to her feet, taking a step towards him, but a pain lanced through her mind and she grabbed the sides of her head, wincing at the stabbing pain in her temples.

      The splinter was gone, and Mak Edjom’s mind was beginning to assert control. She was losing her grip on the Memory Dimension—she would soon be forced out. Gulping down a breath of air, Dez closed her eyes and waited for the room to expel her back into the real world. But just as the pull of energy became so great that it nearly hurt, she felt something tug at her hand.

      Her eyes flew open. Mak Edjom was in front of her, and suddenly images were flying before her eyes. She saw Edjom wrestling that long object from underneath Stardeep and delivering it to the Spirit King, whose voice was thick with cold elation as he held it in his hand. “This is it,” he practically purred. “A piece of her again, after so long. The piece I need to destroy her.”

      Before Dez could even ruminate on what those words meant, another image took shape before her eyes. This one was from the perspective of Edjom, as though she was watching the scene unfold from behind his eyes. The scene was that of earlier—Edjom watching as the Spirit King selected a small force of elite troops, including Dez’s parents. Dez sucked in a breath as she realized that those on the battlefield wearing her parents’ armor were indeed decoys. The small contingent was heading into the mountains towards the Ancient Deeps. As she watched, Edjom’s voice echoed in her mind, snippets of conversations rattling like mosquitoes in her ears. The war, the occupation, a ruse? A ritual…the Crack in the World…kill the Goddess?  The phrases were only fragments, just tiny bits of his thoughts, but they were enough that Dez’s throat closed slightly as she realized what they meant—what the Spirit King had been planning all along.

      Another wave of energy smacked into her and she saw nothing but a swirl of color, both dark and light, and it was so blinding that she squeezed her eyes shut. She could feel herself hurtling through the air, powerless to stop the movement. Then, with a WHAM, she collided with something solid. She opened her mouth, gasping as the sounds of war filled her ears and the tang of smoke, blood, and sweat flooded her nostrils.

      Dez opened her eyes. She was returned from her journey in Mak Edjom’s mind. She was standing stiff and rigid, still on the back of Mak Edjom’s Draznar, which was more or less hovering in the air as if it wasn’t sure what it should be doing. The battle still raged on around them. Dez knew time in the Memory Dimension passed much differently than it did in the real world, but she shook her head in confusion, unsure of how much time had passed. Had it been an hour, or a single second?

      She blinked rapidly, trying to clear the grip of smoke from her eyes when she realized she was still clinging to Mak Edjom, her hand pressed against the purple X on his forehead. Her gaze found his and she cried out in surprise. The violet glow in his eyes was fading, giving way to clear, bright brown orbs. The X beneath her fingertips was fading, too, leaving a patch of unblemished skin in its wake.

      Dez jumped back, releasing Mak Edjom. Relief flooded through her, and she wasn’t sure whether to laugh, cry, or collapse in exhaustion. Mak Edjom didn’t move, and though there was something akin to relief shining in his eyes, there was something deeper there, too—something raw and painful. “You saw?” he asked, his voice hoarse from having gone without use.

      Dez nodded, her eyes flickering to the side of Edjom’s face. The tip of his left ear was crumbling, as if it were made of dust. Her eyebrows shot up, but Edjom reached out and gripped her hand so fiercely that she almost cried out. “You saw?” he asked again, almost demanding an answer of her. It was as if he needed the extra confirmation.

      “Yes,” Dez breathed, understanding. “Yes, I saw.”

      Edjom closed his eyes for a split second, taking in a single deep breath before his eyes found Dez’s again. “Then you must go. Pull everyone back.” He released her, and a small groan escaped from his lips as he reached for the reigns of the Draznar.

      Dez stared at him, and at his ear. It was not just the tip of the man’s ear that was crumbling now; like flames that licked the length of a burning log, his condition was spreading. Edjom winced again, each movement seeming to pain him more and more.

      “Go now,” he repeated. “Quickly. I’ll handle the rest, but I don’t have much time.”

      Her initial reaction was to refuse him. Despite having freed him from the Mind Trap and knowing that all of his actions had been a result of that, it was still hard for Dez to look at him without thinking of him as the Spirit King’s right-hand man. But as she looked at him one last time—really looked at him—there was something in his eyes that made her heart pound. A look so profound that it reminded her of Elena Lawry. The compassion staring back at her, the empathy and care for the soldiers fighting the Spirit King, the deep regret and guilt he felt…It was all plain as day, flashing in his eyes.

      Dez felt her own sight swim with tears. She reached out, gently brushing his shoulder with her fingertips. Then she wrapped herself in magic and teleported to the saddle atop Nightsoul’s back.

      Nightsoul jumped slightly but adjusted quickly, her relief and joy upon seeing Dez alive and well pouring through the bond and over Dez. Well? she asked, wind from her wings cool on Dez’s face.

      “I did it,” Dez said, though her voice sounded so small. Before Nightsoul could say anything else, Dez cleared her throat. “Sound the retreat. I want all riders and dragons back behind the walls. We need to pull the ground forces back, as well.”

      Dez could feel Nightsoul’s confusion, but the dragon did not question her. A few seconds passed as Nightsoul telepathically communicated with the other dragons, relaying Dez’s message. Then, from all around her, the dragons broke away from whatever fights they’d been engaged with and swooped low towards the city. Down below, behind the walls, a loud horn sounded the retreat. The ground troops immediately began to fall back.

      “Hurry,” Dez said to Nightsoul. “There’s not much time.” Nightsoul darted towards the fort with the other dragons. Dez looked for her brothers and Lula, and for Saad, but there was such a flurry of activity, it wasn’t easy to discern who was who among the colorful array of dragons.

      Off in the distance, Mak Edjom’s Draznar still hovered above the Spirit King’s ground troops as if waiting for a signal. Then, with a cry that reached even her ears, Mak Edjom snapped the reins and his Draznar careened downward, straight into the heart of the Spirit King’s army. The four decoy Lost, who seemed unaware that their leader had undergone a massive transformation, jerked their Draznars sideways to follow Edjom blindly towards the ground.

      “Hurry!” Dez shouted at the stragglers, the dragons who were being slower to get behind the walls. “Quickly!” Nightsoul was flying as fast as she could, but fatigue virtually hung off of her wings. Dez felt for the bond, lending her some of her own strength. The dragon sent back a wave of gratitude and gentle care.

      Once they were safely behind the walls, they were met with a chorus of voices.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Why must we retreat?”

      The Rebellion forces had followed her orders, but they did not understand what was happening. However, Dez did, and as quickly as possible, she told Nightsoul everything that had occurred in the Memory Dimension and everything she had seen in Edjom’s face when they’d been returned to the real world, all of what she’d experienced running through their bond from rider to dragon.

      In that moment of coming back to the world, Dez had realized something that she had never considered before. She’d been so focused on freeing the Lost it had never occurred to her to think of what they might be like after they were free—of what they could withstand after having had their minds used against them for so long. The guilt that had flashed in his eyes was proof enough that, once freed, they retained all of the memories of what they had done while they’d been part of the Lost—what they had done at the Spirit King’s behest. The weight of that burden was heavy—Mak Edjom had proved that. As for their powers, Dez wasn’t as sure. She assumed that while those freed likely did not have the same level of power they had had as one of the Lost, they must still retain the base of their magic, whatever they’d had before. As if she needed confirmation, she watched as Mak Edjom spread his hands wide while plummeting towards the earth, and that large purple cloud that had meant death so many times before was surrounding him, the shadowy vapor whipping violently in the air.

      And as the last of the Rebellion’s riders breeched the safety of the walls, Mak Edjom and his magic slammed into the Spirit King’s army. A deafening boom ricocheted towards the city as the ball of power that was Mak Edjom exploded, the enormous magical detonation happening right in the heart of the enemy forces. The flames erupted into a swirling maelstrom of violent fire that consumed everything in its path, including the bulk of the Spirit King’s forces.

      The Rebellion’s forces were silent for a moment, shock lining all of their weary faces. But then a victorious cry rose up among them.

      Dez and Nightsoul hovered above, listening to the joyous sound of it.

      But as Dez’s eyes stayed locked on those violet flames, a single tear rolled down her cheek.
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      “Is there anything else I can get you, soldier?” Dez asked, keeping her voice low.

      The young man lying on the cot shook his head, wincing from the movement. “No, ma’am. You’ve done more than enough.” His shoulders shook as he coughed, a thin stream of blood dribbling over the side of his mouth. “Thank you, Commander.”

      Dez gave him a tight smile and a gentle pat on the shoulder before moving to the next cot. She wasn’t much for the healing arts, but she wanted to make sure she saw as many of the wounded as possible, even if the only thing she could do was offer them a glass of water and a kind word.

      She knelt down next to where a young woman lay, a thick strip of white cloth covering her eyes. “Who’s there?” the woman whispered, her voice shaking.

      Dez reached out and took her hand. “Shhh, don’t worry. You’re safe now. It’s all over.”

      “Did we win?” the soldier who couldn’t have been much older than Dez asked, her body shuddering with more force now.

      “We did,” Dez answered her, noticing how the girl let out a deep sigh of relief. The battle had been hard on them all. She let out a breath of her own. “What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Sergeant Annalyn Brandwine, ma’am. I go by Anna.”

      “Well, Anna, my name is Desiree, but everyone calls me Dez. I—”

      Anna’s lips formed the words, and she started a bit when she realized. “But…but…are you Commander Desiree Black?”

      Dez winced a little at the respect in the girl’s tone. “I am.”

      The young soldier’s mouth quirked up a little in a half-smile. “I didn’t realize the commander in chief of the Rebellion was making house calls,” she said, attempting a joke. She let out a little cough, then winced when the movement shook her frame.

      Dez laughed a little, her voice soft when she answered, “She does when she’s avoiding the other commanders,” she joked back. “Enough talking now, though—you should rest. I’ll make sure you’re well looked after, I promise.”

      “Thank you, Commander. The Rebellion would be lost without you.”

      A lump rose in Dez’s throat, making it impossible for her to respond. She squeezed Anna’s hand instead, swallowing a few times until she felt able to speak again. “Rest now, Anna.”

      She made sure Anna had a proper blanket and a glass of fresh water before she gently patted her on the shoulder and rose from the cot. She continued walking down each and every row of injured soldiers then, offering them a word of solace or a hand to hold if they needed it. She’d never really been good at comforting people, but these soldiers had gone to battle under her orders; they had fought under difficult conditions when the odds had been completely stacked against them. They had done it for their cause—they had done it for the Rebellion. And, walking among them, Dez felt responsible for them, for their injuries, and for their sacrifices.

      This is what it means to be a leader.

      She knew everyone expected her to be outside with the other commanders…taking inventory, making preparations, and also celebrating. But, truth be told, she didn’t feel much like celebrating. The things she had seen in Mak Edjom’s mind were burned forever into her own brain—things she couldn’t unsee. And the look on his face right before he had flown off was also something she wasn’t likely to forget anytime soon. He had sacrificed himself for their cause. He had saved them. Everyone was treating Dez like the hero, but she wasn’t the hero. She wasn’t the one who had saved them all. That was Mak Edjom. To say that she was conflicted over their victory was the understatement of the year.

      As she walked quietly out of the makeshift hospital wing, she passed a much more somber space. A large area had been roped off, and the ground under a tall grove of leafless trees was covered with bodies. The soldiers who had not survived the war lay there unmoving and cold. The Rebellion chaplains were walking among the bodies performing blessings and last rites, and several soldiers milled about saying their goodbyes to their friends and comrades.

      Several teams of men had been dispatched to the battlefield to retrieve the bodies, and their loads seemed never-ending. The losses they’d suffered had been devastating. Dez had known the numbers would be high, but seeing the bodies displayed in front of her, giving her a visual of just how many lives had been sacrificed for their cause, made her unsteady on her feet. The faces of the men and women who would never see another sunrise, would never tell a joke or hug a loved one again, had etched themselves into the confines of her mind. I won’t forget you, she promised as she tried to take in every face, every detail she could. I won’t let your sacrifice be in vain. I’ll stop him, I swear it.

      She watched as more and more bodies were unloaded, witnessing the scene until she could bear it no longer. Then, with a heavy heart, she turned her back and trudged back towards where the Rebellion healers were working diligently to care for the wounded.

      She watched them work for a few moments more, but then decided it was time to head back out into camp, to face the conversations she was dreading the most.

      Outside, the camp was a chaotic flurry of activity. Once the shock of Mak Edjom’s sacrifice had worn off, the entire Rebellion had gone into recovery mode. There were tents being assembled, meals being cooked, and armor and weapons being cleaned. Dez spied some of the other commanders walking among the soldiers, laughing and celebrating their victory.

      She ducked behind a tall wagon of medical supplies, hoping they hadn’t seen her. The Rebellion leaders were ecstatic, but also confused about what had transpired and what exactly it was that had turned the tide of the battle.  They had converged on her as soon as the battle had ended, but she had waved them off, telling them that the wounded were her priority and that she would address them later. They had not argued or pressed her. A small gift, that respite. It had been so very needed.

      Leaving the medical area, Dez meandered through the camp trying to make her way quietly back to where Nightsoul was resting without detection, but that attempt only lasted a matter of minutes. The soldiers who were not injured had worked hard to reassemble the tent village, and they were all perched around campfires, laughing and taking a meal together. The atmosphere was downright jovial and the smell of freshly baked stew was wafting in the air. Everyone who saw her called out to her, rising to speak with her and shake her hand.

      So much for undetected, Dez thought miserably to herself, forcing a smile onto her face.

      Dez walked among the soldiers with hands clapping her on the back, but it was difficult to share in the celebration. The knowledge she had gleaned from Mak Edjom weighed her down and the war was far from over. After the shock of their victory had worn off, once they had all realized the battle was over, she had immediately ordered the entire army to stand down, their number-one priority being to rest, eat a decent meal, and take care of their wounded. As a whole, even though the Rebellion had suffered devastating losses, morale was high. The shocking victory had come at an enormous cost, but the energy percolating through the camp was hard to ignore.

      She knew the time would come when she would need to address the commanders, to fill them in on what she’d seen in Edjom’s mind, but looking at the faces of the soldiers around her was proof enough that that time wasn’t now. They hadn’t defeated the Sprit King, which meant that the war was still coming, but the battle they had won that day was a huge victory—and one they’d so desperately needed. They deserved to rest and celebrate tonight. There would be plenty of time for talk of war in the morning.

      Dez smiled, accepting a tin bowl of stew from one of the soldiers. She situated herself down next to him on the ground, not realizing how hungry she was until the first mouthful hit her taste buds. She listened to the soldiers talk, recapping the battle and giving each other play-by-plays of what had happened to them during the battle. It was interesting to listen to their perspectives, and their takes on what had gone wrong and what had gone right. Dez had only seen certain angles of the battle herself, and it was helpful to have more of a bird’s eye view of the battle. She didn’t say much, choosing instead to just listen, but the conversations and the energy of the men surrounding her were comforting.

      After she finished a second helping of stew, Dez thanked the soldiers she’d dined with and finally managed to make it over to the makeshift eyrie. The dragons were also celebrating, and they each took a turn to thank Dez and congratulate her on the victory. Dez bore it all with a smile, but when she found Nightsoul curled up in a corner, snoring softly, she was thankful for the chance to have a moment of peace and quiet. She knew there was so much she needed to be doing right now, so much that needed to be said, but the air was warm and it was even warmer next to Nightsoul, so Dez decided to allow herself a few moments more of rest. She was so very weary. The wound to her side had been patched up by one of the healers, but it still ached something fierce. Her muscles were all tight and strained. There wasn’t a single part of her that didn’t feel like she had pushed it to the limit on the battlefield. Despite all of her duties and responsibilities, she declared to herself that she was officially off-duty—at least for the next half hour or so.

      Ever so carefully, so as to not wake her dragon, Dez sidled up next to Nightsoul and pulled one of her wings over her body to use as a makeshift blanket. Then she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and willed sleep to find her.
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        * * *

      

      Some time later, Dez opened her eyes. She was still curled up against Nightsoul, and if the aches in her joints were any sort of tell, she hadn’t moved from this position in several hours. Groaning, she sat up, shoving Nightsoul’s wing gently off of her.

      Hello, little one, Nightsoul murmured, her large head swiveling around to look at Dez. Sleep well?

      Dez nodded, stifling a yawn. “Honestly, I could probably sleep for another week straight.”

      Couldn’t we all? Nightsoul snorted. Think the Rebellion will go for it?

      Dez let out a chuckle. “I wish.” It felt nice to laugh a little, to pretend that the biggest battle of their lives wasn’t yet to come. Just a girl and her dragon here. Even if it was a fleeting moment.

      “We should probably head to the Command Pavilion. They’re probably wondering where I am.” Nightsoul let out a funny noise, and Dez cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

      A certain someone came looking for you earlier. He was worried about you.

      “Oh?” Dez asked, trying to seem uninterested, though her heart had sped up at the thought.

      I told him you were resting, but that you would seek him out later.

      “Thanks.” One of the first things Dez had done once the dust of the battle had settled had been to ascertain whether anyone had seen Saad. The last time she had seen him had been on the battlefield. He’d taken that massive blast of power so that Dez would have a shot at getting close to Mak Edjom. She hadn’t known whether he had survived or not. Initially, she’d found no one who had seen him, no one who knew of his whereabouts, but right as despair had threatened to claim her, Pieter had relayed a report from another part of the camp. Saad and Frostbite were alive. Injured and exhausted, like everyone else, but safe and well. Dez had wanted to run through the camp, to see them with her own eyes, but the commanders had congregated around her and her duty as commander in chief had taken precedence. She had yet to see him.

      Her heart fluttered as she thought of him finding her sleeping. “How did he look?” she asked Nightsoul, who was enjoying this conversation far more than she should.

      He looked like someone who got blasted with Mak Edjom’s power, Nightsoul answered honestly. But well enough.

      Dez nodded. “I should speak with him. There is so much to say.” Flashes of the kiss she’d shared with Saad flooded her thoughts and her cheeks began to warm. Such strange feelings, these newly complex emotions that swirled around in her chest when she thought of him. It was complicated, to be sure, but also exciting. She cracked a small smile.

      I saw that, Nightsoul singsonged, sending a teasing pulse of energy towards Dez through their bond.

      “Oh hush,” Dez said, giving her a playful shove. She stood up and dusted the dirt off her pants. She ran a hand through her hair, quickly re-braiding it into a neat plait. Then she turned to Nightsoul. “Come on, let’s go. We need to address the commanders. This war isn’t over yet.”

      They made their way back along the flight line. Most of the dragons were sleeping, weary from the battle, but those who were still awake called out greetings.

      Commander, a deep voice rumbled. Are you well? Rockbreaker appeared, his enormous body blocking out a good portion of the light. Dez lifted her hand to say hello. “I am, exhausted and…well, so many other things, but I’m alive. And though we suffered losses, the Rebellion too lives on. And, for now, that’s everything.”

      Rockbreaker inclined his head. Nightsoul told me of your experience inside Mak Edjom’s mind.

      Nightsoul nudged her shoulder. I hope you don’t mind. I thought he might be able to help us make sense of it.

      “I don’t mind,” Dez said, and she didn’t. Whatever past hesitations or mistrust she’d felt for Rockbreaker had long since dissipated.

      Mak Edjom was very brave.

      Dez nodded, the weight of the experience settling over her. Any restfulness her nap had afforded her seemed to fizzle right out of her. “What he did for all of us…I guess it’s a little hard to wrap my head around. I haven’t told the commanders yet, what this means for us moving forward. I…I…” Dez trailed off as a profound sadness swept her up, and a tear rolled down her cheek.

      I knew him a long time ago, Rockbreaker said, his voice reverent. He was a fearsome thing to behold.

      His admission surprised Dez a little, but he was one of the older dragons. “Can you tell me a little bit about him?” It only seemed right to know more about the man who’d been responsible for their salvation.

      Rockbreaker, seeming to understand, sat back on his haunches and inclined his head. Nightsoul sat down beside Dez, ready to listen.

      Before he was captured, Mak Edjom was a powerful warrior and a devout priest of the Creator Goddess; he traveled the world adjudicating disputes and delivering justice.

      Dez sucked in a breath. This was also surprising. Every time she had seen Mak Edjom had been on a battlefield, and it was a little difficult to picture that powerful force of nature who had never shown a single ounce of mercy to an opponent as a priest.

      After that, Rockbreaker continued, he was a stalwart commander and leader in the first war against the Spirit King. He was good man…no, a great man. Wise and brave. What happened today, it was exactly how he would’ve wanted to go if given the choice. Fighting against all odds for a cause he believed in. There is no nobler death than that. His name will long be remembered. No warrior could ask for more.

      Dez agreed. When the time came, she also hoped that it would be in the name of something she truly believed in. She wasn’t a painter or an artist of any kind, but as soon as the war was over and Ashimax was defeated, she would find someone who could pluck the image of Edjom from her mind—the one of Mak Edjom embracing his power, building it into a supernova of energy and unleashing himself on his enemy’s forces. The image of his face appeared, but this time, she saw the pain there. The crumbling of his ear.

      “Did Nightsoul tell you about his ear? The crumbling?” Dez asked Rockbreaker, her voice shaking a little. “Do you know why that happened?”

      Rockbreaker considered the question for a few moments before responding. There is no way to know for sure, but I believe the answer is simply that his body could no longer contain him any longer. He was old, even for a Frazid, and his natural body would have wasted away long ago without the Spirit King’s magic to sustain it. Once that magic was removed, it was only a matter of time before he disintegrated.

      A lump had risen in Dez’s throat. A thought was percolating in her thoughts, but she dared not voice it. Is that what will happen to my parents?

      “He must have known he wasn’t long for the world,” she said. “He used his last moments to deal as much damage as possible to the Spirit King’s army. He was indeed a brave man. I will never forget what he showed me, what he sacrificed for the Rebellion. He gave us a shot, a chance to not only survive but to win against Ashimax. I won’t let that sacrifice go to waste.”

      See that you don’t, Commander. See that you don’t.

      “Thank you for telling me about him, and for all of your help with the Memory Dimension, and….” Dez trailed off. “I am so sorry about Dredge. I hope you can forgive—”

      Rockbreaker stepped closer, lowering his head so that his eyes were level with Dez’s. There is nothing to forgive, Commander. This is war. Loss is a part of that. My heart is a grievous thing, I won’t deny it, but I will mend. My rider was a difficult man to know and to like. Most did not. But he and I were interconnected in such a way…. Rockbreaker paused. Well, you know well how it is. I am just glad that I got to know him better than most. Despite what you may think, deep down, he was a good man and he really did want nothing but victory for the Rebellion.

      Dez did know what it was like. Her connection with Nightsoul was more precious to her than she could ever put into words, and the idea of losing that one day was unbearable.

      Come what may, Commander, know that whatever you do, you do it with my blessing.

      The future was entirely uncertain, and even with the knowledge Mak Edjom had given her, facing and defeating Ashimax would not be easy, but to have this dragon’s blessing was, in the moment, everything. Dez reached up and wiped away the tears that had welled up in her eyes. “Thank you, Rockbreaker. For everything. Thank you.”

      He inclined his head once more before he nodded also to Nightsoul and then headed deeper into the flight line.

      So, what now, little one? Nightsoul’s large eyes were fixed on her face.

      Dez let out a groan. She wasn’t looking forward to debriefing the commanders about what she had seen in Mak Edjom’s mind and what it meant for the Rebellion. “I think it’s time to meet with the other commanders. But first….” She smiled. “There’s someone I need to speak with first.”

      She sent an image to Nightsoul through the bond and the dragon immediately let out the dragon equivalent of a happy chortle.

      I think that’s one meeting you should probably have alone. She winked at Dez, who let out a laugh.

      “I think you’re right, Nightsoul, I think you’re right.”

      Following the directions given by a helpful soldier, Dez made her way outside the city gate and down the sandy path that led to the sea. A warm, salty breeze picked the wisps of hair that had fallen out of her braid and swirled them around her face.

      Saad was standing at the edge of the sea, right where the sand and the water meet. He’d kicked off his boots and rolled up his pant legs, his toes digging deep into the damp sand. As Dez moved towards him, she felt the grip around her heart—the one that had been there ever since she’d seen him blasted out of the sky—loosening. She stepped up next to him, trailing a hand across his shoulder as she did so.

      “I thought I lost you up there,” she said, her voice lightly muffled by the crash of the waves against the shore. The words made her throat ache, and she swallowed.

      Saad turned to her then, and the look on his face nearly sent her to her knees. His skin was ashen, and he swayed, a little shaky on his feet, but the emotion swirling in his eyes said everything that words could not. He reached for her, pulling her tight against his chest. Dez wound her arms around his waist, careful not to squeeze too tightly. She’d embraced her brothers before, and Lula, but this—this was different. She squeezed her eyes shut, losing herself in the solid, protective ring of his arms around her and the heat of his skin against hers.

      “No,” Saad said softly against her hair. “I’m right here.”

      When they finally stepped away from each other, Saad dropped his arms to his sides awkwardly and gave her a tentative smile. Dez understood why. She took a breath and let it out slowly. All of the things she’d been holding back bubbled up in her throat.

      “I need you to know something,” she began, shoving her nerves aside. “Nothing in this life is guaranteed. In a second, everything could end. Just like that. And that’s why we have to live each moment to the fullest. We have to say the things that we’re scared to say. And we have to open our hearts, even if it’s more terrifying than even the most fearsome battles.” She reached for Saad’s hand, interlocking her fingers with his. “Before the battle, when you kissed me, you said you knew that nothing could ever happen between us, but that you wanted it to. That you wanted…me. Do you still feel that way?”

      Saad’s eyes were blazing. He reached up, cupping Dez’s cheek with one of his hands. “Yes, I want you, but I know it’s not possible. We’re too different, and you’re the commander in—”

      Dez shook her head. “It is possible, and I need you to know the full extent of my feelings for you. I’ve fought them for so long, refusing to accept what I feel in my heart. But I’m done fighting it. I need you to know…” Her heart was pounding in her chest, “that I want you, too.”

      Saad let out a shuddering breath and leaned down, pressing his forehead against hers. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      “I didn’t, either,” Dez admitted, “but I wanted to say it. Out loud. So that there’s no doubt.” She stepped back slightly, looking him in the eye. “Saad, something big is coming, something more difficult and more terrifying than anything we’ve faced before. All of my instincts, every intelligent and practical part of me, is telling me that this isn’t the time to give my heart away, that I can’t fall in love with anyone right now. And you know what? Those instincts aren’t wrong.”

      Saad stiffened at the words and pulled back, his eyes darkening. “Oh.” He cleared his throat. “I understand.”

      “You didn’t let me finish,” Dez said, tugging him closer. “What I was trying to say is that, even though it doesn’t make sense and even if it’s the worst possible timing, I don’t care. I want you, Saad. Every second I can get with you. I want it all.”

      His lips came crashing down on hers then, and Dez threw her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. This kiss wasn’t like their first, slow and hesitant. It was everything and more. Dez didn’t want it to end. The feeling of rightness when he touched her—she wasn’t sure how she’d fought it, denying it for so long. Come what may, Dez knew without a doubt that she wanted Saad by her side.

      A giggle bubbled up in her chest.

      “What is it?” Saad asked.

      “I was just thinking about how much I hated you at first.” Dez grinned. “But Elena told me to give you a chance. Maybe on some level she knew. I don’t know, but I’m really glad I listened to her.”

      “Me, too.” Saad returned her smile with one of his own. It warmed Dez all the way down to her toes. “And you’re sure about this.” He indicated the two of them.

      “I’m sure. The goddess is with us,” Dez said, “and this is something I needed to do. For you and for me. So much of my life is spent in the service of other people—my family, my soldiers, the Rebellion, the world—and I wouldn’t have it any other way. But I can’t forget why I’m doing it all in the first place. I can’t forget what it is that we’re all fighting for. A free life for everyone. Including you and me. I think we deserve that. Don’t you?”

      “I do, Desiree Black.” Saad lifted her chin with a finger, tilting her head back. “I absolutely do.” And he pressed his lips gently against hers.
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        * * *

      

      Are you ready, little one? Nightsoul’s large eyes peered into Dez’s face. They were standing a few feet away from where the entire Rebellion army was gathered, waiting to hear her address.

      After the few stolen moments with Saad at the beach, Dez had returned to camp and begun making preparations. She’d decided to address everyone at one time. The commanders hadn’t been thrilled with this, and neither had her brothers, but Dez knew this was right. This was how Elena Lawry would’ve done it, and this was how Dez wanted to do it, too.

      “I think so,” she said, wiping her sweaty palms against her pants. “Is it dumb of me to admit that I’m nervous?”

      No, of course not. Courage isn’t the absence of fear. It’s the ability to look that fear in the face and do what needs to be done anyway. And you, little one, are the bravest person I know.

      “You’re just saying that because you’re my dragon and you have to.”

      Nightsoul nuzzled Dez’s shoulder. I’m saying it because it’s true. I am honored to be your dragon, Desiree Black. Truly honored.

      Tears welled up in Dez’s eyes, but she quickly swiped them away. “It’s me who should be honored. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. I’d be rotting away in the swamps, miserable and alone.”

      Just remember, there is no Nightsoul without Desiree Black. It’s you and me. Always. Your battles are my battles. Your fears are my fears. Your strengths are my strengths. And, come what may, we handle it together.

      Dez leaned over and wrapped her arms around Nightsoul’s neck. “Thank you, my dear friend.”

      “Dez?” Pieter’s voice called out. “They’re ready for you.”

      Dez stepped back and wiped her face again. “Good.” She smiled at Nightsoul. “Let’s do this.”

      Stepping up onto the makeshift platform that had been assembled, Dez willed her face into what she hoped was a serene smile. What she had to say wasn’t going to be easy, but there was a feeling of hope in the air that Dez clung to.

      “My fellow soldiers, yesterday’s battle was unlike any other. Against all odds, you fought harder than you ever have before. You looked death in the face and said, ‘Not today.’”

      A wild cry rose up from the crowd, and Dez paused as the soldiers cheered.

      “Your bravery and valiant efforts led us to victory, and for that, we should absolutely celebrate. But we also lost many of our own today, and their sacrifices must never be forgotten. We must always remember the names and faces of the men and women who were more than willing to give their all, their lives, for the cause. For the sake of the Rebellion. In the name of freedom for every man, woman, and child. We must never forget them.”

      “Never forget!” the crowd chanted. Dez paused again, giving a moment of silence to remember their fallen brethren.

      “The battle we have won today,” she continued, “is a historic victory. But the war is not over. Far from it. And I need your help.” Dez swallowed. “What many of you do not know is that, during the battle, I engaged Mak Edjom during the fighting in order to attempt to break the Mind Trap the Spirit King had placed on him. I was successfully able to do so.”

      The crowd began to murmur at these words. Dez held out her hands to quiet the soldiers before continuing. “Mak Edjom sacrificed himself today, for us. For the Rebellion. But not before he showed me what the Spirit King is up to, and what he has planned. Ashimax never intended to win this war, although he hoped to. He is after something much bigger.”

      This time, the crowd grew even more unsettled, their voices getting louder. Dez continued, speaking over them. “When Elena Lawry, Saad Mallas, and I journeyed to the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie, we were attacked by Mak Edjom and his forces. During the battle, an ancient, sacred artifact was taken. Stardeep, the Oracle’s dragon, gave his life trying to protect it. That artifact is called the Needle of Creation, and the Spirit King intends to use it to force open a gate in the heart of the Ancient Deeps. He is already headed there now, with the most powerful of his Lost with him. Those we saw on the battlefield today—excluding Mak Edjom, of course—were decoys created to fool us and keep our eyes focused on the war, and not on what the Spirit King himself was doing.”

      Dez steeled herself, and continued, “Ashimax is planning to find and kill the Creator Goddess, usurp her power, and make himself the new master of all creation. He is preparing for the ritual as we speak.”

      The gathered soldiers were eerily quiet as her words settled over them, but Dez could see the shock and the fear in their faces.

      “I know how this sounds,” Dez said, her voice strong despite her own worry and fear. “But you have to believe that we can still stop him. We still have time to rally against him. We are the Rebellion, and Ashimax has gravely misjudged us if he thinks we are going to allow him to do this. Every single one of you is a fighter, and you joined this cause because you believed in a free world for everyone. I am asking you now to lean into that cause, to fight harder than you ever have before or ever will again. Our time is now, and if we are going to survive this, we have to have hope. We have to believe in our cause. We have to believe in each other. Can you do that?”

      She waited as the soldiers looked back and forth among each other. Then, slowly, one by one, they began to rise. Dez had to fight back the tears that pooled in her eyes as the entire army rose to their feet.

      “For the Rebellion!” someone shouted, and every gathered voice echoed back, “For the Rebellion!”

      Dez smiled then, her heart all but bursting. “For the Rebellion!” She waited until they were seated again. “It won’t be easy. What we saw today is only a fraction of what I fear is to come, but I know we can do this. And I swear to you that I will not let the sacrifices of those we lost today be in vain. I will not let the Spirit King win. I will fight him with everything I am and everything I have. And I’m asking that you be willing to do the same.”

      “What’s the plan then? How do we stop him?” Kahn stepped forward, his face already wearing the expression he wore right before a battle. “We’re with you, Commander. Just tell us what to do.”

      Dez gave her brother a nod. “We’ll need to get a team together. I’ll take as many volunteers as I can get. We’ll have to follow the Spirit King into the Ancient Deeps. If you would like to volunteer, see your commander and be prepared to leave at first light.”

      With nothing else to say, Dez stepped off the platform and walked over to where Saad, Lula, and her brothers were waiting. Already, the soldiers had begun moving and lines were forming as they waited to speak with their commanders.

      When she reached him, Saad placed his hand on the small of her back. “I think this goes without saying, but consider me a volunteer.”

      “That goes for me, as well,” Kahn added.

      “And me,” said Pieter.

      Lula gave Dez’s shoulder a squeeze. “Impossible odds and imminent death? Count me in.”

      Do you even have to ask? Nightsoul projected for everyone to hear. And then, said just for Dez’s ears, You and me always, little one.

      In that moment, Dez’s heart was incredibly full. The future was uncertain, but one thing was clear. Whatever might come, they would face it together.

      “Thank you,” she said. “It’s not going to be easy. We have to try to get back the Needle of Creation, and if we can’t, then we must prepare for the greatest battle of our lives. The battle for a free world.”
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      To achieve victory, Dez must risk everything they’ve fought for—and everyone she loves.

      The defeat of the Spirit King’s armies revealed his true plan to overthrow the Creator Goddess and claim her power. But the Spirit King isn’t about to go down without a fight. Now, with forces depleted from their successful campaign, Desiree Black will lead a weary Rebellion company into the Ancient Deeps. They have no choice but to stop the enemy from completing the ritual that will destroy the world.

      As skirmishes break out along the dangerous paths through the Deeps, though, one thing becomes painfully clear…everyone Dez cares about faces mortal danger.

      The realization of the stakes only increases her desire to free her parents from the enslaving Mind Trap. Their combined power and knowledge just might be the edge needed to reach the Spirit King and defeat him.

      Yet, the way through the Deeps grows increasingly treacherous, with new enemies and deceptions around every corner. Soon, Dez no longer knows who to trust to help guide them through the heart of the earth. And when a threat from within emerges, Dez must face the harsh truth that victory never comes without a price.

      Gaining freedom will require the greatest sacrifices.

      Don’t miss the epic conclusion of this young adult dragon fantasy trilogy!
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      Strong gusts of wind whipped through the Horned Gates, the shrill whistling sound like a deadly siren’s song—and an ominous omen for Desiree Black, commander in chief of the Rebellion army.

      The mountains whisper, Nightsoul’s voice filled Dez’s mind. They speak of destruction and despair…and death. The dragon shuddered, and Dez’s own body tensed as chills crept like spiders down her spine. “I know,” she murmured, laying a hand against Nightsoul’s obsidian scales. “I hear it, too.”

      Named for the two hook-shaped mountains that sat on either side of it, the 160-foot-wide, 3-mile-long mountain pass housed the only road to their destination: the Ancient Deeps, where Ashimax, an abomination and nightmare—who’d accidently been created by the Creator Goddess herself—had been discarded, shoved through the crack in the heart of the world. The very place where the Spirit King now travelled with the Needle of Creation, his plan being to open the crack in the world once more, kill the Creator Goddess, and usurp her power…unless Dez and her army of rebels stopped him.

      Dez eyed the mountain pass, her entire body tense and on alert. To the naked eye, the pass appeared clear—at least for the first half mile or so—but the road wasn’t a straight shot. Carved into the mountains, it twisted and turned, and there was no telling what lay beyond that first bend in the rock.

      “Commander? What are your orders?” Kahn, Dez’s foster brother and one of the fiercest warriors under her command, spoke from atop his golden dragon, Lanalin.

      Dez let out a slow breath, trying to brush aside her unease. The three hundred soldiers who had marched with her, the few dozen cavalry, and the twenty-eight dragons and their riders all depended on her leadership. On the tail of their victory at Seafall, they had followed her into the Kingdom of Glad where they had reclaimed the city for the Rebellion, and now here to the gates, where they would follow her into the heart of the Ancient Deeps.

      There was no time to waste, but neither was there time for a poor or hasty decision. “Ashimax knows we’re pursuing him, and despite appearances, I doubt this pass is as empty as it seems. We need to know what he’s laid in wait for us.”

      Dez turned to her other side, where Saad Mallas sat atop Frostbite, his snow white dragon. Saad’s brows scrunched together as his eyes studied the pass. Dez’s heart lurched at the sight of him, the declaration they’d made to each other on the beach at Seafall still fresh in her mind. The middle of a war was hardly the place for romance, and yet they’d found each other. Dez’s cheeks warmed at the thought of his warm lips against hers. “What do you think, Captain?”

      Saad’s cheek lifted slightly at her address, but he continued to scan the voluminous mountains. “My gut tells me that aerial surveillance would be the wisest.”

      That was Dez’s instinct, too. “Nightsoul?”

      Nightsoul’s head lifted, her large eyes narrowing in on the low-laying clouds that hung over the pass. Visibility is likely to be low, but we won’t know to what degree until we get up there.

      “Let’s get up there, then. We need to know what we’re working with.” She turned to Kahn. “Assemble the ground scouts while we’re gone. If we can’t see from above, we’ll have to send them through.”

      Kahn nodded. Turning his head, his voice boomed across the open plains as he called for the scouts. Dez caught Saad’s eye for a moment as Nightsoul’s massive wings unfurled and lifted them into the skies. The air above the plains was hot and dry, but the closer they flew towards the mountains, the more crisp and frigid the air became. Dez shivered slightly as her eyes roved beneath them, searching for any evidence of the enemy.

      Nightsoul flew to the very peaks of the Horned Gates, but the thick, low-hanging layer of fog and cloud cover made it impossible for them to see the pass below. Dez instructed Nightsoul to fly as low as possible without dipping into the fog, but still visibility was non-existent. They made several passes, but not even Nightsoul’s sharp dragon eyesight could detect any useful intel from the skies.

      “Let’s head back,” Dez directed her.

      They landed to find a team of five scouts assembled on horseback and ready to enter the pass on Dez’s order. She gave it, and then watched as the team trekked silently into the pass, their figures and those of the horses seemingly swallowed whole by the towering, craggy walls of the mountains.

      The wind picked up, the whistling becoming louder than before. The cavalry horses began to nicker and stamp their feet, and the dragons seemed a little restless, as well. Their ears flicked back and forth as they listened to the voices of the wind.

      It didn’t take long for the scouts to disappear around the first bend, the swish of a horse’s tail the last thing Dez saw of them. The entire Rebellion army waited, collectively holding their breath. Dez’s entire body felt jittery and she itched to move in some way, to pace the ground as she often did when she was worked up or worried, but she remained determined to appear calm and collected in front of the troops. So, she sat atop Nightsoul with a straight back, her chin lifted high.

      All of a sudden, Nightsoul’s ears laid flat against her head and she let out a strangled sound. All of the other dragons reacted, too. Some with their heads snapping towards the pass and others releasing cries similar to Nightsoul’s.

      “What is it?” Dez demanded. “What’s happening?”

      The horses began to vocalize, their nickers morphing into full-blown whinnying as their wide nostrils flared and their eyes widened. Whatever the dragons heard, the horses were hearing it also.

      “Nightsoul!” Dez screamed, panic building in her chest. “What’s going—”

      But then she heard it.

      The sound of screaming so violent that it made the blood in her veins seem to curdle.

      It didn’t last long, only a minute or two, but every second the sound filled her ears was like a knife twisting in her gut. When the air became silent once more, nobody moved or said a word, the entire Rebellion army wearing a single mask of horror as everyone stared at the pass.

      Several minutes went by, and then there was movement. A single, riderless horse ran back towards the army, its silver coat stained with blood and dirt.

      Kahn ordered a soldier to retrieve the horse, and as it was led over to Dez, her heart pounded in her chest. She slid off Nightsoul’s back, her knees wobbling as she moved over to the horse. The creature’s entire body trembled, and the soldier holding its reins was barely able to hang on to the skittish animal.

      A wave of guilt washed over Dez as she placed her palm against the horse’s side in what she hoped was a soothing gesture.

      Nightsoul, reading her feelings through their bond, said, You mustn’t blame yourself.

      How can I not blame myself? Dez practically shouted with her thoughts. I am the Rebellion Commander in Chief. I sent those men into that valley. If it is not me that’s to blame, then who?

      Nightsoul’s ears twitched, but instead of arguing, she said, Every single man and woman in our forces is a volunteer. They knew exactly what they were getting into when they chose to follow you here. Remember that. Whatever happens, victory or defeat, it does not rest on your shoulders alone, little one. We are all the Rebellion, and we are all in this together.

      “I know.” Dez’s voice had come out hoarse, her throat thick with the emotions roiling through her. “But that doesn’t make it any easier.”

      War is never easy, little one, and it wears on us all. But we share the pain, and together we bear the weight of all that has been lost. Our scars are the same.

      Dez let out a breath.

      “So, what now?” It was Pieter, Dez’s other brother, who’d asked aloud the question which Dez knew everyone was thinking. It was the very question she herself had been pondering.

      Kahn stepped up next to Dez, the distress of losing his comrades evident in the scrunched lines of his forehead, but he quickly scrubbed a hand over his face and wiped the emotion away. “We have to send another team in.”

      The words grinded against Dez’s nerves, but she knew Kahn was right. The slaughter of their scouts confirmed that the Spirit King had fortified the pass with his forces. And without sending in another team of scouts, there was no way to know what or how many waited for the Rebellion just beyond the bend. Marching the entire Rebellion army through the pass blindly wasn’t a gamble she was willing to risk.

      She looked at Khan and nodded her assent. “We should wait for the cover of darkness, though. They won’t expect us to attack during the night, so they may be less alert then. Our scouts have a better chance of getting in and getting out unseen that way.”

      Overhead, the sky was already darkening as the sun dipped lower towards the horizon. While they waited, a new team of scouts was assembled. When the midnight sky twinkled with stars, Dez gave the official order.

      Kahn passed along the order and then stepped closer to Dez, a peculiar look on his face. “I think I should go with them,” he said, his voice low and gruff.

      “With the scouts?” Dez’s head automatically began to shake. “No.” The weight of the first group of scouts’ deaths bore heavily on her shoulders, as did her concern for the second group. The idea of sending her brother into that pass—no, she couldn’t think on it.

      “Dez,” Kahn argued. “We need to know what’s in the pass—”

      “And that’s what the scouts are for,” Dez countered.

      “I’m going. Whether you like it or not.” Kahn lips pressed into a hard line. “For the good of the Rebellion.”

      Dez knew from the sound of his voice that, no matter how much she opposed the idea, Kahn would walk into the pass with the scouts. It was just who he was—always looking for a chance to prove himself the best of the best. “Fine,” she grumbled. “But, Kahn? Be careful…and come back.”

      “I will.”

      She watched as he walked over to Lanalin and began whispering to her quietly. The dragon’s head jerked a little, and it seemed to Dez that she didn’t like what she was hearing.

      He’s telling her that she has to stay behind, Nightsoul said to Dez through their bond. She’s arguing with him, but he’s resolved. The scouts need to be small and stealthy, something a golden dragon isn’t capable of.

      “It’s rude to listen to other people’s conversations,” Dez tried to tease, but she couldn’t hide the traces of anxiety in her tone.

      I’m not. I can’t hear them, but Lanalin is easy enough to read, and I know that I wouldn’t like it if it were you going into that pass without me.

      Dez and Nightsoul watched as Lanalin finally dipped her head, tendrils of smoke coming from her large nostrils as she let out a huff. Kahn pressed his head against hers, gave her a gentle pat, and then headed over to where the other scouts had gathered. One of them handed him the reins of a horse, which he quickly mounted.

      It didn’t take long for the team of horses to cross the mile or so of plains that separated the Rebellion from the mouth of the pass, their figures silhouetted by the silver light of the moon. They entered the pass and, much like the first team, disappeared into the shadows.

      Dez inhaled and exhaled slowly. There was nothing to do but wait.

      Hours passed with no sign of the scouts. There were no sounds of a battle either, which Dez took as a good sign. Yet, despite the exhaustion clinging to her body, she paced back and forth, and her eyes never strayed from the mouth of the pass.

      Saad stood near her, his back ramrod straight and his own eyes glued to the pass. Nightsoul, Frostbite, and Lanalin loomed nearby, as well, and it was the dragons who spotted the movement first.

      Look, Nightsoul’s voice rang in Dez’s ears. Someone is coming.

      Dez’s eyes flicked back and forth until she made out the solitary figure moving towards them in the darkness. The mile of plains between the mouth of the pass and the Rebellion army felt like an expanse of ten miles as they waited to see who or what headed towards them.

      Dez’s entire body tensed as she watched the shadow come closer. The scouting team that had set off hours before had consisted of four members, all of them on horseback. The indication of this solitary figure on foot made bile rise in Dez’s throat. She held her breath until a sliver of moonlight sliced through the darkness to reveal a familiar tuff of sandy gold hair.

      “Thank the Goddess,” she breathed. Lanalin leapt into the air, her wings flapping rapidly as she headed towards her rider and helped him onto her back.

      When they landed, Dez hissed at the sight of Kahn. He was covered in mire, and the left side of his face and neck were splattered with sticky blood from a cut above his brow that was slightly crusted over and oozing. He held his right arm gingerly to his body, but otherwise looked unharmed. He slid off his dragon’s back, wobbling slightly when his feet hit the dirt.

      Dez ran over and threw her arms around her brother, nearly knocking him over. “Are you okay?”

      Kahn yelped in pain and Dez released him quickly. She often forgot her own strength. Kahn coughed and then looked at her, his expression grim. “I’m fine, but the others are lost. Culver and Wyatt took arrows in the chest, and Devian broke his neck falling into a ditch the Minocri had dug as part of their defenses.”

      “So, they knew you were there?” Saad asked. It seemed their plan of stealth, to go in and out unseen, had failed.

      “Yes, but they didn’t seem to care. I overheard some of the Minocri bragging about how they had the advantage over us and how we’d never make it through the pass alive.” Kahn winced a little as he jostled his injured arm. “And they’re right. They do have the advantage over us. They have the entire canyon fortified with ditches and stockades manned by their ground troops. The mountain walls are uneven, which creates ledges and overhangs at various levels all the way to the peak of the mountains. They have their archers set up on the higher ledges along with their magic wielders, so they can attack us from above. There are a bunch of Draznar clinging to the rocks under the cloud cover like bats. They’ve claimed every bit of defensible ground, both low and high.”

      “How many are there?” Dez asked, the wheels in her head already whirling as she sorted through the information.

      “A hundred and fifty. Give or take. Mostly Minocri, but there are a couple dozen Frazid among them, plus the fifteen or so Draznar and their riders.”

      Dez ran over the figures in her mind. Minocri were horrible, horned beasts that had been plucked straight out of the heart of the Ancient Deeps by the Spirit King himself, so it didn’t surprise her that the bulk of those defending the pass were the creatures most familiar with the area and the terrain. The dozen blue-skinned Frazid were more of a concern, given that they could wield magic, but the Rebellion had its own share of magic users—including Dez herself.

      “Do you remember the exact location of their forces? Could you mark it on a map?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Good.” Dez turned to Saad. “Gather the other commanders.”

      He nodded and dashed off as Dez turned back to Kahn. “I know you’re exhausted, but I need you to come with me to debrief the other commanders. We’ll need to know every detail you can remember, especially about the exact positioning of their forces,” she said, already turning on her heel. Kahn responded by falling into step next to her.

      As they walked, Dez reached out to Nightsoul through their bond. We need to talk strategy. Bring Gloriox and the others with you.

      A medium-sized tent had been pitched to serve as a makeshift command pavilion. It sat near to where a winding river cut through the plains. Dez waited outside while Kahn shoved the tent flaps aside and helped himself to the small offering of food and water inside. Once he’d had his fill, he rejoined her in the open night air. They settled themselves near the riverbank, where the dragons could be a part of the conversation. They would need their wisdom.

      When Saad arrived with the rest of the commanders and the dragons shuffled over a few minutes later, Dez held out a hand to Kahn, indicating that he should be leading the discussion with the intel gleaned from the scouting mission. He did so, quickly recounting all that he’d seen in the pass—including his best approximations of where the enemy forces were positioned.

      “And there’s no way we can attack from above?” Lula Black, Desiree’s aunt and former mentor, turned to her and asked.

      Dez shook her head. “It would be incredibly risky. The fog above the pass is dense. Visibility isn’t just low, it’s non-existent. Even with the dragons’ keen sense of sight, we’d still have to fly in virtually blind. It would be difficult to navigate, and even more difficult to anticipate the movement of our enemy. And with fifteen Draznar waiting to ambush us at the second we drop from the skies, we’d be putting ourselves at a terrible disadvantage.”

      “What about if we bypass the mountains altogether?” one of the other commanders asked. “Could we loop around the mountains and enter the Ancient Deeps another way?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Dez answered. “The only known road that leads to the entrance is the one that goes through the pass.”

      “Only known road,” the commander countered. “Is it possible there is another way? Another entrance or road somewhere?”

      “I suppose it is possible, but we simply don’t have time to find out.” Dez lifted a shoulder and let it drop. “The longer we’re waylaid, the closer the Spirit King gets to opening the crack in the world. Our biggest enemy right now isn’t the Spirit King, and it isn’t the forces in the pass. It’s time. We’re racing against every single second, minute, and hour that passes us by.”

      Is there a way to draw them out of the pass? Lanalin projected her voice for the entire group to hear. If we could fight them out in the open of the plains, it would hardly be a fight at all.

      Kahn shook his head. “If they leave the pass, they lose the advantage over us. I don’t think they’ll give that up willingly.”

      A handful of voices blended together as several of the commanders began to question Dez all at once.

      “So, the only way,” Pieter piped up, his voice clear over the chatter, “is through?”

      Everyone quieted, waiting for the response.

      “It would seem so,” Kahn finally confirmed, the words hanging like a sword over all their heads.

      “Okay, then we go through,” Dez declared. “But we do so cautiously and with a great deal of planning in place. We are greater than they are in terms of number, but I don’t want us taking unnecessary risks. The greater danger lies beyond the pass, and we cannot afford a high price to take it. Does anyone have any ideas?”

      At first, there was only silence, but after several agonizingly long minutes, Saad caught Dez’s eye. “I say we throw everything we have at them and launch a full, all-out attack. We know roughly where they are in terms of position, so we lead with our strongest fighters at the front—the dragons. They target the higher levels and handle the Draznar. That will pave the way for the cavalry and the foot soldiers to come through and sweep up the Spirit King’s ground troops.”

      The commanders began murmuring again, and Saad cleared his throat. “The simple truth is, there isn’t a way we can guarantee minimal losses, but we outnumber them and we certainly outsmart them. They’ll be expecting us to try something sneaky, to trick them or lure them from their positions. But, instead, we attack with everything within our power—our entire army. We go straight through the valley from one end to the other,” Saad described in a no-nonsense tone. “And we show absolutely no mercy.” His eyes flicked to Dez. “It seems a bit radical, I know, but it’s what must be done.” And then, in a voice that was almost a whisper, he added, “It’s what my father would have suggested.”

      Dez’s breath hitched in her throat. She knew Saad had never liked or understood his father’s methods, but they couldn’t deny his father’s track record, and in a situation like this, they couldn’t play it safe—as much as Dez might wish they could.

      Dez looked to Nightsoul. What do you think? she asked her privately, through their connection.

      It’s dangerous, and the likelihood of success is…well, minimal, but it does seem our best option. We cannot just sit here and wait for the Spirit King’s forces to retire and move on. They will defend the pass against us or die trying.

      Dez nodded, thinking to herself for a moment. The plan was risky…a little stupid even, but with the race against time and no other alternatives in sight, what choice did they have? She was more than reluctant to risk their entire army, but the familiar whisperings that came along with her position as the new Dragon Oracle began to hum feverishly in her ears, and Nightsoul’s words from earlier floated to her memory. We are all the Rebellion, and we are all in this together.

      She let out a breath, her shoulders sagging. “Saad is right,” she said. “I can’t bear the thought of more casualties, but the Spirit King is only trying to buy more time, and the longer his lines hold, the more he succeeds. We need to clear the pass, and the most efficient way to do that is to go in full-force, Dredge Mallas style.” She’d thrown that last bit in for Saad’s benefit, flashing him a small smile. “So, settle in, people. I want the details hammered out as quickly as possible. We attack at first light.”

      After discussing the logistics and going over every possible worst-case scenario, Dez ordered everyone to bed. Their talks had taken a while, and they would all need their strength for what lay ahead.

      Lula, Kahn, and Pieter headed towards their tents while the dragons shuffled over to where the riverbeds were plush and marshy, making the perfect spot for snoozing dragons.

      Soon, only Saad remained beside Dez. He laced his fingers with hers and gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “It will work,” he said encouragingly.

      “I know.” Dez let out a breath. “It has to.”
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      The next morning, the Rebellion woke before dawn, crossing the plains and moving into position at the mouth of the Horned Gates before the orange and gold fingers of the sun even began to stretch across the sky.

      All twenty-eight of the Rebellion’s dragons and their riders had been strategically placed at the front of the lines. Half of them were tasked with taking out the archers and the magic wielders on the ledges and overhangs of the mountainside, while the other half—which included Dez, Saad, Pieter, Kahn, and Lula—were to focus on engaging the Draznar and keeping them off the ground troops.

      The first half mile of the pass was visibly clear, which would give the dragons time to get into good flying position, but once they flew past the first bend in the road, the fighting would begin.

      Nightsoul’s body vibrated with anticipation. Are you ready?

      Dez’s own skin rippled with the static energy of her power, and she pulled more from her reserves, readying it for use.

      Ready. Dez listened as Nightsoul relayed the message to the other dragons, and then, as one, they lifted off from the ground, a whoosh filling the air as the dragons unfurled their wings and air filled them. With Nightsoul leading the charge, the dragons shot through the Horned Gates and into the pass, flying halfway between the ground and the fog ceiling.

      Nightsoul flapped her wings, gaining speed as the ground beneath them zipped by and a cool breeze flew past Dez’s flushed skin. The other dragons followed suit, the rhythmic beat of their wings acting as a cadence for the troops marching behind them.

      As they neared the bend in the pass, Dez gave the signal. The fourteen dragons assigned to the archers maintained their flying position while Dez, Nightsoul, and the others assigned to the Draznar flew higher, directly under the fog—to where Kahn had told them the Draznar would be waiting.

      There was no sound other than the rhythm of the dragons’ wings, the beating sound reverberating off the rock walls. There was also an eerie stillness, as if the earth itself held its breath, waiting for the battle to begin.

      Dez reached for her spear, wrapping her fingers tightly around the shaft, the weight of it familiar and comfortable in her hand. She stole a glance over at Saad and Frostbite next to her, and then another at Kahn and Lanalin on her other side. Lula and Pieter flew just behind her.

      “For the Rebellion,” Dez murmured.

      And for a free world, Nightsoul added just as they rounded the bend.

      Instantly, shadows filled the air as the Draznar flew at them, their wild, piercing cries like the grating sound of a blade scraping against stone.

      A large Draznar shot towards Nightsoul, its sharp talons aimed directly for the dragon’s wings. Its rider, a Frazid with yellow teeth pulled back in a snarl, held out a hand and hurled a spear of electric blue fire straight at Dez’s head.

      On instinct, Dez drew from her magic, wrapping it around her and Nightsoul to teleport them out of harm’s way. They ended up directly behind the Draznar that had fired upon them, and Nightsoul opened her mouth and released a jet stream of black fire that hurtled towards the Frazid rider, blasting it out of the saddle and into open air before the rider even had time to understand what had happened. Dez teleported again, landing on the now riderless creature’s back to slam her spear down into the space where its head and neck connected. A jolt of pain ricocheted up her arm as the spear tip connected with bone. As the creature went limp, Dez yanked back her spear and teleported herself back over to Nightsoul’s back.

      She quickly scanned the skies and the ground below. As planned, the Draznar had engaged fully with the dragons, largely ignoring what was happening on the ground level. Saad, Lula, and Kahn all battled Draznar nearby. Dez didn’t see Pieter, but the pass was a melee of commotion; it was easy to get lost in it.

      Arrows and bolts of magic flew in all directions beneath Dez as the dragons who had been assigned to the overhangs and ledges unleashed their fire on the magic wielders and used their claws to pluck archers from their defensive positions. On the road, the cavalry led the ground troops in a surge through the pass, using sheer force and numbers to take down the barriers and stockades the enemy had erected to fortify their position. The fighting above and below was messy and chaotic, but the Rebellion appeared to be holding the upper hand despite the Spirit King’s fortifications. Dez, satisfied, turned her attention back to the Draznar.

      Kahn and Lanalin zipped past them, the golden dragon’s jaws clamped tightly around a retreating Draznar’s back leg. Saad, diagonal from her on the other side of the pass, sliced his sword through the air as he and Frostbite took down another one of the creatures. The sooner the Draznar were disposed of, the sooner the dragons could assist the troops in eliminating the Spirit King’s forces on the ground. So far, their plan seemed to be working.

      Reaching inside herself, Dez channeled some of her power until her entire body tingled with electricity. Then she closed her eyes, concentrating, and teleported herself and Nightsoul a quarter mile down the pass, re-appearing directly in front of the closest, unsuspecting Draznar. The creature opened its mouth, but before it could shriek or breathe ice, Nightsoul shot a fireball of onyx flame down the creature’s throat.

      The Draznar’s eyes went wide as it wheezed, choking and gagging. Nightsoul didn’t wait, pulling her tail back and whacking the creature in the face. An ear-splitting crack ripped open the sky and the creature went limp, its backbone broken. The Draznar’s rider, another Frazid, jerked back its hand to unleash its own burst of magic, but Dez was faster, teleporting herself directly behind the rider, her boot kicking out and connecting with the patch of skin between the Frazid’s shoulder blades. Both rider and creature plummeted towards the ground, while Dez magically whisked herself back to the safety of Nightsoul’s back.

      Below, a chain of explosions rocketed through the pass as the Rebellion’s magic wielders blew up the enemy’s stockades. The Spirit King’s archers seemed to be confused over who they should be firing at: the dragons picking them off one by one or the ground troops storming through the enemy defenses. Most of the Frazid on the ledges had been taken care of by the dragons, and several of the Draznar had also been felled.

      The battle grew frenetic, chaotic, and fierce both in the sky and on the ground. The cavalry pushed forward, targeting the remaining stockades, and together they blasted them apart with magic and fire, chasing the defenders out of their fortifications. The ground troops responded fiercely, cutting down the Minocri with speed and accuracy.

      Dez did another quick search, inventorying the aerial battle and counting the number of remaining Draznar. Her eyes landed on Kahn and Lula, and then Saad. But she still didn’t see Pieter. This time, worry pooled in her gut as her eyes darted back and forth, searching for the familiar emerald green glint of Gloriox’s scales—but they were nowhere to be seen. Nightsoul searched, too, her body humming with adrenaline.

      When Dez at last spotted them, her heart dropped. Pieter and Gloriox had managed to find themselves separated from the rest of the Rebellion’s forces and were surrounded by four Frazid who rode Draznar. They were about a quarter of a mile back from where the bulk of the battle raged on the ground—barely visible, alone, and in terrible peril. They were heading in the wrong direction, as well, as though they were attempting to flee back the way they’d come instead of pressing onward towards the entrance of the Ancient Deeps. A few more dragon-lengths of flight and they would disappear back around that initial curve in the mountain road, and when that happened, they would be completely obscured from view.

      Dez gasped as she realized that this was exactly what the Frazid wanted. They weren’t so much chasing Pieter and Gloriox as they were herding them away from where help could be readily available, back towards the open plains.

      Though Pieter was a decent fighter, he wasn’t nearly as proficient as Dez and Khan, and his magical abilities were fairly limited, as well. And four Draznar against one dragon—and a very old dragon, at that—were impossible odds. Four Draznar at one time would be difficult even for Dez and Nightsoul. Pieter and Gloriox needed help, and they needed it quickly.

      Nightsoul was the fastest dragon in the Rebellion, and with Dez assisting by teleporting her ahead in short bursts, she could rapidly outdistance anyone else on the battlefield. None of the other dragons even had a shot at getting there in time, which meant she and Nightsoul were Pieter and Gloriox’s only hope—despite the grave danger it would put them in.

      “But I can’t lose my brother,” Dez murmured, the decision made. She felt for her connection with Nightsoul, guilty asking the dragon to risk her own life to save Pieter. I know it’s not fair of me to ask—she started, but Nightsoul cut her off.

      Your family is my family, little one, she said, and with that, she shot towards Pieter and Gloriox.

      “Send word to Saad and the others,” Dez told her, unlashing her spear and gripping it in her hand.

      Already on it.

      As they raced towards her brother, Dez saw a flash of white as they hurled past Saad and Frostbite. Dez heard Saad yell her name, but she ignored it.

      Instead, she drew up power from her memories and wrapped her magic around herself and Nightsoul, teleporting them ahead as far as her strength allowed. The dragon responded by pushing her own body to its limit, flapping her wings harder, faster.

      The Draznar surrounded Gloriox, cutting him off in all directions. The emerald dragon’s wings beat fiercely as he breathed fire and snapped his jaws, trying to keep the Draznar away from Pieter. His entire body trembled from exertion, and Pieter was in no better shape. He held his hands out in front of him, blasting spurts of white light at the Draznar, but his face was ashen and sweat poured down his face. His helmet had been lost in the skirmish.

      “Pieter!” Dez shouted. “I’m coming! Hang on!”

      The Draznar closed in, and as its mouth zoomed forward to strike, Nightsoul barreled into the creature and the world turned upside down. Dragon and Draznar rolled over each other, their powerful limbs kicking and swiping at the other. Vertigo slammed into Dez as she gripped the saddle and her spear, squeezing her legs tightly to keep from being unseated. Nightsoul managed to land a powerful, fatal blow to the Draznar’s side, but before she could strike again, one of the other Draznar was on top of her.

      Nightsoul roared as its teeth bit into her back just below her wingline, clamped down, and refused to let go. Dez cried out as she felt Nightsoul’s pain. Using her magic, she shot a spear of onyx flame towards the Draznar’s head, piercing it directly in the eye.

      The creature shrieked and released Nightsoul, looping around to slam into her from the other side. Dez barely had time to brace herself as its rider let out a wild cry, throwing himself over the side of the spirit creature and on top of Nightsoul’s back, the battle axe in his hands aimed directly for Dez’s head. She ducked, nearly losing her footing, and before she could find her balance, the Frazid warrior slammed the hilt of his axe against the side of her head.

      Her helmet absorbed the shock and protected her skull, but it felt as if she had been punched in the temple with a boulder. She howled, stars appearing in front of her eyes, as the Frazid took another swing, clocking her directly in the face. Blood spurted from her nose and dripped down the back of her throat. Roaring with fury, Dez launched herself at the warrior, using her incredible strength to knock the Frazid’s head back with all her might. The warrior’s eyes went wide, then still. Dez shoved him off of Nightsoul, frantically reaching for her spear—which she had very nearly lost in the fight.

      Are you hurt? Nightsoul’s voice was clipped. Focused, but still concerned.

      I’m fine. Dez wiped at the blood still gushing from her nose. Keep going.

      Pieter and Gloriox battled one of the Draznar to her left, but the remaining two circled Dez and Nightsoul. The Dragon let out a roar, whipping her tail around to smack into one of them, while Dez hurled magic at another. The larger of the two opened its mouth and breathed ice. The shards of icy rocks made a direct hit to Nightsoul’s and Dez’s side, and both rider and dragon alike wailed as the ice pierced the sensitive areas not protected by scales or armor: the membrane of Nightsoul’s wings and the side of Dez’s face, as well as her hands and neck.

      Dez head throbbed and the vertigo from earlier came back, her vision blurring slightly. She blinked rapidly trying to clear it, the taste of rust filling her mouth and throat.

      Dez and Nightsoul whirled and twisted, fighting as one with spear and claw, fire and magic, but their strength waned. Everything around them had faded out of focus; there was only shadow as they fought for their lives, channeling each other’s strength through their bond.

      Dez heard someone scream her name, and just as one of the Draznar slammed Nightsoul’s weary body into the side of the mountain, its jaws clamped around her neck, streaks of gold and white flashed through the air. Dez was only vaguely aware that Kahn, Lula, and Saad had joined the fight as she fought to free Nightsoul. Using her magic, she teleported to the Draznar’s head and, with what felt like the last of her strength, slammed her spear downward, driving it into the spirit creature’s skull.

      Its jaws went slack, and Nightsoul shoved herself from the wall, knocking the Draznar away. It somersaulted over itself, its rider flailing his arms as the creature dropped from the skies.

      Large black spots appeared in front of Dez’s eyes and her hearing grew muffled. Blinking rapidly just to make out the shapes of the Rebellion dragons racing towards them, she finally caught a glimpse of Gloriox and Pieter—who, to her relief, were still alive and fighting.

      The last two Draznar shrieked at the sight of the incoming Rebellion reinforcements and turned tail, attempting to flee, but they were quickly taken care of, their bodies dropping from the skies in a stream of shadow and mist.

      Dez swayed in her saddle, both her hearing and vision failing her. Everything was distorted.

      Saad pulled up alongside Nightsoul and held out a hand. His mouth moved, and Dez could tell he was screaming at her, but she couldn’t make out the words.

      “Saad,” she tried, her speech slurred.

      Her body tipped sideways, and she felt Nightsoul’s alarm as the dragon tried to counter her movements, but it was too late. She slipped from the saddle, her arms and limbs limp. A tiny voice inside her head screamed for her to reach for her magic, to teleport herself to safety, but the voice sounded far away, and there wasn’t any strength left in Dez’s body. So, she closed her eyes and let the wind caress her skin as she plummeted towards the earth.
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      “Dez? Can you hear me? Dez?”

      The voice that called out to her was familiar, and her heart thumped at the sound. She wanted to open her eyes, to see the face that matched the voice, but her body rejected the idea—the pain would be waiting, and she didn’t want to feel it.

      “Dez, please. You have to wake up.” The words, thick with worry, were whispered in her ear by the same voice. Warm lips pressed gently to her forehead and a hand wrapped around hers. “Come back to me.”

      The words rippled through her and awareness followed. With her eyes fluttering, her vision distorted and blurry, she groaned. Then she blinked until the face leaning over her came into view.

      “Saad,” she breathed, wincing as the tiny movement sent lances of pain through her body.

      “Thank the Goddess.” Saad pressed his forehead against hers. “I thought I might have lost you.”

      “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” Dez whispered, one of her cheeks lifting. She tried to lift her hand, wanting to use her fingers to smooth the lines on Saad’s forehead, but the motion sent spasms of pain through her body and she hissed through her teeth.

      Saad held up his free hand. “Don’t try to move. You were injured pretty badly in the battle. The healers have tended to you. With their magic and your strength, you’ll heal quickly, but for now, it’s best to take it easy. Your wounds are still mending.”

      Dez started to nod her head, to show that she understood, but stopped herself as twinges of pain stabbed at her. “Okay,” she whispered instead. “How bad is it?”

      Saad left out a long, low breath. “It’s a miracle you’re even alive, Dez. The blow to the head alone should have killed you. The healers said your skull is fine, though you’ll likely experience some headaches and light dizziness over the next few days. Your nose was broken, but it’s mended now. There were some pretty nasty-looking cuts from the Draznar’s ice, but those are healing nicely.” He gently flipped her hand over and placed a small circular mirror in her palm. “It looks worse than it is,” Saad said as Dez slowly lifted the mirror to her face.

      Dez gasped, and then winced as she studied her reflection. The entire left side of her face displayed various shades of purple, blue, and black. The bridge of her nose was red and swollen, and bruises colored the space underneath her eyes. Tiny cuts covered the other side of her face and neck.

      Dez had never been one to really care about her looks, despite the fact that she knew she was pretty in her own way, but now she looked nearly unrecognizable—like a stranger, even to herself.

      “You’re beautiful,” Saad said, seeming to recognize the panicked thoughts flying through her mind. It was the first time he’d said the words, and they softened the blow a bit. Dez eased the mirror back down and swallowed. Her head still felt muddled, but the details of her fight with the Draznar were slowly becoming clearer. The last thing Dez remembered was falling sideways off of Nightsoul’s—Nightsoul!

      Dez jerked upright, crying out as the movement resulted in shockwaves of pain.

      “Whoa, easy,” Saad said, holding out his hands to restrain her. “You need to rest.”

      “Where’s Nightsoul?” Dez demanded, her voice shrill. She felt for the connection between them at the same time that a voice filled her mind.

      Peace, little one. I am here.

      Nightsoul sent an image of herself curled up outside a small tent. Dez glanced around her own space, noticing her surroundings for the first time. She was inside the tent from Nightsoul’s mental picture.

      “Help me up,” she told Saad, “please.”

      He nodded, carefully pulling her arm up and over his shoulders before he helped her get to her feet. Dez wobbled, vertigo making her sway, but Saad supported her weight and helped her step outside.

      Nightsoul waited patiently, dipping her head so she was at eye level with Dez. You look like a Draznar smashed an axe against your head.

      Dez let out a small laugh, stepping forward and wrapping her arms around the dragon’s snout. It’s good to see you, too.

      Nightsoul hummed contentedly, her feelings of relief washing over Dez through the bond.

      How are you? Are you hurt?

      No, the dragon responded. Exhausted and slightly achy, but my wounds were all superficial and have been mended by the healers. She let out a huff and two puffs of smoke swirled around Dez’s head. When you slipped from my back, I thought you were dead. Nightsoul sent another image through the bond; this time, it was a figure freefalling through the air. Dez’s chest tightened as she saw Nightsoul try to catch her and miss, only to have Frostbite swoop in at the last second so that Saad’s strong arms could catch her limp body.

      “I’m sorry I scared you,” Dez murmured. “I know my face looks awful, and admittedly, every inch of me hurts, but I’m alive.”

      We both are. Nightsoul nuzzled Dez’s shoulder gently.

      When Dez pulled away, her eyes roved around, taking in all of the sensory details of their surroundings. The Rebellion had set up a temporary camp just beyond the ruined remains of the Spirit King’s fortifications. The air was thick with the tang of smoke and whatever the soldiers had cooking over their small campfires. Dez’s tent had been placed away from the others to ensure her privacy while she recovered. A few feet away, Kahn and Lula stood with a handful of the other commanders, having what looked to be a serious discussion.

      “They’re assembling another team of scouts,” Saad explained, following her gaze, “to see if the Spirit King has anything else planned for us now that the pass is clear.”

      Dez nodded. It was what she would have done, and it made her glad to see Kahn stepping up in her stead. He had always been a natural born leader, and it suited him.

      Beyond them, Pieter and Gloriox sat near a campfire, both of them looking glum. Gloriox’s wings were tucked in tightly to his side, but they drooped and his head was bent low. Pieter sat with his knees pulled up to his chest and his head in his hands.

      Relief that they were both alive rocketed through her, only to be replaced by hot anger. Ignoring the pain in her body and the pounding in her temple, Dez marched over to Pieter, surprising everyone in the vicinity when she stopped in front of him and yelled, “What were you thinking? Were you trying to get yourself killed?” Pieter’s head jerked up, and at the sight of Dez standing in front of him, he leapt to his feet. He reached out to hug her, but Dez held up a hand, stopping him. “I want to know what happened,” she demanded.

      Hurt flashed in Pieter’s eyes, but was soon followed by resignation. He let out a sigh. “I am so sorry, Dez. We didn’t mean to get separated from the group like that, but before we realized it, we were surrounded.”

      The explanation was weak, which only deepened Dez’s anger. “Are you injured?” she ground out, trying to keep her tone calm and her temper in check.

      We’re both fine, Commander, Gloriox answered. A little sore and tired and feeling like the worst of fools, but we are unharmed.

      Dez stared hard at the elderly dragon and even harder at her brother. “Good,” she said finally. “I want you to pack up and prepare to return to Gald. I want all of our wounded moved into the capital city for recovery. I want you to oversee those efforts.”

      Pieter looked slightly relieved, as though he had expected her anger to last longer. “Of course, we’ll get the wounded established in the city and then we’ll rejoin you at—”

      “No.” The single but powerful word poured from Dez’s lips.

      “What?” Pieter’s eyebrows lifted.

      “You won’t be rejoining the Rebellion. I want you and Gloriox to remain in Gald until further notice.”

      Pieter stared at her, and even Gloriox looked indignant. “You can’t mean that,” Pieter finally whispered, his eyes wide.

      “I do,” Dez said. “I need someone I can trust to oversee the wounded. You and Gloriox—”

      “You’re lying.”

      Dez stopped short. “What?”

      Pieter puffed out his chest. “You’re my sister. You don’t think I can tell when you’re lying? I can.” He shoved a hand through his shaggy dark hair. “I know why you’re doing this. You’re just trying to keep me out of trouble, and I get that, but you can’t keep me and Gloriox from this. It’s our fight, too, and we want to be part of it.”

      “Like you were today?” Dez snapped, unable to keep her temper at bay any longer. “You almost died, Pieter. Gloriox, as well.”

      Pieter’s cheeks flushed. “But we didn’t.”

      “Because of Nightsoul and me!” Dez roared, her words echoing across the valley. “If we hadn’t arrived when we did, you and Gloriox would be dead. As it was, Nightsoul and I very nearly joined you in that fate.” She hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but the magnitude of the situation wasn’t lost on Dez. It could all have ended so very differently, and the thought of losing Pieter, her brother, was unimaginable. Dez chose to focus on her anger instead of any such possibility.

      Commander, if I may— Gloriox started, but Dez cut him off.

      “I’m sorry, Gloriox, but no. I don’t want to hear it. I want you and Pieter to return to Gald with the wounded and remain there. Is that clear?”

      The sage old dragon’s eyes flashed. The only thing that is perfectly clear is how very disappointed I am in you, Gloriox answered, and Dez faltered slightly.

      Gloriox was one of the oldest and wisest dragons in the Rebellion. Dez had come to rely on not only his wisdom, but his friendship. The words felt like a slap in the face. She watched as the dragon padded away without another word.

      Dez turned her attention back to Pieter. “I know you don’t like this, but it’s what’s best for you and Gloriox.”

      “According to you,” Pieter argued, “but, Dez, you’re wrong. And the Rebellion needs every able-bodied soldier and dragon alike to face the Spirit King. This fight is too important for anyone to opt out of it if they can still fight. And I’m no coward! I will do my duty to the Rebellion. I will stand with you and the rest of the Rebellion against the Spirit King.” He wheezed a little as he sucked in a breath. “And you can’t stop me,” he added.

      “Actually, I can!” Dez shot back. “I’m not going to just stand by and let something happen to you.”

      The words, carrying more truth than fallacy, were never meant to have been spoken of out loud, but Dez hadn’t been able to stop herself. The look on Pieter’s face made Dez flinch a little; it was as though she had physically pulled back her hand and slapped him across the face.

      “Nothing is going to happen!” Pieter shouted.

      “You don’t know that. But here’s what I know!” Dez shouted back, her cheeks burning. “If you face the Spirit King, you’ll die!”

      “Yeah? Well, I don’t care. Some causes are worth dying for!”

      The words sucked the wind out Dez’s lungs. Her brother, so impassioned, just didn’t get it. “Return to Gald. Oversee the wounded. That’s what I need you to do right now, okay?”

      “Is that an official order, Commander?”

      The venom in Pieter’s tone made Dez’s chest ache, but she held her ground. “No, but I can make it one.”

      “Go ahead. I have no problem disobeying orders.”

      Dez wanted to reach over and throttle him—his behavior reminding her of a child, not a warrior. “Disobey my orders and I’ll have you restrained by force if necessary.”

      Pieter barked a laugh. “Are you listening to yourself? Have you forgotten where you came from? It must be nice to have your every order carried out, but I remember the Desiree Black who spent time in the swamp and hid from bullies. You weren’t always so powerful, and I think you would do well to remember that!” Shoving past Dez, Pieter stomped off after Gloriox. “If you’re expecting me to agree to stay behind in Gald, you’re wrong!” he shouted over his shoulder. “You can command me, but I won’t do you any favors by going at it voluntarily. In fact, I’ll go kicking and screaming the whole way. You have my word on it.”

      Dez stood slightly stunned. In all their years, Dez and Pieter had never had a true fight. They’d had minor disagreements and little tussles here and there, as siblings would, but this was the first time she truly felt at odds with her brother—the one person who, besides Nightsoul, knew her better than anyone else.

      You mustn’t let it get to you, Nightsoul said. She had watched and overhead the exchange. He just feels guilty about what happened today. He won’t stay angry for long, and then I’m sure he’ll see reason.

      “But he doesn’t get it at all,” Dez growled. “I’m not trying to pull rank or being the annoying sister. I’m trying to protect him. Why can’t he see that?”

      I think he does see it. Death is a part of war, and all of us who march with the Rebellion are aware that it could be our fate. Dez, Pieter was right about one thing. Do you know why it is that Gloriox and I, as well as the other dragons, are so willing to risk our lives for this cause? You’ve faced the Spirit King. Think of what you saw in him. There is no place in his future for us. We are too linked to his ancient enemy. We have opposed him for too long. If Ashimax succeeds, it will be the end of dragonkind forever. For us, there’s nothing more worth dying for.

      Dez kept quiet, listening.

      Perhaps, Nightsoul continued, it’s like that for Pieter, too. Do you think there is a place for him in the Spirit King’s intended future? Do you think he, or anyone else who has fought on the opposing side, will be safe if we fail? He, of all the humans I know, is one of the most intelligent. He sees the truth, I think.

      Dez wasn’t sure what to say. A single thought ran through her head, and it was a never-ending loop of agony as she thought about how she would possibly live with herself if something happened to Pieter on her watch. She felt responsible for him, and today’s incident was an all-too-clear reminder of how easily life could be snatched away from someone you loved. She simply couldn’t stomach the idea of Pieter risking his life and coming that close to death again.

      Nightsoul, reading her thoughts, responded: When the stakes are high enough, you must be willing to risk not only your own life, little one, but the lives of those you love. It is the only way.

      Dez could hear the wisdom in the dragon’s words, but she refused to admit it. “I prefer my way. If I fight hard and smart enough, and use my powers properly, I can do it myself, without risking the lives of those I love. It’s better that way.”

      For who? Nightsoul questioned. You or them?

      Dez didn’t want to answer that. Thankfully, the conversation was interrupted by Kahn and Saad coming over with the news that the scouts had returned.

      “Are you okay?” Saad asked, reading the frustration on her face as his fingers grazed her forearm.

      Dez shook her head. “I’m fine. What’s the news?”

      “As we suspected, the pass is clear,” Kahn answered. “There’s no sign of the Spirit King’s men. Those who survived the battle must have high-tailed it inside the Ancient Deeps or fled. Either way, the road is open for miles. Two of the scouts remained behind in the canyon that houses the Deeps to keep watch, but we could march to the entrance completely unencumbered. In fact, if we left now, we could probably reach it before nightfall.”

      Dez weighed the options. They could press on, marching right up until nightfall, or they could stay in the makeshift camp and rest until morning.

      She took in the dark circles under Saad’s eyes and the haggardness that lined Kahn’s forehead. Her own body ached, and a marrow-deep weariness seemed to have settled into her bones. They were exhausted—the grueling pace they’d set to pursue the Spirit King had taken a toll on them all.

      Dez knew her soldiers also felt it, though no one had voiced any complaints. Despite their victory at Seafall, the Rebellion had suffered devastating losses. Those losses, however, as well as Mak Edjom’s sacrifice, had unified the Rebellion like never before. Perhaps it was merely knowing the fate of the entire world rested in their hands that weighed down on them. Whatever it was, Dez couldn’t help but marvel at the strength of the Rebellion. At the same time, she knew the greater challenge lay ahead, and they would need every bit of that strength to face the Spirit King.

      “I’m inclined to say we should just stay here for the night. Let the soldiers rest. I think we could all use it. But what do you think?”

      “The men are exhausted. Even the scouts, who were chosen from among those least banged up after the battle, could use a good meal and a decent night’s sleep. By the Goddess, I could, too…if I’m being completely honest,” Khan admitted, a little sheepishly. “But you’re the commander in chief, Dez. You say march, we march.”

      “I say we rest,” Dez replied, and then she chuckled at the relief that washed over Kahn’s face. “We’ll march at first light. Spread the word.”
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      Kahn inclined his head and hurried away, as though afraid she might change her mind.

      Dez turned to Saad. “And how are you?” she asked, reaching over to rest her hand on his. He gave her a small smile and flipped his wrist over so that he could entwine his fingers with hers. “Truthfully, I’ve not quite recovered from watching you fall through the sky like that.” He leaned closer and pressed his forehead against hers. “You terrify me sometimes, Dez.”

      “I know,” she sighed. “I’m sorry.” She squeezed his hand. The feelings between them were still so new and strange, but they were strong.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Saad ran a thumb across her cheekbone. “You look…tired.”

      “That bad, huh?” Dez teased, the pause in his words having been indication enough of how awful she probably looked.

      Saad laughed. “That’s not what I meant. You’ve been through a lot. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      Warmth rushed through her, and Dez quickly stepped up on her toes, pressing her lips against his for a brief moment before pulling away. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m not used to having someone care for me like this, to check on me like you do. But I’m okay. Tired, but okay.”

      “You’re stuck with me, Black.” Saad’s smile nearly sent her heart to her knees.

      “I’m counting on it.”

      The sky grew darker overhead, and soon the air grew thick and hazy from the smoke of all the campfires. More tents had been pitched, but most of the men seemed content to curl up next to one of the roaring fires—conveniently kept blazing by the dragons.

      Dez walked among them, Saad at her side. She wanted to see their faces, to ensure that she had made the right decision—and from the chorus of snoring soldiers that rose up, echoing off the walls of the pass, she felt confident she had. The poor foot soldiers in particular seemed the most worn out, their snores being the loudest—almost a rival to those of the dragons, who were also taking the opportunity to rest and recharge. Many were curled up together beside the fires, though others—like Nightsoul and Frostbite—had gone hunting in the plains.

      After she’d surveyed the entire camp, Dez let Saad lead her back over to the tent she’d woken up in. She watched as he built up the fire and then settled himself next to her. The warmth from his body and the ambient crackling of the flames made her eyelids heavy, and she would have caved to sleep, were it not for the thoughts running wild in her brain.

      The image of Pieter’s enraged face kept swirling in her thoughts, and Nightsoul’s words played over and over on repeat. Yet, she still wasn’t sure what to do regarding her brother. The decision wasn’t an easy one. On one hand, the truth of Nightsoul’s words rang loud and clear, and she trusted the wisdom of them. And there was a part of her which strongly believed that Pieter had earned the right to make his own decisions, especially when it came to risking his own life. But on the other hand, Dez couldn’t wipe the image of a much-younger Pieter from her thoughts—the younger brother who used to follow her everywhere, his tuffs of curly dark hair sticking up in all directions. Dez felt responsible for him, and had ever since they’d been kids.

      The thought of losing him, and of returning home and telling her foster parents that she had lost him, sent a spasm of fear and pain through her like an arrow to the heart. The very idea terrified her more than the thought or losing her own life or failing to defeat the Spirit King. If she lost Pieter, Dez wasn’t sure she’d ever recover.

      “Can I ask you something?” Saad’s voice broke through her thoughts. “I’ve been thinking a lot about my father lately….” He paused, swallowing, grief flashing in his eyes. “I find myself wondering what he’d say about all of this if he were here, and what our relationship might have looked like after this was all over. It’s silly, I guess. But—”

      “It’s not silly.” Dez’s voice was soft. “He was your father.”

      Saad gave her a grateful half-smile. “Do you ever think about it? With your parents?”

      The question caught Dez completely off-guard, so it took her several seconds to collect her thoughts. “I think about it all the time…. I know our paths will cross once we’re inside the Deeps, and I’ll have the chance to free them from the Mind Trap just like I did with Mak Edjom, but…what if I’m not strong enough? Or what if they die or the Spirit King slaughters them before I have the chance?” She gulped down a mouthful of air. “And yes, I often wonder about how it will be when this is all over, of who they’ll be. It keeps me awake at night. It’s been over ten years since I last spoke to my parents, and the memories I have of them are hazy at best. I have no idea who they really are.”

      “Once you free them and we defeat the Spirit King, there will be time to get to know one another again,” Saad pointed out.

      “I know, but it’s hard to imagine. I keep thinking about how hard it was to lose them the last time, when they broke their promise and didn’t come home. I remember so vividly how it felt when I was told they weren’t coming home. I cried my eyes out that night. And then the next morning, when I woke up, I felt nothing. I was just…numb. I stayed that way for months. It took everything I had to get up in the morning and face the day. I think the only reason I survived is because I turned them into these heroic figures in my mind, creating these larger-than-life personas to keep me going. But if I succeed, if I can free them, it won’t be the fantastical version of them that I’ve created. They’ll be real.”

      By the time she’d finished, Dez’s words were barely louder than a whisper. The thoughts she’d been silently mulling over for a while now, and never voicing, had poured out of her. And a realization knocked into her so hard that it took her breath away.

      “I want to know my parents, who they really are, but at the same time, it frightens me so much to think about losing the version of them that I’ve had in my head for so long. In a weird way, it feels like I’m going to lose them all over again. I can’t bear it.” She ran a jerky hand through her tangled hair. “And maybe that fear is only amplifying this whole situation with Pieter. I’m strong, but to think about losing anyone I love just guts me.”

      Saad wound his arm over her shoulders, the gesture comforting. “I understand. Losing my father has changed me in ways I don’t even fully comprehend right now, and likely won’t until after this war is over. And when I saw you fall from the sky, when I thought I lost you, too—” He broke off, closing his eyes tightly for a moment. When he opened them, they burned with both relief and pain. “I know the feeling well.”

      Dez wrapped her arms around Saad’s waist and let him pull her closer, needing the feel of his arms around her. They held each other for a moment, both understanding the gravity of loss, and the fear of it that never really went away.

      “What do you think I should do about Pieter?” Dez asked, pulling back gently to look into Saad’s face. “I want to protect him, to keep him safe, but I don’t want to rob him of his right to be here, to fight for this cause. I don’t want him to hate me.”

      “You can’t worry about him dying,” Saad answered. “If you focus on that, it will drive you mad. Instead, you have to help him live—however he wants to. It’s the only way you’ll be able to live with yourself if something does happen to him. You can’t protect him from everything, Dez. So, help him live.”

      It seemed so simple—to just help him live—but it still made her heart ache. Tears welled up in Dez’s eyes, but before a single one had time to slip down her cheek, a voice called her name.

      “Dez! Dez!” Kahn rushed over, slightly out of breath.

      “What is it?” Dez and Saad both clambered to their feet.

      “One of the scouts who stayed behind to stake out a position overlooking the entrance to the Ancient Deeps has returned with news,” Khan gasped, sucking down a quick mouthful of air. “A small contingent of the Spirit King’s army emerged from inside, and it looks like they’re setting up defenses. Ashimax must know that his forces in the pass failed, and this is some kind of last ditch effort to keep us from pursuing him.”

      “He can certainly try,” Dez said, “but I think—”

      Kahn didn’t let her finish her sentence. “There’s more.”

      The way he’d said the words sent a chill down Dez’s back. “What do you mean?”

      “A woman was spotted with the troops. She appears to be the one giving all the orders. The scout couldn’t really tell what it is she’s planning, but it definitely involves magic. And based on the scout’s description…Dez, I think it’s your mother.”

      It wasn’t a complete surprise. Dez had known her mother would be with the Spirit King, and that he would use her and her magical abilities in whatever way he wanted to, just like he’d done with Mak Edjom and continued to do with the rest of the Lost. Still, it was hard to hear. She quickly ran over the facts, trying to guess at the Spirit King’s strategy. What specific task had he asked of her mother? What exactly was she doing and why? If his aim was to fortify the Deeps…

      The answer flitted to the front of her mind almost immediately.

      “She’s going try to magically seal the entrance,” Dez gasped, “isn’t she?”

      Kahn’s chin dipped. “Yes, as best we can tell.”

      Once again, the pressure of an impossible situation wrapped around Dez and squeezed until it was difficult to breathe. Her army had just finished fighting an intense battle. There were injuries to contend with, and everyone in camp walked around with exhaustion hanging over their heads. Depleted and in desperate need of rest and respite, the Rebellion army wasn’t exactly in the best shape for another battle—especially one in which they’d likely have to fight their way into the Ancient Deeps. A part of Dez screamed at her, demanding she order the army to rest and that the situation with her mother could wait until morning. Yet, the other part of her knew that, if they waited, they ran the risk of being unable to enter the Deeps, and would therefore find themselves unable to stop Ashimax—which wasn’t an option at all.

      Her own body ached and longed for a decent night’s rest, but she knew there was no such thing as true rest in the middle of war. When Ashimax was defeated and the fate of the world restored, that would be the time to find rest.

      She looked directly into Kahn’s eyes. “Sound the alarm. I want everyone packed up and ready to go within the next half hour. And bring the scout to me. I have questions.”
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      Dez eyed the scout, who was a tall, gangly looking boy with white-blond hair. “Give me as much detail as you can,” she said, while around them the Rebellion troops ran in all directions, readying their numbers for battle.

      The scout took a sip from the tankard of water in his hand and cleared his throat. “Once you get through the pass, the road dead-ends into a box canyon. The walls are incredibly high, and the only way in and out of the canyon is back through the Horned Gates.”

      Dez nodded. “Go on. What about the entrance to the Deeps? Where is its position? How is it being fortified?”

      “The entrance is two massive stone doors flanked by columns on both sides. It’s all built directly into the side of the mountain, and the grey granite rock has been engraved and embellished with decorations and words in a language I couldn’t understand. There’s about half a mile of flat ground between the end of the mountain pass and the doors. It’s that the Spirit King’s forces are putting up defenses.” The scout took another sip of water and continued, “There’s about a hundred and fifty of them, maybe a hundred and sixty ground troops digging trenches and setting up blockades and arrow shields.”

      “What about Draznar? Any of those?” Dez questioned.

      “Yes,” the scout nodded. “But only a handful that I saw. Ten or so? There’s also a small band of Frazid magic wielders. At least fifty. Oh! And Minocri—some of the largest I’ve ever seen. There’s dozens of them. And…Jayne Black, of course.” The scout looked down at his cup, a little uncomfortable. “And she has a Draznar with her—it’s twice the size of the others.”

      Dez let out a huff, looking over at Saad standing quietly beside her.

      “It fits the pattern,” he said, his voice low.

      “Yes, it does,” Dez said through gritted teeth. After the Rebellion had fought to reclaim the Kingdom of Gald, they’d suspected that the Spirit King’s war tactic wasn’t to hold any one place, but to buy time and to whittle away at the Rebellion’s vanguard in the process. “He has stashed new, stronger reinforcements at every choke point along the way. He’s just trying to slow us down—he knows that if he massed his forces in one place, we could have brought our entire army in and crushed him. He’s playing with us, and whatever my mother is doing at the entrance is just another way to slow us down.”

      “So, what’s our best tactic?”

      “The same as the pass,” Dez decided. “We go in full-force.” She didn’t bother wasting time consulting the other commanders about forming a new fighting strategy. Based off the intel this scout had brought back, the battle would be similar to that of the pass, and with the Spirit King’s forces employing much of the same tactics. It would be another dangerous and chaotic fight, but it had to be full-force or nothing.

      “We’ll pass along the orders,” Saad said as he and the scout turned to go.

      “Just make sure everyone knows not to engage my mother,” Dez instructed. “She’s my responsibility. I’ll be the one to deal with her.”

      Saad nodded and dashed off, disappearing quickly into the surrounding flurry of activity.

      So, what’s your plan? Nightsoul’s voice rumbled in Dez’s ears. The onyx dragon walked over to Dez from where she’d been listening to the conversation with the scout.

      I’m going to try to free her from the Mind Trap, just like I did with Mak Edjom. The tone of her words was calm, but Dez felt anything but. Her insides quavered, as though all the nerve endings in her body were firing at once. All she could think about were the final moments she’d shared with Mak Edjom and the conversation she’d had with Saad earlier. What would her mother be like once the Mind Trap was removed? Would she be exactly the same? Or damaged beyond repair? It was disconcerting to dwell on the possibilities for too long.

      Kahn, Saad, and the other commanders walked over before she could get lost in the thoughts, informing Dez that the troops were ready to march upon her order. Pieter stood at the back of the crowd. His face lacked its usual brightness, though there was a slight smugness in his eyes. Dez realized that, in the chaos of preparing for the upcoming battle, she’d forgotten to enforce her order to send Pieter and Gloriox back to Gald and have them remain with the Rebellion’s wounded. It was probably better this way—Nightsoul was right that Pieter deserved to be on the battlefield—but Dez still felt the urge to walk over and slap that look off his face. The angry words still hung in the air, and the disconnect between them bothered Dez more than she wanted it to. As soon as this battle is over, we’ll talk and we’ll fix it, she resolved, shoving Pieter and their sibling relationship to a tiny corner of her mind for now, so that she could focus on the battle.

      “Same groups as last time,” Dez reiterated. “I want half the dragons focusing on helping the ground forces clear the way to the entrance while the rest of you take the Draznar. I’m going after my mother.”

      The commanders disbursed and Dez walked over to Nightsoul, pulling herself up into the worn leather saddle. It was less than a mile from their current position to the canyon that housed the entrance of the Deeps, so it wouldn’t take very long for the battle begin.

      Making their way forward, they began to hear the sounds of the Spirit King’s forces working in the canyon.

      As the mountain walls began to widen, signaling the end of the pass and the opening of the canyon, Dez lifted her arm to give the signal. With a wild cry, she bellowed, “For the Rebellion!”

      Her cry was picked up by the entire army behind her as Nightsoul zoomed through the air and into the canyon. Dez caught a quick glimpse of the ground positions before the Draznar lifted off, meeting them in the air. Nightsoul rolled to the side as a blast of ice shot towards them from the open mouth of one of the creatures. Dez used her magic to return the favor, sending a fireball of black flames into the side of the Draznar.

      Nightsoul moved in, close enough to sink her teeth into the haunch of the creature. It roared, kicking its free leg in an attempt to release itself. Nightsoul let go, the air thick with the black smoke that poured from the Draznar’s wounds.

      There weren’t as many Draznar as there had been in the battle over the pass, but the ones in the canyon battled fiercely. Dez wrapped herself and Nightsoul in invisibility as Nightsoul dipped lower to fly beneath Kahn and Lanalin, who were tag-teaming a Draznar with Saad and Frostbite.

      Below, the lines of ground troops had converged on the Frazid and Minocri, the two forces merging into a chaotic jumble of bodies, blades, and horns. The Rebellion’s forces outnumbered those of the Spirit King’s, but the scout had been right about the Minocri—this variety was bigger than average and a single one could take up to three Rebellion soldiers to bring it down. Magic flew like arrows across the sky, and the clash of steel and roaring dragons and Draznar alike resounded off the canyon walls.

      Using the invisibility to their advantage, Nightsoul and Dez zeroed in on Jayne Black. She sat atop her Draznar where it hovered in the air in front of the large, wide stone doors leading into the heart of the Ancient Deeps. Jayne held her arms out in front of her, palms out as though they were pressed against an invisible wall. Her eyes were closed and her lips moved. Above her eyes, directly in the center of her forehead, a large purple X glowed and pulsated.

      Dez felt a prickling at the back of her neck as they flew closer, the air crackling with the electricity of the woman’s magic. The potency slammed into Dez and she wheezed, the force and power of the magic making it hard to breathe. Nightsoul shuddered, also affected by the magnitude of whatever spell Jayne weaved. Still, the dragon flew closer.

      “Ready?” Dez asked, adrenaline coursing through her veins.

      Ready. Be careful, little one. Nightsoul sent a burst of warmth to Dez through their bond. Dez let it wrap around her and calm her as she readied herself, pulling her feet out of the stirrups of her saddle and getting into a standing position.

      As Nightsoul flew as close as possible without running smack into the Draznar, Dez pulled back the invisibility at the last second. Jayne Black’s eyes widened in surprise at their appearance and Dez leapt from Nightsoul’s back, throwing herself directly at her mother.

      She slammed into her, wrapping her arms around her and sending them both toppling over the side of the Draznar and into the open air.

      Jayne bucked in Dez’s arms, snarling and swiping her limbs sideways in an attempt to hit Dez and free herself. Using her unparalleled strength, Dez held her grip as they spiraled towards the ground, and she yanked her magic around them, teleporting them to a safer distance. When she released it, they weren’t that far from the ground, but Dez took the brunt of the impact, the wind whooshing out of her lungs and temporarily stunning her.

      Jayne, who had landed on top of Dez, jerked herself free and pulled back her arm, smashing her fist into Dez’s jaw. Pain rocketed through Dez, black spots dotting her vision, but she gritted her teeth and snapped her head upward, head-butting her mother with such force that the woman was knocked sideways, allowing Dez to push her away. Jayne wasn’t nearly as fazed as she should have been, though, and Dez barely had time to suck in a breath before her mother lunged at her again, a curved dagger in her hand.

      She landed back on top of Dez, angling the dagger towards Dez’s throat. Just above their heads, Nightsoul slammed Jayne’s Draznar into one of the columns erected near the stone doors, both creatures snarling and bellowing at one another as they grappled. It was distraction enough for Dez to shift her position, allowing her to grab at her mother’s wrist and preventing the woman from driving the blade home.

      Jayne shrieked as she shoved her arms downward, the blade in her hand vibrating from the sheer force being applied to it.

      With one hand preventing the blade from piercing her skin, Dez grunted with exertion, reaching her other hand towards her mother’s forehead—stretching with all her might until her fingers pressed against the glowing purple X.

      As soon as her fingertips made contact, a powerful jolt of energy shot down Dez’s arm and she closed her eyes, searching for the door into her mother’s mind.

      Wielding all of her strength and every ounce of the magic within her veins, she found and decimated the barrier that prevented her from entering her mother’s mind, just as she’d done with Mak Edjom.

      Instantly, an inky darkness enveloped her, but Dez felt no fear. That thread she always felt around her parents tugged at her through the shadows, stronger than ever before. A beam of light cut through the darkness, creating a small pool of illumination. In the middle of it, a woman—her mother— wore a tattered, plain white shift, with her long hair hanging in a tangled mess over one shoulder.

      With her head thrown back, she screamed at the top of her lungs, her arms beating wildly at the invisible walls that held her captive.

      Dez had thought she was prepared for what she’d see in her mother’s mind. The emaciated and pitiful form of Mak Edjom frequented her nightmares, after all…but that was nothing compared to this. When she’d been inside his mind, it had been as if Mak Edjom had run out of strength, his true consciousness bent under the weight of the Mind Trap, but Jayne Black wasn’t prostrate on the ground like he had been. She was fighting with everything she had.

      “Mom?” Dez rushed towards her. “Mom! It’s me, it’s Desiree. Can you hear me?”

      But Jayne kept screaming, her arms and legs thrashing out at forces Dez couldn’t see.

      “You can’t help her,” a cool, gravelly voice spoke from the shadows. “She is mine.”

      Dez whipped around and gasped. She’d anticipated seeing the snow-white hair and the countenance of the Spirit King—much like before, in Edjom’s mind. But, this time, the splinter of Ashimax’s consciousness that resided in her mother’s mind didn’t look like the Spirit King at all. It looked exactly like Jayne Black. The only exception was the sight of the glowing, pupil-less violet eyes that sat in the otherwise familiar face.

      The splinter’s lips spread into a wicked grin and gave a little, mocking bow. “Come and claim her, if you can.” It lifted a deadly-looking sword and lunged forward, driving the blade toward Dez’s heart.

      Stunned as she was, Dez’s feet moved on instinct, and she skirted out of the way, conjuring a spear with her magic. Twisting around, she thrust the spear outward in a heavy blow. The Spirit King’s splinter blocked the jab with his sword, a laugh pouring from its lips. “You’ll have to do better than that,” it taunted.

      The words lanced through Dez, and even though she knew it was the splinter and not her mother, the sneering look and the malice of its tone unnerved Dez. This splinter was so much different than the one she’d faced in Mak Edjom’s mind, and while physically she was prepared, her emotions were going haywire as she fought on. All while her mother’s consciousness continued to scream in agony, surrounded by light.

      Images darted just at the edge of the darkness; everything that was happening on the other side of Jayne’s mind and the battle for the entrance of the Deeps flashed by in a swirl of light and color.

      Refusing to let herself be distracted, Dez pulled from her magic, launching spears of fire towards the splinter, the onyx flames blazing hot and deadly. Faster and with all the power she could muster, Dez continued to hurl magic at her opponent, one assault right after another.

      The splinter roared in fury, managing to duck and dodge around them, but the violet eyes blazed brighter. The Spirit King shot his own burst of magic towards Dez, and just before it reached her, it exploded into hundreds of tiny pieces that zipped through the air. Dez screamed as she was hit, the pieces like glass being embedded into her skin, but she didn’t allow herself to feel the pain. She instead materialized a sword and charged at the Spirit King’s splinter, whose eyes widened slightly at the ferocity with which Dez attacked.

      The splinter managed to fend her off, its own sword whizzing through the air. Dez’s chest heaved, and she took a step only to stumble on some unforeseen object and nearly lose her footing. The Spirit King capitalized on the moment, charging toward her.

      Dez leapt sideways, dropping her weapon in the process and rolling out of the way. She wrapped herself in invisibility and teleported directly behind the splinter. Unseen, she called upon her magic again and ripped a dagger from the air, driving it into the splinter’s side—directly between the ribs.

      The splinter roared in fury, swinging around. Still invisible, Dez darted out of the way. She dashed over to where she’d dropped her spear and gripped it in her hand. She was about to hurl it towards the splinter when, all of a sudden, both the splinter and Dez’s mother stopped moving, as if frozen.

      Dez’s eyes widened as her mother fell into a heap at the bottom of the pool of light and the splinter’s eyes faded from purple into a more human brown, which was the natural color of Jayne’s eyes.

      “Desiree?” This time, the voice that came out wasn’t the cold, calculating voice of the Spirit King. “Please, you have to stop,” she begged, tears pooling in her eyes.

      Dez’s eyes darted back and forth as she stared at the supine form of her mother—the real consciousness—and the splinter who wore her face.

      It was suddenly very hard to breathe. Whatever she’d faced in Mak Edjom’s mind, it had in no way prepared her for this. Ashimax must have realized what had happened with Edjom, what Dez had done. He must have strengthened the Mind Trap and, anticipating that Dez would attempt to free her mother, just like she had Edjom, he’d tweaked the splinter itself—these particular horrors were now designed specifically for Dez.

      “You’re not her,” she ground out, her entire body trembling.

      “But I am, Desiree,” the splinter pleaded with her mother’s voice. “You have to stop or you’ll kill me. Please…it’s me, your mother.”

      Suddenly, the shadows around them lifted and new images materialized behind the splinter, stacked on top of each other. Each one depicted a scene from Dez’s childhood…her mother teaching her how to ride a horse, the gentle fingers that used to comb and braid her hair, her mother singing her to sleep. Like a patchwork quilt of memories, the images wrapped around Dez to cocoon her in images of her and her mother, and the relationship they’d once had before it had all been ripped away.

      Dez cried out, unable to stop the onslaught of emotions the images conjured in her. Her hands began to shake, her grip on the spear loosening.

      “That’s right, just put down the spear,” the splinter cooed. “I’m your mother. I know you could never hurt me.” It took a step closer.

      More and more images flew at Dez, whipping around her head like a tornado. Her chest ached with a pain so profound and so deep that she was sure it would cleave her in half. She tried to focus on something else, on Nightsoul and Saad, her brothers, the Rebellion…. But it didn’t work. All at once, Dez felt transformed into the child she’d been when she’d been told her parents were gone, presumed dead and never to return.

      A sob ripped from her throat, her spear starting to slip from her fingers.

      The splinter moved closer. “Take my hand,” her mother’s voice whispered, “and we can finally be together again.”

      Dez flinched, the spear falling to the floor. Her chest heaved as she choked on her own tears.

      But then the figure in the spotlight, her mother’s real consciousness, jerked, and her eyes landed on Dez. “No!” she screamed, wildly. “Desiree!”

      The sound of her name on her mother’s lips—not the splinter’s—cracked something open inside of Dez, making a fissure in her heart which poured a fiery rage. The Creator Goddess’ whispers grew louder, frenzied and mixing with the echo of her mother’s cry. The images around Dez began to fizzle and the splinter wearing her mother’s countenance took a small step back. It was afraid, and Dez knew why.

      “I’m stronger than you are,” Dez sneered, plucking up her spear and gripping it tightly in her throwing hand. “I will free my mother and then I will destroy you,” she swore, rage and adrenaline shooting through her.

      The splinter’s face morphed slightly, and the brown eyes went violet again. The face lifted into a sneer. “You cannot stop me. It is all but finished already.”

      Blinking furiously to clear the leftover tears from her eyes, Dez gripped her spear even harder. Warmth enveloped her, much like it had in Mak Edjom’s mind, and the whispers grew louder as the heat intensified. The familiar feeling of burning from the inside-out consumed her, but there was nothing but strength in the flames. “We’ll see about that.”

      The spear in her hand erupted into white flames, but the shaft did not burn. With a wild cry, Dez threw the flaming spear at the splinter with a force and speed unlike any she’d ever exhibited before, her strength fueled by the knowledge that even under the immense weight of the Spirit King’s Mind Trap, her mother still fought on, and fought with every fiber of her being to get back to Dez. The thin thread between them transformed into an unyielding tether, fueling Dez and aiding her strength.

      The spear shot through the air, the tip of it finding home in the skin at the base of the splinter’s throat. The Spirit King opened his mouth, trying to roar, but the sound was muffled by a thick black substance that bubbled in its throat.

      Dez’s stomach twisted and she nearly threw up at the sight. While she knew it was the splinter, it still wore her mother’s face, and she knew the image in front of her would forever be imprinted in her nightmares.

      As the Spirit King’s splinter clawed at the spear embedded in its body, the Creator Goddess’ white flames caught the fabric of the tunic it wore, and soon the entire body of the splinter was wrapped in fire. The glowing maelstrom burned until Dez couldn’t even see the splinter anymore—only the flames.

      The images of her childhood grew hazy, evaporating into smoke and mist, but right before they disappeared altogether, another memory surfaced; it was grainy and somewhat distorted, but still decipherable. It was an image of the Spirit King standing before her father. The perspective was that of her mother, and Dez realized that this was no memory from the past, but a recent one.

      “There is a weapon,” Ashimax’s voice boomed from the image. “It is here, somewhere within the realm of the Ancient Deeps. A weapon that could destroy me. We must find it and get rid of it before it falls into the hands of that girl and her army of rebels.” He held out a hand to John Black. “You will find it and bring it to me.”

      “I will not fail you, my lord,” Dez’s father intoned, his voice dull and lifeless. “I will—”

      The rest of his sentence was lost as the memory dissolved into nothingness.

      The Creator Goddess’ flames diminished, the whispers going quiet, and all that was left of the Spirit King’s splinter was a pile of dust and ash.

      A strong shockwave of energy surged through the darkness and enveloped Dez, knocking her to her knees. She glanced over at her mother, who was struggling to rise to her feet. Her eyes frantically scanning the darkness until they landed on Dez. Tears dripped down Jayne Black’s face, and she beheld her daughter.

      Before either of them could speak, however, a sunburst of white light exploded in the space, blinding Dez. She shrieked, squeezing her eyes shut and slamming her palms against her temples—her head throbbed so fiercely, it was as if it was being sawed in two.

      She knew what was happening—her mother’s mind was free and therefore reclaiming control. Soon, she would be expelled. She gasped as the energy surrounding her wrapped around her like a vice and squeezed so tightly it almost made her choke. Then a kaleidoscope of color whirled around her head, and she felt herself lift into the air and go flying.

      Weightless and powerless, she soared through nothingness until she slammed back into the present world, back into her own body. Dez opened her eyes, gasping for air.

      It took her eyes a moment to adjust, but when they did, it seemed as if only seconds had passed and the battle still waged on all around her. Her mother, lying still next to her, let out a low moan. Dez reached for her, pulling her mother’s head off the ground and into her lap.

      “Mom!” Dez shouted to be heard over the sound of the battle. “Can you hear me? Mom?” Jayne Black’s eyelids began to twitch, her body began to shift, and Dez held her breath. But only a second later, Jayne let out a gentle breath of air and went completely still, her eyes sliding shut. Panicked, Dez pushed two fingers against the soft skin of her neck, breathing again only when she felt the rapid beat of a pulse beneath her fingertips.

      “Just passed out,” Dez murmured to herself, her eyes frantically scanning her mother’s body for any other injuries, but there were none. The unconsciousness was likely due to the spell she’d been attempting prior to Dez entering her mind, on top of the aftermath of being freed from the Mind Trap.

      Dez’s worry dissipated slightly, and as she stared at her unconscious mother, her heart began to flutter. “I did it,” she said, a lump rising in her throat. “You’re free.”

      Her relief and joy were short-lived, though, as a voice cried out her name. “Dez!”

      Dez yanked her head up, whipping it back and forth. Instantly, the danger became clear, and she carefully set her mother’s head back on the ground and leapt to her feet, drawing the sword from her waist.

      Pieter ran towards her—it had been his voice calling to her—and as he did, an enormous creature, a troll, trailed him, swinging a large club and bellowing wildly. Not very high above them, Nightsoul was still locked in battle with Jayne Black’s Draznar, which fought on without its rider. Gloriox had joined the fray, and the two dragons tangled with the shadow creature in a flurrying mass of shadow and glittering scales.

      Somehow, while Dez had been battling the splinter of the Spirit King in her mother’s mind, Ashimax’s forces had boxed her in. With the exception of Pieter, Dez was completely cut off from the rest of the Rebellion’s forces.

      “Pieter!” Dez screamed as she watched her brother turn and attempt to fight off the troll, his sword clanging against the troll’s club. Sweat poured down Pieter’s forehead and his face twisted in a grimace as he attempted to charge the troll again, but he was hopelessly outmatched, and Dez screamed again when the troll knocked Pieter’s sword aside as if it were a twig.

      Gripping her sword, Dez ran towards her brother with fury and fear pushing her muscles past their usual limits—but it still wasn’t fast enough. The troll roared and swung its club, which was the size of a horse. The weapon slammed into Pieter’s body and sent him flying. When he landed in a tangle of limbs, he did not move and he did not get up.

      Howling with rage, Dez charged the troll with her sword swinging. The troll’s club collided with her blade, and Dez had to dig her heels in to keep from being knocked over. The brute strength of the troll surprised her, but the sight of her unmoving brother and the helpless form of her unconscious mother in her peripheral fueled her. Whirling, Dez twisted away from the monster, using her magic to launch a ball of fire. The troll dodged the fireball with a deftness that Dez wouldn’t have thought possible for such a large, clunky creature.

      Roaring, the troll began to run towards Dez next, covering the distance between them in only a few strides. Dez threw herself out of the way, but not quite fast enough. One of the troll’s wide hands snaked out, sweeping one of her legs and sending her tumbling to the dirt. She landed in a heap on the ground, but managed to keep a hold of her sword. Her joints—still stiff and achy from the previous battle—screamed in protest as they absorbed the impact of her fall.

      Ignoring her body, Dez jumped back to her feet and quickly wrapped herself in magic. Just as the troll charged at her again, she teleported out of the way, reappearing a few feet to the left of it. Hurling another ball of fire at the creature, Dez teleported again and then again, trying to confuse the troll with her rapid movements. The troll spun backwards and forwards, swinging its club in all directions as it attempted to anticipate where Dez would land next.

      When the troll’s back was turned again, Dez gripped her sword tightly and swung it through the air, only to have the troll block her with its club. Dez pushed against it with all her might, but the troll was strong enough to hold her off.

      The pounding of feet rushing towards them filled the air and the troll yanked back its club, the momentum of the lost pressure causing Dez to stumble. She put her hand down to catch herself from landing on her face, and when she regained her footing, she registered two things: Saad and Kahn were racing towards her, along with other Rebellion reinforcements who had managed to break through the Spirit King’s lines and push them back. And, also, the troll had disengaged from the fight. It backed up slowly, its head ranging back and forth as it took stock of the battlefield. Then it ripped a wooded horn from its belt and began to blow, the sound loud and reedy. It blew the horn three times, and then, with its club gripped in its hand, the troll turned and fled, running back towards the large stone doors.

      “Stop it! Don’t let it get away!” Dez screeched, but no one could match the creature’s speed, and the battlefield itself had erupted into disorganized chaos as the rest of the Spirit King’s force retreated, following the troll’s call and racing towards the doors. Even the Draznar responded to the summoning, swooping low and into the darkness of the Deeps.

      The Rebellion army let them go, and soon the Spirit King’s forces had disappeared into the darkness beyond the doors, escaping into the heart of the Ancient Deeps.

      A stillness fell over the canyon as the Rebellion’s forces realized they had won—they had stopped Ashimax’s forces from blocking their way into the Ancient Deeps. Yet, there was no celebration on the soldiers’ faces. Only resolve and an earned weariness.

      Understanding that the battle was over—for now—Dez threw down her sword and rushed over to Pieter, who still hadn’t moved.

      Gently, she rolled him over. She gasped as she took in his crumpled armor and the scary amount of blood that poured out of his ears and his nose. For the second time in less than half an hour, she reached out with trembling hands, her fingers frantically searching for a pulse.

      She nearly sobbed when she felt the slow but steady beat underneath Pieter’s skin.

      “Pieter!” Kahn’s voice cracked as he landed in the dirt next to Dez, his hands reaching for his brother. Kahn gripped Pieter’s shoulder, his wild eyes landing on Dez. “Is he…”

      “He’s alive,” Dez breathed out, and Kahn gasped in relief, bending over and pressing his forehead to Pieter’s arm. “Healers!” Dez screamed over her shoulder. “We need healers over here!”

      Two of the Rebellion’s healers rushed over and immediately began to administer aid. Kahn and Dez stood up, stepping back to allow the healers room, but they remained close to each other, and had it not been for the solid feel of Kahn’s shoulder pressed into hers, Dez felt sure she’d would have dropped to her knees and wept.

      But she didn’t. She kept what she hoped was a steady expression on her face, refusing to let her fears claim her. But inside of her, a single thought played on a loop in her mind.

      It was her own choked up voice whispering, Please let him be okay. I cannot lose my brother. Please let him be okay.

      Kahn gripped her hand tightly as a single tear dripped down her cheek.

      Please be okay, Pieter. Please be okay.
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      Dez paced back and forth wringing her hands. It had been more than an hour since the hospital tent had been erected and the healers had disappeared inside with her mother and Pieter. Dez was determined not to be underfoot, asking a million questions while they worked, but her worry kept her from wandering too far and she simply couldn’t sit still.

      The Spirit King’s forces had made no move to engage in another battle since making their retreat, and from what the Rebellion could tell, they had ventured farther into the Deeps. Dez had sent a small team of scouts into the antechamber and into the first few rooms of the Deeps themselves, but she didn’t expect them to bring news of another attack. Something in her gut told her that the fighting, at least for now, was over. And it was a good thing, too. The Rebellion forces had been weary before this battle, and now they were battered and bruised and completely depleted. They needed rest, and badly.

      Lula and some of the other commanders had recommended that the Rebellion pursue the troll and the Spirit King’s forces immediately, to harry them as they retreated and avoid letting them get away, but Dez had flatly refused. She couldn’t focus on anything else while her mother and Pieter lay in a hospital tent. So, she had ordered the soldiers to set up camp and try to get some rest.

      How are you holding up? Nightsoul shuffled over to Dez, her eyes following her rider as the girl paced.

      Dez shrugged. “I don’t even know. I feel like we’re stuck in this endless loop of skirmishes and battles, and even though I know we are, it feels like we’re not making any progress towards stopping the Spirit King. And now my mother and Pieter are both in there and I have no idea if either of them is okay.”

      Your mother and your brother are both strong. You must not lose hope.

      Dez tried not to scoff. She knew Nightsoul was just trying to be encouraging, but the words did little to settle her mind or her heart. She continued her pacing, just needing to move and to keep the restless anxiety from eating her alive.

      After a while, she couldn’t take it anymore. Shoving the tent flaps aside, she barged into the hospital tent and walked up to the healer in charge. “I need an update,” she said, a little more harshly than she’d meant to. “Please,” she tacked on, trying to soften her tone.

      The healer, a kind woman with a long brown braid and bright eyes, gave her a soft smile. “Of course, Commander.” She walked over to where Pieter was lying on a cot, his face pale. “Your brother is well enough. He is exhausted and his body is weak, but we were able to mend his injuries without any complications. He should make a full recovery.”

      Dez let out a low sigh. The words were everything she had hoped for but been terrified she wouldn’t hear. “Thank you. Without you and the other healers, the Rebellion would be lost.” I would be lost. She didn’t voice the last part, but she hoped her statement conveyed her gratitude well enough.

      The healer smiled again. “Of course, Commander,” she repeated. “It is our honor to serve you and the Rebellion.” She dipped her head and motioned Dez to follow her over to where her mother lay a cot on the opposite side of the tent.

      “Your brother is well,” she said moving to stand at Jayne Black’s head. “But I’m afraid your mother is another story.”

      “What do you mean?” Dez asked, near panicked. Her eyes quickly scanned her mother from head to toe, taking some slight comfort in the gentle rise and fall of her mother’s chest beneath the blanket someone had thrown over her. “What are her injuries?” She had seemed okay when Dez had returned from breaking the Mind Trap, but perhaps she had missed something.

      “That’s just it,” the healer explained. “She is of perfectly sound body. There are no physical injuries that are preventing her from waking. Yet, every time we try, we are unsuccessful.”

      “She hasn’t woken at all?”

      “No, Commander. She hasn’t moved or even twitched a finger. While any physical wounds she may have had are healed, something is preventing her from waking up. And if it’s not physical—”

      “Then it’s something in her mind,” Dez finished, choking out the words.

      “Yes, I’m afraid so,” the healer confirmed.

      Dez managed to nod her head. “Thank you. Please keep doing all you can for them both.”

      “We will, Commander.”

      Dez walked back through the tent flaps and stepped outside, her heart racing. She made a beeline to where Nightsoul sat waiting for her.

      Well? the dragon asked expectantly.

      “Pieter is fine. He needs lots of rest, but his wounds were mended and he should make a full recovery.”

      That’s wonderful! I should let Gloriox know right away—the poor old man is beside himself with worry.

      “Could you tell Lanalin, as well? I know Kahn is anxious for an update.”

      Dez waited for Nightsoul to relay the message to Lanalin and Gloriox, the latter of whom immediately came bounding over and stuck his head through the hospital tent flaps as if he needed to hear it for himself.

      Nightsoul, Dez said. Something is wrong with my mother.

      The dragon immediately sobered, her joy over Pieter’s condition fading into worry. What is it?

      She won’t wake up. Dez swallowed, the words stuck in her throat even as she spoke telepathically with the dragon. The healer believes there is some sort of mental block that’s preventing her from waking. Physically, she’s fine. I have to go back inside her mind. I have to see what went wrong.

      Is that safe? Nightsoul’s eyes peered into her face, and Dez felt the dragon’s apprehension and worry mix with her own.

      I don’t know. But I have to at least try. I freed her from the Spirit King’s Mind Trap. I cannot abandon her now, not when I am so close to having her back. The Creator Goddess’ whispers began to buzz in her ears, and Dez took that as a sign. I have to go and get her out.

      She dropped to the ground beside Nightsoul and laid down, closing her eyes. Apprehension and fear rushed through her and reached out through the bond. Will you stay with me? she requested of her dragon.

      Nightsoul shifted so that she was closer to Dez. Until the very end, little one. Go find your mother, I will keep watch over you until you return.

      With the comfort of knowing that Nightsoul was with her, and with the familiar whispers of the Creator Goddess urging her on, Dez let herself sink into her own mind, searching the darkness for the tether that had snapped into place between herself and her mother. She found it easily, and followed it toward the familiar door of her mother’s mind.

      Reaching out, Dez carefully twisted the handle and pushed the door open to step inside. The darkness was familiar, but as she delved deeper inside, Dez found herself in a room surrounded by golden light. Her mother stood in the center of the room while an image played before her… a memory from her past.

      “Mother?” Dez called out. But Jayne Black did not move or acknowledge the sound of her name at all. Dez took a step closer, reaching out to touch her mother’s shoulder. But still there was no movement—nothing. Jayne Black’s eyes remained fixed on the memory in front of her.

      Dez shook her mother gently and called her name again, but when nothing changed, she glanced towards the memory, trying to understand what about it held her mother captive.

      Her father’s face appeared and Dez gasped a little. It was the same kind, smiling face she remembered from her childhood. Her mother appeared next, her younger face lined with worry and despair. “I don’t want to leave her!” she cried in the memory, glancing over her shoulder to where a child—Dez—was sleeping peacefully, her long midnight hair splayed across the pillow like a halo.

      “I know,” John Black murmured to his wife. “I do not long for it, either, but what kind of world will she know if we don’t?”

      A tear slipped down Jayne’s face and her shoulders drooped. “My heart feels so torn. I worry about what will happen to her if we do not return, if we fail. But I also bleed for our cause, and I know I cannot abandon it…. I just feel so…” A sob ripped from her throat and she covered her face with her hands.

      Dez’s throat ached and she swallowed hard at the lump that had formed there, her heart wrenching at the sound of her mother’s weeping.

      Dez’s father reached over and pulled Jayne to his chest, wrapping his arms around her and rubbing her back soothingly. “Oh, my love, it pains me to see you this way, and I understand. Our daughter is the best thing that has ever happened to me, aside from you. Leaving her breaks my heart, but we both know how much is riding on this war and on this battle. We cannot keep running and hiding forever. I do not want our child to live like that, and this is our moment to make sure that she grows up free from oppression and tyranny. The choice is yours, of course, and I will accept whatever you decide, but know this, my love: We cannot protect her from the Spirit King without the Rebellion.”

      Jayne wiped her face with her sleeve and nodded, stealing another glance at Dez’s resting form. “I know,” she finally whispered. “Tomorrow, I will fight with you. For the Rebellion…and for her.”

      The two shared a small smile as they silently beheld their sleeping daughter.

      Dez sucked in a ragged breath. The memory, she realized, was from the night before her parents had ridden into battle—that same battle they’d never returned home from. The emotions rolling around inside her made her chest seem to be at war with itself, and she wrestled with the pain she felt for her mother and the anger she felt at both of her parents for not coming back.

      She still grappled with the conflicting feelings when the same memory, the exact same scene and conversation, played out again, and then again after that. The memory appeared to be on a loop, playing over and over again in her mother’s mind.

      Dez studied the memory, and then her mother’s face. “Of course,” Dez whispered, understanding what was happening. It wasn’t magic that was holding her mother back and preventing her from waking. “It’s your own guilt over what happened. What you feared most came to pass. I did end up alone, and that is what you cannot wake up to face.” The reality of the fact that Dez had grown up without her shackled her mother, keeping her trapped in this single memory, asleep and unable to wake.

      As the realization solidified itself in Dez’s mind, the tether between herself and her mother tightened and she found herself drawn once more to the memory, to the looks on her parents’ faces and to their words. Her brain responded, supplying her with her own memories of that night, and worse, of the next night—when she’d been told that her parents were never coming back.

      All at once, Dez’s head and heart flooded with memory and emotion. Dez couldn’t recall anything other than the cold grief that had kept her numb for years. She sank to her knees and wrapped her arms around herself, feeling much like the lost child she’d been back then.

      The Creator’s Goddess’ whispers began to speak feverishly, the words distorted as usual even though the feelings remained strong and easy to identify. Pull yourself together, they seemed to say. You are all grown up now. You are Desiree Black, rider of Nightsoul, Commander of the Rebellion, Chosen of the Goddess. You are no longer a frightened little girl. Stand up.

      Dez bucked at the thought, so clear in her mind, and it felt as if her consciousness were being ripped in two—one half dragging her down into the depths of the past, the other yanking her back towards her present reality.

      “I cannot stay here,” Dez wheezed, struggling to stand. The Memory Dimension and travelling to another’s mind were dangerous and tricky. It was clear now that if she stayed too long, she would become trapped in the memory along with her mother, and then both of them would be lost.

      She hissed, weighing her options. She had to decide whether to back out of her mother’s mind, protecting her own sanity and leaving her mother to fight this battle on her own, or risk herself and stay, attempting to help her mother.

      As she watched the memory unfold again, the decision became simple. “I lost you once,” Dez said to her mother. “I won’t leave you here and lose you again. Not when I’m so close to having you back.” She stepped closer, wrapping her hand tightly around her mother’s fingers. Then she stepped directly in front of her mother, blocking her view of the memory.

      “Mom, it’s me. It’s Desiree. Please, you have to see me. You have to hear me.” But Jayne Black stared forward, seemingly seeing right through Dez, her eyes fixated on the same memory that continued to repeat itself. Dez tried again, louder this time. “Look at me, Mom. I’m okay. I’m grown now and I’m strong. I’m the leader of the Rebellion now. Look at me…please, Mom.”

      Jayne Black’s eyes flashed slightly at the words, though she continued to stare ahead. The flash encouraged Dez, however, and she kept going.

      “I am Desiree Black, Commander in Chief of the Rebellion army. I am the Dragon Oracle and I ride the fiercest dragon alive. Her name is Nightsoul, and she’s incredible, Mom. You have to come and meet her. You have to wake up and meet me. Look at who I am now. Look at who I’ve grown into. Please, open your eyes and see me.”

      This time, Jayne blinked rapidly, as though trying to clear her vision.

      “Mom, can you hear me?”

      Slowly, the hazy fog that seemed to fill Jayne Black’s eyes lifted, and she focused, seeing for the first time the grown-up Dez standing in front of her. With a gentle smile, she lifted a hand to Dez’s cheek.

      Dez began to cry as a strong current of energy wrapped around her, pulling at her. She didn’t fight it, allowing herself to be pushed gently from her mother’s mind.

      She gasped as she found herself back in her own mind, and her eyes flew open. Nightsoul’s face was only inches from hers.

      Are you well, little one? What of your mother?

      Dez didn’t respond. She rolled to her side and leapt to her feet, dashing back through the flaps of the hospital tent.

      Several healers stood around the cot where her mother lay, their murmuring voices blending together. When they noticed her coming, they parted, revealing Dez’s mother.

      Her face was still pale, but she was awake, and her eyes found Dez.

      “Desiree,” she whispered, reaching up a shaking hand.

      With a sob, Dez fell to her knees beside her mother. Jayne placed her palm against Dez’s cheek just like she had in her mind. “It’s you,” she said, her voice soft and shaky. “It’s really you. I thought you were a dream.”

      Dez could hardly choke out the words to answer, “I’m real, Mom. And I’ve missed you so much.”

      Jayne Black’s eyes filled with tears and she reached for her daughter, embracing her for the first time in years. Their happy sobs filled the space of the hospital tent.
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      Dez never wanted to let her mother go. She wasn’t sure how long they stayed there wrapped in each other’s arms, and she didn’t care. She could have stayed there forever, were it not for the tearful voice that called out from behind them.

      Dez carefully released her mother and turned her head to see Lula standing in the doorway, her face white and her eyes wide with both shock and relief.

      “Lula?” Jayne’s lower lip began to tremble and a fresh wave of tears spilled over her cheeks as she beheld her sister. Lula made a strangled sort of cry as though she was trying not to burst into ugly sobs, and then she flew across the dirt and threw herself at her sister. Jayne let out a little laugh and squeezed Lula tightly, murmuring against her hair, “It’s alright, I’m here now.”

      As Dez let them have their moment, her eyes fell on the cot opposite her mother. Pieter sat upright, looking weak and unsteady—but he was awake. Dez crossed over to him and carefully wrapped her arms around him. His body sagged against hers as he returned the embrace. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she murmured to him, pulling back to look into his face. “How are you feeling?”

      “Tired…and hungry,” he responded, which made Dez smile. “But otherwise, I feel fine.”

      “Good,” Dez said, giving his hair a gentle ruffle. “Because I’d like you to meet my mother.” She swept an arm out. “Pieter, this is Jayne Black, my mother. Mom, this is Pieter, my foster brother.”

      Jayne and Pieter smiled at each other, but before they could exchange words, Kahn rushed into the tent followed closely by Saad.

      Kahn, seeing his brother awake, dashed over and nearly tackled him. Dez laughed, moving out of the way. Saad stepped to her side, his fingers running down her arm. “There’s someone I want you meet,” Dez said, pulling him over to her mother.

      Jayne and Lula were whispering to each other, but looked up at Dez when she re-joined them. “Mother, that’s my other foster brother, Kahn,” she said, pointing to where the brothers were still reuniting. “And this,” she looked to Saad, “is Saad Mallas.”

      Dez paused, not quite sure how to introduce him beyond that. The feelings they shared were plain enough between them, but they’d never actually discussed any sort of official title for what they shared—if one even existed. They hadn’t gone public with their feelings, but nor had they attempted to hide them. She wasn’t sure exactly what more to say, so she settled for the basics. “He’s one of my commanders, and….” She bit her lip, and then finished, “my friend. Well. More than that, really.” Her cheeks began to burn, so instead of saying anything else, she reached for Saad’s hand and entwined her fingers with his, hoping her meaning was clear enough.

      Saad’s responding smile made her heart flutter. She looked to her mother, feeling flustered but happy. Jayne’s sharp eye immediately went to their clasped hands, her face going from surprised to thoughtful. She handled it well, though, reaching out to shake Saad’s hand. “Hello, Saad,” she said, regarding him carefully. “It’s very nice to meet you.”

      “And you,” Saad responded, dipping his head in a formal sign of respect. “I’ve heard many tales or your heroism on the battlefield. It is an honor, truly.”

      “Commander?” One of Dez’s generals stood just inside the tent. “A moment?”

      Dez left Saad with her mother and walked over to the general. “What is it?”

      “Per your orders, we’re in the process of preparing those who will leave to join the other wounded soldiers in Gald, but we need to know what level of injury you’ll be permitting to stay in camp. Several of the men with minor injuries are insisting they be allowed to stay and continue fighting.”

      Dez thought for a moment. Her instinct was to order all of the wounded back to Gald, but there was no telling what the Rebellion’s forces might face inside the Ancient Deeps. She would need as many of her soldiers as possible. “If the soldiers are still able to perform their duties in spite of their injuries, they may remain. Use your best judgement, General.”

      “Will do. Thank you, Commander.”

      Dez made her way back over to her mother and Saad, who were looking in opposite directions, their faces serious. “Um…is everything okay?” Dez asked, nervous energy running down her spine.

      Saad opened his mouth, but then closed it again and gave her a small smile. “Everything’s fine.”

      Dez narrowed her eyes, but decided not to push it. Not now, anyway.

      Lula, who had darted over to the other side of the tent to check on Pieter, practically skipped back to Jayne’s side. “I feel like there’s so much to talk about,” she said, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright.

      “Yes,” Dez agreed, chuckling a little. “There is much to discuss.” She focused on her mother. “Do you feel well enough to move?”

      Jayne nodded. “I think so. I feel strange, but not unwell. I think I’d like to try.”

      “Good,” Dez said, feeling an impatient tug at her bond with Nightsoul, “because there is a dragon outside who is very anxious to meet you.”

      Kahn helped Pieter up from his cot. “And Gloriox will be wanting to see you now that you’re awake.”

      Dez led the group outside to where Nightsoul, Gloriox, and several of the other dragons waited. Nightsoul shuffled over and lowered her head so that she was eye level with Jayne. Hello. I am Nightsoul, she said, projecting her voice for everyone to hear.

      Jayne’s eyes widened slightly, awe filling them as she stepped up and placed a palm on the bridge of Nightsoul’s nose. “It’s an honor meeting you, Nightsoul. You’re absolutely magnificent.”

      Dragons don’t blush, but Dez chuckled a little as the surge of bashful pride that surged through her dragon. “Don’t let that go to your head now,” she teased, and Nightsoul responded with a snort and nudged Dez with her head, nearly knocking her over.

      Jayne watched the exchange with tears in her eyes. “I wish your father were here to see this,” she whispered.

      Dez’s smile faded. She reached for her mother’s hand. “Don’t worry—he will be soon. I’ll free him, too, I promise.”

      “We will,” Jayne responded, giving Dez’s hand a squeeze. “Together.”

      The words felt like being doused in icy water. Dez shook her head. “No, Mother. I don’t think you understand. After our last battle, I sent all the wounded back to Gald to be cared for. The wounded from this battle will be sent there, as well. You’ll be going with them to Gald, along with Pieter and Gloriox.”

      Jayne’s eyebrows knit together, and Pieter, who was standing a few feet away next to Gloriox, whipped around. “What?” he demanded. “We’re back to that now? I already told you, I’m not going. Neither is Gloriox.”

      Dez let out a sigh. “I don’t want to argue, but—”

      “Then don’t,” Pieter snapped.

      Heat rushed up Dez’s neck and flushed her cheeks. “Given recent events,” she ground out, trying to keep her cool, “I really feel it’s best that you—” here, she turned to her mother and continued, “that both of you return to Gald with the wounded.”

      Pieter began to protest loudly again, but Jayne Black simply held up a hand and said in a voice that was eerily quiet, “Absolutely not.” Her tone was such that even Pieter stopped his ranting to stare at her. A chill went down Dez’s back, and it was then, as she took in the expression of her mother, that she saw a glimpse of the powerful warrior her mother had always been.

      Still, she stood her ground. “I know you want to help, but you were under the Mind Trap for years. We can’t be sure if there are any lasting side effects, and I—”

      “I will not stay behind.” Jayne’s voice was a little louder this time, but no less absolute. She looked over at Pieter. “I do not know this boy, but I suspect that he, too, should be allowed to stay.”

      Pieter’s eyes widened slightly in surprise, but then his mouth twisted up in a smirk as he glanced at Dez. “See? Your mother agrees with me.”

      “You don’t know anything about Pieter or the situation at hand.” Dez ignored Pieter, focusing on her mother. “He’s not fit to continue on and neither are you.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that, Desiree. As long as there is breath in my lungs, I will pick up my sword against the Spirit King. There is not a force on this earth that could stop me. Not even you, daughter.”

      Dez’s nostrils flared. “I am the Commander in Chief of the Rebellion army and I make the calls here. I know you’re willing to sacrifice everything to fight the Spirit King. I’ve known that since I was five years old and you left me behind. But just because something can be done, doesn’t mean it should be done.”

      Jayne’s face had paled slightly, but a fire still simmered behind her eyes. “You were just a child, and we were fighting for a better world for you.”

      “You made a difficult choice—the one you thought was right. I am doing the same.”

      “I know you think you are,” Jayne started, “but you’re young, and you haven’t seen—”

      “Don’t do that!” Lula interrupted her, stepping up next to Dez with her gaze narrowed on her sister. “Don’t you dare diminish all she’s accomplished, all that she’s done, by saying that she’s just some young, inexperienced girl. You used to do that to me all the time. You never thought I would amount to anything because I was younger and more wild than you. You even kept me away from my own niece, for fear that I would influence her with my foolish ways. But you were wrong then, and you are wrong now.” Lula’s voice rose with each word as she kept going. “Dez has been living without you for the majority of her life, and in that time, she’s become a dragon rider and the leader of the entire Rebellion. She defeated Mak Edjom. She routed the Spirit King’s army. She freed the continent. She freed you. She’s not some child, Jayne. She knows what she’s doing, and she deserves not only your obedience, but your respect even more so. I should have known that nothing would change the old Jayne. You always had to be in charge.” Lula placed a hand on Dez’s shoulder. “But you’re not in charge here. She is.”

      “Thank you,” Dez said to her. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”

      “There is much we will need to work through as a family,” Jayne ground out, “but now is not the time. The Spirit King marches on as we sit here and argue. Say what you will, but I refuse to lay down my sword and return to Gald.”

      “As do I,” Pieter agreed. “You cannot stop us from fighting.”

      “Actually, I—” Dez began, fury rolling inside her like a storm.

      But before she could finish her sentence, Pieter began to argue, making his voice louder than hers. Dez increased the volume of her own, trying to speak over Pieter. Jayne added her voice to the mix, and then Lula did the same. Soon, Dez could barely make out even her own words, but the anger coursing through her kept egging her on.

      Enough! The voice, loud and booming, came from Nightsoul. The onyx dragon stepped closer to Dez. The dragons have made a decision.

      Dez and the others fell silent. What are you doing? Dez asked her through the bond. What decision?

      A flare of annoyance came through as Nightsoul quickly responded to Dez before addressing the others. I am merely the messenger, so please do not be angry with me.

      Dez didn’t have time to question the dragon further. Nightsoul pushed herself into the center of the group and began to address everyone, projecting her voice for all to hear. The other dragons who had been standing by and watching the whole exchange stepped forward. Their moves were synchronized, and their heads held high. Rockbreaker, Gloriox, Lanalin, Frostbite, and Snowdrop were among them.

      We, the dragons, have long served alongside the Rebellion. We are more than just beasts with wings who you humans can ride into battle. We are and have always been an equal part of the Rebellion. We will continue to be so, but we have a reached a decision of our own.

      More surges of annoyance and frustration surged through the bond, and Dez could tell that Nightsoul was gritting her teeth at having to be the one to relay these words.

      The dragons have discussed it, and are united in the following decision—or at least most are united, Nightsoul added begrudgingly. There is too much at stake to leave behind any able-bodied soldier who is willing to fight against the Spirit King. If Commander Black cannot see past her personal feelings, she…. Nightsoul paused, snorting. Then she does not deserve to be the Rebellion’s leader, and the dragons will not follow her. They will call for a new election.

      “What?” Dez demanded. “Is that what you all think I’m doing? Just letting my emotions cloud my judgement?” She shouted at the dragons, her voice carrying on the wind, “Everything I do and have done is for the good of the Rebellion!” Her angry words had rippled out of her, and a deep ache resonated in her chest as the betrayal she felt cut deeper than any blade ever could.

      The dragons did not move, and nor did they respond. They stood stoic and proud. They have made their decision, and it is final, Nightsoul said, her head drooping now so that she was at eye level with Dez. I’m so sorry, little one, she added, so that only Dez could hear. I tried to reason with them, but I could not.

      Hot tears pooled in Dez’s eyes, but she furiously blinked them away, refusing to let them fall. A small voice in her head screamed at her that she didn’t need the dragons, that she and the Rebellion could defeat the Spirit King without them, but no sooner had the words even registered than the Creator Goddess’ whispers began buzzing in her ear. Dez listened for the meaning in their indecipherable words, but as she did so, she realized she already knew what the right decision would be. The dragons and the Rebellion were allies—neither could be successful without the other—and if she didn’t listen to their counsel, then she wasn’t the kind of leader Elena Lawry had taught her to be.

      The decision did little to quell the ache in her chest, though.

      Pressing a hand to her chest, she sucked in a breath, her eyes scanning the faces of the resolute dragons, and of Pieter and her mother.

      “Stay and fight then,” she said, her voice strong and clear. Pieter’s face lit up, and even though Jayne was more discreet, victory shone in her eyes, too.

      Dez nodded, having given her order, and turned on her heel. She marched over to her tent and shoved through the flaps, needing solace. When she was sure no one had followed her, she sank down on her bedroll and allowed the tears to flow freely. Shoving a fist against her mouth so that no one might hear her crying, she let the hurt and betrayal take over, every painful wave lapping overtop her. The embarrassment came next, her entire body flushed and on fire as she recalled how small and young her mother’s refusal and the dragons’ decree had made her feel.

      She let herself get lost in her feelings, and when the tears had subsided and her breathing slowed, Dez sat up and washed her face in the small basin next to her cot.

      Pushing back her tent flaps, she saw Nightsoul perched just outside, her head hanging low.

      Can you forgive me? the dragon blurted out when she saw Dez. I am so sorry. They made me be the one to relay the message, I—

      Dez held up her hand, silencing the dragon. “It’s okay. I’m not mad at you. Or at anyone, really. This is what it takes to be a leader, remember?”

      Nightsoul nodded. That doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

      Sitting on the ground next to Nightsoul, Dez leaned her head against the dragon’s side, watching the hustle and bustle of camp around them.

      “No,” Dez said softly, letting out a deep sigh. “It doesn’t.”
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      The first thing Dez noticed as Nightsoul stepped inside the Ancient Deeps was the smell. Earthy and crisp, the air that filled the giant chamber smelled like the forest after a rainstorm. And as her eyes roved around, her mouth felt open. She’d never seen anything like it.

      When the scouts had returned to say that the first room of the Deeps seemed to be safe, as did the initial part of the path that led down into the heart of the mountain, Dez had ordered the Rebellion to move. Now, riding atop Nightsoul, she led the way inside. To say the Deeps were striking was an understatement. The rooms and chambers cut into the side of the black rock—which was shot through with veins of blue and white crystal—were equal parts intimidating and awe-inspiring. Nightsoul, too, was impressed, her body humming with fascination.

      The first room, a massive cavern surrounded by what looked like cave dwellings, dwarfed the Rebellion army. Even sitting on Nightsoul’s back, Dez felt incredibly small as she took in the size and scale of the chamber. I did not imagine it to be so large, Nightsoul mused.

      “Nor did I,” Dez admitted, “but legend says these were once populated by large, humanoid lizard creatures that protected and dwelled within the Deeps. They were the keepers of the prison, but when the Spirit King took control of the world the first time, he slaughtered the prison keepers on his way to free more of the Creator Goddess’ nightmares to serve him. There is a belief that many of them are still locked away inside somewhere. They must have been giants, from what I can tell.”

      The primary pathway leading from the main chamber was wider than the mountain pass had been—a huge, broad thoroughfare of paved stone—and it ran through enormous chasms with cells and dwellings, and vaults built into the walls. Smaller passages squeezed off into the rock from the main path in many places, offering a labyrinth of possibilities and destinations.

      “Where do you suppose those go?” Dez wondered.

      Nightsoul eyed them. Into shadow and danger. Into death.

      Dez shivered, not entirely eager to find out. “You’re probably right.”

      Beside her, Saad sat on Frostbite’s back, his head swivelling back and forth as he also took in the size and grandeur of the place. When he caught her eye, he moved a little closer, giving her a gentle smile. “I haven’t had a chance to ask this morning, but how are you?”

      Dez knew he was referring to what had happened the previous night with the dragons and her mother, but she didn’t want to talk about it. “I’m fine,” she replied, though on the inside she felt anything but. As much as she wanted to just forget it had all happened and move past it, the truth was that Dez resented her mother for putting her in such a position, as well as confused as to why they were arguing with each other so soon after being reunited. Dez had spent years imagining how it might be for them to find each other again, but the joy she’d expected to feel (and even experienced for a brief moment) had evaporated the instant her mother had rejected her order. On top of that, Dez felt deflated by how the dragons had rebuked her so thoroughly. She tried not to let it get to her, but it was proving to be much harder to shrug off than she’d hoped.

      “You can talk to me about anything—you know that, right?” Saad asked, his eyes full of concern.

      “I know,” Dez answered. “And you, as well. For example, why don’t you tell me why you looked so uncomfortable yesterday in the tent before…” she trailed off, not wanting to bring up what had happened with the dragons. “Did my mother say something to you?”

      “Nothing inappropriate.”

      “Saad, I saw your face! Tell me what she said to you.”

      “She asked me how much I cared for you.”

      This surprised Dez. “She did? Why?”

      Saad shrugged. “I guess it’s what mothers do. I told her that I care for you a great deal, and she asked me if I’d be willing to swear to do anything in my power to protect you during the troubles ahead. Anything at all.”

      There was something in the way he’d said the word “anything” that sent a chill creeping down Dez’s back. “Wh…what did you say?”

      Saad looked away. “I didn’t have time to answer her.”

      “Oh.” Dez tried to understand the look on his face, the way his jaw was set, but it was hard to get a read on him. But she had a strong feeling he was lying, and that he had promised her mother he would—which both infuriated and surprised her. The implication of it made her heart flutter. It also made her angry. How could he possibly agree to do such a thing?

      Frustration coiled low in her gut and Dez began to search for her mother. They hadn’t spoken since the evening before. She pulled Nightsoul up short, scanning the army until her eyes landed on her mother, riding a Verdigris Lagoon dragon named Seamount. Seamount had lost his rider, but had been willing to let another rider ride him into battle even without the bond. Dez and Nightsoul waited until Seamount and Jayne had caught up to them.

      “Daughter,” Jayne called by way of greeting.

      “Mother,” Dez replied, trying to keep her tone light.

      “Are you very angry with me?” Jayne asked, cocking her head to study Dez’s face. “I don’t wish for us to quarrel.”

      Dez wasn’t sure what to say. She had no desire to continue fighting with her mother, either, but the truth was more complicated than a simple yes or no. She looked away, letting the silence settling over them be her answer. They rode side by side for a while before Dez looked back over at Jayne. “Can I ask you something?”

      Jayne looked wary, but she nodded. “Of course.”

      “Saad told me what you said. What you asked him. But I want to know why you asked him that in the first place.” She wanted to add that she didn’t feel it was her mother’s place to ask such things, especially since she’d been absent for most of Dez’s life and didn’t even know her own daughter, but she held the words in.

      Jayne paused for a moment, but then her eyes found Dez’s and she replied, “Because it’s what my mother asked John, your father, when it became clear that our courtship was becoming serious. Her mother asked the same of your grandfather.”

      Dez blinked, sobered by the revelation of a family tradition she’d never known about. And the lines of sadness on her mother’s face only made the ache she felt at the absence of her father even more prevalent.

      “And you asked because you think Saad and I….” Dez didn’t finish the thought. They’d never declared anything beyond just wanting to be together, and Dez hadn’t allowed herself to think about anything other than her fight with the Spirit King. But her feelings were grower stronger by the day, and if she wasn’t mistaken, so were Saad’s. Was it really possible that her mother had recognized all of that almost immediately upon meeting him?

      Jayne gave Dez a knowing smile. “Of course. Aren’t you?”

      When Dez didn’t answer, Jayne gave a little laugh. “I knew it the moment I saw you look at one another. It was as obvious as your dragon’s onyx scales.”

      I have to agree with her, Nightsoul, who’d been silently listening to the conversation, chimed in. It’s more obvious than you realize.

      “It is not,” Dez muttered back, but her heart bounced around in her chest in a way that made the corners of her mouth lift slightly.

      “I used to hear rumors of these chambers,” Jayne said, breaking through Dez’s thoughts. “I heard of their breath-taking beauty, of how inspiring the Deeps are and what they say about what the world used to be like. Now that I’m here, though…” Jayne sucked in a deep breath and let it back out, “I don’t see it. All I see is evil and how much danger this place poses to the world. Evil that I will do anything to stop.”

      There was a hint of desperation in her tone, and Dez felt it in her gut—it was the same feeling she often experienced when she thought of the Spirit King. “I know…me, too.”

      “You haven’t said it, but I know you’re angry with me about what happened before. We don’t have to discuss it now, but I do hope we can move past it. For the good of the Rebellion. Do you have a plan?”

      It was an olive branch, of sorts, Dez supposed. It didn’t feel nearly as good as an apology might have, but dwelling on her anger and frustration wouldn’t help the Rebellion. “Of course, I do.” Without any more preamble, Dez told her mother of the memory she’d seen—of Jayne seeing John being tasked with finding and destroying a weapon that could kill the Spirit King.

      “Do you know what it is or where we can find it?” she asked, her words tinged with hope.

      Jayne shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid I don’t. My memories, and all the time I spent under the Spirit King’s control, are all a blur. It’s like a gauzy film hanging over my eyes, and I can only make out the smallest of details.”

      “Anything at all, even the smallest hint of a memory, would be helpful,” Dez pushed. “We have to find it before he does.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jayne said, her lower lip trembling. “I recall the order being given, but nothing more.” Her eyes filled with tears. “And…there’s something else. Something you need to know.”

      The look on her mother’s face was one of pure anguish. It made Dez’s throat ache. “What is it?” she asked, scared to hear whatever was coming next.

      Jayne sniffled, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “When your father and I were married, we were linked together by a magical connection that let us sense one another. It wasn’t exact, just a vague feeling as to where the other was and what we were doing. It’s similar to the bond a dragon rider has with a dragon, though not nearly as strong or as precise. I guess you could say it was another family tradition. Even when I was under the Mind Trap, our connection still existed, and there was some part of me that clung to that. But now…now it’s gone.”

      “Gone? Like, completely?” Dez asked, slightly baffled.

      “Yes,” Jayne said, clearly fighting back tears. “I’m not sure if that means something has happened to John or if the Spirit King is somehow blocking our connection now that I’m no longer under his control. Either way, I cannot get even the slightest read on your father. I have no idea where he is or if he’s even alive.”

      “Don’t worry,” Dez tried to reassure her mother. “I’m sure Father is alright.” Her voice sounded confident, but her mother’s words had sent stabs of fear right through Dez. “We need to focus on finding that weapon. If we find it first, there’s a good chance we’ll find him, too.”

      “And how do we do that?” Jayne asked. “I told you, I don’t know anything about it. I haven’t even the slightest clue as to what it is, or where it might be.”

      Before Dez could answer—not that she had an answer—Nightsoul piped up again. What about the Memory Dimension?

      Dez flinched slightly at the words. Her last encounter in the Memory Dimension had ended with a near death encounter with the Spirit King himself—an experience Dez wasn’t entirely ready to repeat. Yet, at the mention of it, the voices in her head began to whisper excitedly, which Dez could only take to mean that the Memory Dimension was exactly where she needed to go. She let out a groan.

      “The Memory Dimension?” Jayne asked.

      Dez sighed, and then quickly explained how she was the new Dragon Oracle and thus able to enter the Memory Dimension. She also glazed over her previous trips there.

      “Nightsoul,” Dez addressed the dragon, “see if Rockbreaker or any of the older dragons have any information they think might be useful regarding the weapon. And tell Frostbite and Saad to halt the troops.”

      Thanks to dragon telepathy, the answer came back quickly and the Rebellion troops all stopped, waiting for further orders. Saad, who had been at the front of the lines leading the troops further into the Deeps, doubled back and joined Dez and her mother, with Khan, Lula, and Pieter following right behind him.

      The dragons know nothing, Nightsoul reported. Not even Rockbreaker, though he does support the idea of you traveling back to the Memory Dimension. He said that if we’re going to search for the weapon, we’ll also need to figure out how to wield it. If the answer is anywhere, it is likely in the Memory Dimension.

      “Of course, it is,” Dez grumbled.

      “What’s going on?” Lula asked, her eyes darting back and forth between Dez and Jayne.

      “I’m going to have to travel to the Memory Dimension. Now that we’re inside the Deeps, the Spirit King will be moving even faster, working ever harder to achieve his goal before we can stop him. He has tasked my father with finding and destroying a weapon capable of killing the Spirit King himself. It’s here somewhere in the Deeps. We have to find it first. If we do, we can use it to destroy Ashimax once and for all.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous, though? Considering what happened last time?” Saad’s voice was low, but strong. His eyes locked on Dez’s face. She could read the concern in his eyes easily.

      “Yes,” she answered, “it is risky, but it’s also the fastest way to get the information we need.”

      “Then you should do it,” Kahn asserted, though his face also showed signs of worry.

      Dez nodded. “Kahn, you’re in charge of the troops for now. I want everyone watered, and see that they get something to eat. The dragons, too. Once we have the information, we’ll need to act fast, but the troops might as well take a quick respite while I’m at it.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Saad asked, reaching over to grab her hand.

      She wasn’t sure, not at all, but Dez forced a smile onto her face and squeezed Saad’s hand in what she hoped was a reassuring gesture. “I’m sure.”
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      It will be just like last time. Close your eyes and concentrate. Rockbreaker’s deep voice rumbled in Dez’s ear as she closed her eyes and inhaled and exhaled slowly. Just follow the sound of my voice.

      She’d asked the old dragon to guide her through the meditation that would lead her to the Memory Dimension even though she felt fairly confident she could have reached it on her own. Her nerves made her a bit jumpy, but the dragon’s deep, hypnotic voice gave her something to focus on. It was much easier to clear her mind this way.

      She’d found a quiet, relatively private alcove within the giant antechamber of the Deeps, and with Rockbreaker, Nightsoul, and Saad surrounding her, Dez let herself get lost within her own mind. Since she knew what to expect and what she was looking for, she moved through her memories—both the good and the bad—more quickly this time, and before long, she found herself in a familiar dark space. This bit of her mind was calm and quiet like a starless night, and right at its center was the door to the Memory Dimension.

      With her entire body teeming with adrenaline and anticipation, she carefully reached out, her fingers brushing lightly against the doorknob. She twisted the knob and pushed open the door.

      The Memory Dimension looked exactly as she remembered it—a massive library with labyrinthine corridors and tall stacks that housed endless volumes of leather-bound books containing the memories of everyone who had ever died.

      The last time she’d visited, she’d been guided by the previous Dragon Oracle, but no such guidance was available now. Dez stood still, waiting for the Creator Goddess’ whispers to pipe up, to give her some indication or feeling of what to do next, but there was nothing but silence.

      “Oh, now you’re quiet,” Dez lamented, walking forward aimlessly. She’d come to rely on the whispers in a way, their presence always seeming to lead her in the right direction. Except for now. She was utterly alone with no idea how find to what she needed. “Okay,” Dez breathed out. “I can figure this out. Think, Dez, think.” Her voice, barely louder than a whisper, seemed to echo back at her as though she’d shouted. Goosebumps broke out over her skin and she shivered. The eerie feeling of being watched slammed into her and she whirled around…but there was no one there.

      Dez pressed a hand against her hammering heart, willing herself to calm down, but her last encounter with the Spirit King within the confines of this dimension was hard to forget. Although the place seemed deserted now, even more so than before, she still moved among the stacks cautiously, and as quietly as possible.

      When she felt sure no one was following her, Dez stopped, studying the stacks. “I know you’re here somewhere, so I just have to find you,” she murmured. “But how?” Without anything better to try, Dez closed her eyes and focused all of her energy on the information she hoped to glean. “Show me where you are,” she whispered. “Show yourself to me.”

      She waited, repeating those words over and over, until she felt a faint tugging sensation around her legs—some unseen force that seemed to be tilting the floor in a certain direction, making her gravitate in one direction with the pressure. Keeping all of her focus and energy centered on the mysterious weapon she sought information about, Dez surrendered to the tugging sensation, following as it led her on a long journey through the labyrinth of books. She walked for what felt like miles before reaching a part of the dimension that seemed utterly ancient, the books and shelves cloaked in layers upon layers of dust and grime. The structures that housed the books were different from the solid, sturdy ones she’d seen previously. These were simpler and brightly colored, and she got the impression that, in this time preserved here, the world had been a different place, half-formed but full of potential.

      She scanned the shelves, her fingers leaving trails in the dust. The tugging sensation had vanished, but Dez knew deep down in her core that she was in the right place, and that the answer she sought was close. “Show me where you are,” she whispered again. “I’m right here.”

      In answer, one of the books from a top shelf tipped over and fell with a loud BAM at her feet. The book was a rich brown color, thick and very heavy. Dez heaved it up from the floor and set it against a stone podium at the end of the aisle. With a careful hand, Dez cracked open the cover, turning to the first page.  Immediately, memories of an ancient heroine, Glarea of Seladon, flooded her mind. As images flashed by at lightning speed, Dez forced herself to concentrate on what she needed. As she did so, one particular memory came into view.

      

      The sound of wailing and terrified screaming filled the air, and Glarea wanted to press her hands against her ears and lock out the horrible sound. But she didn’t—instead, she let it fuel her as she raced towards the center of town. People ran in all directions, mostly away from where she now raced, her heartbeat pounding in her ears to the rhythm of her sandals slamming into the ground as she ran.

      A mighty roar rose above the cacophony of the townspeople just as Glarea slid to a stop. In the center of town—the very place where she had been born and raised—an enormous giant of molten stone swung its arms back and forth, decimating the structures and scooping up any villager who wasn’t able to get out of the way quickly enough. It was one of the Creator Goddess’ nightmares come to rain destruction and ruin upon her home. A wave of relief rushed through her as she thought about her mother and sisters, all safely evacuated and out of harm’s way, but the same could not be said for the remaining villagers, all of whom were in mortal peril.

      “Help!” Glarea screamed. “Someone, stop him!”

      But there was no one who answered her cry, no one strong enough to even try. Glarea’s entire body began to shake as rage overtook her. She was no one, a nothing. She had no magical powers and no outsized abilities, but she would not stand idly by and watch as the home she loved was levelled to the ground by a monster.

      Knowing what she had to do, she turned on her heel and fled back toward the opposite end of the town where the Forest of Gilled beckoned. Shoving herself through the trees, she ran as fast as her legs would carry her until she came to the place where she knew the dragons met frequently. As suspected, they were there. “Please!” she screamed, stumbling to a stop in front of a large, midnight blue dragon nearly four times her size. “Please, you have to help us. The creature will kill everyone in the village if someone doesn’t stop him!”

      The dragon dipped his head, its large yellow eyes full of sadness. “Child, there is nothing we can do. The creature is too strong, even for us dragons. The town’s only hope is to flee.”

      “I don’t accept that!” Glarea yelled back, her skin flushed. “I will not run from this and neither should you. People are dying! There has to be something you can do!”

      The dragon shook his head. “I’m afraid there is not.”

      “What about the sword? I’ve seen you guarding it!” Glarea accused, not caring that she was revealing her long-kept secret of spying on the dragons when they were unaware.

      The blue dragon as well as the handful of others made sounds of disapproval and alarm.

      Glarea didn’t wait for an answer. Pushing past the dragons, she ran to where she knew the sword was kept, yanking it from its hiding place and ripping it from its sheath. “Will this do the trick? Can this blade kill the giant?”

      The blade was a longsword, blood-red in color and semi-translucent, like a very thin sheet of ruby with an impossibly sharp edge. Its hilt was made of black iron and felt hot to the touch, not scalding but just so, and the entire sword vibrated with power.

      “You know not what you hold, child,” the midnight-colored dragon warned her. “That sword  was formed in the same way as that giant out there—an abomination straight from the Creator Goddess’ nightmares. It is a curse on whomever wields it, a lifetime of unbearable agony and bitterness, loneliness and pain. It draws its power solely from the emotional trauma, past and present, of the person using it.”

      “Will it work? Will it slay the giant?” Glarea shouted.

      “It might work,” the dragon conceded, “but I don’t think you understand. That blade cuts both ways, child. Whatever doubts and regrets are hidden in the back of your mind, whatever pain and old wounds you have tried hard to forget, whatever loss or nightmares you cannot face, and all the emotions you cannot control will be magnified and intensified forever. The wielder will never be free of the burden of it; never will there be a moment of peace from the agony. That blade is pure evil, girl. You must understand the price.”

      The words made Glarea’s stomach flip over, but then her ears filled with the screams of her fellow townsfolk, and the smells of blood and smoke clogged the air. The weight of the sword in her hand was heavy, as was the cost of wielding it, but knowing the town and people she loved were being destroyed weighed on her even more.

      “I understand, and if you won’t try to stop him, I will,” she swore, gripping the hilt of the ruby sword even tighter. Without another moment of pause, she began to run back towards where the giant was wreaking havoc.

      Despite her lack of training, the moment she swung her sword, her body reacted, moving in ways she’d never thought possible as she battled the powerful creature.

      Blow for blow, they battled.

      Sweat streaked down Glarea’s skin, but as weariness and exhaustion began to seep into her muscles, it was her spirit more so than her body that ached. Her anguish over the destruction of her beloved village gave the sword power, and with every strike, she could feel the potent thrum of energy radiating from the blade. But in the back of her mind, the dragon’s words seemed to sear themselves into her thoughts, and like a painting slowly being leeched of its color, so too was her soul being stripped of its brightness and hue. Yet, Glarea continued to attack the giant.

      A wild cry broke through her concentration. A voice, screaming her name. She whipped her head to the side and horror filled her as she recognized the face of the woman calling out to her—it was her own face, the face belonging to her identical sister, Ingrit. The giant, seeing the distraction, swiped out his hand and knocked Glarea back into one of the buildings, her head smacking painfully into the wood panelling on the side. Her vision grew blurry and she winced, the back of her head tender and bloody.

      Her sister still screamed her name, and Glarea’s vision cleared enough for her to see her sister rushing towards her…and the giant’s hand that snatched her up before she reached her.

      “No!” Glarea screamed, stumbling to her feet. “Ingrit!”

      Her sister’s pleading voice turned to screams of agony as the giant crushed her within his palm, and then there was silence as he opened his hand and her sister’s dead body slipped from his grasp and landed like a sack of flour against the ground.

      As the giant’s eyes landed on Glarea, he began to laugh, his large head tipped backward and his entire body shaking as he celebrated his cruelty.

      Glarea stood motionless, her eyes frozen on the unmoving body of her sister, her twin, the other half of her heart. Underneath her skin, a grief and fiery rage unlike anything she had ever known coalesced into a blazing inferno.

      Roaring, she ran to where she had dropped the blood-red sword and yanked it back into her hand. This time, the moment her skin made contact with the hilt, the sword ignited into flame that danced ferociously along the metal of the blade. The weapon vibrated with tremendous power—power so strong it nearly knocked Glarea backward. It travelled through her, ingraining itself so deeply that she felt it in her bones. As the sword’s flames blazed brighter, the blade itself seemed to grow longer, sharper, and more jagged.

      Charging at the giant and using the inferno within her as fuel, Glarea threw herself at her foe, leaping and climbing with the agility of an animal. It wasn’t until the giant’s head rested on the ground, two feet away from its body, that she realized what she had done.

      

      Dez slammed the book shut. Her heart pounded and tears flowed down her cheeks. Watching the entire scene unfold through Glarea’s eyes, she had experienced the terror and the anger Glarea had felt over her the destruction of her town. But that had been nothing compared to her grief over losing her twin sister. Dez thought of Pieter and Kahn, of how close she’d come to losing Pieter. A sob ripped from her throat and she covered her mouth, stifling the sound. A minute passed and then another before Dez felt in control of her emotions. She ran a hand over the cover of the book. “Oh Glarea,” she whispered, “I am so sorry.”

      Aside from the empathy she felt for the young warrior, there was also the information about the sword to contend with. Dez’s head reeled with it—the sword was as powerful as the wielder’s emotional pain and trauma? It seemed like some sort of sick joke. It was horrifying in a way Dez had not been prepared for.

      Sucking in a breath, she steadied herself. And, knowing there was more to the story, she carefully opened the book once more.

      Another memory began to unfold.

      

      It had been a month since Glarea had slayed the giant and saved her village from ruin. She had been declared a hero—Glarea, Conqueror of Giants and Savior of Men—but the title and the acclaim meant little when her sister lay cold in the ground.

      She kept to herself, refusing most company and keeping to the garden—Ingrit’s favorite place. The ruby sword she’d taken from the dragons was strapped at her hip always.

      “Glarea?” her mother called from their house. “There is a young man here to see you.”

      “Tell him I am not at home,” Glarea answered, barely looking up from the weeds she was plucking.

      “I think you’d better speak with him, daughter.”

      There was something in her mother’s tone that made her look up. A young man in a bright green tunic with golden chains across the chest and shoulders sauntered towards her.

      “Glarea, Giant Slayer, it is my honor to make your acquaintance,” the young man said, dropping into a low bow before her. “My name is Geralt of Bivendelia and I have come to make a request.”

      “Oh? And what pray tell is that?” Glarea asked, not at all impressed by the pompous specimen in front of her.

      “I have travelled far to meet you. Tales of your bravery and might have spread throughout the land and I need your help. The King of Bivendelia is…well, let’s just say he is not what the people would hope for in a ruler…”

      Geralt continued to blather on, spinning a tale of woe which was itself worthy of a ballad. In it, he explained how he and most of the citizens in Bivendelia had grown tired of their ineffective king, and how he hoped that Glarea would come and offer assistance in overthrowing him.

      “And what makes you think I would be of any use to you?” she asked him, not quite trusting the glint in his eye.

      “You slayed the giant—why should a king be any different?” But it hadn’t been her face he had focused on when he’d spoken the words, but the sword sheathed at her side.

      Word of the sword, of its power, had spread as widely as the tale of the slaying of the giant, and in this moment, Glarea realized its true danger. The world was full of overly ambitious people who would stop at nothing to get what they wanted.

      The sword mustn’t be left to fall into the wrong hands.

      She sent Geralt on his way and went inside, calling for her mother. “Will you help me pack?” she asked, pulling a large satchel from a bin in the kitchen.

      Her mother looked surprised and worried. “Where are you going, Glarea?”

      Glarea sighed. “On a very long journey, I’m afraid.”

      

      Dez watched as more memories unfolded—she watched as Glarea travelled from her home across the plains, through the mountain pass, and into the heart of the Ancient Deeps, where she handed the blood-red sword over to the keepers of the Deeps. Glarea accompanied the keepers to a large vault which they assured her would protect it from the ambitious hearts of the world, and from those who would use it for evil. The vault would be the sword’s final resting place. Following the main path from the main chamber, Glarea and the Keepers crossed a bridge over a deep, endless chasm and then took a rightward fork that led to the vault.

      The Deeps themselves were so different in the memory compared to what Dez had seen with her own eyes in her own time. In this time period, the upper levels of the Deeps were almost citylike, as many of the Keepers lived there and travelled to and from their work, checking up on the prison vaults in the lower Deeps. It was a place of light, life, and almost religious reverence. As Glarea travelled further into the Deeps, following the Keepers, a sense of peace washed over her—Dez could feel it, too—and it made her feel as though she had made the exact right choice for where to store the sword for eternity.

      As the sword was sealed away in the vault, the memories’ trajectory transformed one last time to show Dez a final picture of Glarea back in her hometown, sitting beside her sister’s grave—despair, torment, and never-ending, bone-rattling grief her constant companions.

      With a gentle snap, Dez closed the book, placing it gently on a bare spot on the shelf. Everything she’d seen and felt within Glarea’s memories took up residence in her heart and in her mind, and once again tears welled up as a terrible pain threatened to split open her chest.

      As she closed her eyes, Dez wrapped her arms around herself, focusing on nothing but the door to the Memory Dimension. Travelling faster than she ever had before, she soon found herself in front of it and hurled herself through, slamming the door shut behind her.

      When she opened her eyes, Rockbreaker’s face was the first thing she saw.

      Did you find the information you needed, Commander?

      Dez nodded, chocking slightly on the lump that had seemed to lodge in her throat. Saad’s face came into view as he reached down and helped her into a sitting position, his eyes flashing as he moved his fingers up to wipe at the tears dripping down her cheeks.

      “Dez,” he murmured, his tone full of pain and worry.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, trying to pull herself together. “It’s nothing.”

      Jayne knelt down beside Dez. Dez wasn’t sure when her mother had arrived, but the sight of her and the remnants of Glarea’s grief were such that Dez threw her arms around her, breathing her in and squeezing tightly. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, so softly that she wasn’t sure if her mother even heard it.

      Jayne held her for a moment, stroking her hair, before they broke apart. “Did you find it?” she asked, searching Dez’s face with hopeful eyes.

      Another impossible choice, Dez mused to herself. Do I tell them the truth? She did indeed know where to find the weapon, where the blood-red sword had been stored for safe keeping, but she also knew the horrible nature of the sword and the price for using it. She eyed her mother, and then Saad. The very idea of either one of them—or Kahn, Lula, or Pieter—wielding the sword and thus being doomed to a lifetime of pain and torment made her heart wrench. It was a sacrifice she knew they would be willing to make, but Dez couldn’t bear the thought of someone she loved suffering like that. Not if she could help it. They had all suffered so much already in the face of this war, and they couldn’t even begin to know the depth of their wounds until this was all over.

      No, she couldn’t—wouldn’t—let their story end like Glarea’s had.

      “It’s a sword,” Dez breathed. “A powerful blade hidden in a vault here in the Deeps. It is strong enough to kill any foe, including Ashimax, but there is a catch.” It was now or never. She had to decide. “The sword is vile thing, drawing on the power of its user. Only the physically strongest among us can wield it.”

      Saad hissed through his teeth when he realized what she was saying.

      “But…what does—” Jayne started, not fully grasping what Dez was saying.

      “It means me,” Dez interrupted. “I’m the strongest among us. It has to be me who wields the sword against Ashimax. Me alone.”
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      Saad and Jayne both stared at Dez. “Are you sure?” her mother finally asked. Dez’s declaration about the sword seemed to hang in the air like a thick thundercloud.

      “I’m positive,” Dez confirmed. “I’ve always wondered about my strength, why it was given to me. This has to be the reason.” The lie sounded so convincing, Dez almost believed it herself. “We’re going to find the sword and stop Ashimax from re-opening the crack in the world. And once we do that, I’m going to use the sword to destroy him once and for all.”

      “I don’t like this plan,” Jayne argued. “Something feels…off. If your father was here, he would—”

      “But he’s not here, Mother,” Dez deflected, trying to steer the conversation away from the sword and what she’d learned about it in the Memory Dimension. She didn’t want to manipulate her mother’s feelings, but she would if she had to. “And the only way to get him back is to find the sword. If we find the sword, we find him. And once we find him, I can free him like I did you. You have to trust me.”

      Jayne stared at Dez for several long minutes. “I do,” she said, rising to her feet. “I trust you.” She gave Dez’s shoulder a squeeze and then walked back over to where her dragon waited.

      Saad held out a hand and helped Dez to her feet. His face was hard to read, and Dez tried to avoid his eyes for fear that he would read the truth in hers. “I don’t like this, either, Dez. Your mother is right. Something doesn’t feel right. You can’t be the only one capable of using the sword.”

      “Are you saying I’m not strong enough?” Dez bristled slightly.

      “No,” Saad said quickly, running a hand through his hair. “Of course not, but I…”

      “You what?”

      “I just can’t bear it is all.” His voice was soft. “I know you’re strong and that you’re powerful, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying about you, from wanting to protect you. It’s because I…I care about you, Dez. Deeply.”

      Dez’s breath caught in her throat and she reached up to place a palm against the smooth brown skin of Saad’s cheek. “And I care deeply about you. It’s okay to worry, but you have to let me do this. It’s my destiny.”

      Saad starting to shake his head, to argue further, but Dez stopped him by pressing her lips against his. His arms wound around her waist and, for a moment, Dez let herself get lost—in his embrace, the heat of his skin against hers, the taste of his mouth, the wild fluttering of her heart…. For that single second, she allowed herself to forget about what was coming, about all the fear and worry of her own. There was nothing but Dez and Saad for a single second in time.

      When they broke apart, Saad’s face had lifted slightly and he was no longer frowning. “Fine, go save the world then, Commander. But my destiny is here, right next to you.”

      Dez smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      If you two are done making those doe-eyed faces at each other, then perhaps it is time to continue marching. Nightsoul shuffled over, a twinge of amusement in her tone.

      “Of course.” Saad inclined his head to both Dez and Nightsoul, and then went to rejoin Frostbite.

      Dez took a step towards Nightsoul’s back, but the dragon stopped her. You may have been able to fool your mother and Saad, but I know you, little one. There is something you did not want them to know. What is it?

      “How is it that you know me so well, Nightsoul?” Dez snorted, not at all surprised that the dragon could spot her lie.

      Nightsoul gave the dragon equivalent of a shrug. You are my rider and I am your dragon. It’s as simple as that.

      “Of course, it is,” Dez breathed, grateful to have someone to reveal the truth to. Using their connection, she quickly told the dragon everything she’d seen and learned in the Memory Dimension.

      It sounds absolutely horrible. Are you sure about this?

      If not me, then who? I can’t let what happened to Glarea happen to Saad or my parents, or Lula, or Kahn or Pieter. It has to be me. I’m strong enough…I can handle it.

      A wave of sadness rushed towards Dez through the bond.

      I just wish there was another way, little one.

      “I know,” Dez murmured. “I know.”

      Swinging herself up into the saddle, she directed Nightsoul towards the front of the Rebellion army. Kahn had re-grouped the soldiers and everyone was ready to start marching again.

      “Let’s go,” Dez commanded. “We’ve got a sword to find.”

      Leaving the grand chamber behind them, the Rebellion made its way further into the Ancient Deeps, travelling down a wide tunnel that served as the main pathway through the Deeps. It wasn’t a particularly tall tunnel, and nothing compared to the size and grandeur of the antechamber. It accommodated the army just fine, however, though the dragons were unable to take flight due to the low-hanging ceiling.

      After they’d travelled for a while, the path began to widen slightly, and several side passages began to link up and open to the main thoroughfare. These passages indicated a series of smaller tunnels, and where they started from, Dez didn’t know. And she didn’t like not knowing. The scouts they’d sent out earlier had assured her that there were no signs of ambush ahead, but as the Rebellion’s forces marched past the tunnels, an uneasy feeling washed over Dez. She kept her hand hovering over her spear, just in case.

      But the further they marched without incident, Dez’s nerves began to ease—until the exact moment when the floor exploded.

      The was an impossibly loud explosion, and dust and rock went flying as walls erupted up from the floor on the main path. The ground rumbled and shifted as though an earthquake shook the Deeps, creating new rock formations.

      The soldiers began to bellow, struggling to keep their balance. The horses shrieked and kicked their legs wildly, and even the dragons seemed shocked, many flapping their wings to stay balanced.

      “We have to get off the main path—take cover in the tunnels!” Kahn shouted.

      The floor continued to sway and move, and more rock walls shot up from the ground. “Take cover!” Dez shouted, hoping the men could hear her over the noise. “Head for the tunnels! Get off the main path!”

      Nightsoul darted for the nearest tunnel that would accommodate her wings. Several others followed her, and they waited to move any further until the earthquake subsided.

      When things were still again, a cloud of dust hung in the air, making it difficult to breathe and see.

      Coughing, Dez slid from Nightsoul’s back and walked toward the mouth of the tunnel, only to be met with a gigantic pile of rocks blocking the way. They were completely cut off from the main path and the rest of the Rebellion.

      She glanced around to see who was with her. Kahn, Lanalin, and a handful of soldiers were with them. Pieter, too, was there, but Gloriox was nowhere to be seen.

      “Nightsoul!” Dez barked, frustration roiling around in her gut. “Contact the other dragons—see if you can figure out where everyone is and what happened.”

      She paced the ground as Nightsoul used telepathy to reach the other dragons. When she relayed the information she got in reply, Dez wanted to punch something.

      The earthquake had caused massive rock slides in addition to the walls that had erupted from the ground. From what they could glimpse, the main path they’d been travelling was completely inaccessible. None of the tunnels had access to it any longer due to the rock slides. Lula, Jayne, and Saad were together in another of the tunnels, while the rest of the Rebellion was separated out among the various other tunnels and pathways.

      Dez turned to Kahn, who had been discussing strategy with Lanalin. “Any ideas on what we should do now?”

      “It’s bad, but not as bad I thought,” Kahn said, his eyes darting back and forth around the space they occupied. “These smaller tunnels, they have to lead somewhere. Maybe there’s another chamber or series of chambers parallel to this one. If we direct the soldiers to go through the tunnels, there’s a good chance we’ll be able to loop around and rejoin each other on the main path farther down.”

      “It’s risky,” Pieter said. “We don’t know where the tunnels lead.”

      “No, but we can’t just sit here  either.”

      Dez ran a hand over her face. “He’s right. We have to keep moving. We have to find the sword before my father does and we have to stop the Spirit King from opening the crack in the world. I just don’t understand what happened, or how—” She stopped. “Is it possible this was a trap?”

      Kahn raised a brow. “A trap?”

      Dez nodded. “They knew we were expecting them to ambush us—but we weren’t prepared for this. It had to have been a trap! The Spirit King used magic to create the earthquake—his plan wasn’t to ambush us, but to separate us and weaken our numbers!”

      I agree with Dez, Nightsoul said. And so do the others. Saad and Jayne were just suggesting the same thing.

      “Are they okay?” Dez asked.

      They are fine.

      “Good. Okay, spread the word. We’ll have to run with Kahn’s plan and use the tunnels to try to find a way to back to the whole group.”

      Nightsoul sent along the order, and all Dez could hope for was that all of the soldiers got the message.

      “Okay,” she said, eyeing the tunnel they’d found themselves in. “Let’s see where this leads.”

      The tunnel itself wasn’t very tall, but it was wide enough that Dez and Kahn were able to walk beside Nightsoul with the rest of their group trailing behind. The dim lighting wasn’t ideal, but Nightsoul could see just fine and warn them of any potential dangers. They moved slowly through the tunnel, away from the main pathway, and with every step, Dez’s nerves grew more frayed. She didn’t like how spread out and splintered the Rebellion army was in the tunnels, and she especially hated not knowing if they would be able to find one another again.

      They walked for a few minutes more before Nightsoul halted. I cannot hear the other dragons.

      “What?” Dez demanded. “Why not?”

      I don’t know. All of a sudden, everything just went quiet.

      Lanalin, Kahn’s dragon shoved her way forward. I cannot hear them, either. She looked to Nightsoul. Try it on me.

      Nightsoul shook her large head. I hear nothing but my own thoughts.

      “Has this ever happened before?” Dez asked.

      No, it has not.

      “It might be the rock,” Pieter suggested, his voice carrying. He stood near the side of the tunnel, his hand brushing against the stone the tunnel was carved from. “I can’t quite make out its genus, but there’s something unusual about it. Here—” he beckoned to Dez. “Feel this.”

      Dez reached out and placed her palm against the wall. A strange sensation flooded her thoughts, though she couldn’t quite place what it was. She didn’t like the way it made her feel at all, though. She quickly pulled her hand away. “There’s definitely something wrong with the rock,” she confirmed.

      “And that something is keeping our dragons from being able to communicate with one another,” Kahn grumbled.

      “Well,” Dez said with a sigh, “we know the Spirit King probably wanted to separate us, so I guess we shouldn’t be surprised if he’s figured out some way to make it impossible for us to communicate with each other, as well. We should keep moving and hope that everyone else is doing the same. We need to re-group as soon as possible.”

      Dez’s words were logical, and her tone calm, but on the inside, she was panicking.

      They walked in silence for a little ways more, the only sound in the tunnel the shuffling of their feet echoing back at them from the rock walls.

      Perhaps it was the lack of the sun, but soon Dez wasn’t sure how long they had been walking. Had it been an hour? Two?

      She was contemplating this when another sound rushed towards them from up ahead. The tunnel, shadowed by the dim light, had a curve in it, making it impossible to see what approached.

      “What is that? Do you hear it?” Pieter asked.

      “It sounds like…” Kahn started, right as the realization slammed into Dez.

      “Someone’s coming!” Dez yelled. “And I don’t think they’re friendly!”

      “Take cover!” Kahn shouted right as a small contingent of Frazid and Minocri came storming towards them from around the bend, weapons firing. There was less than a few hundred feet between the two groups.

      On instinct, Dez yanked on her magic, using the energy from her memories of Gald and the swamp she loved to strengthen it, and shoot a spear of onyx fire at the enemy with one hand while simultaneously ripping the spear off her back and brandishing it with a wild cry. Without hesitation, she threw herself at the nearest opponent, a fearsome Minocri with wide flaring nostrils and tall, wicked-looking horns. He wore a chest plate made of tarnished, dented metal and carried a double-sided axe. Dez thrust her spear forward, only to be blocked by the Minocri’s axe. The wooden staves of both smacked together loudly, vibrations rushing down Dez’s arm. She shoved with all of her strength. The Minocri stumbled backward, but only a foot-fall or two—it was enough, though, and Dez used the millisecond of distraction she got to twist around and thrust her spear from the other direction.

      The Minocri blocked her again, but only barely. Sweat formed on Dez’s hairline, a few errant beads already rolling down the sides of her face. Minocri weren’t particularly smart creatures, but they did excel in hand-to-hand combat, mainly because of their size and sheer brute strength. Pushing against her spear, Dez shoved the Minocri’s own axe back toward its large neck. The Minocri snorted and snuffled, its wide arms shaking as it tried to keep the weapon from pinning down its airway. Baring her teeth, Dez pushed even harder, slamming the Minocri back into the tunnel wall. Dust and bits of rock tumbled down from the ceiling due to the impact. Both Dez and the Minocri dripped with sweat and shook with exertion. Reaching for her magic, Dez pulled at the electric energy, wrapping it around her entire body and using it to bolster and strengthen her hold on the spear.

      The Minocri held its own for longer than most, but even it was no match for Dez’s strength. The force of the spear shoved the axe into the creature’s windpipe. He began to wheeze, his eyes bulging as Dez pushed even harder. It didn’t take long before the Minocri’s strength faded and he slumped against the wall, eyes unseeing and tongue hanging out the side of his mouth.

      Dez yanked back her spear, whipping around so fast that she didn’t even see the limp body of her former opponent slide down the wall and to the ground. A tall, lanky Frazid who was laughing wickedly and shooting magical arrows at the Rebellion’s fighters became her next opponent. Throwing herself at him, Dez hissed as the contact sent her a shockwave of energy so intense that she bit down on her own lip. She tasted the rust flavor of blood and spat into the ground as she released the creature. The force field of magic he’d created served as protective barrier around him, shocking anyone who came too close.

      Two can play that game. Dez copied the Frazid’s tactic, and when she launched herself at him again, she only felt a tingle as the two strains of magic slammed against one another. The Frazid’s eyes went wide for half a second before Dez’s fist slammed against the side of his face, knocking him backward and sending them both tumbling into the dirt.

      Dez usually did most of her fighting atop Nightsoul, and it had been a while since she had participated in the down and dirty necessities of one-on-one combat with someone. As she and the Frazid rolled back and forth attacking each other with both limb and magic, adrenaline surged through Dez’s veins. Her anger over the attack and her frustration at being separated from the rest of the Rebellion fueled her like kindling in a fire. She was covered in dirt, sweat, and blood, and every blow she landed felt like a tiny victory. She kept swinging.

      When the Frazid had gone limp, Dez yanked a dagger out of her boot and finished the job. As she picked her head up, her chest heaved. Her eyes darted back and forth, looking for another opponent to decimate, but there were none. Nightsoul and Lanalin were playing tug of war with what looked like the torso of a Frazid while Kahn took out a tall Minocri. At least a dozen bodies littered the ground. A few feet away, Pieter used his light magic to shoot glowing spears at the retreating backs of the Frazid and Minocri who were fleeing back the way they’d come, disappearing into tiny side passages.

      Dez almost opened her mouth to give the order to follow them, but she didn’t. Those tunnels were much too small for the dragons to fit comfortably, and she worried about what they might be luring them into.

      Instead, she stood up straight and attempted to brush some of the grime off her tunic as she took inventory of the battle. Two of the Rebellion soldiers had fallen, but the rest of the casualties were from the Spirit King’s forces. Dez couldn’t help but kick the corpse of the Minocri and Frazid as she passed them in order to kneel down next to her own soldiers. With a trembling hand, she reached out and closed the eyes of a young, dark-haired boy. His complexion and coloring reminded her so much of Pieter that she had to quickly look up and make sure her brother was still there and breathing. He caught her eye, and a look of understanding passed between them. Dez swallowed the lump in her throat and re-focused on the fallen soldier. “Thank you for your sacrifice,” she murmured, placing a hand on his shoulder. “May the Creator Goddess guide you on.”

      When she’d done the same for the next soldier, a stocky young woman with thick eyebrows and full lips, she turned to the dragons.

      “I don’t want to leave them here,” she said, her voice soft but still carrying in the tunnel. “You aren’t pack animals, but I—”

      Of course, we’ll carry them, Nightsoul interrupted her. You needn’t ask. It would be our honor. She lowered herself to the ground, Lanalin dipping her head and doing the same. Tears pricked Dez’s eyes as she watched Kahn, Pieter, and the others move the bodies of the fallen to the backs on the dragons.

      “We should keep moving forward,” Dez said, once it was done. “We need to find and rejoin the rest of the Rebellion.”

      They moved silently through the tunnels, searching for a path that would lead them back to the others. Dread filled Dez as she marched along, her brain toiling over her worry that the Rebellion’s forces would be unable to come back together. Facing the Spirit King with only a fraction of her forces was not part of the plan, and an ominous weight bore down on her shoulders at the thought of doing so.

      But before long, the tunnel began to widen, finally opening into a wide cavern. The breath whooshed from her lungs as she caught sight of her own men—dozens of them—standing in the wide open space and trying to organize themselves. When one of the soldiers caught sight of her and Nightsoul, he called out, “It’s the Commander! The Commander is back!” His cry carried, echoing off the stone walls, and a sense of renewed energy spread through the group as the soldiers’ low murmuring turning into excited chatter.

      A large emerald head poked its way up above the rest and a gasp burst from Pieter’s lips as he shoved through the crowd and ran over to Gloriox, throwing his arms around the dragon whose deep laugh rumbled in his chest.

      “We need to re-organize and figure out who’s still missing, who we lost,” Dez said to Kahn, who stood stoically to her side. “And we need to do it quickly.”

      Kahn nodded and immediately began barking orders. The soldiers obeyed, quickly re-forming what they could of their units.

      Dez, leaving Kahn in charge, searched the crowd, her eyes roving for a certain familiar face. When she finished with one sweep, she did another just to be sure. What is it, little one? Nightsoul stepped up beside her, feeding off of her panicked energy.

      “I don’t see Saad,” Dez answered, her eyes still scanning the faces of those in the cavern. “My mother or Lula, either.” The words were no sooner out of her mouth than a sound rose up from the other side of the cavern, from one of the other tunnels. The echo of the sound against the stone made it difficult to distinguish individual voices, but one thing was obvious: It was the sound of battle she heard.

      “Another ambush,” Dez said, rushing over to the mouth of the tunnel. She wasn’t sure how many soldiers were down there or what they were up against, but Dez felt the pull to go and help her men.

      She called back over to Kahn, “There’s more of our soldiers in the tunnel over there!” she said, pointing. “I can hear them; they’re under attack.”

      Kahn raised his eyebrows in question as he approached. “Another diversion?”

      “It’s hard to say….” Dez ran a hand over her face. She’d already lost two men during the ambush in the tunnel, and goddess knew how many more when the Rebellion’s forces had gotten separated. She had to decide whether to remain with the main body of the Rebellion, in case it came under renewed attack, or follow the sounds of battle and attempt to rescue her men.

      It wasn’t a difficult decision to make.

      “I want you with me,” she said to Kahn and Pieter, and then, glancing over her shoulder, she yelled, “Nightsoul!”

      I am here, the dragon responded, her claws digging into the dirt.

      “Let’s go,” Dez said as she tore off toward the sound of the battle. As she followed the clash of steel and the sizzle and crackle of magic, it led her down one of the branching tunnels. This one, much wider than the one she’d been forced into, led to an even wider alcove, like a pocket of air had expanded in the tunnel and made for a wide room. In the center of the room, Saad, Lula, and Jayne stood back to back, blood-splattered and covered in sweat and grime. The bodies of the Rebellion soldiers who had gotten separated alongside them all lay unmoving on the ground.

      The breath caught in Dez’s throat as she watched three of the people she cared about the most stand outnumbered against a large group of Minocri, four Frazid, and the troll from earlier.

      Launching into action, Dez and her brothers rushed towards the Spirit King’s forces, surprising them from behind. Emotions twisted inside Dez like a tornado and she used them to fuel her magic, not bothering with a physical weapon this time. Wrapping herself in invisibility and teleporting from one spot to the next, she became like the wind—fast, swift, and unstoppable as she took down one opponent after the next, wielding her magic like a sword as the air around her crackled with a palpable energy.

      Her brothers fought fiercely, as well, and now that reinforcements had arrived, Saad, Lula, and Jayne were no longer strictly on the defensive; they scattered, taking on the enemy with a renewed sense of vigor. Nightsoul’s powerful roar echoed across the stone walls as she attacked, clamping her powerful jaws around the nearest Minocri.

      As the last Frazid dropped at her feet, Dez whirled around. The only thing left to deal with was the troll.

      She stalked towards it with her hands held out to her sides, onyx flames rippling in her palms. Her mouth pulled back into a near feral sneer as sweet mixed with blood dripped down the side of her face.

      The troll swiveled back and forth as though expecting back-up from its comrades, but then it realized that no one was there to offer aid. The Minocri and the Frazid all lay dead in the dirt. The troll let out a low growl and gripped its enormous club. It bent a little lower at the knees, as though preparing to charge Dez, but then, almost comically, its eyebrows lifted…and the troll ran in the opposite direction, darting down the tunnel and away from Dez and the others.

      It surprised Dez so much that the notion of following the troll didn’t even occur to her. Instead, she stood there staring in the direction the troll had gone and wondering why it had turned tail to run. It seemed more than a little peculiar.

      “Dez!” The sound of her name broke her out of her reverie. She turned and saw Saad rushing towards her, limping slightly.

      Dez closed the distance between them, throwing her arms around Saad’s neck. “Are you hurt?” she murmured against the warm skin of his neck.

      “I’m fine,” Saad said, his voice as soft as a caress, his arms tightening around her waist. “Better now.”

      Dez wanted to stay in the circle of his arms, but she knew that wasn’t really an option. She released him, stepping back and out of his arms. It sent a wave of discontentment through her—and also through Saad, if the look in his eyes was any indicator. Dez gave him a tiny half-smile and then stepped around him to check on her mother and Lula.

      Both women seemed exhausted and a little battered, but had no major injuries that Dez could discern. “Oh, Desiree,” her mother murmured, embracing her. “I was so worried.”

      The words both thrilled and annoyed Dez. She had gone the majority of her life without her mother—she could certainly take care of herself, so there was no cause for worry. Yet, at the same time, it was nice to have that motherly affection and worry directed her way, even if it was unnecessary. A part of her craved it, even. So, she accepted her mother’s hug, but said nothing. The awkwardness between them still hung in the air, but, for now, neither of them addressed it. There would be time enough later to sort it out. Dez next stepped over to Lula, who gave her a knowing smile and reached over to squeeze her hand.

      Dez let out a breath, the adrenaline from the skirmish leaking out of her. She eyed the bodies of the soldiers lying on the ground. There were too many of them for Nightsoul to carry alone.

      “We’ll need to send someone back to collect them,” she said, sadness rushing through her as she took in the fallen soldiers. “They deserve the highest honors. We owe them that.”

      The group hobbled back down the tunnel and out onto the main path where the Rebellion forces had regrouped. In their absence, the commanders had gotten the soldiers organized and reformed the units. Dez quickly dispatched a group of them to retrieve the bodies of the soldiers in the tunnel and then asked Kahn to gather the commanders.

      “I want numbers,” she addressed them. “Where do we stand now?”

      A tall, stern-faced man with a strong jaw, Commander Beauregard, stepped forward. “Commander, by our count, we lost about eighty men in the various attacks in the tunnels. One dragon was injured, but not fatally so. Two dozen troops are still unaccounted for. Should we send search parties?”

      The number wasn’t as bad as Dez had been expecting, but to lose over one hundred of her troops set her teeth on edge. “No,” she ground out, “I won’t risk more of our forces getting separated again. We press on and hope that they are able to find and rejoin us.”

      “And the dead, Commander?”

      “We honor them,” Dez replied automatically. “Make the preparations as best you can down here. And do it quickly. I want us marching again as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, Commander.”

      The officers scrambled to carry out her order, and within an hour, Dez stood beside Nightsoul watching the bodies of the fallen soldiers burn. The ceremonial words and blessings had been said, the soldiers given the respect they deserved, but something still tugged at Dez. Loss was a given in war, but it never got easier to watch the funeral pyres burn. And the feeling in Dez’s gut reminded her that this was only the beginning. The battle was far from over.

      Find the sword. Kill the Spirit King. The words, as strong and as steady as her own heartbeat, played over and over in her mind.

      So, as the red-orange flames from the pyres grew higher, dancing in the dim light of the Deeps, Dez took in a deep breath and released it.

      Find the sword. Kill the Spirit King.
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      Time seemed to pass differently in the Deeps. Without the sun, it was difficult to tell what time of day it was, and even harder to discern the day itself. How long had it been since they’d left the mountain pass and entered the Deeps? As Dez sat atop Nightsoul, she couldn’t remember. It felt like only hours ago while simultaneously feeling like weeks had passed.

      After the ceremonial burning of the fallen soldiers, Dez had ordered the Rebellion to march on. There was no sign of the Spirit King or his forces and the Deeps had grown eerily quiet. It only made the unease that wrapped around Dez worsen.

      Easy, little one. Nightsoul, reading her rider’s emotions through their connection, tried to soothe her. All is well.

      “For right now,” Dez said back, “but we both know that won’t last for long.”

      No, it will not. Things will become more difficult the farther we press on, but press on, we will. And we will prevail.

      Dez’s eyes flicked over to Saad, who rode Frostbite beside her. She thought of Kahn and Pieter, of Lula, and of her mother. “Yes,” Dez murmured. “But at what cost?”

      War means loss; it means death. You know this. You mustn’t be afraid to face it. Nightsoul wasn’t being harsh. It was the truth. Yet, the words still felt like razor blades down Dez’s back. For as long as she’d fought in the Rebellion, death had never really bothered her, but now it gnawed at her mind, unwilling to let her go.

      She sighed. “I know…”

      As a whole, the soldiers moved rather silently, their weariness as palpable as the cool dampness of the Deeps. Dez wanted to order them to stop and rest, but the ambushes in the tunnels had cost them precious time. So, under her breath as they continued on, she lifted up a prayer or two to the Creator Goddess for strength—for herself, for the dragons, and for the soldiers who dutifully followed behind her.

      They marched on, the only sounds coming from the cadence of boots and dragon feet against the stone floors. Dez had gotten lost in her thoughts when Nightsoul came to a sudden halt. Beside them, Saad’s brows furrowed as Frostbite also stopped.

      “What is it?” Dez asked, straining to hear the tell-tale sounds of imminent attack, but there were none. Only a shrill whistling sound met her ears. The further they delved into the Deeps, the darker it became with almost no natural light to guide the way. Dez squinted, but couldn’t discern anything. Whatever had halted Nightsoul, it was only her keen dragon sight that had spotted it.

      We have a problem, Nightsoul said. Up ahead. The bridge is gone.

      “What?” Dez slid from Nightsoul’s back and walked forward a few steps, away from the bright torches the Rebellion carried. Once her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, she could see, in the distance, what Nightsoul was talking about.

      Up ahead, an enormous chasm cut through the pathway. Remnants of an old bridge were visible, but directly in the middle of said bridge and over the very heart of the chasm, there was a giant hole. It looked as though an enormous piece of rock and fallen through the structure. The gap it created was a quarter of a mile long, and what remained of the bridge appeared rickety and crumbling. Dez doubted its structural integrity. And as for what lay below the bridge? It was impossible to say.

      Moving as close to the edge as she dared, Dez peered over the side. The chasm itself was at least a few hundred feet wide and seemed bottomless—an impenetrable blackness, thick and unyielding. Dez quickly conjured a ball of flames in her palm, letting it drop into the chasm itself. She watched the ball of fire plummet, but the light faded in the shadows before colliding with any bottom. It was impossible to know the true depth of the drop, but the one thing Dez did know was that the bridge was not a viable travel option. Yet, they had no choice but to cross to the other side…somehow.

      Saad stepped up beside Dez and whistled through his teeth when he saw the bridge. “That’s not good,” he murmured, and the statement was so obvious and direct that it made a small, slightly hysterical chuckle bubble up in Dez’s throat. What in the world were they going to do now? The dragons could easily fly over the chasm, but even if the dragons made it across the compromised bridge, how would they get their army across the gap?

      “Nightsoul?” she asked, facing the dragon. “Can you see another way? Another path or maybe another bridge?” Dez felt sure she already knew the answer to this question based on what she saw with her own eyes, but she hoped against hope that perhaps there was some solution which her weak human eyes just wasn’t seeing.

      Nightsoul stayed silent, her eyes scanning the bridge and the surrounding area. If there is another path, I do not see it. I believe the only way forward is across the gap.

      I do not see it, either, Saad’s dragon Frostbite spoke in agreement. I do not think such an alternative exists.  Dez stared at the white dragon, surprised to hear the rich timbre of his voice. In all her time with the Rebellion, she couldn’t recall ever hearing the dragon speak. He, like his rider, appeared to be more of the stoic variety, a dragon of very few words.

      There is also the issue of the crosswind, Nightsoul added. Its speed makes for rather dangerous flying conditions. Even the most skilled flyer would likely struggle in this wind.

      It was then that Dez noticed the breeze ruffling the ends of her long braid. The whistling sound from earlier made sense now. “So, we basically have no way to cross—that’s what you’re saying, right?” The words came out more high-pitched than she had hoped, and with a slight twinge of panic that she hoped no one noticed.

      A surge of calming warmth flowed through the bond she had with Nightsoul, though—the dragon understanding much, though she didn’t comment out loud upon it.

      It is not impossible to fly in a crosswind, Frostbite said. Just difficult. And dangerous.

      “Right,” Dez muttered, feeling as though all of the air had been sucked from her lungs.

      Kahn, Pieter, Lula, and Jayne approached, wondering why they had stopped marching. Dez quickly explained the situation to them.

      “Well, the dragons are the obvious solution,” her mother asserted. “They can easily fly over the gap.”

      Irritation rippled through Dez. “And what of the hundreds of soldiers we have on foot, Mother?”

      “The dragons will ferry them across,” Jayne stated matter-of-factly.

      “Except for the fact that there’s a dangerous crosswind whipping across that gap.” There was an edge to her words, a harshness that Dez hadn’t meant to let come flying out, but she couldn’t help herself. It bothered her the way her mother held her shoulders back and spoke with such a commanding voice—as though she were the one in charge, the one making the decisions.

      If the only way is across, then we will simply have to figure out a way to manage the crosswind. We’ll need to discuss it. The dragons, I mean, Nightsoul replied.

      Dez nodded. “Gather the dragons and see what you can determine.” She turned to Kahn and Lula. “Spread the word among the troops. I want everyone to rest while we are stopped. We have no way of knowing what awaits us across that gap, and this could very well be our last true chance to rest before we fight for our lives.”

      She watched as Kahn and Lula headed back to where the army waited. Her order spread quickly, and within minutes, the stick-straight lines of soldiers began to relax, the men stepping out of formation to settle on the ground or move towards their friends. It wasn’t long before several campfires blazed in the darkness, the smell of cooking meat chasing away the dampness and the musty smell of the Deeps.

      Meanwhile, Nightsoul, Gloriox, Lanalin, Frostbite, Rockbreaker, and several of the other Rebellion dragons huddled close together. They were not speaking out loud, but with their minds. If the situation hadn’t been as dire as it was and if she hadn’t known about dragon telepathy, Dez might have chuckled at the image of such fearsome creatures all standing in a circle and staring silently at one another.

      Needing a quiet and private moment, Dez settled herself behind a small outcropping of rocks. She sank to the ground with her back to the stone and put her head in her hands. She didn’t need to look up when she heard the crunch of boots or felt a warm body slide down next to hers—her heart, already beating a little faster, would know him anywhere.

      When Saad’s hand pulled at hers and entwined her fingers with his, Dez let out a breath, lifting up her head and finding his eyes in the dim light.

      “I was worried about you,” she admitted, her voice soft. “When we got separated, I….” She shook her head, words eluding her. “Not knowing where you were or if you were okay was awful. I hated every second of it.”

      Saad leaned closer, pressing his forehead against hers. “I know what you mean,” he said gently. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t also fear for you. But I think we both need to stop worrying so much. We cannot let our worry or our fear distract us. This is a time of uncertainty; we are at war. There is nothing either of us can do to change that. We all have a role, and yours is to kill the Spirit King. You must focus on that and nothing else.”

      “I know,” Dez whispered, “but that is a little easier said than done.”

      “Oh, I know,” Saad said, pressing a light kiss to the tip of her nose. “In the same way you cannot focus solely on protecting those you love, neither can I. Which is also easier said than done.”

      Those you love. Dez’s heart skipped a little faster at the words. It was the closest either of them had come to declaring their feelings. She wanted to press Saad for more, but they were interrupted by the sound of someone’s throat clearing.

      Pieter stood a few feet away, his hands shoved into the pockets of his trousers and his face troubled. Saad gave Dez a soft kiss on the cheek and stood up. “I’ll let you two talk,” he said. He smiled and walked back towards where the army rested, clapping Pieter on the back as he went.

      “Hi,” Pieter said awkwardly.

      “Hi back,” Dez responded. The tension that still hung between them pained her more than she was willing to admit, but she wasn’t sure what to do about it. They’d always been so close growing up. Pieter was more than her brother—he was a cherished friend. The person who had always been there to listen to her, to encourage her. Now, it felt like the distance between them was as wide as the chasm just beyond the rocks which she was hiding behind. And like that chasm, she also had no idea how to breech it.

      “Mind if I sit down?”

      Dez patted the now unoccupied ground beside her. “Go ahead.”

      Pieter sank down in the space Saad had abandoned, crossing his long legs. “I’m sorry for the way I acted,” he said, his voice low. “You were right. My actions were rash, and if you and Nightsoul hadn’t been there, Gloriox and I would be rotting in the earth right now.”

      “Pieter—” Dez began.

      “No,” he said as he held up a hand, “please let me finish.” When he was sure Dez wouldn’t interrupt again, he went on. “I’ve been angry for a long time now. Not at you, but at myself. I’ve always struggled to find where I fit. I’ve never been as good a fighter as you and Kahn. I’m no leader; I’m barely proficient in magic. But fighting for the Rebellion—even as klunky as I am at doing it—gave me purpose. When you threatened to take it away, something inside me just snapped. And all that anger I’ve been bottling up for years came spilling out.”

      Dez wanted so badly to interject, but the fierce look on Pieter’s face kept her from doing so. Instead, she reached over and squeezed his hand.

      “I know you were just trying to protect me,” he continued. “We’ve always looked out for each other and I know you would never tell me to stay behind if you didn’t truly think it was what’s best for me. I should have listened to you. I should have stayed behind in Gald like you wanted.”

      “No.” Dez shook her head, unable to keep quiet any longer. “No, you shouldn’t have, Pieter. You’re my brother, and I would do anything to protect you, but it is not my place to take your choice from you. If you choose to be here, to fight for this cause, then as your commander and more importantly as your sister, I should be supporting you, not threatening you. I hope you can forgive me for that.”

      Pieter exhaled sharply. “There’s nothing to forgive, Dez.”

      The words were a balm to the part of Dez’s soul that had been aching ever since their fight at the Horned Gates. She pulled Pieter in for a much-needed and long-overdue hug.

      A comfortable silence settled between them then, erasing the heavy tension that had hung over them like a cloud. For the first time in days, Dez felt some semblance of relief flooding through her. She relished the quiet, thankful to have mended things with Pieter—especially with such uncertainty looming on the horizon.

      “I do think I should have listened to you, though,” Pieter said after a few moments. “Especially with the troll situation.”

      This caught Dez’s attention. “What do you mean? The troll fled back into the tunnels. I don’t think we’ll be seeing it again, at least not for a while.”

      Pieter lifted a shoulder and then let it drop. “I can’t be certain, but it occurred to me a little while ago that the troll only seems to pop up where the people you care about the most will be.”

      Dez took in the words. “You’re speculating,” she finally said, not quite understanding where Pieter was going with this.

      “I might be, but don’t you think it’s odd that the first time we saw the troll was in the pass, as you took on your mother’s Mind Trap? And you were so busy in the Memory Dimension, you didn’t see it, but I did. It stood around waiting. It wasn’t engaging in the battle. It was only when Jayne was free that it sprang into action. I didn’t think much about it until I saw it again in the tunnel with your mother, Saad, and Lula. We know the Spirit King wanted us separated, but what if his plan is bigger than that? What if he’s using the troll to try to kidnap all of your loved ones—to use them as leverage against you? Think about it, Dez. The Spirit King knows you’re coming for him and I’m sure he’s pulling out all the stops to make sure you don’t stop him from accomplishing his mission. Holding the people you care about hostage? Well, that might do the trick, don’t you think?”

      Dez’s head started swimming. She hadn’t even considered the troll’s motivation, much less its intelligence, but Pieter had always been way smarter than she was, not to mention more observant. She wasn’t sure if what he speculated now was true or not, but it made sense…and it did sound exactly like something the Spirit King would do.

      “If it weren’t so dangerous, I’d grab your mom and Kahn—Lula and Saad, too—and head for Gald. I think I can speak for all of us when I say that we don’t want to be a distraction for you. You’re the only one who can wield the blood sword, the only one who can take out the Spirit King. We don’t want to be the reason you don’t.”

      “That won’t happen.”

      “It might,” Pieter said, his eyes soft but serious. “If it came down to saving the lives of the people you loved, what wouldn’t you do?”

      Dez thought about it, the answer almost immediate. “To save you? Or Kahn? Or someone else I loved? There’s nothing I wouldn’t do.”

      “My point exactly.” Pieter reached over and placed both his hands on Dez’s shoulders, turning her so that she faced him. “You have to promise me something. When it comes time, don’t hesitate to kill the Spirit King on my account. Or anyone else’s. No matter what happens to me, you have to promise me that you’ll do it, that you’ll kill him.”

      The words sent a chill skipping down Dez’s spine, and she swallowed. “I promise.”

      “Good—because the fate of the world rests on you. You mustn’t forget that.”

      “When did you get so smart?” Dez teased. She let out a small laugh, hoping to disguise the unease that clung to her like a second skin.

      She felt a tug on her connection with Nightsoul and released Pieter. The dragons were no longer standing in a circle, locked in silent communication. They were moving around again, and Nightsoul specifically stared in Dez’s direction.

      “They must have figured out a way to cross the gap,” Dez said to Pieter. “Let’s go.”

      They hurried over to where Nightsoul waited. “Well?” Dez asked.

      We’ve determined that, no matter what we do, flying in the crosswind will be a dangerous endeavour, especially if we are to ferry the Rebellion across the gap, Nightsoul explained. Our best hope is the magic wielders. If they can divert the wind, make things a little more balanced, we should be able to make it to the other side.

      Dez chewed on her bottom lip, thinking. The plan was risky, but it was the best one they had, and with the clock ticking, they couldn’t afford to waste any more time. “Let’s do it,” she said, and then she turned to call out to the commanders gathered nearby. “I need all magic wielders to report to me, immediately!”

      The makeshift camp quickly went from subdued to frenzied as the Rebellion’s forces readied themselves to cross the gap. Dez worked with the dragons to organize the magic welders and coordinate a plan while Kahn and Lula were in charge of splitting the two hundred or so soldiers up into groups and assigning them each to one of the dragons.

      As the Rebellion’s fighters worked together, both man and dragon alike, Dez once again found herself marvelling at the strength and courage of the Rebellion. In spite of everything they had faced here in the Deeps, she still had not heard a single word of complaint. The spirit of the Rebellion was stronger—stronger than even she had given it credit for. It moved her to tears.

      She was also particularly struck by the goodbyes she couldn’t help but witness as she walked among the troops. She’d always been so focused on protecting the people she loved most, it hadn’t quite occurred to her to think on a larger scale. There were lovers in the army, and also among the dragons. There were family members. Friends. And every single soldier and dragon seemed well aware of the danger, of the fact that they might not all make it across alive. Yet, there were no angry faces or refusals to attempt this plan. Instead, she saw a fierce resolve written across their faces, even as they hugged their loved ones and whispered words of farewell.

      Each dragon was assigned a magic user to ride atop its back while the rest of the wielders would line the edge of the bridge and aid the flying dragons until it was their turn to cross. With all of the magic wielders focused on the dragons ferrying the soldiers back and forth, it shouldn’t be too difficult to counter the crosswind. It was a solid enough plan, but no one could guarantee that it would work, and the entire Rebellion army seemed to be holding its breath as the first dragon prepared to take off.

      Dez stood as close as possible to the edge of the chasm, right alongside the other magic wielders. She held her hands in front of her, the energy of her magic already flowing underneath her skin. As the dragon, an amethyst-colored female name Heartstone, unfurled her wings and lifted off the ground, carrying as many soldiers as she could fit on her back, Dez and the others released their magic, creating a breeze that would intersect the crosswind and hopefully counter its effects.

      At first, the purple dragon seemed a little wobbly in the air, but then she appeared to get the hang of it and began to glide much more smoothly across the open gap.

      When the dragon’s feet touched the ground on the other side of the chasm, the entire Rebellion burst into cheers, their cries joyful and loud.

      Dez’s voice mixed with those around her, and she hoped the Spirit King could hear their cries. No matter what obstacle they faced, the Rebellion would keep pushing forward—a fact she hoped terrified the Spirit King.

      Another of the dragons readied to take off and the celebratory cheering died down, everyone re-focusing on the task at hand.

      It was slow-going, but soon the majority of the Rebellion army had been ferried safely to the other side.

      There were only a handful of trips left to make, but the dragons had grown weary. Even with the assistance of magic, flying in the crosswind was a difficult task, especially when they had to do it over and over again. Even Nightsoul’s wings drooped a bit as she made it back from her latest run.

      I’m fine, she tried to reassure her rider, but Dez wasn’t buying it. Exhaustion dripped from the dragon like water. It was the same for the other dragons. Dez closed her eyes, lifting up yet another prayer to the Creator Goddess for strength.

      The numbers dwindled, and soon it was only the magic wielders and the dragons who were left, with only one crossing left to make. Dez scrambled up atop Nightsoul, eager to get across to the other side and put the chasm behind her. Once they were up in the air, Dez could feel the pull of the crosswind; it kept wanting to shove them in the opposite direction. Nightsoul adjusted her wings and Dez used her magic to help keep them balanced, but Dez also felt exhaustion seeping through her body. A bead of sweat rolled down the side of her face.

      When they reached the other side, a wave of relief knocked into Dez. Nightsoul’s emotions crashing through their connection and mixed with her own as Dez slid to the ground, placing a hand against the dragon’s neck. “You did it,” she murmured, feeling both pride and amazement for her dragon.

      We did it, little one, Nightsoul corrected her, earning a smile from Dez.

      The other dragons filed in behind Nightsoul and Dez shifted out of the way, moving towards the edge to watch the remaining dragons fly over the gap. The second to last dragon, who was a deep forest green, was one of the younger dragons, and it appeared that the final dragon was Seamount, with Jayne atop her.

      The wind had picked up and the whistling sound it made had become a howling. The dragons visibly struggled against the current of wind. Watching as the last dragons crossed the chasm was absolute agony for Dez as she waited with bated breath.

      As a particularly strong gust of wind blew across the chasm, the younger green dragon veered off course, blown sideways by the blast. The tiny dragon flapped its wings as hard as it could, but it struggled to regain its course. The men atop the dragon shouted for help and Dez gasped as another gust blew the dragon even farther to the side, her wings nearly folding in half as she tried to hold a steady position against the wind.

      Dez opened her mouth, but before she could shout orders, a voice screamed across the chasm. Her mother and Seamount dove forward and then sideways, coming up behind the struggling dragon. Jayne’s lips moved rapidly, her arms held out in front of her as she used her magic to help counter the surging wind. Slowly, the little dragon was steered back on course. Jayne and Seamount stayed close behind her. Jayne’s entire body shook with exertion, but her face remained calm, focused. The level of power she used to keep both dragons on a straight path towards their destination was incredible. For the first time since her awakening, Dez saw how truly powerful and capable her mother was, and saw a glimpse of the fearsome warrior she’d always imagined her mother to be. Pride enveloped her, shoving all of the other, more complicated feelings she had for her mother out of the way.

      By the time they made it to the other side, the entire Rebellion army stood clapping and cheering. Jayne dismounted gracefully, giving Seamount a gently rub of the neck before heading over to Dez. Her back was straight and her shoulders squared, but the look in her eyes revealed how drained she was. There were so many things Dez wanted to say, but instead, she stepped up and wrapped her arms around her mother. Jayne stiffened in surprise for a moment, but she recovered quickly and wrapped her own arms around Dez.

      The hug felt like a peace offering—exactly as Dez had intended.
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      With the Rebellion safely across the chasm, Dez could breathe easily again. She and Nightsoul wove their way through the army until they arrived back at the front of the lines. Pieter and Kahn waited there, though both their faces seemed wrong. Pieter’s was twisted down in a grimace while Kahn’s was lined with confusion.

      “What’s wrong?” Dez asked Pieter, but as soon as the words came out of her mouth, she felt it. An odd sensation wrapped around her, putting a pressure against her body that made her feel uncomfortable and out of sorts. She lifted a hand to her temple, which had started throbbing. “Oh,” she said breathlessly, swaying slightly with vertigo.

      Pieter looked as though he might be sick, his skin ashen and sweaty.

      “What’s going on, Dez?” Kahn asked, a note of panic in his voice.

      Dez ignored Kahn’s question and reached out to the dragon. Nightsoul. Do you feel that?

      Yes. The dragon’s voice sounded strained. It feels as though my insides are twisting in on themselves.

      Dez looked behind her. A handful of soldiers had expressions similar to Pieter’s while the majority stood calmly unaffected and waiting for orders. As Jayne, Lula, and Saad walked towards them, though, they also seemed to be feeling unwell. It was clear, then, what was going on.

      “What is it?” Kahn asked again through gritted teeth, his eyes flicking back and forth. “Someone, tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s magic,” Dez answered, trying to ignore the way the nerve endings in her body burned. “Those of us who can wield magic can feel it. It’s strong and incredibly powerful.”

      Kahn shook his hand. “I don’t understand. Whose magic?” As quickly as he’d asked the question, the answer came to him and Kahn visibly paled. “Oh. Does that mean what I think it means?”

      Nausea churned in Dez’s stomach. If the magical energy was any indication, the Spirit King had indeed made it to the very bottom of the Deeps and they were running out of time. Dez sucked in a breath, trying to ignore the unrelenting wave of pressure and energy pressing against her. If it felt this intense where they were, then there was likely a magical hurricane waiting for them at the bottom of the Deeps. The very thought made bile rise in Dez’s throat.

      “Yes,” she managed to get out. “It means the Spirit King must have started the ritual. He’s preparing to force open the crack in the world.”

      The words seemed to hang suspended in the air, the weight of them heavy on Dez’s shoulders.  She shook her head, trying to clear it. “We have to keep going. Now more than ever, there’s no time to lose. We need to find the blood-red sword and we need to get down there. Now.”

      “There’s a fork in the path,” Kahn said, turning to point behind him. “About a mile ahead. I sent scouts out while we waited for the last troops to be ferried across the gap. They reported back right before you got here.”

      “Okay,” Dez said, grasping onto this information. She needed to focus on something else, anything else. “Let’s go check it out.”

      She led the army down the path, Nightsoul walking quietly by her side. Emotions—fear, worry, doubt—warred with each other inside her mind, but she refused to dwell on them and instead focused her energy on lifting her feet, one foot after the other until finally they had reached the fork in the pathway.

      The main path itself continued downward into the heart of the Deeps, but there were also two large branches, each just big enough for dragons to squeeze through with their wings tucked in tightly, and these offshoots seemed to lead to other regions of the Deeps. They ran in opposite directions, however, and there were no clues or indicators as to where they might lead.

      Dez eyed the tunnels, and as she did so, she remembered something from her time in the Memory Dimension—a snippet of one of Glarea’s memories. She recalled Glarea taking one of these forks to hide the blood-red sword. Immediately, her pulse began to race and hope ignited like a flame in her chest.

      “I recognize this. From the Memory Dimension. The sword, it’s close.”

      Her words seemed to have a lifting effect, as heads popped up and shoulders straightened.

      “We should go this way,” Dez continued, pointing to the left fork.

      “All of us?” Lula questioned, her eyes taking in the narrow passage and then glancing down at Snowdrop.

      Dez nodded. “I don’t want us to get separated again. And there may be a shortcut or something that we can take. I think we should all go.”

      No one seemed inclined to argue, and her orders quickly spread through the lines of troops. As they began to make their way towards the left path, though, Jayne stiffened, crying out. Dez’s head whipped around to where her mother sat frozen like a statue atop Seamount. She slid off Nightsoul’s back and ran over. “Mother? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Jayne’s eyes brimmed with tears. “It’s your father. I can feel him.” A tear slipped down her cheek, and the look in her eyes was one of relieved joy. “He’s alive.”

      “I…I…” Dez stuttered, caught off guard. “But how? I thought you said the connection had been severed?”

      “It had, or at least I thought it had.” Jayne swiped at her cheeks. “But I can feel him.”

      “Maybe it was the stone.” Pieter stepped up next to Dez. “We can’t know for sure, but maybe whatever was blocking the dragon’s ability to communicate telepathically was also blocking their connection somehow.”

      Dez looked over at Nightsoul. “Can you hear the other dragons?”

      Nightsoul dipped her head. Yes, now that we’ve crossed the bridge, I can hear them.

      Nightsoul had projected the words for everyone to hear, and Jayne’s eye widened at the news. “That must be it then. The closer we are to each other, the stronger our connection. I can find him, Desiree. We just have to go this way.” She pointed towards the opposite branch of the fork, the one leading right. She looked at Dez expectantly.

      “No, we’re going this way.” Dez looked to the path she had originally chosen, the one she remembered from the Memory Dimension. “We have to focus on finding the blood-red sword right now. It’s the only way to stop the Spirit King.”

      Jayne’s face fell and she looked down at her hands in her lap. When her head snapped back up, her expression hardened, her eyes flashing. “Didn’t you say that John had been tasked with finding the sword?”

      “I did, but—”

      “Then we have to go wherever he is,” Jayne argued. “If we find him, we find the sword.” She pursed her lips together, her expression turning smug in a fashion that sent a flare of anger through Dez.

      “I know what I said,” Dez practically growled, “but we can’t just trust some magical connection you have with my father. Especially one that appears to suddenly start working just when we’re getting close enough to be an actual threat to the Spirit King. How do we know this isn’t some kind of trap? The Spirit King controlled your mind for years and he still controls Father. We can’t trust anything Ashimax has touched.”

      Jayne jolted backwards as though she had been struck. “So, what are you saying, Desiree? That you can’t trust me?”

      Dez hadn’t meant it like that, but she couldn’t deny the seed of doubt that had been niggling at her ever since her mother had awakened and started barking orders.

      “All I’m saying is that we have to be careful. We’re too close now to make any mistakes.”

      “I know your father’s mind,” Jayne spat, “and I know what is real and what has been engineered by the Spirit King. This is not one of those things. You have to trust me. How do you even know that this path—” she indicated the left tunnel, “is the right one? What makes you so sure the sword is there?”

      Dez scrubbed a hand across her face, frustration welling up inside her like molten lava just waiting to burst forth. “I know from the Memory Dimension. I saw this path in one of the memories I witnessed there.”

      Jayne scoffed, placing a hand on her hip. “You won’t trust your own mother, but you’ll gamble the entire Rebellion army on some second-hand memory from a thousand years ago? How do you know the Spirit King hasn’t been there himself, that he hasn’t tampered with the memories housed there? He’s smart, you know—he would have planned for something like this.”

      This time, it was Dez who staggered backwards. Her mother’s words felt like a spear which had just sliced through her stomach. She hadn’t told her mother all of her experiences, so there was no way for Jayne to know that Dez had seen the Spirit King in the Memory Dimension—and it had nearly cost her her life. It was possible the Spirit King had altered the memory, but Dez felt sure the Creator Goddess would have let her know in some way if that was the case. And the way her mother had spoken of the Spirit King, almost in defense of him…it made her blood boil.

      “I’m the Commander in Chief here,” Dez replied, trying to keep her voice even. “It is my job to make decisions for the Rebellion.”

      “And are you willing to take the blame if you make the wrong ones?” Jayne fired back.

      Dez stared at her mother. This woman was not the one from her memories or her fantasies. In fact, she had no clue who this woman was, and a wave of sadness crashed over her. She opened her mouth, but no words came out.

      “And you, Nightsoul.” Jayne directed her attention to Dez’s dragon. “Do you support this decision?”

      Dez felt Nightsoul stiffen behind her. I stand with my rider, she projected, a growling tone in her voice. No matter what.

      Jayne waved a hand dismissively and turned to Gloriox and Rockbreaker. “Then I shall have no choice but to turn it over to the dragons. Above ground, you agreed with me, and perhaps you will again.”

      It felt like all of the wind had been sucked from her sails. Dez couldn’t believe her mother was turning to the dragons, expecting them to overrule her like they had before. The fear that they actually would also pricked at her, making it even more difficult for her to draw breath.

      Rockbreaker and Gloriox looked at each other, conversing with their minds. Nightsoul snuffled, obviously privy to the conversation, but Dez couldn’t tell if it was a positive response or not.

      When the dragons were through speaking with one another, it was Gloriox who addressed the group. There is a compelling argument for both sides of this debate, he began, but we believe that the commander’s argument is stronger. We have seen her information from the Memory Dimension work before. We would not be here today, were it not for her bravery and willingness to retrieve such information. In fact… his large emerald head dipped to stare directly into Jayne’s face, neither would you. Jayne’s cheeks flushed red, but she didn’t interrupt.

      Furthermore, we know well that the Spirit King is a master of deception and that he has misled us before. We must proceed with caution, as your connection with your husband has yet to be tested. We are not willing to risk the entire fate of the Rebellion on it.

      Air rushed back to Dez’s lungs and she coughed, relief flooding through her. The dragons were backing her decision.

      Jayne, however, looked absolutely livid. “Fine,” she said, walking back over to Seamount and climbing up into the saddle. “But you won’t find my husband down that fork, and I’d wager we won’t find the sword, either.” Her eyes found Dez’s and she narrowed them, shooting her a look that sent a chill down Dez’s spine. “You’re making a huge mistake,” she said, and then she crossed her arms and refused to make eye contact with anyone else.

      Dez quickly turned away from her soldiers, hot tears pooling in her eyes. She’d never been much of a crier, but lately, whenever her mother was around, her emotions seemed linked to her waterworks. Happy tears, angry tears, tears of sadness—she experienced them all. A figure stepped in front of her and she nearly snapped at whoever it was, to demand a moment of peace and privacy, but the words died in her throat when she realized it was Lula.

      Lula saw the look on her face and immediately put a hand on her shoulder. “Stay strong, Commander. You’re making the right decision.”

      The words bolstered Dez some, but didn’t take away the sting of her mother’s words. “Who is she?” she whispered, her voice so soft that only Lula could hear.

      Lula shook her head sadly. “We’ve been apart for a long time…but the sister I knew was always stubborn, and always a bit, well, pig-headed when it came to her ideas. She always thinks she’s right.”

      “And is she?” Dez asked, hating the tremble in her voice.

      “No,” Lula said, giving her shoulder another squeeze. “No, she’s not. She’s made plenty of mistakes. Like that night she left you.”

      Dez bit down on her lower lip, trying to dispel the tears. She didn’t want anyone to see how her mother’s words had affected her. “I thought things would be different when she came back, easier somehow.”

      “This war, Dez. Nothing is easy.”

      “I know.”

      Lula shifted from one foot to the other. “If you believe that you’re making the right decision, then you have to trust your gut. Do not let my sister bully you into forgetting all that you’ve accomplished, Dez. You’re the Commander in Chief of the Rebellion’s army, and you didn’t get that position by bowing down to others. Remember that.”

      “Thank you,” Dez said, surreptitiously wiping the tears from her cheeks.

      “You’re welcome,” Lula said. “Trust me, I know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of one of Jayne’s tirades. They’re a real joy, let me tell you.”

      Dez chuckled softly, and together they walked over to the dragons. Saad stood next to Nightsoul, his jaw tight. He didn’t ask any questions or offer any words of comfort, but he reached a hand up, setting his palm against her cheek, and used his thumb to caress the soft skin there once, then twice—the gesture saying far more than words ever could.

      When he released her and walked back over to Frostbite, Dez pulled herself up into Nightsoul’s saddle. For a split second, she thought about reconsidering her decision in the face of her mother’s insistence, but to do so would mean trusting Jayne’s judgement over her own.

      March on, Nightsoul, she said through their connection. A surge of warmth and pride came as a response, and the black dragon led the way towards the fork on the left.

      As they moved past her mother, Dez made sure her back was straight and her head held high. She had to trust her own gut—even if it meant driving a wedge further between them.

      It won’t always be like this, Nightsoul whispered, reading her emotions. Once this war is over, things will be mended.

      “I hope you’re right,” Dez murmured back, because with every step they took, every inch of distance they created felt like an uncrossable chasm growing between them.

      And the words her mother had spoken, as well as the venom behind her expression, would be hard to forget—like a spike that had been plunged into her heart.
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      The Rebellion moved swiftly for a while—until the fork began to narrow and riding atop the dragons became impossible. Dez walked in front of Nightsoul, holding a ball of magic in her hand to light the way. The further down the path they walked, the more the sinking feeling in Dez’s stomach grew. Unlike the soaring open vaults above the main path, the space above this fork was proving to be barely big enough for the larger dragons to even squeeze through, and had enough twists and turns to be incredibly confusing. As a result, instead of moving in the organized formations the army was used to marching in, they were all spread out, often with the dragons completely blocking the tunnel between the various groups of humans.

      The biggest issue, however, was the fact that the tunnel was beginning to look less and less like the one Dez remembered from the memory she’d seen in the Memory Dimension. In fact, the general disrepair of the tunnel made it nearly impassable.

      “Nightsoul,” Dez said, trying to keep the trembling out of her voice. “Can you see anything up ahead?” She crossed her fingers.

      I’m afraid not, Nightsoul replied, huffing. Nothing but stone and crumbling rock. The tunnel seems to be narrowing even further up ahead.

      Dez swallowed, the news not what she’d wanted to hear. “Great,” she grumbled. “Just great.” Suddenly, her mother’s words came flying back to her. You’re making a huge mistake.

      “No,” Dez hissed out loud, though her tone was hardly convincing. “I’m not.” Nightsoul gave her a concerned look, but said nothing. They marched on.

      Yet, with each step, the narrow passage presented even more obstacles and barriers: minor cave-ins that had to be cleared by the magic wielders in order for them to continue, patchy communication between the dragons thanks to whatever sporadic element was present in the rock, and the winding tunnel itself preventing the humans from communicating thanks to the dragons blocking the line of sight.

      After several hours, Dez’s nerves were beyond frayed. She felt irritable, and every time someone spoke to her, she snapped at them. Kahn, Lula, and Pieter had taken to walking several paces behind her and Nightsoul, so as to avoid any verbal assault she might throw at them. Dez wished for Saad’s company, his solid, quiet reassurance being something she craved, but he and Frostbite had gotten stuck farther back in the strung-out line and, with no room to maneuver, were unable to join her and Nightsoul at the front—which only made Dez’s grumpiness increase.

      Nightsoul kept quiet, though she tried to send waves of good energy to her rider through their connection. They did little to temper Dez’s sour mood, but she was grateful for them nonetheless.

      As they twisted around a particularly winding curve, Dez’s feet skid to a halt, the heels of her boots kicking up a big puff of dust around her ankles. Nightsoul jolted to a stop, as well, her long legs nearly getting tangled up together.

      “No,” Dez murmured, her face paling. Up ahead, large boulders and a cascade of rocks of all shapes and sizes blocked the way. Unlike with the previous, smaller cave-ins they’d encountered, Dez knew just by looking at this one that it was a problem. No burst of magic or carefully crafted spell would help. The tunnel was completely blocked.

      Still, Dez yelled for the magic wielders to come forth. Pieter stepped up beside her and whistled through his teeth. “I don’t know, Dez. This one looks worse than the others. I don’t think magic is going to work here,” he said, reading her thoughts and also confirming her worst fear. “There’s nowhere for the rocks to go. And it looks as though the big ones are holding up the roof. If we move them, the whole thing could come down on top of our heads.”

      “I know,” she said, her voice low. “But perhaps someone will have an idea.” She waited, her heart hammering, as the magic wielders assessed the cave-in and discussed the possibility of using magic to blast the rocks out of the way. She wasn’t surprised, however, when their assessment matched hers and Pieter’s.

      “We’ll have to turn around,” Dez whispered, feeling very much like the rocks blocking their path were simultaneously crushing her spirit. Her mother’s words resurfaced again—You’re making a big mistake—practically slapping her in the face. Dez hissed, her cheeks hot, as she stared at the ground. She didn’t want to admit her mother was right, but the truth was as concrete and as hard as the pile of boulders in their way.

      She lifted her head, and said in a voice loud enough for those around to hear her, “The path is blocked and we cannot get around or through it. We will have to turn around and try another way.” She looked to Nightsoul. “Spread the word to the dragons as best you can. I want the army turned around and marching as soon as possible.” Nightsoul dipped her head in acknowledgement while the soldiers nearby began to pass the message back through the lines by word of mouth.

      Dez hated the way the army was all strung out, but at the same time, she felt grateful that the narrow tunnel only allowed a handful of soldiers to be near her—less witnesses to the humiliation written all over her face.

      If things weren’t bad enough, a tall figure pushed through the men trying to re-organize themselves. Jayne. Her nostrils flared, and from the glare she sent Dez’s way, it was clear she had heard the order to turn around and head back the way they’d come. The look seared into Dez’s soul and, for a split second, she felt like a child again, nearly collapsing under the scolding gaze of her mother.

      Her mother didn’t have to say anything for Dez to read her thoughts. It was obvious that if John Black’s expedition had gone this way, they must have discovered this block in just the same way as the Rebellion had and gone in search of another path forward. Now, instead of having a chance to steal a march on him, the Rebellion would be forced to scramble madly in the hopes of catching up. They might have made up a lot of time if they hadn’t gone down the same dead-end tunnel—and if Dez had listened to her mother.

      Despite the quivering of her insides and the shame and rage that burned beneath her skin, Dez held her mother’s stare until finally Jayne turned, marching back the way she’d come. Dez waited until she was out of sight and then deflated, her shoulders sagging and her knees threatening not to hold her up.

      Kahn, Pieter, and Lula all made a beeline for her, but she held up a hand to stop them. She knew that the minute one of them touched her, she would burst into tears. And that was the last thing she needed. Clearing her throat and throwing her shoulders back, she followed her mother through the tunnel. Nightsoul followed behind, though Dez could feel her frustration and indignation over Jayne’s treatment of her rider.

      I’m okay, she said to the dragon, wanting to believe it. Just a minor setback. Everything will be fine. The words were more for herself than the dragon, but still, it felt nice to send them out into the void. As she marched, she caught snippets of the soldiers’ grumbled conversations, in voices that hushed at the second she passed by. When she managed to find Saad halfway down the line, her relief was so strong that it took everything she had not to fling herself into his arms. He raised his eyebrows, his eyes reading the worried expression in hers, but she just shook her head and tried to smile. It was clear he wasn’t buying it, but he didn’t comment, choosing to reach over and squeeze her hand instead.

      They walked on. Up ahead, Dez could see her mother walking beside Seamount—the stiff set of her shoulders an indicator that she was still very angry. It made Dez’s own anger flare up, and she huffed.

      You should talk to her, Nightsoul suggested.

      Dez snorted. Why? She’s made it perfectly clear what she thinks of me and my leadership. I have nothing to say to her.

      Dez could tell Nightsoul wanted to say something else, but the dragon hesitated. What? Are you on her side now? A flash of heat flushed her cheeks and she felt her chest tighten.

      No, no, no! Nightsoul quickly reassured her. Nothing like that. The truth of her words rang clear, and Dez could sense their sincerity through their bond. She felt a little sheepish over her reaction, but she couldn’t help it. Every nerve ending in her body felt raw and exposed.

      I’m sorry, Nightsoul said, I would never want to make you feel unsupported. You are my rider and I am your dragon. I would fly with you through fire if you asked it of me.

      Dez appreciated the sentiment, but she could still feel Nightsoul’s hesitation; the dragon had something to say, but was holding back.

      I know, she said. But whatever it is, whatever makes you think I should actually go and talk to my mother…well, just tell me what it is.

      The dragon let out her own huff, a small puff of smoke coming out of her nostrils. What of the blood-red sword? Is there another way to retrieve it? Or…what if someone else already has?

      Dez’s anger fizzled into nothing while a rush of dread slammed into her. She’d been so focused on her embarrassment and guilt about being wrong, she hadn’t actually thought about what the repercussions of her mistake might be. She had based her decision on her experience in the Memory Dimension. Without that to draw on, she had no way to know where the blood-red sword might be or how to find it. No way, except….

      “By the Goddess,” Dez swore, realizing then why Nightsoul had suggested she talk to her mother.

      You know I wouldn’t have suggested it otherwise, the dragon replied.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know.” Dez ran a hand over her face. “I’ll go talk to her.” Picking up her pace, she made a beeline towards her mother. “This is what it means to be a leader,” she grumbled to herself. Acknowledging your mistakes, learning from them, and rectifying them—it was all part of the job.

      She stepped up beside her mother. “Can we talk?”

      Jayne didn’t look at Dez, but a muscle in her jaw ticked.

      “I need to know if you still feel the connection to Father,” Dez blurted out, figuring that just getting to the point was best.

      Jayne stopped walking and turned to Dez, her eyes narrowing. “Why?”

      Dez had the sinking suspicion that her mother knew exactly why she was asking, but was going to make Dez say it out loud anyway.

      “I made a mistake,” Dez ground out. “I should have considered what you were saying a little more. I made a decision that I felt was sound, but it was the wrong one. And now—”

      “And now my connection to John is the only shot we have at finding the sword,” Jayne finished.

      “Well…yes. That’s correct.”

      Jayne’s eyes had softened some at Dez’s admission, and now there was a faint glimmer of smugness there. Dez braced herself, waiting for the inevitable “I told you so.” But Jayne surprised her by letting out a big sigh, all emotion draining from her face—save for one.

      “I do not wish to fight with you, Desiree. It is easy for me to be angry with you, and I think that’s because I’m really angry at myself.”

      It wasn’t what Dez had expected her to say. It wasn’t an apology, but it did feel like a small olive branch, and Dez was willing to take it.

      “I don’t want to fight with you, either,” she said.

      Jayne nodded, giving her a small smile. “Good. I do feel the connection still, but it is weakening. I don’t know if it’s because he’s getting farther away or for some other reason.”

      “We have to find the sword. Do you think you can use your connection, as weak as it is, to track Father?”

      “I think so,” Jayne replied, “but we’ll need to move quickly.”

      No sooner were the words out of her mouth than the army come to a complete halt, something up ahead preventing them from marching on.

      “What’s going on?” Dez shouted, pushing her way forward through the lines.

      The tunnel was particularly narrow in this section, and as she neared the head of the lines, she immediately saw the problem. The movement of the army and the dragons had caused a small rock slide that made the tight space even more narrow than it had been when they’d passed through the first time. Rockbreaker, one of the largest dragons, was wedged in between the narrow tunnel wall and the pile of rocks, the ridges of his wings stuck and preventing him from moving forward.

      “Are you okay?” Dez asked him, squeezing through a small sliver of space between his body and the wall and walking over to where his large head loomed.

      I am fine, Commander. But I appear to be stuck.

      “So you are,” Dez confirmed, eyeing the situation. “Can you rock your body from side to side?”

      Rockbreaker tried to wiggle his backside, but as a wave of rocks began to crumble from the ceiling, Dez worried he might cause injury to his wings. She held out a hand for him to stop. “Just sit tight, okay?”

      Rockbreaker huffed. I have no other choice at this point.

      Dez walked over to where Jayne and a few of the other commanders were eying the tunnel. “I don’t think he can get through on his own,” Dez said. “And I’m worried that, if he keeps trying, he’ll cause the ceiling to cave in or hurt himself.”

      “So, are we stuck here then?” one of the commanders asked.

      Jayne’s eyes flicked to the commander and back to Dez, the expression in them easy to read. Dez wasn’t keen on the idea of separating, but it would take time to free Rockbreaker without compromising the integrity of the tunnel, and they were already running low on that. And with the connection between her mother and father fading, speed was a necessity. Finding the blood-red sword had to be the Rebellion’s top priority.

      “I’m going to take a small group on foot through the tunnel to forge ahead in looking for the sword,” she declared. “I want the magic wielders to work on freeing Rockbreaker and helping the rest of the dragons through the tunnel.”

      The commanders nodded and Dez walked over to Rockbreaker, placing a hand on his side. “Don’t worry, we’ll have you free in just a little bit.”

      Then she turned to her mother. “Be ready, and we’ll leave in five.” Dez hurried back down the line, grabbing Kahn, Lula, Pieter, and Saad, explaining the problem ahead and the plan. While they readied to depart, Dez made her way to where Nightsoul waited—which was, unfortunately, on the wrong side of Rockbreaker.

      I do not like this plan. We are stronger together, the dragon grumbled. You shouldn’t go without me.

      “I know,” Dez said, letting out a sigh. “I don’t like it, either. But there’s currently a huge dragon blocking the tunnel, and it’s going to take a little time to get him un-wedged. You know we can’t just sit around and wait for that to happen. We have to try to go after the sword. Especially since all of this,” she indicated the tunnel, “is my fault. I have to fix this.”

      I understand the why, little one, but I don’t have to like it.

      Dez let out a small chuckle. “I think that’s fair enough. I want you to be my eyes and ears while I’m gone. And see if you can’t get Rockbreaker to suck in a little bit.”

      Nightsoul made a sound akin to a chuckle and nudged Dez with her large snout. Be careful, little one.

      “Don’t worry, I will.”

      When Dez returned to where Rockbreaker still sat wedged between the tunnel walls, Saad, Lula, Jayne, and her brothers all waited alongside a dozen soldiers handpicked by Kahn.

      “Let’s go,” Dez said, her voice commanding.

      And without any preamble, the group squeezed through the tiny sliver of space between rock wall and dragon, leaving the rest of the Rebellion behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      As they trudged back down the pathway, Dez tried to calm her nerves, but it was no use. With every step, she continued to feel like a rope fraying into a dozen different threads all being pulled in different directions. She worried they might be too late to find the blood-red sword, and worried that her mistake would be the reason why. She grew more and more nervous, the farther they got from their dragons and the rest of the Rebellion, and the only slightly subdued tension between her and her mother felt like an explosion waiting to happen. Nothing had gone as planned from the minute they’d stepped foot within the Ancient Deeps…and the reality of their situation wreaked havoc on her stomach. It churned with waves of never-ending nausea.

      “You’re looking a little green,” a voice said softly at her side. Saad’s brows were furrowed, his signature tell that he was concerned or worried. Dez wanted to reach a hand out and smooth the creases in his forehead, to tell him that she was fine and that everything was under control. But that would have been a lie, so she didn’t.

      “I feel a little green,” she admitted, “in more ways than one.” She hated to even say the words out loud, but she worried her lack of experience was showing. The last thing she needed was the Rebellion questioning her ability to lead, but with everything that had happened, even she was beginning to doubt her skills.

      “No one gets it right all the time,” Saad said. “And no one expects you to.”

      “I think you’re wrong about that,” Dez argued. “I’m the commander in chief. Everyone is looking to me for the answers. They expect me to know what’s right and what’s a gigantic mistake.”

      “To a degree, but human error is unavoidable. You can’t beat yourself up. Leaders make mistakes. It happens.”

      “I know,” Dez said begrudgingly. “But if I can’t get it together, then it’s not just my pride that takes a hit. If we fail down here in the Deeps, we forfeit our lives and the lives of every single person and creature living on this earth. If the Spirit King wins—”

      Saad reached out and squeezed her hand. “He won’t,” he interrupted her. “You can’t think like that. We are going to stop him.” The sincerity and conviction in his words was so strong, it made a lump rise in Dez’s throat. She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed to hear that, and needed to be reminded that all was not lost. They could still stop the Spirit King.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I needed that.”

      “You needn’t carry your burdens alone, Dez. We’re all in this together.” He squeezed her hand again, and this time, he didn’t let go. They’d never really held hands for longer than a few seconds, but it felt right. As they walked along hand in hand, Dez’s nerves finally calmed a little bit.

      Travel through the tunnel was much easier without the dragons, and the human party made good time. However, they were climbing up an incline—and after a few hours, even Dez felt the pull of exhaustion on her muscles. Dez also wasn’t sure what they’d find when they reached the top of the fork, and it occurred to her that if they were attacked, the odds wouldn’t be good. If they came across the troll again, or the Draznar, they would likely suffer catastrophic defeat. Being away from Nightsoul made her jumpy, and every little noise made her reach for her spear.

      The others seemed nervous, as well. She noticed Kahn’s eyes sweeping back and forth as he walked, as though he were searching for an invisible foe in the dim light. Lula walked with her hand around the hilt of her sword, and like Dez, Pieter jumped slightly at the echoing sounds of the tunnel.

      The longer they marched, the slower their pace became. Fear of what might be waiting for them and the claustrophobic, eerie environment of the tunnels had everyone spooked.

      They had stopped for a quick water break, and as everyone pulled waterskins from their pack, Jayne sidled up next to Dez, her forehead lined with concern. “Desiree.” Jayne’s whisper was soft. “I need to speak with you.”

      “What is it?” Dez asked.

      “My connection with your father is still weakening. I can feel him and get a general sense of his movements, but from what I can tell, he seems to be moving away at a much faster speed than we are approaching. If he gets too far, it will make it very difficult to discern his whereabouts. And if we don’t pick up the pace, we risk losing the connection entirely.”

      Dez nodded, unsure of what to say. Her mother was right, they did need to hurry along, but at the same time, Dez saw the worry in the faces of her soldiers, her brothers, and Lula. Even Saad’s brow seemed more furrowed than usual. Their expedition in the Deeps hadn’t been at all what she, or they, had expected, and it was scary to think that the worst of what they might face was still yet to come.

      Jayne’s face softened a bit and she reached out, taking Dez by the shoulders and turning her to face her head-on. “You’re the commander. These people are looking to you for guidance.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” A surge of annoyance made Dez’s skin grow hot. “It plagues me, this responsibility, this duty. But it is mine and I am trying,” she ground out. “Not that it matters to you since you think I’m completely incompetent.”

      Jayne winced a little at the words, surprising Dez. “I don’t think that,” she said.

      “Oh really?” Dez scoffed. “Because nearly every word out of your mouth has been a criticism of me and my decisions. You’ve questioned me and challenged me at every obstacle or bend in the road. If you saw me as a fit leader, you wouldn’t do that.” The words had poured out of her, and Dez realized that she had badly needed to get them off her chest.

      Jayne let out a low breath. “You’re right, I have done that. But you have to understand, it’s not…I don’t think….” She scrubbed a hand over her face. “When I was locked in the Mind Trap, the one thing that kept me from completely losing myself was thinking of you. I clung to the memory of your smile and your laugh. But when you freed me and I beheld my daughter for the first time in so long, she wasn’t the little girl I remembered. She’d grown up.”

      “Not by choice,” Dez argued. “And alone.”

      “I know,” Jayne said. “And you’ll have to forgive me for my harshness. It’s my default, I’m afraid. It’s always been easy for me to separate myself. At home with you, I was your mother. When I was with the army, I was a fierce soldier and commander. It has been difficult for me to merge the two, especially when you, my darling daughter, are at the forefront of all of this. I want to protect and guide you as a mother, but the soldier in me can’t help but question and challenge leadership. It is what I do…but I have never thought for a moment that you are unfit to lead, Desiree. I am just a bit pig-headed, as Lula would say, and admittedly, I let my ego drive me in times of fear. It is easier that way.”

      It made sense, despite how frustrating it was for Dez. As a leader herself, she understood it, but that still hadn’t made it easy.

      “I can understand that,” Dez replied, and she did. “It hasn’t been easy for me, either, having you here and being part of all this. The lines have all been blurred, and I admit my confidence is shaken.”

      “I’m sorry.” Jayne hung her head. “I would never want to do that to you.”

      “I know. It’s just…. I am the leader of the Rebellion, but I’m still that little girl you knew, deep down inside, and that little girl really wants her mother to be a part of her life. Being at odds with you, feeling as if you don’t trust me…it guts me.” Dez voice had cracked on the last word, and she quickly swallowed.

      “Me too,” Jayne said, tears rimming her eyes. “I’ll keep myself in check. Feel free to yell at me if I resort to bad habits again.”

      Dez cracked a small smile. “I’ll just sick Lula on you. I think she has some pent-up anger and frustration towards you that’s waiting to come out.”

      “Oh, I think so,” Jayne said with a wry smile. “After this war is over, there will be much to mend. But for now, I think—and please take this as motherly advice and not a challenge from a soldier—but I think you need to address these men.”

      Dez looked around. The fear shone brightly on the faces of her soldiers. “You’re right. Thank you.” But she’d never been a fan of huge, grand speeches, so instead she moved over to the nearest clump of soldiers, speaking to them calmly and rationally. She addressed their fears by saying that she, too, felt the magnitude of this venture into the Deeps, but reminded them that they had something much stronger than fear to guide them.

      “I’m not saying that to be a good soldier you shouldn’t be afraid,” she explained. “I’d wager that all the great soldiers have been absolutely terrified at the obstacles they faced. You don’t have to be fearless to be effective. Being a good soldier means understanding that determination and hope are so much stronger than fear. We face a great evil, and the odds seem unsurmountable, but the Creator Goddess is with us and we are fighting for a free world. And being a good soldier means fighting for that cause with everything we have…in spite of our fear. I’m scared, too, but we are the Rebellion, and together we are an unstoppable force. Together, we are strong.”

      The soldiers responded well to her words, and before long, the group was moving again, this time at a much swifter pace. Dez felt better, as well. Her words, meant to inspire and encourage her soldiers, had been exactly what she herself had needed to hear. Things weren’t entirely mended with her mother, but their conversation and the mini-speech she’d given to the men had bolstered her courage and renewed her sense of purpose. So, she walked with her head high and her back straight, a small smile on her face. It felt good to feel like herself again.

      They had nearly reached the mouth of the tunnel at the top of the fork when an unseen force slammed into her, causing her to gasp. Near her, Pieter and Jayne both startled, as whatever was affecting Dez hit them, too. Goosebumps broke out across Dez’s skin, the hair on her body lifting with the crisp electrical charge in the air. “Magic,” she ground out, grimacing under the uncomfortable weight of the magic.

      The other magic wielders in the group wore similar expressions of discomfort. “What do you think it is?” Pieter rasped.

      Dez shook her head. “I don’t know, it could be anything. It feels different than before. It’s magic alright, but I don’t think it’s coming from Ashimax. It’s coming from something else—his forces, maybe?” Whatever it was, it felt big, closer…and more immediate.

      “It could be the troll and his forces readying for an ambush of some kind,” Jayne suggested, rubbing her temple as she spoke.

      “Or it could be that they’re preparing some magic force to try to bring down the tunnel on top of the Rebellion’s head. If they know that tunnel is a dead-end, then it won’t have taken much for them to figure out that we’re all spread out,” Pieter concluded.

      Dez swore under her breath. For every step the Rebellion took forward, it seemed there was always something shoving them two steps backwards. And here was another seemingly impossible decision for her to make. Whatever was coming was strong. She and the dozen or so soldiers she had with her could press on, rushing forward to meet whatever foe headed their way, or they could make a stand, protecting the tunnel entrance and hoping reinforcements from the Rebellion arrived soon.

      The magic in the air sloshed around them like a wave, the energy pulsing back and forth. It seemed big, and Dez didn’t want to wait to find out what would happen when it was released.

      She turned towards one of the soldiers. “Run back down the tunnel and tell the rest of the Rebellion what is happening, and to hurry up. We need our strength in numbers. Tell them to get Rockbreaker free and clear that tunnel, whatever it takes, and to re-join us as soon as they can.”

      The solider nodded and took off running back down the tunnel. Dez inhaled and exhaled quickly, and then addressed those remaining by her side. “I have no idea what lies ahead, but we have to face it, and we don’t have to time to wait for help or reinforcements to arrive. The magic in the air…it’s big, and we have to press forward.”

      Kahn, Saad, and Lula moved closer, their faces serious, joining Jayne and Pieter at Dez’s side. “We’re ready,” Kahn said.

      “Good,” Dez said. “Let’s go.”
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      They  reached the mouth of the tunnel quickly. Since the tunnel itself curved slightly, the stone walls proved cover enough for Dez to peek out and do some quick surveillance without being seen. At the top of the fork, in the space between the two tunnels, a medium-sized cavern loomed. It wasn’t an expansive space, but offered plenty of room for a skirmish, and as Dez’s eyes roved the area, taking in the force that awaited them there, her heart sank.

      The troll stood front and center, its club at the ready. Flanking both sides of the troll stood a full force of ambushers made up of Minocri and Frazid. It wasn’t as large a force as Dez might have expected, but still enough to overtake their small vanguard without reinforcements. The most concerning part was the two Draznars. Without the dragons, fighting a Draznar would be near impossible.

      Dez turned to her troops, her heart already pounding. “Okay, I want you—” she indicated the foot soldiers, “to focus on the Minocri. They’re big and strong, but they’re clunky and lack coordination—stay in pairs and work together to out-maneuver them.” She turned to the small group of magic wielders. “I want all of you to focus on the Frazid. They’re vicious, but they rely on their magic and aren’t always as skilled in hand to hand combat. We’ll need to hold the top of the fork until reinforcements arrive.”

      Behind her, the troll had begun roaring, its battle cry already being picked up by the Minocri and Frazid. They stomped their feet and bellowed as if they had already won the battle. The sound echoing off the cavernous walls sent a chill down Dez’s spine. She swallowed, refocused, and went back to giving orders.

      “I want you,” she said to Jayne and Lula, “to take one of the Draznars. And you—” she pointed to Saad, Kahn, and Pieter, “take the other one. It’s not going to be easy without the dragons, but we have to bring them down quickly. Otherwise, they’ll wipe us out.”

      “We’ll take care of them, Dez,” Kahn swore. Saad nodded, his face already set into the hardened, slightly terrifying expression he always wore into battle.

      “Good,” Dez said, reaching for her spear. “And I’ll take on the troll.” She gripped the shaft tightly, her fingers digging into the smooth wood. Scanning the faces of her loved ones, of the brave soldiers who were willing to lay down their lives for a free world, she drew in a breath, exhaling slowly. “For the Rebellion,” she said fiercely, and then she was running.

      “For the Rebellion!” the small vanguard echoed, the sound of their boots slapping the stone surface of the floor as they ran after her.

      The troll bellowed again—a barked order—and the Spirit Army’s troops charged forward, closing the short distance between them and Dez’s small group.

      The two forces converged into one with a resounding clash of steel. Dez swung her spear, slamming it against the blade of a Minocri who came at her and kicking out with her foot, offering a blow to the chest that knocked the creature off balance and out of the way.

      A Frazid with a curved sword, its outline glowing with magic, stepped into her field of vision next, its yellow teeth bared. Pulling from her own reserve of magic, Dez allowed the familiar surge of energy to run across her skin. As she squared off with the Frazid, she wrapped her spear in magic so that black flames danced along its edges. The Frazid roared at her and charged, twisting and turning as it slashed and swiped its sword. Dez matched it foot for foot, adrenaline coursing through her as she blocked each blow. As the Frazid yanked back its weapon and lifted its arms over its head, Dez saw an opportunity and, faster than a dragon, she thrust her spear upward and pierced the soft skin of the armpit, where a small chinch in the Frazid’s armor made the spot vulnerable. The Frazid howled in pain and then in fear as black flames from Dez’s spear raced across its skin.

      Dez left the creature rolling around on the ground and trying to quell the flames as her eyes scanned the area searching for her real target. The troll stood about ten feet away. None of the other Rebellion fighters had reached it yet since they were all engaged in their own scuffles, so the troll just stood there as if bored, its club held loosely in its fist.

      The sight enraged Dez, and as she battled her way through the Minocri and the Frazid, all she could focus on were three words—a mantra she kept repeating over and over in her head: Kill the troll, kill the troll, kill the troll.

      Everything around her was a blur, a swirl of color and steel, but the few glimpses she did manage to catch showed the small vanguard holding their own, though the sooner reinforcements arrived, the better. The cavern was wider than it was tall, which made it nearly impossible for the Draznar to take flight. This worked in the Rebellion’s favour, as the creatures were formidable, but far less so on the ground. As Dez shoved her way through the Spirit King’s force, she saw her mother leap onto the back of one of the Draznar, her spear spinning as she thrust it towards the shadow creature’s rider.

      Dez didn’t wait to watch the rest. When she’d pushed past the last of the Frazid, she stood gasping in front of the troll. The creature cocked its head at her and Dez sneered, showing her teeth. The troll snorted and lifted its weapon. Dez bellowed, rushing forward, and thrust her spear at the monster. The creature darted out of the way with an agility that seemed unnatural for a being of its size. Dez whirled around and charged again. This time, the troll dodged her weapon, but retaliated with a fast swipe of its large arm that knocked Dez’s feet out from under her.

      Oomp! Dez’s back slammed into the hard ground and all the breath rushed out of her lungs. Her hand hit the ground hard, her knuckles cracking and splitting, and her fingers involuntarily released their grip on her spear. It rolled away and, as Dez twisted to the side with trying to grasp it, the troll deftly kicked it out of her reach.

      Dez scrambled to her feet, still trying to breathe, and yanked the dagger from the sheath at her waist. The troll watched her do this and then let out a chortle, as though laughing. Fury exploded inside of Dez, and without thought, she threw herself at the troll, clambering up its back like a spider in a tree. Surprised, the troll roared and swung its arms around wildly, twisting and trying to clear Dez from its back, but Dez’s strength gave her the leverage she needed. Using her dagger, she stabbed at the first patch of soft skin she could find, just beneath the shoulder blade.

      It wasn’t a fatal wound, but it was enough that the troll roared in pain. Dez had about two seconds to smirk before the troll retaliated, throwing its body backward and into the wall of the cavern.

      Dez groaned as the weight of the troll nearly crushed her, sandwiching her between its body and the wall, and had it not been for her helmet, her head would have been squished. Grunting, she kicked at the troll with her feet in trying to get it to move away from the way. The troll only pressed harder into the wall, and Dez yelped as her insides seemed to compress.

      Gripping the dagger, Dez twisted it, digging it even deeper into the wound in the troll’s shoulder. The effect was as she’d hoped it would be. The troll bellowed and darted forward away from the wall. The movement dislodged Dez’s grip, however, and she fell, hitting the ground nearly face-first. Blood poured from Dez’s nose and her entire body seemed to be yelling in protest, but despite the sharp stabs of pain she felt in various parts of her body, she shot to her feet. Swiping at the blood on her face, Dez quickly looked around for something she could use as a weapon. By some stroke of luck, she saw her spear was lying nearby. She grabbed it and twisted around, ready for another advance.

      But then she came to the next problem. The troll was nowhere to be seen.

      Dez’s head whipped back and forth searching for the creature, but the largest things in the cavern were the two Draznar. The troll was gone.

      The thought had only just registered when one of the Draznar opened its large mouth and shot a spear of ice at the Rebellion’s forces. Jayne and the creature’s rider were still ensconced in a one-on-one fight atop the creature’s back while Lula stood in front of the creature itself, her spear lifted. She had been the primary target of the ice.

      “Lula!” Dez yelled, running over. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to keep its focus on me,” Lula yelled back, and both women leapt out of the way as the Draznar breathed another stream of deadly ice.

      Dez groaned, picking her sore body up off the ground. She could see now that Lula was trying to give Jayne more time to disarm the rider and also keep the Draznar’s focus away from the rest of the Rebellion’s vanguard, but this method wasn’t going to hold for long. The game of cat and mouse she played was a dangerous gamble.

      “I’m going to help Mother,” Dez said, and when Lula nodded, she pulled from her memories and wrapped her magic around herself and went invisible. Once she was out of sight, Dez ran over to the side of the Draznar to assess the situation. The Draznar’s rider was a creature that Dez had never seen before. It looked like a Frazid and Minocri had been merged together. It was large and broad-shouldered, with the physique of a Minocri but the pale blue skin of the Frazid. Its long hair was tied back and whipped back and forth between its large curved horns, and in its hands were a wicked-looking sword and a ball of magic.

      “By the Goddess,” Dez swore as she watched her mother battle blow for blow with the creature. Jayne was a formidable fighter, but the creature had brute strength that worked against her. A sheen of sweat glistened on Jayne’s forehead as she slammed her sword against the creature’s, the clang of steel so loud that it hurt Dez’s ears.

      Using her magic again, Dez teleported to the Draznar’s wide neck, landing directly behind the rider. She let go of the magic then, revealing herself, and kicked out with her boot, the heel slamming into the patch of skin between the creature’s shoulder blades. Crying out in both surprise and pain, the rider lurched forward, nearly losing its footing atop the Draznar.

      Jayne looked surprised for a fraction of a second before she used the diversion to her advantage. Her sword sliced through the air and nearly landed its intended mark, but at the last second, the rider twisted and righted himself, blocking the blow with its own blade.

      Jayne grunted as she struggled against the rider’s brute strength. Dez seized the moment, thrusting her spear and aiming for the back of its neck—the tiny sliver of exposed skin underneath the helmet. At the same time, the Draznar lurched forward, snapping at Lula, and Dez lost her footing and toppled over the side. She heard her mother cry out in pain as she hit the ground, and when she leapt back to her, she saw blood gushing from a wound on her mother’s arm. Her heart leapt into her throat as she watched the rider step towards Jayne with a wicked smile on its face.

      “Mother!” Dez cried out, already pulling from her magic and readying herself to teleport again when a dark expression crossed Jayne’s face. She tossed her weapon over the side of the Draznar and held out a hand. The rider stopped in its tracks then, and it, too, dropped its weapon. Jayne’s body trembled all over—Dez realized she was using magic.

      The rider began to claw at its throat, gasping and sputtering. Jayne’s brow was furrowed and her lips were pulled back into a sneer as she concentrated, apparently squeezing the air and the life from the creature’s throat. Seeing that her mother had the situation under control, Dez whirled around to see how Lula was faring. Her aunt stood in front of the Draznar, her spear waving back and forth as she held the creature’s attention.

      As the shadow creature’s massive head shot forward, its jaws open and ready to snap shut, Lula rolled out of the way and used her spear to stab at the creature’s chest. It yowled in pain, its head striking back and forth at Lula, who continued to evade its reach. Keeping the focus on this game of cat and mouse allowed Jayne to dispose of the rider while also protecting the rest of the Rebellion’s vanguard from both the jaws of the creature and its formidable ice.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing!” Dez shouted to her, and with that she wrapped herself in invisibility again. She waited for the right moment, and when the Draznar opened its mouth to breathe ice again, Dez ran forward, dodging its flapping wings and stomping feet, positioning herself just in front of it. Lula had dodged the ice stream again and jumped back into the creature’s vision field, drawing its focus. Dez crouched low, her spear gripped in her hand. When the Draznar reared up to roar at Lula, exposing its chest, Dez shot to her feet, slamming her spear into the creature’s shadowy hide. She shoved until the point of her spear hit bone and the reverberation made her arm shake violently. The creature roared, but the sound was weak…as its life force gushed from the wound and dripped down the sides of Dez’s spear. Yanking her weapon back out, Dez listened to the creature cry out again—a hoarse, despairing sound—and she rushed to get out of the way right as the Draznar collapsed to the ground in a heap of limbs and shadow.

      The dying creature still had strength enough for one last stream of ice, however, and as it opened its mouth, Dez realized she had rolled directly into its path. She scrambled to move, but only a slight mist of ice crystals blasted her—Lula had leapt atop the creature’s head, her own spear jamming into its neck and cutting off both the ice stream and the life of the creature.

      Dez slumped to the ground, her chest heaving. She gulped down a few mouthfuls of air and stood up, wrinkling her nose at the grime coating her spear. Her mother stood a few feet away next to the prone, lifeless body of the Draznar’s rider. She looked slightly worn out, but she also glowed from the vigor of battle.

      Dez’s eyes roamed the rest of the cavern. The Rebellion’s soldiers still battled the Minocri and the Frazid, and on the opposite side of where she stood, the other Draznar still fought with Saad and Kahn. Dez yanked on her magic, preparing to teleport over to them, but the ground beneath her feet rumbled. She looked around, startled, and then let out a whoop of joy as Nightsoul, Frostbite, Snowdrop, Lanalin, and several of the other smaller, faster dragons of the Rebellion burst out of the fork and joined the fight. The melee of the battle grew to chaotic levels, and it seemed the arrival of reinforcements from the Rebellion triggered an immediate retreat by the rest of the Spirit King’s ambushers.

      As they began to run, Dez and the others launched themselves into the remainder of the fight, trying to take out as many as possible. The ambushers fled down a ramp to the right of the cavern as Saad and Kahn disposed of the second Draznar with the help of their dragons.

      When it became clear that the battle was over, the Rebellion’s soldiers began to cheer, their victorious cries bouncing across the stone walls. Dez grinned and ran over to Nightsoul, flinging her arms as best she could around her dragon.

      I do not like to be separated, Nightsoul murmured, her relief at seeing Dez radiating through their bond. I was worried about you, little one.

      “I know,” Dez replied. “Me, too. But I’m okay, and you’re here now. Nothing can stop us when we’re together.”

      Nightsoul seemed satisfied enough with that answer, and both dragon and rider revelled in the few moments of peaceful reunion. When Dez pulled back, she saw a flood of Rebellion soldiers pouring from the fork and let out a breath of relief. Rockbreaker grumbled about it the whole time, Nightsoul said, laughter in her tone, but the magic wielders freed him with minimal structural damage to the tunnel and no damage to him. Once the path was clear, we got here as soon as we could, with the rest of the Rebellion following behind us.

      Dez flagged down a commander. “I want a head count. Spread the word to the other commanders. We’ve been spread out and separated for too long. I want to know who and how many we have, who we’ve lost, and what supplies we’ve got. We’re getting close, and we need to be ready.”

      “Yes, Commander,” the man said, scurrying off.

      Dez and Nightsoul continued their reunion, filling each other in on what they’d missed. They were so wrapped up in each other that, when Saad and Kahn walked over, Dez didn’t immediately notice the solemn expressions on their faces.

      She threw her arms around Saad first, squeezing him tightly. He returned the embrace, but when she pulled back, he wasn’t smiling. She looked at Kahn. “Dez,” he choked out. “It’s Pieter.”

      The two words sent a shockwave to Dez’s heart and all the blood drained from her face. She quickly scanned through her memories, but she couldn’t recall seeing Pieter during the battle. “Is he…?” Her knees weakened slightly.

      “He’s not dead—” Kahn said quickly, “at least, I don’t think he is.”

      Warm air rushed back into Dez’s lungs at the words, but only slightly so. “If not dead, then…” she trailed off.

      “Taken?” Kahn’s voice cracked slightly. “At least, that’s my guess. There’s no sign of him anywhere.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Kahn nodded. “I’m sure.”

      Dez looked to Saad, who nodded sadly, confirming the report.

      Before Dez had time to respond, Jayne stalked over. “Desiree,” she said, her face still bright from the adrenaline battle. She apparently didn’t know about Pieter. “The connection with your father is stronger.” She pointed to the tunnel the ambushers had used to retreat. “He’s down that way. I can feel it.” And then she stopped, finally noticing the despair on everyone’s face. “What is it?”

      “It’s Pieter,” Dez whispered. “He’s gone.”
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      Dez paced back and forth, the heel of her hand pressed to her chest. It felt as if her heart might crack open at any second. Waves of both worry and adrenaline washed over her relentlessly, and it seemed as if her skin was the only thing keeping her together. “We have to find him!” she nearly shouted. “If they’ve taken him, we have to go and get him back.”

      She waited for Kahn or Lula to agree, but neither did. Kahn stood with his head hanging low, his shoulders drooping. Lula stood upright, but her forehead was creased with worry. Saad and Jayne looked less affected by the news of Pieter’s disappearance, but neither one of them gave much in the way of response.

      Dez stopped pacing. “What’s the matter with all of you?” she growled. “We can’t just sit here. The longer we wait, the bigger jump they’ll have on us. We have to go get Pieter. Now.”

      “We can’t do that, Dez.” It was Kahn who’d spoken, his voice thick with emotion. He looked up at her, his eyes lined with anguish. It made the ache in Dez’s chest deepen.

      “What?” she demanded. “How can you say that? He’s your brother.”

      Kahn flinched at the word. “I know,” he said. “And trust me, it’s killing me to say so, but Pieter made me promise. He said that if anything happened to him, we shouldn’t...he said we had to keep going. I gave him my word.”

      Dez gasped as the memory of a previous conversation she’d personally had with Pieter assaulted her thoughts: You have to promise me something. When it comes time, don’t hesitate to kill the Spirit King on my account. Or anyone else’s. No matter what happens to me, you have to promise me that you’ll do it, that you’ll kill him.

      “I promised him, too,” she said weakly, feeling as though the ground was shaky beneath her feet. “But I didn’t realize then what he was saying. I didn’t think….” She broke off, shaking her head quickly back and forth. “No. Promise or no promise, I can’t just leave him to whatever fate the Spirit King determines. I have to go after him. I have to.”

      Lula let out a sigh and stepped up next to Dez. “I know how much Pieter means to you, and I know the pain of losing a sibling—” she looked over at Jayne for a quick second before re-focusing on Dez, “but we can’t just drop everything to search for him. That may be exactly what the Spirit King wants—to distract us, to get us off course. To stop us from stopping him.”

      “I know, but—” Dez tried to argue, but Lula held up a hand to silence her.

      “Dez,” she said in a soft voice, “we don’t even know if Pieter is alive. We can’t go chasing him down. Not now.”

      Dez sniffed. “Fine. I get it. You and Kahn take the Rebellion forces, find the sword, and kill the Spirit King. I’m going to find my brother. I don’t care if—”

      “This isn’t Bleakwater!” Kahn shouted, interrupting her. “It’s bigger than just protecting our little brother from bullies, Dez, and you know that. Pieter wouldn’t want us to sacrifice our whole mission just for him. Besides, the world is counting on us. Whatever fate awaits Pieter, he must face it without us.” A tear slipped down Kahn’s cheek, but his face remained resolved. “We cannot jeopardize the success of the mission just because we love him and we want him back.”

      All of the air evaporated from Dez’s lungs. She took a few small steps backward. “I need a minute,” she choked out, turning her back and walking some feet away.

      Wrapping her arms around herself, Dez let her eyes land on the fork, on the wrong path she’d unknowingly led the Rebellion down. Her mistake stared her in the face, and her brother had been the price of it. It was almost more than she could bear. A lump rose in her throat, and Dez swallowed a few times trying to dislodge it.

      When a hand touched her shoulder, she jumped and whirled around. Jayne stood beside her. Dez exhaled sharply. Her mother’s condescending judgement was the last thing she needed right now. “What do you want?” she asked, perhaps a bit too sharply.

      “I just wanted to see if you were okay,” Jayne said, no hint of criticism in her voice.

      Dez snorted. “Of course, I’m not okay. Why would I be?”

      Jayne didn’t respond, and they stood in silence for a few seconds before she spoke again. “I didn’t really have the opportunity to get to know Pieter. Would you tell me about him? What’s he like?”

      The question caught Dez off guard, but before she could second-guess herself, she started speaking. “Ever since we were kids, we’ve been close. When I came to live with my foster family, he was the first one to make me feel like I actually belonged. He understands me better than anyone. He’s kind and smart and so many things I wish I could be. He was there for me when no one else was, and that’s why I can’t just abandon him like this.”

      “Losing people we love isn’t easy,” Jayne said sadly. “No matter the circumstances.”

      “It’s just,” Dez continued, “it’s my fault. I should have sent Pieter back to Gald. I knew something like this would happen, but everyone said he deserved the right to be here…and I know he did. But I would’ve much rather had him safe and alive than this.” A tear slipped down Dez’s cheek. “He’s my brother and I’m supposed to look out for him. I’m supposed to protect him. But I didn’t. And now, he’s gone because of me.”

      “No, Desiree,” Jayne said, “this is not your fault. War is a messy, desolate place. Things happen that are far beyond our control. If you allow yourself to be consumed by the things you wish you could change or do differently, they will eat you up inside. Those doubts and regrets will destroy you.”

      “But it is my fault,” Dez moaned. “The Goddess gave me my strength, my magic. If I was truly deserving of it, if I’d been able to be the leader I was destined to be, then Pieter would still be with us. But I keep making mistakes, and the costs…the costs are more than I can stand.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she lifted both her hands to her face. “Someone else should find and use the sword. I have to go find Pieter.” The words were soft, whispered into her fingers, but her mother’s sharp voice made her lift her head.

      “What did you just say?” Jayne demanded.

      Dez sucked in a breath, realizing what she’d said even as she shook her head. “Nothing, it was nothing.”

      Jayne narrowed her eyes. “Desiree, what did you mean? You told us that only you could use the sword, that you were the only one strong enough to do so.”

      Dez hesitated, but the guilt over having lied before clashed against her pain over Pieter. Like a damn that had burst, the words came pouring out of her. “I lied,” she said simply. “The truth is that anyone can wield the sword, but whoever does so will be cursed for the remainder of their days.”

      “Cursed?” Jayne’s eyes were wide. “What does that mean?”

      “The sword draws its power from the user’s pain. Whatever emotional wound the user bears, the sword pulls from that and magnifies it. Even after the wielder is done using the sword, they will never be free of the agony. It is a burden that must be borne forever.” Dez sighed. “I didn’t want that for Kahn or Saad…Lula…or you,” she said to her mother. “I thought this was my destiny, but in reality, I’m not special. I’m not the chosen one. Even the most common soldier could do what needs to be done.”

      “Oh, Desiree, my strong girl,” Jayne said, wrapping her arms around Dez. “My sweet, strong girl.”

      At first, Dez stiffened—she’d felt at odds with her mother ever since the moment when they’d stepped foot in the Deeps—but then, slowly, she lifted her arms and returned the hug, letting herself get lost in it. And for the first time since she’d freed her mother from the Mind Trap, she didn’t feel like the commander in chief of the Rebellion. She felt like a young girl who was in desperate need of comfort from her mother.

      “You have to know,” Jayne said softly against her hair, “that being a leader often means making hard choices, choices that no one else may understand. You did what you thought was right; you did what you had to do to protect those you love. There is no shame in that, my dear. Being willing to be the one to use the sword in order to spare others from pain? No shame at all.”

      The words soothed Dez’s aching soul. She squeezed her mother a little tighter.

      “I understand, you know,” Jayne whispered. “What it’s like to feel loss so deep that you can’t breathe.” She pulled back to look into Dez’s face. “When your father and I were captured by the Spirit King and it became clear that we couldn’t escape, all I could think about was you growing up without us. It broke my heart to realize I wouldn’t get to see you every day, that I wouldn’t get to hear your laugh. I wouldn’t be there to dry your tears or tell you stories or see you smile.” Tears lined her eyes. “It was devastating. A terrible, heavy fog that wrapped around me and weighed me down, refusing to release me. There were even times when I convinced myself that you were dead—it was easier, I think. Even through the haze of the Mind Trap, all I could think about was how I’d lost you. It was unbearable.”

      Dez recalled how she’d had to fight to reach her mother through her own fear and pain, even after the Mind Trap had been gone. If anyone understood how she was feeling, it really was Jayne.

      “I never thought I’d see you again,” Jayne continued, reached for Dez’s hands. “But I was wrong. You’re standing here in front of me. I know things haven’t been easy between us, and I hope you can forgive me for that. The line between soldier and mother is still very blurred for me…I guess what I’m saying is that, what I thought impossible—being reunited with you—happened. The same could be true of Pieter. We don’t know why he was taken, but he could very well still be alive, and you can bet he’s not going willingly. The only thing to do is move forward. It’s what Pieter would want, and if we’re lucky, the impossible will happen again.”

      Dez squeezed her mother’s hand and gave her a sad smile. She inhaled a big breath and then let it out, grateful for the words her mother had spoken. “You’re right,” she admitted. “As worried as I am, as much as my heart aches right now…” Dez’s voice cracked. “I can’t just give up on the mission. I…I promised Pieter.” She sniffled and wiped at her face. “Thank you. I feel a little better.”

      “Of course.” Jayne returned the smile. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Dez walked back over to where Khan, Lula, and Saad stood. Nightsoul and the other dragons, including Gloriox, stood nearby. From the droop of the old emerald dragon’s body, it was clear that he’d been filled in on Pieter’s disappearance.

      Little one? Nightsoul called out to her with her mind. What have you decided? Dez could feel the lack of judgement and utter support behind the words, and an overwhelming surge of gratitude for her dragon filled her. No matter what, she knew Nightsoul would always stand beside her.

      We keep going, Dez answered her. How’s Gloriox?

      He is weary with worry and guilt. He feels that if he had been with Pieter, perhaps he could have protected him.

      The words jabbed at Dez, and she walked over to the old dragon and looked into his sad eyes. “It’s not your fault, old friend. Please do not blame yourself. He’ll come back to us. I don’t know how, but I’m choosing to believe it.”

      Thank you, Commander. I will choose to believe it, too.

      “Good.”

      Dez turned back to address the others. “We will continue on with our mission to find the sword and my father. And then we shall march on the Spirit King.”

      Relief and resolve washed over their faces. As everyone readied to go, Dez thought of Pieter and of the promise she had made. “I’m keeping my promise,” she whispered. “I will keep going, keep fighting. I won’t stop. But you’d better be alive. Because after I finish the Spirit King and save us all, I’m coming for you. I will find you, Pieter. I swear it.

      And as she walked back over to Nightsoul, this new promise sealed itself in her heart.
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      The fork that presumably led to the blood-red sword was bigger than the previous one the Rebellion had attempted, and also in much better repair. There was space enough for the dragons to move through with plenty of room to spare, but with low ceilings, it still wasn’t as open as the main path. And as they moved through it, Dez realized it wasn’t as straight of a shot, either. There were many twists and bends—narrow points where traps could be laid and ambushes sprung.

      Dez rode atop Nightsoul, her entire body tense and on high alert. So was Nightsoul’s.

      I do not like this tunnel, she murmured, her head swinging back and forth as she surveyed their surroundings.

      “I don’t, either,” Dez agreed, keeping her voice low. The Rebellion troops seemed to be in better spirits than they’d been in the smaller, more narrow, dead-end tunnel. A small contingent of them enthusiastically led the way, with Dez and the others content to follow behind for a bit. She didn’t want to say something to dampen the overall morale. She couldn’t, however, shake the ominous feeling regarding the tunnel, and it made her feel better that Nightsoul felt it, too.

      Dez looked over at Saad. They hadn’t had time to say much to each other, but the sight of his face, his thick brows, and strong jaw was enough for now. On her right, Kahn sat stoically atop Lanalin. Dez could tell from his stiff back and the tick in his jaw that he was thinking of Pieter. A sharp stab of pain lanced through Dez when she thought of her brother, but she knew she’d made the right decision—the one Pieter would have wanted her to make. A quick glance behind her showed Lula and Jayne chatting softly to each other from the backs of their respective dragons. Dez let out a breath. Ever since Pieter had been taken, she’d found herself doing a headcount of her loved ones every so often. She just needed the reassurance that no one else had been taken from her. It was silly, especially in such a perilous place and in the middle of a war, but still she did it. Saad, Kahn, Lula, Jayne—safe for now.

      Don’t forget about me, Nightsoul huffed, reading her thoughts.

      Dez chuckled. “As if that’s possible.” She reached down and rubbed the dragon’s neck affectionately. “You are the first on my list, my dear friend. I don’t have to look for you. I can feel you. And I’m literally on top of you right now.”

      Nightsoul snorted, but Dez felt the amusement in it through their bond. It felt good to laugh a little, even if such emotion was short-lived. Sighing, Dez’s thoughts landed on the blood-red sword. It seemed like the decision to retrieve it had been made eons ago, and though she knew it was the right call, to retrieve it, she worried what the Spirit King was up to. Had he managed to complete the ritual yet?

      “We need to go faster,” she said to Nightsoul, but before the dragon could respond, a blood-curdling scream pierced the stillness of the tunnel.

      Dez immediately reached for her spear, her eyes darting to and fro in trying to find the source of the cry. “Where? Who was that?!” she shouted, unable to spot the disturbance.

      Kahn slid from Lanalin’s back and raced forward. The screaming had diminished, only to be replaced by a low keening sound. Dez leapt to the ground, following Kahn. When she saw the source of the noise, her hand flew to her mouth. A young woman, one of the foot soldiers, lay pinned beneath a boulder. Blood oozed from her mouth and ears, and her face was rapidly draining of its color.

      Dez dropped to her knees beside the soldier, carefully touching her shoulder in an attempt at comfort. The woman opened her mouth as though to speak, but only a gurgling sound came forth alongside the thick, dark blood bubbling up from her throat. It wasn’t long before the light faded from the woman’s eyes.

      “What happened?” Dez rose to her feet, unable to tear her eyes away from the corpse.

      “We were marching along, and…and she just tripped,” one of the other soldiers answered, clearly shaken up. His hands trembled violently as he talked. “Then there was a whooshing sound and the bolder fell on top of her.”

      “It was a deadfall,” Kahn said in a low voice, coming up to her other side. “It was camouflaged by magic.”

      Dez hissed. Deadfalls were a common enough practice—using a heavy object to trap and kill one’s prey—but mainly used in hunting. To see her one of her own lying beneath that rock like some kind of common animal twisted her stomach.

      “We should tread carefully,” Khan continued, and Dez heard what he didn’t say out loud. If the deadfall was any indication, the tunnel had been fortified with similar traps and Goddess only knew what else.

      She addressed the soldiers. “Keep your eyes open.” She’d made to move back to Nightsoul when one of the soldiers stopped her. “Commander? What should we do about her?” He looked down at the body of the young woman, already turning gray.

      A lump rose in Dez’s throat, but she cleared it, trying not to let her distress show. “We must leave her.”

      The soldier’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened and closed several times, but he said nothing. Dez waited, tensing for a reaction from the others, but they held their tongues. Their faces, though, wore the same disconcerted expressions. Dez had a feeling her own face was a mirror of them, as well, but there was nothing to be done. They simply did not have the time or the resources for a proper burial. She moved over to Nightsoul and removed the thin blanket from her bedroll.

      With a gentle hand, she carefully closed the woman’s eyes and wiped the blood from her lips. Were it not for the gigantic rock sitting on her chest, it would have appeared as though she were sleeping. “Goddess go with thee,” Dez whispered to the soldier as she covered the body with the blanket. Then she turned on her heel, hurrying back to Nightsoul.

      As she climbed back up on the dragon’s back, the news was already spreading among the rest of the army and the hush of whispered voices rose up to a buzzing sound.

      “March on!” Dez called out, anxious to be moving again.

      Whatever levity the Rebellion army had experienced before the incident had been sucked out like the vapors of a pipe. The ominous feeling Dez and Nightsoul had shared only grew as they crept along, a shadow that hung over their heads.

      What is the likelihood that what happened to that poor girl back there was an isolated incident?” Nightsoul asked, keeping her voice limited to Dez through their bond.

      “Very slim, I’m afraid. If my suspicions are correct, this tunnel is more heavily fortified than the Horned Gates. We are getting very close, and the Spirit King knows it.”

      Her words turned out to be prophetic.

      Every few hundred feet or so, a new horror awaited the Rebellion. The Spirit King’s forces sprung trap after trap, catching more soldiers with camouflaged deadfalls as well as wide, gaping pits that the dragons had to ferry troops across, not to mention occasional, darting hit-and-run raids. The army barely had time to recover from one incident before another was upon them. The tunnel itself also proved to be difficult, as it had many blind corners and choke points, making visibility near impossible. The Rebellion’s force was a sitting duck, an easy target for the Spirit King’s forces, and they had to fight for every foot of ground.

      Swearing underneath her breath, Dez swiped at her sweaty face. All around her, she could feel the morale of her army slipping away. After the loss of the young woman, they’d suffered a handful of

      Further losses, including those of two dragons, and those deaths weighed heavier than any rock in the entire Deeps.

      Sometimes I wonder how I’ll bear it when this is all over, she mused to Nightsoul as they trudged along. Will it even be possible to live normally after so much death and destruction?

      Nightsoul’s heart was equally weary. We will bear it together, little one. We will bear it together.

      “Dez!” A voice screamed her name, breaking through her thoughts. A band of Minocri had appeared from a smaller connecting tunnel and was charging towards them. Dez didn’t think—she simply gripped her spear and used her magic to teleport directly in front of the enemy force, her spear swinging before the creatures even realized she was there.

      A fiery rage pulsed through her and mixed with the electric energy of her magic. Every thrust of her spear and shot of magic from her hand felt as though it were a lightning bolt. Dez gave herself over to the feelings wreaking havoc inside her—letting the squish of flesh against her spear and the agonizing cries of her enemies chase away the sounds of her own soldiers dying, letting the adrenaline and the buzz of battle chase away the heartsickness of not being able to bury the dead properly. She opened her mouth and screamed, wielding her strength and magic like a blade slicing through one opponent after the next.

      When there was no one left to oppose her, Dez whipped around with her chest heaving. Around her lay the bodies of nearly a dozen Minocri. She alone had slayed the entire band of them. The Rebellion soldiers closest to her stood by with their faces showing a mixture of shock and awe. Even Nightsoul stared at her, the dragon’s large eyes full of reverence.

      Swiping the sweat from her face, Dez stalked back over to her troops, eying the weariness on their faces. Marching up to Nightsoul, she pulled herself up on the dragon’s back and stood tall where even those in the back of the lines could see her.

      “We have come a long way!” she began, her strong voice carrying across her forces. “And as we near the end of our journey, I can feel your weariness—it is engraved in my own bones—but we must press on.” She paused, letting the echo of her words bounce off the walls of the tunnel. “I know your pain. I know your loss. I know your fear…for it is mine, as well. But think of what we’re doing, of what we are fighting for. Every step we take, every inch we gain, brings us closer to victory.”

      The volume of Dez’s voice rose as her speech grew more impassioned. “We are not just fighting for ourselves or for each other—though those be worthy causes. No, we are fighting for something so much bigger than ourselves! We are fighting for everyone we’ve ever known, for the memory of our parents and loved ones, for those left behind on the surface, our fallen comrades…we are fighting for the fate of the entire world. My brother Pieter—” Dez’s voice cracked on his name, and she paused, swallowing hard to control the lump in her throat. “He reminded me that this, this right here and now, is worth dying for. I believe that with every bone and cell in my body. Do you?”

      She paused, listening to the murmurings of the soldiers. Many were nodding their heads along with her words. “Just a little bit farther,” she continued, “and we will chase a threat from the world that has haunted it since birth. We will rid the world of its greatest evil and buy a future for everyone who matters to us!” Dez was yelling now, her heart pouring out in her words. “Fight with me now and we fight for a free world!”

      Cries rose from the soldiers, cheers and whoops of agreement wrapping around Dez like a warm blanket. The energy surrounding the army immediately changed. The air itself felt electrified by the renewed spirits of the Rebellion.

      Dez let out a breath and jumped to the ground. Saad stood next to Nightsoul, his mouth pulled up in a half-smile and his eyes shining.

      “What?” Dez asked, noticing his expression.

      “Nothing. I was just thinking about Elena. She knew you would be an incredible leader one day, and she was right. I know, if she were here, she would be so proud of you.” He took a step closer, trailing a hand down her arm. “And for what it’s worth, so am I.”

      For a split second, Dez’s mind cleared. There was no war, no fighting, no impossible odds. Just Saad and her own pounding heart. Closing the space between them, she reached up and cupped his face, stealing a long, slow kiss. Saad’s hands wrapped around her waist and pulled her flesh against his body, deepening the kiss.

      Behind them, someone cleared their throat, and Dez and Saad broke apart. Jayne stood with her hands clasped in front of her. “That speech was just what the army needed, Desiree. Well done.”

      “Thank you,” Dez replied.

      “I’m sorry for interrupting, but your father has stopped moving. I can tell that he’s very close, but I can also tell that he’s staying in the same spot. I think that means he’s found what he was looking for.”

      “The sword,” Dez breathed out.

      “Yes, I believe so.”

      Dez’s eyes scanned the faces of the surrounding Rebellion soldiers before looking her mother right in the eye. “I meant what I said to them.” She indicated the soldiers with a wide sweep of her arm. “We’re fighting for a free world, and that means doing whatever it takes—even if it means facing off against my own father. Now, let’s go get that sword.”
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      Using her connection to John, Jayne was able to lead the Rebellion to an alcove directly next to what they suspected would be the chamber of the blood-red sword. Sounds of movement and conversation echoed back at them from the other side of the rock, and Dez crept forward, keeping low to the ground in order to avoid being seen.

      As she peered around a rock formation, her eyes widened. The chamber was familiar—the large vault with high ceilings, lit by glowing veins of crimson quartz shot through the usual black rock of the Ancient Deeps. At the back of the vault, the sword itself rested on a stone pedestal exactly where Dez remembered Glarea placing it in the distant past.

      Dez’s eyes swept around the vault and a low growl rose in her throat at the sight of the troll, his large head swivelling back and forth as he grunted orders. It appeared as if the troll had gathered the last of its forces to defend the vault and the sword. It took everything in Dez’s power not to jump out of her hiding spot and attack the troll, though the thought was tempting. She scanned the vault, searching for any sign of Pieter, but instead, her eyes fell on another familiar face and she swallowed a gasp.

      Her father stood stoically next to an enormous Draznar, his helmet held casually under his arm. It was the first time Dez had seen his face since he’d disappeared from her childhood so many years before. He appeared older than she remembered, and his hair and beard were starting to gray in streaks. His eyes and face were expressionless—a far cry from the bright, smiling face she’d often dreamed about. A glowing purple X pulsated in the center of his forehead.

      Reining in her emotions, Dez slunk further into the shadows and back to where the Rebellion awaited her orders. She quickly relayed everything she’d seen as well as the position of the enemy troops. “There’s fifty of them—mostly foot soldiers, but a handful of Minocri and Frazid, of course. Then there’s the troll, and I counted six Draznar—including the one my father rides.”

      Jayne blanched a little at the mention of John. “How does he look?” she asked Dez in a low voice.

      Dez understood the longing and worry in her tone. “He looks well enough, but it’s like looking at a shell. There’s nothing behind his eyes. The Mind Trap is still holding him strong. He looks exactly the same as you did before I freed you.”

      Jayne nodded, her forehead furrowing.

      Dez wanted to reassure her, to tell her that she would free her father, too, but with time passing them swiftly by, she didn’t want to make a promise she couldn’t keep—even if the idea of not doing so pained her. She had to focus on the bigger picture and the greater good. And right now, the only thing that mattered was getting that sword.

      “Any sign of Pieter?” Kahn asked, his voice hopeful.

      Dez shook her head. “No, none that I saw.”  Kahn’s shoulders sagged, and Dez felt equally deflated, but she was determined to stay focused on the task at hand.

      She quickly issued her orders to the commanders and waited for word to be passed through the lines. She checked her armor and made sure her spear was lashed securely to Nightsoul’s saddle before pulling herself up and onto the dragon’s back. Around her, the other dragon riders were readying themselves, and the number of folks preparing to battle once again included Saad, Lula, Kahn, and Jayne. Gloriox stood near the other dragons, and the empty saddle he wore served as a painful reminder that Pieter was gone. Dez tore her eyes away and tried not to think about the ache in her chest—the oozing wound that wouldn’t mend until Pieter was found.

      When she felt sure the Rebellion was ready, she gave the order and Nightsoul led the charge, bursting into the vault with a loud, bellowing roar.

      The cavern wasn’t as large as some of the other rooms they’d been in, but its voluminous ceilings easily accommodated dragon flight. Nightsoul whipped her wings out, taking to the air. The few Draznar among the Spirit King’s forces met them there, ice and flame colliding.

      The connection between Dez and Nightsoul had become so strong, it was as if they shared a brain. Neither had to even think about what the other was doing; as Dez thrust forward her spear and pulled from her magic, Nightsoul’s teeth and talons hit their targets with deadly precision. The Draznar they had targeted shrieked in terror and pain. Its rider, a broad-shouldered, squat-looking young man, clung to the creature with one hand and gripped a longsword with his other. Dez left the squirming shadow creature to Nightsoul and teleported to its back.

      The rider blanched at the sight of Dez and sliced his sword back and forth through the air. Dez easily deflected the blade with her spear and used her magic to send a fireball directly at the rider’s sword hand. He howled as the flames connected, knocking the sword from his grip and over the side of the Draznar. Dez couldn’t help herself—she smirked. Now weaponless, the rider let out a furious bellow and threw himself at Dez, wrapping his thick arms around her waist and sending them both careening towards the ground.

      Dez’s shock kept her from screaming out, but she felt Nightsoul’s panic as they plummeted downward. The rider’s grip on her was tight, and though Dez punched at him with her free hand, he did not release her. The ground rushed towards them with frightening speed, and if she didn’t do something quick, the fall alone would kill them both. Dez gritted her teeth and used her magic to teleport herself and the rider attached to her closer to the ground. At the last second, she twisted her body so that, when they hit, it was the rider’s body that took the brunt of it.

      They slammed into the rock floor. The breath whooshed from the rider’s lungs and Dez took advantage of the moment by pulling back her fist and slamming it into his face. The rider bucked his hips and twisted, knocking to Dez to the side. She dropped her spear beside her, using both her hands to grapple with the soldier. They rolled over and over, throwing punches at each other. When the soldier realized that he was no match for Dez’s superior strength, he grabbed a fistful of dirt from the cavern floor and threw it in Dez’s face.

      Coughing and sputtering, she yanked her head back, her eyes watering fiercely with the foreign particles. She blinked and swiped at her face, but her vision was obscured. The soldier took several cheap shots and Dez roared as one of his fists collided with her ear—there was a thick tug of pressure, and then a pop and a loud ringing. Dez hissed and put a hand up to her ear. Warm liquid—blood, her brain told her—ran down the side of her face and neck.

      When the soldier moved to take another swing, Dez threw herself at him. Her eyes felt gritty, but she could see well enough. Yanking a dagger from a sheath at her belt, she thrust it upward in between the man’s ribs. He coughed, splattering Dez’s face with blood.

      Rising to her feet, Dez wiped at her face as best she could and then, just because she could, she kicked the soldier in the leg before reaching for her magic and teleporting back up to where Nightsoul has just finished off the rider’s Draznar.

      Dez took a minute to breathe and survey the scene. She and Nightsoul hovered in the air on the opposite side of the door they’d entered from. The vault was thick with Rebellion troops and the small force the troll had assembled was no match for the Rebellion’s superior numbers and strength. For every enemy soldier, there were at least five Rebellion soldiers with swords at the ready. Three of the six Draznar had been felled by the Rebellion riders and their dragons, and Kahn and Saad were each leading an attack on two of the remaining ones.

      On the opposite end of the vault, John Black’s Draznar was the only one not actively engaged in the battle. Dez eyed her grounded father, surprised to see that he wasn’t fighting. He sat atop the shadow creature with his face blank. Next to him stood the troll, whose head whipped back and forth frantically. The blood-red sword sat on the pedestal next to them, gleaming in the dim light.

      “We have to get that sword!” Dez shouted to Nightsoul over the din of the battle.

      And so we shall! Nightsoul’s wings boomed as she flapped them once and then tucked them tightly to her sides and zoomed across the vault to where the pedestal sat. Dez readied herself for an attack from her father or the troll—both of whom she expected to defend the sword—but then she saw the troll pull out a horn and blow into it. The loud blast echoed across the rocks, and immediately the troll and John Black headed not in the direction of the sword, but in the direction of the door, fighting their way through the Rebellion’s defenses.

      Shock rocketed through Dez. “Are they…retreating?”

      It didn’t make sense.

      Should we follow them? Nightsoul asked, her own confusion clear in her tone.

      “No,” Dez decided. “We came here for the sword. There’s no need to pursue them.” She heard the words come out of her mouth and she knew this was the right call, but there was a niggling in the back of her mind. A feeling in her stomach like she was missing something. Yet, the fact remained that the Rebellion’s forces were worn down and exhausted. Following after the troll would likely only lead to more casualties by overextending her forces on a long chase through unknown territory. No, the Rebellion had the sword now—she’d made the right call. Shaking her head to clear it, Dez focused on the sword.

      Nightsoul landed in front of the pedestal and Dez slid off her back and marched over, grasping the sword by the hilt. It was slightly warm to the touch and hummed with power. Dez lifted it closer to her face, examining it. It was exactly as she remembered it from Glarea’s memory.

      “Is that it, then?”

      Just then, Nightsoul jerked her head back towards the door, sending a surge or urgency down the bond to Dez. It was so strong that Dez didn’t even question it—she just gripped the blood-red sword and leapt onto Nightsoul, who immediately lifted off the ground.

      “What is it?” she asked the dragon.

      Kahn spotted Pieter. By the door.

      Dez’s heart nearly stopped in her chest. Her eyes immediately went to Lanalin—the golden dragon was always easy to spot—who was on the ground, still battling one of the remaining Draznar. Kahn was on her back, but his head and torso were twisted in the opposite direction and he was screaming Pieter’s name at the top of his lungs. He was trying to dismount, but the battle with the Draznar prevented it. Nightsoul flew towards him, hovering just above Lanalin.

      “Kahn! Kahn!” Dez screamed, trying to get his attention. “Where?”

      When Kahn’s eyes landed on her, relief flashed in them briefly. “Dez, they have Pieter!” he screamed, and pointed.

      Dez turned, and just as her father and the troll disappeared out of sight, she caught the briefest glimpse of Pieter, bound and bundled up in a papoose-like carrier, strapped to the back of the troll.

      Acting on instinct, Dez tossed the blood-red sword down to Kahn and then gathered her magic, pulling from her deepest reserves while Nightsoul barrelled after the troll.

      Her heart drummed in her chest.

      I’m coming, Pieter. I’m coming.
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      The Draznar carrying John Black and the troll flew swiftly, but it was no match for Nightsoul. The onyx dragon raced after it with tremendous speed, and with Dez using her magic to teleport them forward in short spurts, only a handful of seconds passed before they were directly behind their target.

      The shadow creature was one of the biggest of its kind, and the tips of its wings nearly touched the stone walls of the tunnel that led them away from the vault as it flew, trying to outdistance Dez and her dragon. At this close range, Dez got a better glimpse of Pieter, unconscious and hanging limply from the carrier strapped to the troll’s back. Her skin felt like it was on fire as rage bubbled within her. She clenched her fist even tighter around her spear and let the crackling energy of her power build to a frenzy within her.

      Just as the tunnel opened up into a cavernous chamber, Dez released her power, shooting a stream of inky flames towards the Draznar like the popping for a coiled spring. It struck the creature in the back just below where its passengers sat and the creature roared in agony. Veering upward in what seemed to be an attempt to take advantage of the wide, open space of the stone chamber, the Draznar forcefully pumped its wings. Nightsoul surged after it and, when she got close enough, sank her teeth into the Draznar’s haunch. Black mist shot into the air from the puncture wound and the Draznar jerked violently in trying to shake off the dragon.

      John Black leapt from the saddle, seemingly unperturbed by the Draznar’s wild, jerking movement, and held out his hands. Immediately, the air felt as if it had been sucked out of the chamber, and a crackle of electricity made the hair on the back of Dez’s neck stand up. A billowing purple cloud began to whirl above their heads as his magic manifested, his eyes glowing amethyst. Dez didn’t hesitate. With all the strength Dez possessed, she shot a powerful ball of fire directly at her father’s chest. It collided with him and, in an instant, he was blasted off of the Draznar’s back.

      Nightsoul banked right, coming up alongside the struggling Draznar. Dez’s heart jerked slightly at the sight of her father careening towards the ground, but then her eyes landed on Pieter’s unconscious form still strapped to the troll’s back, and she teleported on instinct, her teeth bared. The troll was doing its best to stay in the saddle, but it clearly wasn’t used to flying and Dez easily maneuvered herself behind it. “Let my brother go!” she shouted.

      The troll’s head whipped around. It made eye contact and roared at her while clinging to the Draznar’s saddle. Nightsoul swooped closer, striking at the Draznar with her claws. The creature shrieked, and from the decreasing altitude and the thick mist that hovered in the air because of the creature’s injuries, it was obvious to Dez that the shadow creature wouldn’t last much longer. She had to get Pieter away from the troll and to safety before the Draznar crashed to the ground.  “Give him to me!” she tried again. “Give me my brother and I’ll let you live!” It was a lie, of course, but the troll didn’t need to know that.

      The troll growled again and then carefully removed the sling-like carrier from its back. Pieter’s limp body pooled into a pile of limbs across the Draznar’s back. It surprised Dez how easily the troll had acquiesced, but then she saw the wicked gleam in its eye. “You want your brother?” the troll asked, its voice gravelly. “Then go get him!” With that, it used its foot to shove Pieter’s supine form over the side of the Draznar.

      “No!” Dez screamed even as she launched herself over the side of the creature and into the air. Pieter’s free-falling body hurled toward the ground and Dez wrapped herself in magic, grabbed a hold of her brother, and teleported them both to safety. They hit the ground pretty hard and Dez cried out as she landed on a large rock. Up in the sky, Nightsoul and the Draznar still battled, but she caught a glimpse of the troll’s large head peering over the side of his mount, watching her.

      Crawling over to Pieter, Dez did her best to free him from his bindings and examine him. He had a sizeable gash and a nasty-looking bruise on his skull, but he was breathing regularly, and aside from his head, the rest of his body seemed to be without injury. Relief flooded Dez’s system and she let out a low, deep exhale. Brushing the tuffs of black hair from his forehead, Dez whispered, “I told you I’d find you.”

      A booming thud nearby startled her as the ground rumbled. The body of the Draznar lay unmoving. Nightsoul landed a few seconds later with a surprise wrapped in one of her large hands. Growling like a rabid dog, the dragon slammed her leg down and pinned her prey to the floor—she held the troll. It struggled against its restraint, growling and yelling like a wounded animal caught in a trap.

      Shall I kill it? Nightsoul’s voice rumbled in Dez’s thoughts.

      “Not yet,” Dez answered. “We should interrogate it and find out what it knows.” She stole a glance at Pieter, and then carefully lifted him underneath the arms and shifted him over to the side of the tunnel, where she could prop him up and better address his head injury.

      She walked back over to Nightsoul and retrieved the small medical kit she kept in the saddle bag. And then, movement out of the corner of her eye made her jump. Her father strode toward her, his sword in hand and his eyes glowing a deep purple.

      The fall hadn’t killed him, and there appeared to be no injuries to his person, either. But his face was strained and his eyes were laser-focused on Dez, his intent clear. She barely had time to drop the medical kit and dash over to where her spear was lying on the ground before he charged, swinging his sword with the ferocity of a true warrior.

      Gritting her teeth, Dez blocked the blow…but barely. She staggered backward a step or two and dug her heels into the ground to help her maintain her balance. Pulling from her magic, she teleported out of John’s reach and then charged—this time, it was he who was put on the defensive. Nightsoul watched them go at each other, her talons still keeping the troll pinned to the ground.

      Shoving forward, Dez used her spear to knock the sword in her father’s hand askew and then she threw out her fist, connecting it with his jaw. John’s head snapped backward and Dez leapt forward, throwing herself at him.

      They landed in a heap on the ground and, seizing the opportunity, Dez slammed her palm against John’s forehead. The minute her fingers touched the glowing purple X, a powerful shockwave of energy jolted through her and reverberated up her arm and through the rest of her body. Dez squeezed her eyes shut and began to search for the door into her father’s mind. The strength of her magic pulsated through her body as she smashed through the barriers, much like she had done in her mother’s and Mak Edjom’s minds, and as an unyielding darkness wrapped around her, she wasn’t afraid. She was ready.

      Just like she had in her mother’s mind, Dez felt the tug of her father’s consciousness pulling her through the inky blackness. A thick beam of light appeared—blinding her at first—but as she held up her hands to shield her eyes, she could just make out the outline of a familiar figure. She blinked rapidly, trying to clear her eyes, and when she could see again, she saw her father sitting in the center of the light.

      He was bound to a chair, his hands tied behind his back, and a thick piece of burlap served as a gag preventing him from screaming. His body wasn’t nearly as frail as her mother’s had been, but weariness seemed to hang on him like a cloak and his eyes remained frantic as he struggled against the ropes that bound him. Angry red rings circled his wrists where the rough ropes dug into his skin, and purple bruises marred the skin around his face and neck from his struggling against the gag.

      Dez had been expecting to see some horrific version of her father, but this image nearly broke her heart. The strong, smiling, unstoppable man she’d always pictured in her mind was now broken at her feet. It was heart-wrenching.

      She wanted to rush over to him, to free him from his bonds, but she knew one of the Spirit King’s splinters lurked somewhere in the darkness.

      “Come out!” she called to it. “Come out and face me.”

      The only response that came was a cold and calculated laugh. When the Spirit King’s splinter finally stepped out of the shadows, Dez pulled a sword from the air by way of her magic and swung it at him with all her might. She allowed all the pent-up emotion to fuel her movements—all of the rage and pain and frustration and worry she’d struggled to contain during her time in the Deeps flared to life and charged her magic like tinder to a flame.

      Despite the weariness of her own body, her mind and her powers felt sharper than ever and the splinter struggled to match her speed and intensity. The battle between them didn’t last long.

      Whirling around, out of the reach of his sword, Dez twisted her magic and used it as a pair of manacles that slid around the splinter’s wrists and snapped shut. The splinter’s mouth pulled back in a snarl of rage and pain as Dez drove her sword home in his chest.

      Gasping for air, the Spirit King’s splinter slunk to his knees, his body turning to ash as death claimed him. Dez watched as his entire body became like the dust and then was tossed into the air and taken away by an errant breeze. She had won. The splinter was defeated.

      Drooping her sword, Dez rushed over to her father. “Father? It’s me, Desiree. Can you hear me?” She wasn’t sure if he was lucid or not. She carefully untied the thick knot that held the gag in place and removed it.

      John Black stared at Desiree, his large brown eyes filling with tears. “Desiree?” he asked, his voice hoarse and cracking. “Is that really you?”

      A lump had formed in Dez’s throat, and she swallowed several times with trying to choke it down as her own eyes welled up. “It’s me, Father.” Sniffling, she hurried to free him from the ropes that bound him to the chair. When he was free, John fell sideways, his muscles stiff and nearly locked into position after being held in one position for so long. Dez carefully helped him back into a seated position, her hands on his shoulders. “Are you alright?”

      “I can’t believe it’s really you,” her father wheezed. He lifted a hand to her face and Dez leaned into his palm, her heart aching at how good it felt.

      At that moment, a sunburst of brilliant white light burst into the darkness, making it impossible to see. Dez squeezed her eyes shut against it and waited, knowing what was coming next. Her father’s mind, now free from the Mind Trap, was reclaiming control. She could no longer stay in this space and would soon be expelled. She stilled herself, gasping only slightly when a wave of suffocating energy washed over her and stole her breath.

      Her entire body seemed to lift, floating through the air and soaring through the darkness until she fell backward, her spine knocking into the ground. She opened her eyes, coughing. She was back in the present world and her father lay curled up next to her on the ground. His breath was ragged, but steady.

      Reaching out her hand, she shook his shoulder gently. “Father?”

      John’s eyes fluttered at the sound of her voice, opening slowly. When his eyes focused on her face, the emptiness in them faded, only to be replaced with uncertainty. “Desiree?” he whispered, his voice nearly gone.

      Dez nodded, unable to speak from all the emotion clogging her throat.

      John sat up slowly and reached out a hand, poking Dez in the shoulder as though he thought she was merely an apparition. Dez caught his hand with her own and squeezed. “It’s me, Father. I’m real. All grown up now, but real.”

      Tears pooled in John’s eyes as he threw his arms around Dez and pulled her close. “I thought it was just a dream,” he whispered in her ear. “Or some kind of illusion. But you’re here.”

      “I am, and so are you. You’re free from the Mind Trap. The Spirit King has no more hold on you.”

      John began to shake with silent sobs. Dez clung to him, relishing the feel of his strong arms around her. When they finally pulled back, both chuckled a little at the tears that had left streaks down their faces. “Jayne?” John asked, his eyes darting back and forth, searching for her.

      “She’s fine,” Dez assured him quickly. “I freed her, too.”

      Instant relief flooded his face. “Thank you,” John said, hugging her again. “Thank you.”

      Behind them, the troll still struggled against Nightsoul’s grip. The dragon looked almost bored as she leaned down and blew two thick tendrils of smoke into the troll’s face. It made Dez laugh. Standing up, she reached out a hand and helped her father to his feet. They embraced again as a low sound coming from the tunnel at the opposite end of the chamber began to grow louder.

      Dez looked to Nightsoul in alarm, but the dragon shook her head. Peace, little one. It is our friends.

      The words were like a warm ray of sunshine, and Dez looked up at her father and smiled. “It’s the Rebellion,” she explained, leading him over to where Nightsoul waited with the troll.

      Squinting her eyes, she could just make out the familiar shapes of two dragons rushing towards them with the rest of the army presumably behind them. Jayne was leading the charge on Seamount with Saad and Frostbite close behind.

      As her mother got closer, Dez saw the moment she recognized the man standing beside her; her face went from worry to joy in an instant, but then something else flashed there—a look that Dez didn’t understand.

      Dez opened her mouth to call out to her mother, but the troll began to howl and Dez whipped around.

      Sorry, Nightsoul explained. I put a little too much weight down.

      Dez started to laugh, but a low rumbling stole the sound from her throat. Jerking herself back towards her mother, she recognized several things simultaneously. Though they were only about fifty yards or so from each other, her mother had pulled up short on the dragon she was riding and both of her hands were lifted towards the chamber’s stone ceiling. Her brows were furrowed with concentration and her arms shook slightly with exertion. A terrible cracking sound filled the air then, and Dez gasped as she realized what her mother was trying to prevent—the ceiling had begun to break apart.

      “Dez!” Saad called out, his eyes wide in panic. He slid off Frostbite’s back and began to run, but jagged chunks of rock began to crash towards the ground—landing directly in the center of the small expanse of ground that separated the two groups.

      “Saad!” Dez’s heart jumped up into her throat and she watched in horror as Saad narrowly missed being crushed underneath a particularly large section of ceiling. “No!”

      At the last second, Jayne raced over on Seamount and jerked Saad back by the collar of his armor. The last thing Dez saw was Saad struggling against Jayne. “Dez!” His anguished cries were drowned out as the entire ceiling gave way, landing directly between where Jayne held Saad back and where Dez looked on in horror.

      Dez coughed as a wave of dust and debris billowed out from the rockfall and made it difficult to see. Once the dust had cleared, the horrible truth slammed into her like one of the heavy boulders that now divided the chamber into two, leaving Dez on one side with her immediate companions, and Saad and the rest of the Rebellion’s army on the other.

      There was only silence as Dez stared at the rocks. John and Nightsoul said nothing, but she could feel the shock and surprise lingering in the air, much like the dust from the collapse. The troll, however, had a much different reaction. It began to howl with laughter, so much so that it shook violently as torrents of cackles tore through its body.

      The sound grated against Dez’s last fraying nerve, and with the horrible image of Saad rushing towards her while screaming her name haunting her thoughts, she stomped over and kicked the troll as hard as she could in the arm. “What’s so funny?” she growled.

      The troll snorted, still shaking with laughter. “You’re a fool, Desiree Black,” it wheezed. “A fool.”

      The words made Dez seriously contemplate using her spear to stab the troll through one of its giant black eyes, but she ground her teeth instead, trying again. “What do you mean?” she demanded. “Tell me.”

      “How about I show you?” the troll countered, sobering slightly. “Tell your beast to let me up and I will show you just how thoroughly you’ve failed.”

      The sharp words sliced through her, but Dez wasn’t about to let it show or let the troll intimidate her. “You’re just trying to bait me,” she said. “You know nothing.”

      “Suit yourself,” the troll said, resuming its fit of laughter.

      Dez wasn’t in the mood to play games, but there was something about the troll’s words that reminded her of the niggling feeling she’d had earlier. Something wasn’t right. Growling, she strode over and, using a rope from her saddlebag, roughly bound the troll’s hand. “Let it up,” she said to Nightsoul when she was finished, “but don’t let it escape.”

      Nightsoul lifted her clawed arm and the troll scrambled out from under her grip.

      “Show me,” Dez demanded, placing the tip of her sword to the creature’s throat. “Or we’ll kill you.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” the troll teased. “Take a look into my satchel. Once you hear what I know and see the evidence for yourself, I think you’ll change your mind about disposing of me so quickly.”

      Dez’s eyebrows shot up. She yanked the satchel off the troll’s back and turned it upside down, dumping the contents on the ground. As she did so, the troll let out a horrible little laugh.

      At first, Dez wasn’t sure what she was looking at. The pile of jagged shards had clattered to the ground, and were made from some type of steel; they gleamed red. It all looked oddly familiar, and then…the blood drained from Dez’s face. “No,” she whispered, reaching down to pick up some of the pieces. “No, it can’t be.”

      What is it? Nightsoul questioned, feeling Dez’s turmoil through their bond.

      “It’s…it’s….” She took her eye off the shards in her hand to glare at the troll. “No. This is just another trick, subterfuge to throw us off.”

      The troll chuckled. “No, it’s worse than that,” it chuckled, slapping a hand to its thigh as though it had just heard the most hysterical joke. “This is physical evidence of your utter failure. The one weapon that could actually hurt the Spirit King can do him harm no more. The remains of it are there in front of you.”

      Dez’s stomach began to churn. She thought of the sword she’d retrieved from the vault, the way both the troll and her father had left it on the pedestal and retreated without so much as a backward glance. As the realization of what that meant sucker-punched her in the face, the contents of her stomach rose and she leaned over at the waist to vomit. When she was done, she straightened and swiped at her mouth with the back of her hand. “The sword that was in the vault. It’s a fake, isn’t it?”

      The troll cackled gleefully. “Of course, it is. I told you, Desiree Black. You are a fool.”

      “Why?” Dez questioned, ignoring his barb at her. “And how?”

      “The Spirit King, of course,” the troll drawled. “He knew you would inevitably try to stop him and that you would seek out the sword as a way to defeat him. Except, he made sure that he got to the sword first and destroyed it before it could be used against him. It has been his plan all along, to trick you into attacking him with a weapon that won’t hurt him.”

      “But I felt the power when I picked it up!” Dez argued, not quite wanting to believe the troll’s story. “It wasn’t just an ordinary sword.”

      “Oh, it’s not,” the troll confirmed. “It will make the wielder seem terribly powerful, but all that power comes from the Spirit King himself, and that weapon—fuelled by his own life force and magic—will never harm him.”

      It was all too much for Dez. Her knees buckled and she swayed violently. She would have fallen in a heap to the ground, were it not for the strong arms that slipped under hers and caught her. Her father’s face was grim as he carefully helped her down into a seated position.

      He didn’t say anything, but he left a warm palm on her shoulder as she gulped down mouthfuls of air and tried to make sense of the troll’s claim. She looked at Nightsoul. “What do you think?” she asked through their bond, needing their conversation to remain private.

      I do not know, Nightsoul answered, and Dez could feel the uncertainness flowing between them. Is there any way to confirm the sword isn’t the real one?”

      “Not without being able to examine it.” She looked towards the rockfall, feeling cut off and trapped away from her army. Desperation whooshed through her and made it difficult for her to breathe. “Can you speak with the dragons on the other side?”

      No. Whatever it is that prevented the telepathic connection earlier is at work again. I can hear no one but you.

      Dez hissed, frustration building up in her like water behind a dam. A strong part of her wanted to just march over to the troll, kill it, and then try something recklessly dangerous. “What if I teleported?” she asked. “Maybe I could land on the other side of the rockfall.”

      You’d be going at it blindly. The risks are too great. You could end up trapped forever in between two slabs of stone. I do not think it is wise to try such a feat.

      Dez groaned, her frustration coiling inside her like a spring ready to pop.

      Perhaps there is another option, Nightsoul continued. There is an empty tunnel ahead of us, and since we cannot go backward, we may as well go forward and see where it leads.

      “There’s no time!” Dez exploded. “I cannot just abandon my army and go traipsing down some unknown tunnel! That’s probably exactly what the Spirit King wants—to keep us all separated.”

      Nightsoul didn’t bat an eye at Dez’s outburst. Instead, she asked calmly, Then what do you suggest? I see only one option here.

      “Well, I see two,” Dez growled. “I’m going to try teleportation.”

      Nightsoul’s nostrils flared, and she darted into Dez’s path as her rider tried to stomp her way towards the rock fall. “Get out of my way!” Dez yelled at the dragon.

      I cannot let you do this. Nightsoul bared her teeth. It’s far too dangerous.

      “It’s not your call to make,” Dez said, shoving past the dragon. “We don’t have time to waste. I have to get back to them. I cannot let my army face the Spirit King alone. They may not even know we’re alive. If they think I’m dead, my mother or Kahn will try to use the sword, and I can’t let that happen.”

      The troll, who’d remained quiet during her exchange with the dragon, let out a loud laugh. “Oh, I doubt your mother thinks you’re dead.”

      “What?” Dez demanded. “And how could you possibly know that?”

      “Because the rockfall was orchestrated by her hand,” the troll declared matter-of-factly. “It was she who collapsed the tunnel.”
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      Dez’s entire body locked into place, completely frozen by the troll’s accusation. Her mother responsible for the collapse? No, it didn’t make any sense. Why would Jayne have done such a thing? The voice inside her head peppered her with questions—questions she didn’t have answers for.

      The troll, gauging her reaction, smiled a wide and toothy grin. “I told you what you are, Desiree Black. Don’t you see it?” His mocking words whipped across her like a lashing to bare skin. She clenched her fists and tried to calm the sea of emotions inside her.

      “You’re lying!” she spat. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “I saw her with my own eyes,” the troll said simply, “and it wasn’t hard to fill in the gaps. If you’re trapped here, you cannot face the Spirit King and risk your own death.”

      “But….” Dez stumbled over her words. “She doesn’t know the sword is a fake, so how…” she trailed off as things began to become a littler clearer. She had told her mother the truth about the sword—that anyone could wield it, although the consequences of doing so would be great. Jayne Black had had every intention of taking the army to face off against the Spirit King, but maybe she’d never intended to let Dez be the one to wield the sword, to make the sacrifice for the greater good. And though Dez didn’t know her mother well, she knew enough to realize that Jayne never intended to pick up the sword, either.

      “No, she can’t!” Dez’s voice grew shrill. “Kahn or Lula or Saad—they’ll do it. One of them will try to use the sword against the Spirit King. He’ll slaughter them!” Her head was spinning. “No, it can’t be true! She wouldn’t do that…. It’s all a lie. You’re just trying to distract me!” she screamed at the troll, her heart pounding a painful rhythm in her chest.

      “Desiree.” John walked over. “Desiree, please listen to me.” He reached for her hand. “I know this is difficult to hear—especially from the likes of this creature—but…but it’s all true.”

      “What?” Dez stared at her father. “How do you know?”

      “Your mother and I have a connection. We can feel—”

      “I know of it,” Dez interrupted him quickly. “She told me about it. It’s how we were able to track you through the tunnels.”

      John nodded his head. “Right. Then you know we can feel each other’s feelings….” He let out a deep sigh. “The troll is telling the truth. I can feel your mother’s emotions—there’s guilt there, but also an ironbound determination to protect us both. Even if it means putting someone you care about in danger.”

      The look on her mother’s face right before the ceiling collapse suddenly made sense. The joy Jayne had felt at seeing her daughter and her husband safe and reunited must have been overwhelming—but in that same moment, she must have been overcome with worry and fear. She had done the only thing she could live with—collapsing the ceiling so that Dez and John would be unavailable to face the Spirit King and therefore safe from the danger.

      “She had no right.” Dez chewed on the words, continuing, “It wasn’t her decision to make.”

      “No,” John agreed, “it wasn’t. But she did it because she loves you more than anything, and she wanted to see you—see both of us—safe.”

      Dez huffed. “Love isn’t a reason to hold someone back, to make choices for them.” As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she felt a sharp tug of her emotions and her eyes drifted over to where Pieter still lay on the ground.

      “You’re right,” John said, “but she’s your mother. Can you blame her for trying?”

      Dez had no answer for that. She glanced around. The tunnel they were stuck in was dim and narrow, but farther down, it looked as though the tunnel opened up into a more major branch of the Ancient Deeps, into an area where there were likely many different pathways, vaults, and alcoves. She had no idea where any of them led, but as Nightsoul had stated, the only option appeared to be moving forward—even if it turned her stomach to do so.

      “Are you still blocked from communicating with the other dragons?” she asked Nightsoul.

      Yes, I’m afraid so.

      “Then, I’m assuming you—” she turned to her father, “can’t send any kind of message, either?”

      John shook his head. “Not directly, no. I’m sure she can feel my worry, my distress, my feelings that she made the wrong choice, but she won’t know why, and she’ll almost certainly misinterpret it as me thinking she shouldn’t have cut us…not that we know she’s going to get herself and everyone with her killed with that fake sword.”

      “There is another way!” the troll called out, eavesdropping on their conversation.

      “Oh, be quiet,” Dez commanded him. “I don’t want to hear any more of your tricks.”

      “Fine,” the troll said, “but I can help you.”

      “Help us?” Dez let out a loud laugh. “Help us right over a cliff, you mean?”

      “No, I can lead you to the Spirit King. I know another path that will bring us to him, one that’s shorter and faster than the route the Rebellion will have to take to the bottom of the Ancient Deeps. If we don’t waste time,” it claimed, “we can beat them there.”

      Dez narrowed her eyes. “And why would you help us?”

      The troll shrugged. “Because I desire to live. Spare my life, and I will help you.”

      “What do you think?” Dez asked John. “You were with this troll. Is he telling the truth?”

      John though for a moment, but quickly shook his head, uncertain. “I don’t know. So much of what I remember is blurry, as though I am trying to see the road on a foggy night. I can remember bits and pieces of things, but not whole pictures. I don’t think I was ever given directions, myself—just ordered to follow the troll.”

      The only option is to move forward, Nightsoul chimed in. Either way, it is a gamble, but if the troll is telling the truth, there may be something to gain here.

      “What about the Rebellion? Can you tell whether they’ve started moving yet?”

      John’s forehead scrunched as he concentrated. “I cannot be sure, of course, but I think they’ve decided to make camp for the night on the other side of the rockfall. I get a heavy feel of exhaustion.”

      Dez understood this all too well. She felt physically spent in every way possible, but it was her emotions that troubled her the most. Her brain felt muddled, and was more mentally weary than she’d ever been in her life. Looking at her father, she could see that he, too, could use a bit of rest—he was obviously trying not to let it show, but his time spent in the Mind Trap, under the Spirit King’s control, had taken its toll. And then there was Pieter to tend to. They would need to try to wake him before they moved on.

      Dez let out a sigh. “We should do the same. Let’s rest here for tonight.”

      “And in the morning?”

      “In the morning, we follow the troll.” Dez turned to the creature and fixed her gaze on it. “But if this is another trick, I will kill you with my bare hands. Is that clear?”

      For once, the troll didn’t smirk. Instead, it nodded once. “Crystal clear.”
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      Dez’s sleep was anything but restful. She dozed from time to time, but every little sound woke her up. The troll, bound and under the watchful eye of Nightsoul, was snoring loudly, unbothered by the natural noises of the cavern—which annoyed Dez far more than it should have. John slept deeply, his breathing heavy and rhythmic.

      As she lay on her back, desperately trying to will her mind to stillness and her body to restfulness, she couldn’t help but think about Saad and the tortured expression she’d seen on his face as the tunnel had collapsed, separating them. With time running out and no immediate way to get back to one another, she knew deep down what Saad would decide. He would take up the blood-red sword in her stead and he would go after Ashimax, thinking he was doing it in her place—for the good of the Rebellion. If he tried to wield it, though, the Spirit King’s fake blade would ensure his slaughter, and Dez wasn’t sure she’d survive that. Her feelings for Saad continued to grow, and the thought of being separated from him forever drove her to tears.

      Blinking rapidly, she forced her thoughts to focus on something else. On Kahn, on Lula, and on Pieter. At least Pieter’s condition seemed stable enough, and Dez chose to let him rest alone versus trying to wake him with magic. The troll had assured her that no herbs or potions had been given to him to keep him unconscious; he’d ‘only’ suffered a club to the head. This hadn’t reassured Dez as much as she would have liked, but she was hopeful Pieter would wake with the morning.

      When Dez thought of her mother, she wasn’t sure what to feel. There were so many emotions to sort through. On the one hand, it felt like it had been years since her mother had been freed from the Mind Trap, and yet, on the other, it felt like no time at all had passed. And already there had been so many things happen between them. Dez wasn’t sure what to make of them or how she felt about it. She hadn’t had the chance to speak much with John, but there was already an ease between them that she was grateful for. He seemed much easier to get along with than her mother, and in this moment, easy was exactly what she needed.

      After several hours, Nightsoul cracked open one of her large eyes and yawned, her mouth going wide. Did you sleep well? the dragon asked.

      “No,” Dez replied. “I didn’t sleep at all, but I did do a lot of thinking.”

      And did it help?

      Dez lifted a shoulder and then let it drop. “Only time will tell.”

      Walking over to the still snoozing troll, she reared back and kicked it hard in the side. “Wake up,” she said as it rolled over groaning. “We move out in half an hour.”

      As she approached Pieter, she noticed right away that his eyes were open. “Pieter! You’re awake.” She knelt down and gingerly took her brother’s hand, afraid to jostle him too much. “How are you feeling?”

      “Not so good,” Pieter whispered, wincing when he tried to shake his head. “My head feels like it’s been cracked in two.”

      “I know, but you’re going to be okay. Just try not to move too much,” Dez cautioned him, recalling the headache she’d had after her own head injury. “It helps if you stay still.”

      Pieter’s eyes drooped and Dez placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll be moving out soon, but rest for now, okay?”

      He made a noise that sounded like assent, so even though Dez wanted so badly for him to sit up and be the ear she needed to pour out her thoughts to, she let him rest.

      John stirred and sat up slowly. “Good morning,” he said, offering Dez a small smile.

      “Morning,” Dez replied, trying not to sound terse. She knew he was just trying to make small talk, but given that they had no real clue whether it was day or night in the Deeps, the notion only annoyed her. Anxiety also ran through her like a wild horse, but she didn’t want to take it out on her father, seeing as she had just gotten him back. Yet, at the same time, she had no idea what to say to him.

      “I worried that, when I woke up, it would all be a dream.” There was a catch in his voice that made Dez look up. John watched her, a misty-eyed expression on his face. “But I’m awake now, and here you are. Right in front of me, my darling daughter all grown up.” The look on his face made Dez’s throat hurt. She went to sit beside John.

      “It’s hard for me to believe, too,” Dez admitted. “I’ve…I’ve missed you so much.”

      When John opened his arms, Dez immediately fell into them. With his strong arms around her, Dez let herself sink into his warm embrace. She felt so at home there, she almost burst into tears. “I’m so proud of you,” John said against her hair. “So very proud of you, Desiree.”

      Dez pulled back slightly, looking up into his face. “You are?”

      “Of course, I am. Look at all you’ve accomplished and all you’ve become! I always knew you were destined for great things.” He smiled, pride shining in his eyes, and this time, when the tears welled up in her own eyes, Dez didn’t bother trying to blink them away.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, leaning in for another hug. They stayed that way for several minutes, neither in a hurry to break off the embrace. The feelings Dez had for her father were so different from what she felt about her mother now. This was easy, welcoming. Things with her mother were…not. “I wish Mother felt the same way,” Dez said against John’s shoulder.

      “What?” John pulled back, searching her face. “Of course, she does.”

      Dez shook her head. “I don’t think so. I think she thinks I’m impetuous and reckless, just a child.” She tried to keep her lower lip from trembling as she continued, “We’ve spent more time arguing than anything else. It’s like I have to prove myself or something…I don’t think I’m at all what she expected.” As the words came pouring out, a deep ache bloomed in Dez’s chest, making it hard to breathe. She realized then just how important it was, how deeply she longed for her mother’s acceptance and how painful it was not to receive it.

      “Oh, my sweet Desiree.” John reached for her hand and squeezed. “You mustn’t think too harshly of your mother. She means well even if she isn’t able to show it.”

      Dez couldn’t help it—she snorted. This made John chuckle.

      “Trust me, I know how stubborn  and brusque she can be. I’m often on the receiving end of her tirades,” John chuckled. “But I also know that Jayne loves deeply and fiercely. And sometimes she struggles with how to show it.

      “She makes me feel as though I’m a disappointment,” Dez admitted. “She completely discredits how far I’ve come…without my parents, mind you.”

      John didn’t seem bothered by the slight barb, and he nodded. “You’re right. I’m not defending her actions—only trying to help you understand them. You forget…” he leaned forward and tapped the side of his head. “I can feel her mind. She loves you, Desiree, and the guilt for not being there to watch you grow up, to protect you…it’s nearly killing her.” He paused, swallowing. “It’s hard for us both. But Jayne, she is choosing to single-mindedly focus on trying to protect you now, after all these years of not being able to, and everything she’s feeling is just rushing out the wrong way. It may not seem like it, but it comes from a place of deep and genuine love.”

      What he said made sense, but Dez still didn’t particularly care for this particular display of love that her mother had veered toward showing. She much preferred her father’s kind and gentle demeanor.  John laughed at the look on her face. “Just give her another chance,” John urged her. “When this is all over, when she doesn’t feel like she has to protect you, you’ll see. She’ll grow on you, I promise.”

      Dez nodded, choosing to believe him instead of arguing. Despite the bindings around his hands, the troll had managed to pull himself into a sitting position and seemed to be awaiting instructions. Dez nodded at the creature with her chin. “Do you think we can trust him?”

      John let out a low, deep sigh. “I fear we have no other choice.” He patted Dez on the shoulder and stood up, offering a hand to help her stand. “The others are moving off, too,” he said, indicating the rockfall. “I can feel your mother headed away from us.”

      “Then we best get a move on, too,” Dez said. She walked over to Nightsoul while eying Pieter, who had fallen back asleep. “I don’t think Pieter should be walking on his own,” she said, placing a hand on the dragon’s side. “Will you carry him?”

      Of course, little one. I will care for Pieter and keep him safe.

      “Thank you,” Dez replied with a smile. “There’s no one I trust more to do just that.”

      With her father’s help, Dez was able to get Pieter up and onto Nightsoul’s back. He seemed to be a little more alert, but very woozy and still in a significant amount of pain—both of which worried Dez more than she wanted to let on. Head injuries could be incredibly tricky. She was tempted to use magic on him, but while her power could heal flesh, she knew there was no speeding up the process of his brain regaining its equilibrium once it was healed. No, she would just have to be patient, and wait and see what happened. Pieter was strong; she had to have faith that he would be okay.

      She decided to strap Pieter into the saddle just in case he were, at some point, to lose consciousness again. Just as she was finishing, Pieter’s eyes fluttered and his voice came out softly. “I knew you’d come for me…even though I told you not to.”

      She gave him a smile. “You’re my brother.”

      His eyelids closed and he sighed gently. Dez gave his hand a little squeeze and then turned back to face her father. “I think we’re ready.”

      They both faced the troll.

      “Let’s go,” Dez said to the creature. “Lead the way.”

      The troll inclined its head and began to amble down the tunnel away from the rockslide. Nightsoul followed, carrying Pieter, and Dez and her father fell into step beside her. “He must want to live very badly,” Dez mused.

      “Yes, I believe so,” John replied.

      “Do you really think he will lead us to the Spirit King?”

      “I believe so. As you said, the troll wants to live.”

      They walked on in silence for a while. Dez had plenty to think on without conversation to distract her, and surprisingly, her mind felt more at ease in this quiet tunnel than it had in a while. She felt able to concentrate again—which was a good thing, given that she had to try to figure out a way to kill the Spirit King. Without the blood-red sword, it seemed impossible, but there had to be another way—at least, that what she told herself.

      As she walked, Dez found herself coming back to the gift of her own strength. She knew the Creator Goddess had given it to her for a reason, but after facing Ashimax in the Memory Dimension, it was clear that she was equally as strong. She wasn’t at all eager to test her power against his again, however, and she had a feeling that doing so wasn’t what the Goddess had given her the power for in the first place. Because if it would be enough for her to simply crush him with her own power, without any help, why wouldn’t the Goddess have led her straight to him without putting so many people in danger? Dez felt like she was missing something—there had to be something else she and the Rebellion were supposed to accomplish. She just had no idea what it was.

      Eventually, the troll led them down a new fork, this one being a new path branching off from the main tunnel they’d been on. At first, it was much like the others, but soon it began to twist and turn, and Dez could feel the path under her feet tilting downward as they travelled farther into the heart of the Deeps. Soon, the path opened up and the ceilings rose exponentially, making Dez feel very small in the vast space they’d entered. Unlike the small and medium-sized chambers and tunnels they’d spent the majority of their time in the Deeps venturing through, this pathway was wide and would have accommodated at least three or four dragons walking side by side. The walls seemed to have some sort of iridescent sheen to them, but not in an interesting or beautiful way. In fact, the atmosphere here felt incredibly eerie. Goosebumps rose on her skin, but not from the cold. The silence in this tunnel felt like a different kind—and there was something else, too. Remnants of something that made Dez’s skin crawl.

      “I don’t like this,” Dez murmured to Nightsoul. The dragon’s ears were flicking back and forth as she listened intently.

      Nor I, she said. This place reeks of power and of danger. There is death all around us. Can you feel it? This place is both a prison and a tomb.

      Dez’s eyes landed on several crumbling structures carved into the stone wall about fifty yards ahead of them. From floor to ceiling, alcoves pocketed the wall and slabs of what seemed to be iron sat in front of each, as though the structures were a prison, and each hunk of metal served as a barrier against the larger space and whatever lay within. A majority of the barriers  looked as though they had been smashed through, as though whatever nightmare that had been imprisoned here had someone gotten free by force. Elsewhere, she also felt enormous magical power emanating from some of the vaults—the ones still sealed by stone doors or metal gates. Dez wasn’t sure, but she had a suspicion that, behind those gates, powerful creatures who had once been entombed still lurked. She had no desire to test her theory, though.

      “This is a dangerous place,” she answered, and Nightsoul shuddered in response.

      Dez glanced over at her father, whose face was twisted into a grimace.

      “Are you well?” she asked him, taking a quick second to check on Pieter, who slept soundly on Nightsoul’s back.

      John nodded. “I’m fine. Lost in thought, I am afraid, trying to sort through my memories.”

      “Mother said things were fuzzy for her. Is it the same for you?”

      “Yes. My memories from within the Mind Trap are hazy at best. And of what I do remember…well, it’s hard to know what was real and what was my own imagination.”

      “Give it time.” The troll’s garbled voice startled both John and Dez. It was the first time the troll had spoken since they’d started walking. “It will all come back to you eventually.”

      Dez’s eyebrows scrunched together. In that moment, the troll has sounded so incredibly human, as though it spoke from personal experience. And there’d been a trace of sadness in its words, as well. It was beyond confusing.

      “What do you know of the troll?” Dez whispered to her father as they kept walking. “I know you said it’s difficult to remember, but do you recall any information about him? Where he comes from? What he must really want?”

      “There are bits and pieces,” John said, rubbing his forehead as he tried to withdraw the information. “I know he was one of the Spirit King’s closest subordinates by the time we reached the Ancient Deeps. Ashimax trusts him—or did trust him in the past, anyway. If there is anyone who knows his potential weaknesses, I believe it will be this troll.”

      “Hmmm,” Dez said, “and yet, here we are trusting him to help us. It makes my stomach turn.”

      “We don’t have another choice,” her father reminded her.

      “I know, but I don’t like it.” She pursed her lips. “It’s…it’s strange, though. I’ve been facing Ashimax’s forces for months now, and I’ve never seen the troll before until recently. The first time I laid eyes on it was here, outside the entrance to the Deeps. It seems unlike anything else the Spirit King has in his army. There are just so many pieces that don’t seem to fit together.”

      “I cannot be sure, of course, but I believe the troll is a fairly new creation. I have a vague impression that it was created by the Spirit King’s magic, that he took the minds of two of his subordinates and mashed them together into one body.”

      Dez couldn’t help being horrified. “Why would he do that?”

      “To create the perfect weapon with which to hunt and harass you, of course.”

      “Whose minds did he take?”

      John shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure. It’s all so fuzzy, but I do recall at least one name.” He paused. “Geskid,” he said finally. “I remember the name Geskid, a Frazid who rose to power during the war. At least, I think that was one of the minds.”
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      Geskid.

      A shudder shook Dez’s frame. She knew the name well. Geskid had been one of the Spirit King’s most trusted subjects. To think that Ashimax would have taken the Frazid’s mind and used it as one half of this horrible creature’s mind was both horrible and perplexing.

      She looked over at the troll, walking stiffly ahead of them. Dez wasn’t sure if the troll had heard their conversation or not, but she needed to know the truth. If Geskid’s mind truly was a part of this troll’s make-up, could the creature really be trusted? Her gut twisted in response.

      “Hey!” she called out. The troll slowly turned to face her. “I need to know something.” She marched over to it. “My father recalled something from his time under the Spirit King’s control. “Is it true that you were created by Ashimax, that he used the minds of two different people, mashing them together into one for the sole purpose of creating a weapon to hunt me down? And that is you?”

      The troll stood stoically and silently, neither confirming nor denying Dez’s words.

      “Answer me,” Dez growled.

      When the troll still did not respond, she ripped the dagger she kept at her waist free of its sheath and marched to within a step of the being, shoving the sharp tip right up against the troll’s throat. “Answer me!” she ordered again. “Were you created with the minds of Geskid and another?”

      The troll didn’t so much as flinch, and it looked strangely indignant at the question. “Trust me or kill me,” it finally growled. “Those are your only options.”

      Anger surged through Dez, and she was tempted to just let the dagger find its home in the thick folds of the troll’s neck, but it was right about one thing: Dez didn’t have many options. She couldn’t let the Rebellion reach the Spirit King before she did. She shuddered again at the fleeting thought of Saad using the decoy sword against Ashimax. No, the troll had her there. She had no choice but to trust it.

      Yanking back the dagger, she glared at the creature for a second before turning back to her father. “Can you remember anything else?” If the troll wouldn’t spill its guts, then perhaps the information she needed lay with her father.

      Lines creased John’s forehead as he thought for a few minutes, his brow furrowed. “I can’t be entirely sure, of course, but I do recall another memory. One of a young prisoner. It doesn’t quite make sense to me, but…” he paused, apparently sorting through his memories as best he could. “I think the other half of the troll’s consciousness is that of the prisoner girl. Now, why the Spirit King would combine the mind of a young prisoner with the mind of a high-ranking Frazid, I have no clue.” John frowned. “No, that can’t be right…can it?”

      Dez shook her head. “I do not know. Stranger things have happened, I suppose. Though, like you said, it doesn’t exactly make sense.”

      “Perhaps I’m just muddling things together. The prisoner must have been summoned for something else. The Spirit King often interrogated important prisoners himself, tearing information from their minds with his magic. That must be what I witnessed.” He gave Dez a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry I can’t remember anything more concrete. It makes me feel…well, useless, really.”

      “You’re not,” Dez assured him. “The Mind Trap Ashimax had you under was incredibly potent. No one could have been lucid while under its control. The fact that you remember any details at all is a testament to your strength. Don’t feel bad. There’s no need.”

      John gave Dez another smile, this one of clear gratitude. Dez looked over to Nightsoul, who’d been listening quietly to this exchange. But it wasn’t the dragon’s large eyes that drew her gaze; it was a pair of much smaller ones. “Pieter!” She moved closer. “You’re awake! How are you feeling?”

      Pieter lifted his fingers in a little wave. “Still not great, but mending. I’ve been awake for a while now, and I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.” His eyes moved to glance over Dez’s shoulder at John. “What else can you tell us about the prisoner?”

      There was a look on his face, like he was mulling something over. “What is it?” Dez asked.

      Pieter’s mouth twitched. “There’s something niggling at me—like the answer is right in front of my face, but I can’t reach it. I thought maybe if we had a few more details, it might trigger whatever it is.”

      “She was young,” John supplied. “And so very scared.

      “She?” Dez questioned. “The prisoner was a girl?” Her mind began to whirl.

      “Yes, and she begged to be set free, but of course, Ashimax never releases any of his prisoners. In fact, the more she begged, the more she was punished.”

      “That’s horrible,” Dez said. “But the thing that doesn’t quite make sense is why Ashimax would keep a young girl as a prisoner anyway. I mean, I know he takes prisoners as he pleases, but you make it sound as though this girl was someone specific, as if she had displeased him or something. It just doesn’t—” Dez stopped, feeling the blood drain from her face. “Goddess above,” she whispered, her eyes going wide. “I know who it is.”

      She looked to Pieter. “Right before the battle, you called me to you because you’d found an escaped prisoner.”

      Pieter gasped, and then winced when the movement jostled his head. “Do you think it’s…” he trailed off, unable to voice the idea out loud.

      “Yes,” Dez answered, horror spreading through her. “I think the Spirit King used that escaped prisoner. I think he used the mind of Jaklin Moild.

      Jaklin Moild had been the biggest thorn in Dez’s side when she’d lived in Bleakwater. Not only had she verbally assaulted Dez whenever possible, but she’d bullied her physically and relentlessly, along with her band of cronies.

      There was certainly no love lost between them, but when Dez had seen Jaklin’s emaciated form right before that battle, she’d been more than shocked. It had been Jaklin who’d warned Dez about the trap that had been laid for the Rebellion, and despite Dez’s disdain for the girl, she couldn’t deny that, had it not been for her intel, the Rebellion would have suffered even greater losses.

      After the battle, Jaklin had disappeared, and no one had heard from her since…until now, it seemed.

      Was it really possible that the Spirit King had merged her consciousness with that of Geskid? It was a fate Dez wouldn’t have wished on anyone, not even Jaklin. Sadness and pity rushed through her as she eyed the troll ahead of them, its arms swinging slightly as it ambled forward.

      “What should we do?” Pieter whispered. “We can’t just leave her like that.” He winced again from the movement, but there was a familiar gleam in his eye, and a flash of stubbornness when he spoke.

      “I don’t know,” Dez answered honestly. She had never heard of such a thing before, and had no idea if there was a solution. The Dragon Oracle before her might have had knowledge of something like this, but without seeking the answer from the Memory Dimension, Dez had no clue. “I don’t know if there’s anything we can do for her now.”

      “We have to try!” Pieter insisted. “No one deserves that.”

      Dez chewed on her bottom lip, thinking. She wasn’t sure what Jaklin Molid deserved, but she agreed with Pieter—this wasn’t it.

      She considered reaching out toward the troll with her magic, trying to see whether its mind was accessible in the same way those of the Lost were. If that were the case, there was a chance she might be able to speak to Jaklin directly, but if the troll caught wind of what she was up to, it might refuse to help her any further. It was also possible that its mind was protected by some enchantment, and therefore completely unreachable. Probing it against its will could lead to a confrontation—and Dez didn’t want to force that unless she had to. Much as she hated to admit it, she needed the troll’s help.

      “I’ll try to talk to the troll,” she said. “It might not work, but maybe I can tap into Jaklin’s personality or something.” She was sure the doubt she felt showed on her face, but she tried to smile encouragingly at Pieter.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, his eyes drooping as he drifted back to sleep.

      Do you really think it will work? Nightsoul sounded as doubtful as Dez felt.

      Dez shrugged. “I don’t know,” she answered. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      Straightening her shoulders, she marched up to the troll.
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      She wasn’t sure how to start the conversation, or if the troll would even be willing to talk to her, so Dez started with something benign to see how it responded. “Do you have a name?” she asked. “If I’m going to trust you to help me, then I should at least know who it is I’m putting my trust in.”

      The troll shot her a glance, but responded with only a grunt. Dez had expected as much. She tried again. “You know, I’ve never had the chance to speak to my enemies—not up-close and personal like this, I mean.” She paused for effect. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but I’m curious. What’s it like being in the Spirit King’s service?”

      She waited. The Frazid were known for being a proud sort, and if Geskid was as great a war general as the stories made him out to be, she hoped he’d take the bait. The troll grunted again, but then he heaved a sigh and began to speak.

      “Life in the Spirit King’s service is…difficult. Ashimax is no benevolent master. He is not afraid to use whatever means necessary to get what he wants. We, his subjects, are often subjected to brutality beyond measure, but it is what is required to serve and to survive.”

      “Why do you do it, then?” It was a real question this time. Dez honestly wanted to know the answer.

      The troll huffed, his ears twitching a bit. “I have no other choice. It is this or imprisonment here in the Deeps. Or death.”

      “But there’s another option. You don’t have to serve him if you don’t wish to.”

      “You don’t understand. It is not the Spirit King who would seek to imprison me. It is quite the opposite, in fact. He freed me and those of my kind,” the troll argued. “He is a hard master to serve, that is true, but on the most important matter, we are the same.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “We both seek the death of the Creator Goddess.”

      Dez flinched a little at the casual tone of the statement. This creature, whom she had started feeling a shred of pity for, had thrown out those words like they were nothing but pebbles.

      “Why?” she asked, her tone harsh.

      “Why?” The troll stopped walking and jerked his head to the side to glare at Dez. “Why?” Its voice began to rise. “Because she deemed me and those like me an abomination, a mistake! My grievances against the world and the Creator Goddess herself are not so hard to understand, Desiree Black. I was left to languish in prison for no other crime than being born. So, yes, I serve the Spirit King. Because it was he who offered me a way out, who offered me freedom.” By the end of its little speech, the troll was practically roaring.

      Dez had never seen such passion in the face of a creature such as the troll. It was unnerving—it also angered Dez to see the Spirit King revered in such a way—regardless of the reason. “He is not your savior!” she spat. “He would no sooner throw you into a fire than save you if it served him no purpose. You would do well to remember that. You are nothing but a pawn in his game.”

      “You know nothing,” the troll growled.

      “But doesn’t he force you to do things you don’t want to do?” Dez probed. She knew she was pushing the troll too far, but she couldn’t help herself. “Has he ever used magic to compel you to serve him?”

      The question was more than direct, and the troll’s eyes widened slightly. Before it had time to respond, however, its face began to contort and its entire body began to shake. The troll’s face morphed from murderously angry to shocked to terrified to horridly blank and then back again.

      “What’s happening?” Dez shouted at it. John Black, who had stayed a few steps behind with Nightsoul and Pieter, rushed up to them and gripped Dez’s arm. “Stand back,” he warned her.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Horror rippled through Dez as the creature’s face continued to morph.

      Then, as suddenly as it had started, the troll stilled. Its chest heaved and it reached out, placing a thick hand on the tunnel wall as though for support. “You know,” it breathed, letting out a low chuckle. “He…tricked…tricked, of course, tricked…t-t—”

      It began to grunt and gasp as the convulsions started up again, stronger than before. Dez’s hand started creeping towards the dagger at her waist. She had no idea what was happening, but it couldn’t be good. Was this some sort of magical interference? She didn’t know.

      “Dez!” the troll suddenly wheezed, but in a voice that was not its own. “Dez, it’s me.”

      The troll’s eyes were wide, and Dez let out a gasp as she realized that the look in them was unmistakably…human.

      “Jaklin?” she asked.

      “It’s me.” The troll nodded so hard, the hairs on its body bobbed, the action almost comical, were it not for the intensity of the moment. “I don’t have long. I—”

      The troll’s face shifted into a sneer as it roared, struggling against whatever battle was taking place in its mind.

      “It’s the two consciousnesses,” Dez realized, gripping her father’s arm. “They’re fighting against each other.”

      The troll’s face morphed again. “It’s a trick, Desiree. It’s a trick. He’s—” The words were cut off by a wild roar that poured from the troll’s massive lips, its eyes blazing. Then the troll began to howl, as if in tremendous pain. It gripped the sides of its head for several seconds and then, with one final glace at Dez, sprinted off down the tunnel.

      “Wait!” Dez screeched after it, but she didn’t follow—Jaklin’s words were ringing in her ears. She watched the troll’s sprinting form until it had completely disappeared, turning off and entering a branching tunnel that likely led to one of the enormous, intimidating vaults.

      Dez turned to her father, who looked just as puzzled as she felt.

      “Do we follow it?” John asked, scratching his head.

      Dez stole a quick look at Nightsoul. The dragon’s head was cocked to the side. Pieter, awake now, was wide-eyed after having witnessed the whole thing.

      Dez needed to make a decision quickly. They were deep into the Deeps now, and the vaults were all brimming with deadly power and things unknown. If the troll had blundered into the lair of something too powerful, following it would ultimately lead to death. But if they let it go, they would lose the only guide they had to the Spirit King, and Dez would lose her only chance of learning how to kill him once and for all.

      “It’s a risk,” she said, resignation in her tone. “But the way I see it, it’s a risk we can’t afford not to take. Not now. Not when we’re so close.”

      John nodded, and Pieter lifted his hand to show that he agreed.

      “Nightsoul?” Dez asked.

      I already told you, little one. I am with you until the end. No matter where you lead, I will be by your side.

      Dez gave the dragon a small smile and took a deep breath. “Okay then,” she said. “Follow that troll.”

      And so she took off running, with her father and Nightsoul right behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      Dez matched her footfalls to the cadence of her own heartbeat. The troll had a good lead on them, but Dez was strong and she pushed her legs to carry her farther, to move even faster. It wasn’t long until the ambling form of the troll emerged from the darkness. Dez ground her teeth and pumped her arms, the breeze created by her own momentum ruffling the stray hair around her face.

      Behind her, her father ran swiftly, nearly able to keep up with her. Nightsoul wasn’t far behind, either. With Pieter still convalescing on her back, Nightsoul moved at half of her possible speed, careful not to jostle him too much.

      Realizing Dez was gaining on him, the troll began to shout, its gravelly voice filling the tunnel. It wasn’t a language Dez understood, however. She ran even harder.

      The tunnel seemed to be widening, and if Dez wasn’t mistaken, there was a light of some kind up ahead—it bathed the tunnel in a light sapphire blue. The troll continued to bellow in the unknown language, and Dez pursued it with all her might until the tunnel suddenly ended, opening up to reveal the most incredible sight she had ever seen.

      She skidded to a halt, nearly tumbling on her own two feet. In front of her, about a hundred feet away, one of the cavernous vaults loomed —but it wasn’t the vault itself that stopped her in her tracks. An enormous, three-hundred-foot cliff of blue glacier sat at its center.

      Dez shivered as a gust of chilly air swept over her, and her eyes darted back and forth as she tried to take in all of the details, not quite believing what she was seeing. Craning her neck, she looked up, eying the deep crevices running the height of the glacier—all the way down from where the ice appeared to be constantly dripping to the water collecting in shimmering pools at the foot of the cliff.

      “By the Goddess,” a voice over her shoulder whispered. Dez turned to see her father’s wide eyes. Nightsoul, just a few steps behind him, also seemed amazed. Dez could feel her wonder through the bond they shared.

      “The Weeping Wall.” John’s voice was reverent. “I have heard stories of this place, but didn’t know if it really existed.”

      “What is it?” Dez asked, but her words were overpowered by the bellowing of the troll, who had run over to the base of the cliff and begun yelling and pointing at Dez, her father, and Nightsoul. “Who is it—”

      The words died in her throat as her eyes took in more details. “Is that….” She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “Frazid?” She started walking closer to the wall.

      John nodded, falling into step beside her. “Yes, this is their place of origin. See there?” He pointed to the pools. “The infant Frazid bud from the rock, taking shape first in rocky chrysalises that grow to about the size of a large watermelon before cracking open. From there, they end up in the pool, where they grow to the size of a small child and are able to swim out of the pool. Frazid grow slowly, but once they are big enough, the Spirit King sends his adult Frazid here to collect those who have grown enough to enter his service.”

      As they got closer, Dez watched the flurry of movement she hadn’t noticed before in her wonderment over the sheer size of the glacier itself. Blue-skinned bodies that almost seemed to blend in with the color of the Weeping Wall dashed about as the troll continued to yell out. He’s speaking Frazid, Nightsoul concluded a few seconds before Dez.

      It was hard to count them all, but there appeared to be at least a hundred of the creatures emerged from within the pools and through crevices in the wall itself. Based on their size and appearance alone, Dez surmised that their ages ranged from infants to adolescents nearing adult size and capability. The youngest of the Frazid looked not all that different from the troll, with knobby blue skin and tufts of white hair on their short, fat little bodies. The larger Frazid appeared more like what Dez was used to encountering with the adults: tall and thin. Cleary, the Frazid grew more elfin as they aged.

      With a mighty cry, the troll gave some sort of signal, and all of the juvenile Frazid—save for the infants in the pools—jerked to face Dez and the others. Before Dez could even suck in a breath, they were moving, running towards them at top speed.

      “Can they fight?” Dez yelled over to her father while she ripped the dagger from its sheath at her waist.

      “No—if they’re here, they’re likely still untrained in warfare. They’re not born with that—the fighting skills come later when it’s drilled into them by the Spirit King’s army. They’ll be fast, though, and they aren’t completely helpless.”

      Dez nodded, her brain whirling. “We don’t aim to kill,” she declared, making the decision then and there. “They’re kids and they’re just following orders. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” John said quickly.

      Of course, Nightsoul added, readjusting her position so that a wall was at her back. I will make sure none of them get to Pieter.

      Dez barely had time to send her thanks down the bond before the first of the Frazid had reached her. Her father had been right—they were very fast. Re-sheathing her dagger, Dez pulled her arm back and slammed her fist into the face of a skinny Frazid who was barely tall enough to reach her shoulders. The creature howled in pain and stumbled backward. Dez instinctively reached for the child, guilt surging through her, but then another Frazid stepped into her path with its teeth bared.

      Stepping sharply to the side, Dez easily dodged the poorly aimed blow it threw at her and landed her own, sending this Frazid sprawling into the rocky floor, its cries louder than the first.

      Next to her, John Black’s face was a picture of rage as he twisted and dodged his way around the Frazid. He followed Dez’s lead and used no weapons, but he hardly needed them—his fighting experience was far more advanced than that of the young blue creatures, and his aim remained deadly.

      Dez whipped around to check on Nightsoul, but her view was obstructed when a spry little Frazid gave a loud screech and launched himself at Dez, clambering up her back so that his stick-thin arms wrapped around her neck. Clawing at the hands, Dez gagged under the weight on her windpipe. Black spots appeared in front of her eyes as the little Frazid squeezed harder, seemingly intent to literally constrict the life out of her.

      Dez gave up on trying to peel his arms away from her neck and focused her energy on punching the creature in his side, directly in the rib cage. Her first two blows missed the mark, but the third landed squarely on target and the creature yowled in pain, releasing Dez as he fell in a heap to the ground.

      Dez gasped, sucked in a large breath of air, and winced as a spasm of fear radiated from her throat. A flash of black scales drew her gaze and she stole a quick glance at Nightsoul. The dragon still hung close to the wall, using her tail and claws as a deterrent for any of the Frazid who dared get too close. It looked like it was working well enough, and only a few of the oldest seemed to be brave enough to face off with the dragon.

      Dez threw herself back into the fighting. It wasn’t a clean battle and certainly not an equal one, but Dez and her father did their best to either ignore or incapacitate the young Frazid without doing permanent damage.

      It was almost comical when the troll realized his little army of Frazid was no match for Dez and her father, let alone Nightsoul. He let out an enraged roar and began to yell even louder at the Frazid. But it seemed the Frazid had also figured out they were outmatched. Many of them retreated to the safety of the pools at the base of the cliff while others hung back—not getting close enough to be within striking range. Those who did charge were quickly subdued by John or Dez.

      Turning her attention to the troll, Dez reached again for her dagger. “Pretty pathetic!” she called out. “Using kids to fight your battles for you.” She shook her head. “No wonder the Spirit King had to merge your brain with somebody else’s.” She was goading the troll now, relying on Geskid’s pride to be the trigger.

      It worked. The troll roared in fury and charged Dez, swinging its club. Dez rolled out of the way and spun around. The dagger in her hand ached to be put to good use, and she imagined slamming it into the side of the creature’s head or perhaps into the base of its throat—but as much as she might want to end the creature, she knew killing it would solve nothing. And to do so with Jaklin Molid’s consciousness locked inside would feel an awful lot like murder.

      No, she needed the troll alive—to try to get information from it if nothing else. Darting around the last few Frazid, Dez threw herself at the troll, slamming her dagger into its large shoulder—her aim being to wound it, but not fatally. The troll snarled and swiped at Dez with its hand, but Dez was too quick for it, dashing out of the way and using her own strength to knock the troll off balance.

      With a wild cry of her own, Dez slammed her body into the teetering form of the troll and sent it to the ground. Immediately, Dez leapt atop its chest. She yanked her dagger from the creature’s arm and pointed it at the troll’s throat. “Yield!” she demanded as the troll squirmed and writhed underneath her. “Yield!” she shouted again when it continued moving, and this time, the resignation was clear in the creature’s face.

      At her words and the sight of the troll prostrate on the ground, the remaining Frazid fled towards the safety of the cliffs.

      When it was clear the troll had given up the fight, Dez decided to try something. She pulled her dagger back, re-sheathed it, and bent down, reaching for the troll’s face. Using her strength, she forced the troll’s head up until they were looking into each other’s eyes.

      “Jaklin, I need to talk to you,” Dez said calmly, but loudly. “If you’re in there, I need you. This is important.”

      The troll’s eyes rolled back in its head and it began to shake violently like before. Dez watched as the creature twisted and turned, flopping as though it were possessed before finally stilling. When it sat up again and opened its eyes, there was a familiarity there that made Dez breathe a sigh of relief. “Jaklin,” she said in recognition. “Are you okay?”

      “Of course, I’m not okay,” the creature grunted. “I’m stuck inside a troll.” For a split second, the troll had sounded exactly like the Jaklin Dez remembered. It made her feel both relieved and sad at the same time. “I don’t have much time,” Jaklin rasped, her body shuddering. “Geskid is so much stronger than me.”

      “You said it was a trick,” Dez blurted out quickly, not wanting to miss her opportunity to get whatever information she could.

      “Yes. There’s no way to reach the Spirit King from here. Geskid was…planning to betray…you all along.” The words came out clipped and broken as the troll convulsed violently. Its eyes flashed and tremors shook its entire frame.

      “Geskid is trying to regain control,” John said from beside Dez.

      “Jaklin!” Dez shouted. “Stay with me, Jaklin. Can you hear me?”

      But as quickly as Jaklin had come, she was gone again as she and Geskid battled for ultimate control of the troll’s body.

      Is there anything to be done? Nightsoul stood protectively near the wall, but her question carried easily to Dez through their bond.

      “I don’t know,” Dez answered, slightly horrified as she watched the two consciousnesses battle for control. “There may be one way…. If the magic the Spirit King used to bind them is similar to that of the Mind Trap, I may be able to access the troll’s mind the same way I did with the Lost.” She turned to her father. “With you.”

      “Is that safe?” John’s brow furrowed.

      “No,” Dez answered honestly. But what other choice did she have? “But I have to try.”

      With her father pinning the writhing creature to the floor, Dez reached out and pressed her hand to his forehead. Closing her eyes and sucking in several deep breaths, Dez channelled all of her energy into focusing. When the world around her had faded away into nothingness, she began to search for the door into the troll’s mind. She found it easily, and unlike with the minds of Mak Edjom and her parents, the door wasn’t locked. If anything, it appeared to be hanging precariously by the hinges, as though someone had taken a battering ram to it.

      Unsure of what she would encounter on the other side, Dez reached out and carefully pushed the door open. The whispers of the Oracle began to buzz feverishly in her ears and Dez immediately saw why. The landscape of the troll’s mind was in complete turmoil. Memories whisked haphazardly back and forth across the darkness and crashed into each other like thunderclouds. It was as though she stood in the very center of a twister—with color and memory swirling around her in deadly fashion.

      Dez took a careful step forward. There was no sign of Geskid or Jaklin yet, but as she moved further into the swirling maelstrom, she could just make out snippets of the memories flying by her.

      Heaviness wrapped around her as she realized that none of these captured moments in time were happy. No, they appeared to be moments and feelings from the most traumatic times in Geskid and Jaklin’s lives.

      Geskid’s unbearable loneliness at the foot of the Weeping Wall, his fear when the adult Frazid came to take him away to serve the Spirit King, his brutal rise through the Spirit King’s ranks, his terror and admiration for the Spirit King himself, his resolution to claim a luxurious life for himself at all costs.

      Jaklin’s painful childhood, losing her mother young, her father’s alcoholism and bitterness that was often turned on her, her lashing out at the other kids in Bleakwater and the hollow pain it caused her, the jealousy she felt for Dez and her brothers, all the times she bullied Dez, and the night Dez finally fought back….

      It felt like a terrible intrusion of privacy to be witnessing these things, but Dez swallowed her discomfort and kept walking.

      Finally, two figures emerged out of the shadows. Dez’s breath caught her in throat as she took in the ragged, blood-streaked form of Jaklin Molid and the equally battered figure of Geskid. They were locked in an intense battle that mirrored the chaos of memory that swirled all around them. They had no weapons, but as they rolled and twisted over and atop each other, their limbs shot out, punching and gouging. Geskid was much older and far more skilled in hand to hand combat, but there was a ferocity in Jaklin’s eyes that Geskid simply could not match. It was like watching two wolves fighting for dominance.

      Rushing over, Dez threw herself into the fray, relying on her strength to rip the two apart from one another. “Let me go!” Jaklin shouted, her teeth bared as Dez held her back.

      “Stop it!” Dez shouted at her. “I’m trying to help you.”

      Geskid had backed up a few paces away from them, his head cocked to the side as he studied Dez. “This is between me and the girl,” he sneered.

      “Yeah, well, I’m here now, so you’ll have to deal with me, too.”

      Geskid looked slightly surprised by this, responding with only a snarl.

      “You need to get out of here, Dez.” Jaklin yanked on her arm. “Go now—let me handle this.”

      “I can help you,” Dez tried to reason with her. “If you’ll let me. I freed Mak Edjom and my parents from the Mind Trap. I can do the same for you.”

      Jaklin stopped struggling and looked at Dez, her eyes sad. “No, you can’t. The Spirit King made sure of it. The magic he used to fuse our minds, it’s different from the Mind Trap. I’m afraid this is it for me.”

      “I can at least try.” Dez wasn’t sure why, but the look on Jaklin’s face had a lump rising in her throat. There was something about the devastating finality of Jaklin’s words that made her chest ache. “There has to be something I—”

      Her words were cut off by a wild cry. Jaklin’s eyes went wide, and the next thing Dez knew, she was flying through the air, away from Jaklin’s hands—the hands that had shoved her out of the way.

      She landed on her side, skidded a few inches, and then shot to her feet again, whirling as she tried to understand what had just happened.

      Jaklin still stood exactly where she had been standing a few seconds ago, but her face was pale, and directly in the center of her chest was a curved blade. Crimson blood bloomed wide over her tunic and her body swayed, unsteady on her feet.

      Geskid stood behind her, his hands on the hilt of the blade and his lips pulled back into a wicked grin. Dez had no idea where the blade had come from—perhaps he had pulled it from one of his memories—but she didn’t care. All she could see was the dangerous amount of blood dripping from Jaklin’s chest.

      “No!” she screamed, charging at Geskid and using her magic to draw her own blade. Jaklin sank to her knees while Dez slammed into the Frazid, knocking him to the ground.

      He was outmatched, and Geskid knew it. Still, as Dez pinned him to the ground, he laughed riotously, his yellow teeth flashing. “You’ll never win, Desiree Black,” he wheezed, the laughter coming harder now. “You will fail. You will never be able to stop the Spirit King.”

      Dez ground her teeth. “We’ll see about that.” Driving her blade home, she watched as Geskid choked on the blood bubbling up in his throat. Dez waited until the gurgling had stopped, and waited for his body to go completely still before she got up, rushing over to where Jaklin had collapsed to the ground.

      “Jaklin!” She reached out a hand and carefully rolled Jaklin’s body over so that she was facing Dez. “Can you hear me?”

      Jaklin’s eyes fluttered and Dez let out a breath. She was still alive, but the pallor of her skin was scarily pale. She had lost a lot of blood. Jaklin wasn’t going to last much longer. Dez wracked her brain, trying to think. With Jaklin’s consciousness mortally wounded, Dez wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t think her magic could heal the wound—it only worked on a person’s physical body. The Oracle whispered, sensing her despair and frustration, and hummed soothingly in her mind, recognizing what Dez refused to accept.

      “No,” she murmured to them. “I won’t let her die.” But the words were feeble, and Dez’s lower lip began to tremble.

      Jaklin’s eyes were open now and trained on her face, her lips moving slight as though she was trying to speak. Dez leaned a little closer. “You saved my life,” Dez whispered to her. “Thank you.” Were it not for Jaklin shoving Dez out of the way, their positions would have been reversed. The weight of that life debt bore down heavily on Dez’s shoulders.

      “I owed you one,” Jaklin wheezed, the corners of her lips lifting ever so slightly. “Dez, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      “You should rest—don’t talk too much,” Dez told her. “I have to try to figure out a way to get us out of here. Both of us.” She wanted her words to be soothing, and comfort Jaklin if they could.

      But Jaklin just smirked again. “You’re a terrible liar, Black.” She broke off in a fit of coughing that made Dez’s chest tighten. “But there’s something I have to say.”

      Dez nodded her head to show she was listening.

      “The Spirit King deeply fears the Needle of Creation. I could see it in his eyes when it was first brought to him.”

      Dez recalled the gleaming spear Mak Edjom had stolen from the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie, on the very night Elena Lawry had received her fatal blow, as had the previous Oracle and Stardeep. Sadness twisted in her gut, but she ignored it. Leaning even closer to hear Jaklin’s raspy words, she remained silent.

      “He refused to touch it without wearing protective gloves, and he always kept it at a distance. The way he looked at it, the way he steered clear of it—there was a reason for the fear. I think the Needle of Creation could destroy him.”

      Dez gasped. She’d been so focused on finding and retrieving the blood-red sword, she had forgotten all about the Needle of Creation. It had never occurred to her to think of it as a potential weapon against Ashimax.

      The ground beneath them trembled, and Dez looked up. The swirl of memories had slowed and there were only memories of Jaklin’s life that flitted by now. Her betrayal and the sick feeling it brought her, her too-late realization that she never should have offered to help Geskid, her terror on meeting the Spirit King for the first time, the horrific torture she had suffered at his hand, and finally her decision to fight back any way she could….

      “I made so many mistakes.” Jaklin’s voice was soft. “I’m so sorry.”

      Dez reached for her hand.

      “I’m afraid,” Jaklin admitted, sounding so small and so very far away that it made Dez’s heart stutter in her chest.

      “You don’t have to be afraid,” Dez said, squeezing her hand. “You’re not alone. I’m here.” Despite all the bad blood between them, Dez saw now what Jaklin had never let anyone else see. She may have put on a tough façade, but inside, she was nothing more than a lonely young girl. Dez’s heart broke for her. “You’re not alone,” she repeated.

      “Thank you,” Jaklin breathed out, even as her eyes slowly closed. “You’re everything I couldn’t be, Desiree. That’s always been hard for me, but I’m glad that, of the two of us, you’re the one who survived. I always knew you would.” She squeezed Dez’s hand with as much strength as she had left, and then her chest moved up with its last inhale.

      Tears welled up in Dez’s eyes and she didn’t bother to wipe them away. “Goodbye, Jaklin.”

      The ground trembled again as Jaklin’s memories faded away and darkness consumed them both.

      Dez didn’t fight it as she felt the troll’s mind forcing her out, and when she opened her eyes again, she was kneeling on the ground next to the troll’s body. Her father and Nightsoul hovered nearby, concern in their eyes.

      “Geskid is dead,” she said, slowly climbing to her feet. “So is Jaklin.”

      John’s brows knit together. “And the troll?”

      Dez lifted a shoulder and let it drop. “I’m not sure how long the body will last with no consciousness attached to it.” Sadness pooled in her chest. “I wish I could have done more for her.”

      You did what you could, Nightsoul said. You mustn’t feel bad.

      “I know.” She let out a breath, Nightsoul’s words hardly comforting. “Before she died, she told me something, about the Needle of Creation.” With that, he quickly recounted for her father about Mak Edjom stealing the Needle from the eyrie and Jaklin’s dying words.

      And though she knew she should feel at least some relief in knowing there was a potential weapon to use against Ashimax, the weight in her chest grew heavier by the minute.

      “Come on,” her father urged when her words had faded. “Let’s head back through the tunnel. Perhaps there is some way out of here that we missed.”

      She let her father lead the way, walking stiffly beside Nightsoul. Dez didn’t want to admit it, but she felt incredibly shaken by Jaklin’s death.

      Despite the tumultuous relationship they’d had, Dez had known Jaklin since they’d been children. Knowing that Jaklin would never go home, that Bleakwater itself would forever be changed by the loss of her, as well as what that would do to her father and the people who knew her, nearly made her knees buckle. The cost of war was so incredibly high, and in this moment, Dez was all too aware of the weight of the risks they were all taking. And in the meantime, the people she loved the most—Kahn, Lula, Saad, and her mother—were all marching towards a confrontation with the Spirit King that they would never be able to win, with a weapon that would not work.

      Shuffling past the Weeping Wall and leaving the confused and frightened juvenile Frazid behind, Dez, Nightsoul, and her father retreated back into the tunnel. John spoke, his hands animating his words, but Dez couldn’t make sense of them. All the emotions she’d been shoving to the side since the battle at Seafall came tumbling back upon her. She didn’t realize she was gasping until Nightsoul’s head snapped in her direction, feeling the emotional onslaught through their bond.

      Dez stopped walking. “I think I need a minute,” she called out to her father, swaying slightly. I’ll be fine, she sent to Nightsoul. I just need a moment to myself. She could feel the dragon’s disbelief, but she didn’t wait for a rebuttal. Ducking into one of the smaller tunnels and out of sight, Dez walked until the dim shadows wrapped around her. Pushing her back against the wall, she slid to the floor, resting her head in her hands.

      There, she let the onslaught of emotions claim her. The strongest emotions, the ones that nearly choked her, centered on her mother. Alone with her thoughts, Dez couldn’t help but blame herself for her mother’s actions. She couldn’t help but think she should never have told her mother about the sword, never let her come along in the first place and never trusted her…never fought so hard to free her from the Mind Trap. And those thoughts only made the guilt surging through her worse. She had so hoped that her reunion with her mother would be a joyous occasion, but it had offered nothing but heartache. To Dez, it felt as though she had lost her mother all over again.

      For a brief second, her mind wandered to the conversation she’d had with Saad—what felt like a lifetime ago—about what her parents would be like when they were free. She hated to think her fears had been warranted, but it was hard to deny when she looked at all that had transpired with her mother.

      “I am nothing,” she whispered into the darkness, feeling utterly worthless, used, and duped, completely unworthy of her powers and the trust others had placed in her. She thought of Elena Lawry. Would Elena have been proud of her? Of the leader she’d become? The thought made her chest seize up.

      Despairing, Dez reached within herself, trying to find some solace within her magic, reaching out for help. But there was nothing there. She couldn’t even hear the Oracle’s whispers in this moment when she so desperately needed guidance. And there was no way to contact her older brother or Saad.

      Dez let out a little laugh as the irony of the situation fell on her—she was every bit as powerful as she’d ever been, but it still didn’t matter. No matter what she was or what she tried, she would still fail. There was no way she could win.

      You’re a fool, Desiree Black. The troll’s mocking words seared themselves across her soul. “I am,” she said into the darkness. “I am utterly a fool.”

      She was content to wrap her arms around herself and stay there for the foreseeable future, but the sound of footsteps coming towards her reached her ears. Part of her was grateful; she ached to be comforted, to be told that everything she felt was false, but the other part of her wanted to rage and grieve and beat herself up without any audience to witness it. She didn’t want to have to set aside her emotions in order to be the commander in chief. For a moment, as long as she could cling to it, she wanted to be just Desiree—not a powerful dragon rider, not the leader of the Rebellion, but a young girl with a very confused and broken heart.

      “Please go away!” she called out. “I want to be alone.”

      But the footsteps continued toward her.

      “I said,” her head snapped up, “that I wish to be alone!” She’d yelled it this time, her voice echoing across the walls. “I’m not going back right now!”

      John Black stopped walking and held his hands up. “I’m not here to tell you what to do and I’m not here to force you back. I just want to talk to you.” He took a few timid steps towards her. “Please, Desiree. You’re my daughter. I just want to talk to you for a moment.”

      His voice was both patient and kind. There was also understanding laced into his tone, and it took every ounce of strength left in Dez’s bones not to burst into tears at the sound of it.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      John moved closer until he stood beside her. Then, he slid down the wall until he was seated with their shoulders touching. With gentle tenderness, he looped his arm over her shoulders and pulled her close.

      The hug was so unexpected, Dez almost forgot to breathe, but the moment her head landed on her father’s chest, the warmth and love she felt in his embrace broke through her resolve. Crumpling into a ball, Dez wept, her father holding her tightly as she cried.
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      Dez cried for a long time. She wasn’t sure how long precisely, but it was long enough that all of her pent-up hurts and pain poured out of her, soaking the front of her father’s tunic. He didn’t seem to mind, though, and his arms never slackened around her. When her sobs finally subsided, neither moved away immediately, and contentment settled in Dez’s chest as she let the comforting weight of her father’s arms soothe her weary spirit.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally said, pulling back a while later. “I didn’t mean to fall apart like that.”

      “Please do not apologise. After everything you’ve been through, it’s natural to need some time, to grieve and to process it all.”

      Dez shook her head, letting out a little sigh. “Yes, but I’m the commander in chief of the Rebellion army. I should be able to keep it together.”

      “Just because you are the Rebellion’s leader, it does not mean that you are not allowed to feel what you feel. In fact, I’d argue that the best leaders are the ones who understand such complex emotion, the ones who can relate to how others are feeling. When it comes to being a great leader, it’s as much about what’s happening here—” he placed a palm over his chest, “as it is here.” He tapped the side of his head.

      His words reminded Dez of another piece of sage advice, and her heart gave a little squeeze as Elena Lawry’s last words to her floated to the front of her mind: What the Rebellion truly needs most from its leaders is empathy. Empathy and respect for life. Elena had been right, and so was her father. Emotion didn’t mean weakness. If anything, the ability to feel deeply made for better leaders. The thought made Dez feel just a little bit better.

      She studied her father’s face. The lighting in the cave was dim, but she could still see the way his eyes shined brightly, and there wasn’t a single ounce of rebuke or disappointment on his face. If anything, there was concern and love showing there, which was both a surprise and a relief. Dez had always remembered her father as strong and yet kind, and some of her most cherished memories of the two of them involved great big bear hugs and moments where he had sat patiently with her, wiping her tears and reminding her of how much she was loved. The Mind Trap, it seemed, had not changed that about him. The realization brought a new wave of tears to her eyes.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she choked out.

      “Me, too.” Dez knew they needed to get up and re-join Pieter and Nightsoul, to figure out a plan, but she couldn’t make herself move from their spot. It felt nice to be comforted, and it was such a change from the disapproving looks and remarks she’d gotten from her mother.

      “You know,” John murmured, “we haven’t really had much of a chance to catch up.” He pulled his arms away from Dez and repositioned himself so that he could better see her face. “I know time is a concern, but with no foreseeable way out of here and no immediate plan, I was thinking maybe a few minutes more wouldn’t hurt.” He gave her a wink. “So, tell me, daughter. Who are you? What do you want out of life? What’s most important thing to you? And what all have I missed?”

      A chuckle bubbled up in Dez’s throat. It felt nice to laugh. “A few minutes, huh? To fill you in on all of that would take a lifetime.”

      John reached over and squeezed her hand. “And I hope a lifetime is what we have left together, but maybe just give me a summary until then?”

      His warm smile made the vice around her heart loosen just a bit, so she told him, as best she could, what he wanted to know. Dez started with her life in Bleakwater, what it had been like to grow up there and the relationship she had with Kahn and Pieter. Then she told him about finding Nightsoul’s egg in the swamp, of meeting Lula, and how she had worked hard to prove herself worthy of the dragon and the honor of being her rider.

      Nightsoul, who had been keeping tabs on Dez through their bond, sent a rush of warmth tinged with amusement towards her. It is a good thing first impressions aren’t always right, the dragon mused, and Dez laughed. Yes, she said back. I am so grateful you took a chance on me. You’ve changed my life, Nightsoul.

      And you mine, little one.

      Dez continued her tale, answering her father’s questions as they popped up. She told him about their journey to the Rebellion Redoubt and how she and her brothers had proved themselves to the Rebellion, about seeing Jayne on the battlefield for the first time that day and how it had felt to know there might be a chance to free her parents from the Mind Trap.

      “It gave me such hope,” she admitted. “To think that I might be able to get you both back. It became the thing that fueled me, that kept me going when things were hard. The others didn’t believe me at first, but I was right.” Dez’s voice grew softer as she thought about her mother. “But maybe I shouldn’t have…” The words had slipped out before she could stop them, and her eyes darted towards her father’s face. His brows were knit together slightly, but he gave her shoulder an encouraging squeeze and she continued with her story.

      She moved on to life with the Rebellion—what it had been like fighting with them, training with Nightsoul, and rising in the ranks. She spoke of Elena Lawry and all that Elena had been grooming her for, as well as their visit to the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie and Elena’s death. Then she quickly told him of how she had become the commander in chief, and the final battle against the Spirit King’s forces and Mak Edjom at Seafall. She wrapped up the story with a quick recount of the Rebellion’s trek to the Deeps, telling of how she had freed Jayne from the Mind Trap, and how tumultuous things had been between then since.

      By the time she had concluded her tale, her chest felt significantly lighter. It felt good to share with her father, and looking back on how far she had come, on just how much she had accomplished, made her feel less like a fool after all.

      “You amaze me, Desiree,” John said. “I always knew you would grow up and do amazing things, that you would truly leave your mark on this world. It appears I was right.” His eyes crinkled as he gave her a big, happy smile. “I am so very proud of you. I hope you know that.”

      Dez blinked back tears, determined not to cry anymore. “Thank you,” she said. “That means so much to me. And it did. True, they were racing against the clock to save the world, but she would never regret this stolen time with her father, this chance to reconnect a bit and to find a piece of herself that had been long lost to her. To feel the warm embrace and loving kindness from her father filled her heart with such joy—and it helped to soothe the aches caused by her mother. John Black was truly the antithesis to his wife. Where she was prickly and sharp around the edges, he was calm, thoughtful, and wise—everything Dez had always hoped her mother would be. It was strange to compare them, but Dez couldn’t help herself. And she much preferred her father’s endearments to her mother’s criticisms.

      “You know,” John said when Dez fell silent, “your mother was always meant to be a queen. And a warrior.” Dez looked up, curious, but didn’t interrupt. “She was trained from birth in a style of leadership that was all giving orders, all making tough decisions, all carrying every single responsibility on her own shoulders.”

      Dez huffed, not sure she wanted to hear all of this, but her father just let out a little laugh and nudged her shoulder with his. “You’re a lot alike you know. Both of you are strong and brave, but also stubborn.” He chuckled again, clearly meaning it as a compliment. “But you have to know, there’s a soft side to your mother, too. Just like the one I see in you.” He reached out and tapped the tip of her nose with a smile. “I know things have not been easy with your mother, but please believe me when I say that everything she has done up until this point is because she truly believes that she’s protecting you.”

      “I don’t need her protection,” Dez ground out. “I’m not a child anymore.”

      “No, you’re not,” John said sadly, “and we missed so much while we were locked in the Mind Trap. Forgive your mother, Desiree. You are not a child, but it may take some time yet for your mother to realize that she needs to stop protecting you as one. We as parents are not perfect, and our instinct is to do whatever we must for our child—even if our child no longer needs us.”

      His words were sad and his eyes slightly misty. Dez leaned her head on his shoulder. “I’ll always need you,” she whispered, her own emotions twisting inside her. “I promise.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” John replied. “When this is all over, I fully intend to spend the rest of my days getting reacquainted with my incredible daughter.” He laughed. “Your mother wants nothing more than that, too. I can feel, through our connection, what she’s thinking right now. She’s thinking about you and I. Where we are, wondering if we’re safe, whether she did the right thing.”

      Dez let out a snort. “She didn’t.”

      “She did what she thought was best in the moment, but she does worry that it was the wrong choice, and as we get farther apart, our connection is starting to fade. It worries her. I’m sure she fears she will never see either of us again.”

      “Well, she should have thought about that before she trapped up in here.”

      “She meant well, Desiree. Saving her from the Mind Trap was not a mistake. She is your mother, and even if she cannot show it, you must know now that she loves you more than her own life. She would do anything to protect you and keep you safe. Try not to think so harshly of her. Do it for me?”

      It wasn’t an easy request to comply with, but Dez found she couldn’t deny her father. And what he said did make sense, despite how much she disagreed with some of it. “Fine,” she grumbled. “I’ll try.”

      “Thank you.” John gave her one last hug and then they settled into a comfortable silence again. Dez mused for a few minutes about their options, about what they should do next, but she kept coming up empty. If there was no way out of where they were, no way to re-join the Rebellion or beat them to the Spirit King, then what exactly were they supposed to do? Simply wait for the world to end? It wasn’t an answer Dez could live with.

      As she mulled things over, she began to hear something strange. Soft, whispered voices. But these were not from the Creator Goddess; they were not the whispers she had become accustomed to hearing. This was something completely different.

      “Do you hear that?” she asked John.

      “Hear what?”

      “I hear…” she trailed off, straining to listen. “Voices…but I can’t make them out.” She closed her eyes and began the meditations that she used to calm and still her mind for the Memory Dimension, thinking they might help her tune in better to whatever force was attempting to speak to her. Slowly, the whispering became more clear. The voice, low and breathy, spoke in single, often monosyllabic words which made it difficult to understand.

      “Thanking…child…peace…thanking…”

      Dez opened her eyes. “I don’t understand what it’s saying. Or where it’s coming—” she stopped as the answer hurled into her. “Goddess above, I think I know what it is.” She got to her feet. “Come with me,” she said to her father.

      They walked quickly back to where Nightsoul waited with Pieter.

      Are you well, little one? The dragon nudged her affectionately.

      “Yeah,” Dez said, giving the dragon a quick nuzzle in return. “I’m okay, but I’m hearing something. A voice, and I think it’s coming from…” she trailed off as she led them down the way they’d come and back into the vault that housed the Weeping Wall. “I think it’s coming from that,” she said, pointing.

      As the words came out of her mouth, the whispered voice grew louder. “Thanking…peace…thanking…child…”

      Dez closed her eyes and concentrated again. The more she focused and listened, the more she could understand. There was a powerful energy emanating from the wall, and when she tapped into it, she found she could understand what the wall was trying to say.

      “It’s thanking me,” she said out loud, “for sparing its children.” She watched as the tiny Frazid peered over the edges of the pool to stare at her with wide eyes.

      John stared at the enormous glacier, his eyes wide. “In all of the stories, I have never heard of the Weeping Wall speaking to anyone.”

      “I don’t think it makes its consciousness known to many,” Dez said, trying to focus her energy on deciphering what the wall was saying. “But it’s very much alive…and old. As ancient as the Spirit King himself, and full of knowledge it doesn’t want to be destroyed.” Her voice was filled with wonder as the call continued to whisper, more fervently by this point.

      Dez used every bit of her meditation training to clear her mind and tap into the Weeping Wall’s magical energy. When she did, full sentences began to float towards her. She grasped at them, not interrupting as the Weeping Wall told its tale.

      When it was finished, Dez opened her eyes.

      “There’s another way,” she whispered.

      “What?” John questioned. “Another way to…”

      “To the Spirit King,” Dez answered, not quite believing it herself. “It told me there’s a secret passage to the Crack in the World, one even the Spirit King doesn’t know about. It told me Ashimax doesn’t understand what he’s doing. He thinks the Creator Goddess hasn’t changed at all—that she is still weak, vulnerable, and afraid of her powers. But that’s not true. In all these years, The Creator Goddess has grown infinitely more powerful, and if Ashimax opens the Crack in the World, he’ll be opening it to a goddess at the height of her strength. One so full of power that a mere breath of it passed unfiltered through the crack would be enough to destroy our entire world.”

      Dez stopped, pressing a hand to her chest in order to keep her heart from leaping out if it. “If Ashimax succeeds, it won’t be life continuing on with a new, evil master. It will be the end of the world.”

      John sucked in a breath. Nightsoul’s eyes were fixed on Dez’s face, but Dez could feel the effect the words were having on her. Pieter, whose eyes were open, must have woken up at some point because it was clear from his expression that he had heard her words, as well, and was taking them in.

      This new revelation terrified Dez, but as she stared at the faces of her father and Pieter, and of Nightsoul, something in her snapped, like two pieces that finally clicked together. “I don’t want to lose you,” she said softly, looking each of them in the eye. “If I fail, the entire world will be destroyed…but I won’t fail.” She looked to the Weeping Wall and then back to her family. “I’m going to find the Spirit King, take the Needle of Creation from him, and use it to kill him.”

      Her resolve hardened—like a piece of molten steel being lowered into a barrel of cold water, hissing and fizzing as it became permanently sealed.

      She walked closer to the Weeping Wall with the others following behind her. The little Frazid scuttled out of her way as she moved. “Will you show me the way?” she asked the wall.

      There was a low rumbling, and the ground shook as the wall itself began to shift. Near its farthest edge, a deep fissure appeared, running the length of the wall. It seemed to glow with blue light for a split second before a large chunk of rock and ice broke off from the wall on the right side of the fissure. It crashed to the ground as the glow faded away, revealing a large gap, big enough to accommodate a dragon, in the stone.

      Dez sucked in a breath, her mind whirling. She reached out and put a hand on Nightsoul’s side. “Thank you,” she breathed to the dragon.

      For what?

      “For what you said in the mountain pass. You told me that when the stakes are high enough, it’s worth risking everything. You were right. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. I won’t let the Spirit King destroy everything I love.”

      I always knew you’d figure it out, little one. And with such wise counsel, she joked, how could you not?

      Dez chuckled. “If the world does end, Nightsoul, there’s no one I’d rather have standing by my side than you.”

      And I you.

      With those words filling her heart, Dez took a few steps closer to the passageway the wall had revealed. “Thank you for showing me the way,” she said to the wall.

      As she reached the gap and peered into it, Dez let out a small gasp at the sight of a steep, winding path leading downward towards a flickering light. There was also a heavy presence of magical power. She hissed as it slammed into her, constricting her. But there was no turning back.

      With one last look at Nightsoul, her father, and Pieter, and with her heart drumming in her chest, Dez stepped inside.
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      With each step she took, the presence of magic around her seemed to grow denser. It was like the air had congealed, and each inhale and exhale came harder than the last. Dez turned around to eye her father walking behind her. His face was screwed up in concentration and discomfort—as a powerful magic wielder himself, he felt it just as strong as Dez did. The magic created an almost physical barrier which made it difficult to move against. It was unlike anything Dez had ever felt before.

      How’s Pieter doing? she asked Nightsoul, who was bringing up the rear.

      He is still awake and doing okay from what I can tell, but whatever is making my bones sing is affecting him, as well. His breathing is laboured.

      Let me know if we need to stop and let him rest, okay?

      After Nightsoul had assured her she would, Dez turned her attention back to the passageway, choosing her steps carefully. The narrow, winding staircase was roughly hewn from jagged, black rock and barely large enough for Nightsoul to squeeze down. It was hardly an easy path to travel, and Dez crept downward slowly, making sure to assess the foundation of each step before she took it, careful not to lead the others into a situation where they might be injured or worse.

      “Not that it really matters,” she murmured under her breath. Walking single-file as they were gave her plenty of time to think about what the Weeping Wall had said. If the Spirit King was successful in using the Needle of Creation to open the Crack in the World, the world itself would end. Only Dez could stop him—so, no pressure or anything. She thought back to the prophecy Lula had told her about when they’d first met, right after she had discovered Nightsoul’s egg. She’d always kind of brushed it off, never really giving it more than an errant thought. But maybe this was it, the moment when she would fulfil her true destiny. She let out a shaky breath.

      Beneath them at the bottom of the staircase, a light came from beyond a turn in the path. Dez had no idea what awaited them on the other side of that bend. The Weeping Wall had been pretty adamant that his pathway was a secret, that the Spirit King didn’t know about it, but there was always the possibility that the wall was wrong, and if the staircase was being watched and they were spotted, then an attack would likely happen before Dez even had a chance to make a plan, much less try to stop Ashimax.

      As they neared the bottom, she paused, twisting back around to face her father and Nightsoul. “I want you to wait here,” she declared. “I’m going to see what’s on the other side.”

      Neither John nor Nightsoul seemed altogether pleased with the order to stay put, but they did as they were told. Dez reached within, feeling for her magic, and swiftly cloaked herself in invisibility, hoping her spellcasting wouldn’t be noticed against the overwhelming flood of the Spirit King’s magic.

      Peering around the corner, the first thing she realized was that the entrance to the stairway was hidden by a fold in the rock walls of the chamber that housed the crack, which created an optical illusion that hid it from view. It was not being watched, thus seeming to confirm the Weeping Wall’s report that Ashimax did not know of its existence.

      Dropping her magic, Dez beckoned her father and Nightsoul forward. They crept down the remaining steps and joined her, peering around the corner.

      Now that she knew an ambush didn’t wait for them, Dez’s eyes took in the chamber, widening as all of the little details became clear.

      The chamber itself was substantial, the largest space they’d come across since first entering the Deeps, and could easily accommodate an army of a thousand if not more. It was made of stone, but there was a primitive, almost hasty edge to its construction. It wasn’t grand and it didn’t boast of the grandiose or exhibit the beautiful architecture they’d seen higher up. It was simple and plain. In the far wall, a crack ran from the ceiling down to the floor—The Crack in the World, Dez felt sure. Largely unassuming, it seemed simply to be a crack in the wall. But as fear swept through her, Dez knew it was so much more than that. The world itself felt thin here, and Dez swallowed upon realizing that, just beyond that weak gateway, was a place that didn’t belong to her world. She shuddered just looking at it.

      Beside her, John and Nightsoul also seemed to be taking in the scene, their own terror evident on their faces. Pieter, too, who seemed more alert now than he had been in a while, sat up on Nightsoul’s back, his face pale and his eyes wide.

      The only one who seemed not to be affected at all was Ashimax himself. His hands were out in front of him, and though he stood still, the powerful energy emanating from him was strong enough to make her insides feel like they were shrivelling. An unusual lump at his feet stuck out to her, and Dez gasped as she realized what she was looking at. The bodies of the remaining members of the Lost—Ashimax’s most powerful warriors—heaped together like a pile of garbage. Dez had wondered why they’d not come across them before now.

      Part of the ritual? Nightsoul asked, zeroing in on Dez’s horror.

      I don’t know, Dez replied. It seems that way, though. Bile rose in her throat.

      Around Ashimax, his remaining living forces gathered—six or seven Frazid, two Draznar, and about twenty Minocri. They seemed to be huddling close to the Spirit King, almost as if they were scared, too, and trying to hide in his shadow. It only deepened the sense of foreboding Dez felt deep in her soul.

      Beside the Spirit King, the last living member of the Lost stood holding the Needle of Creation. She wasn’t anyone Dez recognized, but the glowing purple X on her forehead seemed brighter than usual in the dim lighting of the chamber. A handful of foot soldiers stood guard on the other side of the room, surrounding the entrance. This was, presumably, where they were expecting the Rebellion’s forces to arrive from.

      Dez waved her hand, motioning for John and Nightsoul to step back towards the safety of the staircase and out of view.

      “We need a plan,” she whispered when they were safely out of sight. “The Needle is very close to the Spirit King, and with his forces surrounding him like that, we can’t just sneak up on him and take it. He’s on the complete other side of the chamber and there’s at least a hundred feet between us and him. They’ll see us coming before we ever get close enough to attack.”

      A diversion, then, Nightsoul said. We’ll need to distract him and his defenders.

      “Right,” Dez agreed. She had already come to this conclusion upon surveying the scene. The bigger issue was who or what would be the diversion. “The way I see it is that we have two options. Nightsoul and I can act as the distraction while you—” she turned to her father, “and Pieter steal the Needle, and kill the Spirt King if you can, or you and Pieter and Nightsoul can be the diversion and I’ll steal the Needle.”

      “Either way, we’re all risking our lives,” John said plainly.

      A price we’ve always known we might have to pay, Nightsoul projected for everyone to hear. A price I think we are all willing to pay for the right cause—for this cause.

      Pieter, who had much more color in his cheeks now, slid off of Nightsoul’s back and nodded. “Dying to save the rest of the world? I can’t think of a more honorable death.”

      “Nor I.” John let out a sigh. “Though, I do wish there was another way.” He placed his hand on Dez’s shoulder. “We lost so much time together. Selfishly, I wish for more.”

      “It’s not selfish. And when we defeat the Spirit King, we’ll spend the rest of our lives making up for the time we’ve lost.” Dez knew it was silly here at the end of things to be making such promises, but she couldn’t help it. If death truly was calling, having a little hope to cling to in their final moments was more of a comfort than a lie.

      “I’ve always wondered why the Creator Goddess gifted me my strength,” Dez continued, the decision settling over her. “I think this is it. I’m the only one truly capable of dealing with the Spirit King and his minions. I can distract Ashimax and the others long enough for you and Pieter to get the Needle and kill the Spirit King.”

      We can distract him. Nightsoul’s voice was resolute. Dez gave her a half-smile, knowing arguing was futile.

      Yes, it is, Nightsoul said through their bond. It’s like I’ve been telling you, little one. It’s you and me until the end.

      Dez placed a hand on the dragon’s side. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      She looked to her father, who seemed to still be processing her words. Finally, he let out a breath. “You’re not a little girl anymore, and as much as I want to do this in your place, I won’t be the one to stand in the way of what you were always meant to do.”

      “Thank you, Father.” Dez turned to Pieter. “Are you well enough for this?”

      “My head still aches, but I’m feeling much better.” He straightened. “I can do this.”

      “Okay, then. It’s settled. Nightsoul and I will take on Ashimax and his forces. You two get the Needle. No matter what happens, we don’t stop until the Spirit King is destroyed.” She held out her hand. “For the Rebellion?”

      John placed his on top of hers. “For the Rebellion.”

      Pieter added his to the pile. “And for a free world.”

      “For a free world,” Dez repeated.
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      With a mighty roar that reverberated off the rock walls like a crack of thunder, Nightsoul bounded from their hiding spot, Dez atop her back with her spear at the ready.

      All heads snapped in their direction as they barrelled towards the Spirit King. Nightsoul opened her mouth and released a powerful jetstream of fire that sent those closest to them scattering. Dez, having already reached into her magical reserves, used her power to teleport herself and Nightsoul in short spurts, leapfrogging over the Minocri who had dodged Nightsoul’s fire and were attempting to charge them. The Frazid immediately began a magical assault to coincide with the Minocri’s physical one, but Dez easily deflected their magical attacks with counter ones of her own. Magic shot from her hands with the speed of the wind, the air thick with crackling energy.

      Whipping her tail back and forth, Nightsoul took out the foot soldiers who had abandoned their position at the chamber’s entrance, and dashed their bodies into the stone walls. The two Draznar that remained unfurled their wings and took flight, their piercing shrieks even more deafening than usual thanks to the acoustics of the chamber. Nightsoul leapt into the air to meet them, her claws and teeth at the ready as she slammed herself against the shadow creatures. Dez gripped her sword tightly, careful not to drop it as both dragon and Draznar rolled back and forth, their jerky movements testing Dez’s strength. She ground her teeth, waiting for the right moment, and then teleported to the back of one of the Draznar. It began to buck when it felt her weight, its head twisting and its jaws snapping. Dez wasted no time. Using her magic, she shot out a spear of flame that struck the creature directly in the side of the head. Smoke poured from the wound as the creature writhed, the wound making it even angrier as it rolled to and fro trying to dislodge Dez from its back.

      Nightsoul and the other Draznar still tumbled over on top of each other, twisting and swirling like a wind storm of glittering onyx scales and inky black shadows. Dez shot into the air as the Draznar she battled jolted to the side, but wrapped her magic around herself and teleported before she began to freefall, re-landing herself directly on the spot where the creature’s head and neck met. Wielding her spear, she drove it deep into the center of that spot until the sharp point connected with bone. A pulse of magical energy shot up her arm as the Draznar went limp, its shrieking cries growing hoarse as its life force evaporated like mist.

      As its body began to careen towards the ground, Dez wrapped herself in magic and teleported over to Nightsoul’s back. Nightsoul had the other Draznar in a headlock of sorts, her powerful jaws clamped around the creature’s neck. Smoke seeped from the puncture wounds made by Nightsoul’s teeth, and the harder it tried to pull away, the deeper Nightsoul’s teeth went.

      Below them, the Minocri stood clumped together, their weapons poised for the moment when she and Nightsoul would return to the ground. Since Nightsoul had the situation with the Draznar under control, Dez readied herself. “I’m heading down!” she yelled to Nightsoul, who sent a grunting acknowledgement through the bond.

      Dez wrapped her fingers more securely around her spear, the wooden shaft smooth beneath her fingertips. Then, with a deep breath, she teleported down to the ground, landing right in the middle of the grouped Minocri. The creatures jumped back when she appeared and Dez used their surprise to make the first move. Yelling, she shot forward, thrusting her spear and kicking out with her leg. Her boot connected with the chest of the closet Minocri, sending it flying backwards into its comrades.

      The rest of the Minocri pounced then, their stamping feet and grumbling snorts filling Dez’s ears. With every ounce of her strength, Dez took them on. Whirling and twisting, she never stayed in one spot for more than a second, making it impossible for the Minocri to anticipate her next move. They were larger than her physically, but she was smarter and much stronger. Her spear moved as a natural extension of her arm and she slammed it against their blades, each resounding thwack echoing loudly across the stone walls.

      There was a loud boom, and the floor beneath her feet trembled as the dead body of the remaining Draznar smacked into the ground. Suddenly, Nightsoul was there, roaring and jumping into the fray.

      The Minocri hurled themselves at Nightsoul, giving Dez a tiny reprieve to suck in a breath. Her eyes shot over to where she knew her father and Pieter waited, though she couldn’t see them thanks to the optical illusion of the natural stone fixtures. They hadn’t moved towards the Needle, and Dez could see why. The Spirit King still stood near the Crack in the World wielding his magic—he seemed utterly unconcerned with the battle occurring just a few feet from him, and the Lost holding the Needle stood stoically by, also unmoved by the flurry of activity.

      Dez swore under her breath. If the battle wasn’t enough to draw Ashimax’s attention, then she needed to do something else. She would have to challenge him.

      Reaching deep within herself, De pulled from her reserves in the deepest part of herself, drawing up her full power. She also closed her eyes and opened her mind, reaching for the thread that connected her to the Creator Goddess. Immediately, the whispers began buzzing feverishly in her ears and her entire body felt electrified. When she opened her eyes, her spear was glowing, white-hot flames running up and down the shaft without ever burning her skin.

      Dez threw herself back into the fight, carving her way through the Minocri and besting the Frazid who had joined the fray. Everything around her seemed to swirl together in a mishmash of color as she moved, magic and blade meeting their targets. Nightsoul’s entire body thrummed with adrenaline and Dez felt her battle high through the bond, which only fuelled her own. Together, they finished off the last of the Minocri, as well as the few Frazid who’d been left standing and foolish enough to go against Dez and her magic.

      When the final one had fallen, Dez hunched over her spear, gasping for breath. She was winded, but nowhere near spent, and her next target was only a few feet away. She ran towards Nightsoul, leaping onto the dragon’s back with ease, her glowing spear pointed directly at him. “Hey!” she screamed at him. “Come and face me!” Her voice was ragged, but full of fury and power.

      When Ashimax still did not look up from his work, Dez growled and shot a bolt of onyx flame directly at him. The bolt hurled through the air, whistling as it covered the quarter mile or so between them. The Lost standing next to the Spirit King shouted a warning and Ashimax finally looked up in time to dodge the stream of magic. When his large, violet, pupil-less eyes landed on Dez, they narrowed, and then a wide grin lifted the corners of his mouth. He stepped away from the crack and slowly began to approach Dez. The remaining Lost did the same, but only after inserting the Needle of Creation into a patch of ground next to the crack. Then, she drew her sword.

      As the two prowled closer to Nightsoul and Dez, her mind whirled. This was it.

      She had managed to get the Spirit King’s attention and the Lost had relinquished her grip on the Needle. All they would need to do was keep their attention and focus long enough for her father and Pieter to grab the Needle. Then they could use it on Ashimax.

      As she stared at the Spirit King prowling towards her, a stab of fear shot through her as she recalled the last time she had faced him in the Memory Dimension. But despite her fear, there was something even stronger pulsing through her, and she knew that this time would be different. The fate of the world rested on her shoulders. This was her destiny—and she would not fail.

      “I’ll take Ashimax,” she murmured to Nightsoul. “You take the Lost.”

      It made sense to divide and conquer—this way, it was more likely that John and Pieter could sneak in unnoticed. Nightsoul’s body vibrated with anticipation and energy as Dez threw herself over Nightsoul’s side, running as soon as her boots hit the ground.

      With a roar in her throat and her spear in position to strike, Dez pulled from every source of magic and strength within her, and ran directly towards the Spirit King.
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      Dez’s heart pounded to the point of pain in her chest as each heartbeat seemed to echo the smack of her boots against the stone floor. Powerful, electrifying energy pulsed through her and every fiber of her being hummed with power. Magic crackled tangibly between her fingertips and, as she closed the distance between her and Ashimax, Dez steeled herself for the fight of her life.

      Lifting her hand, she released her magic, sending a spiralling stream of inky black flames towards the Spirit King. Beside her, Nightsoul barrelled towards the remaining member of the Lost, tendrils of smoke pouring from her nostrils and her sharp teeth bared. Time itself seemed to slow down as Dez watched both her magic and her dragon shoot towards their targets.

      Nightsoul gave one more push, launching herself directly at the woman with the pulsing X on her forehead. The woman sprinted towards Nightsoul, meeting the dragon with her weapon primed and ready. They began a deadly dance of sheer strength and power, all while Dez’s flames hurtled through the air, closing in on Ashimax.

      Dez sucked in a breath, but at the last second, just as the spear of magic was about to hit its target, Ashimax lifted his fist and opened his hands. The casual way in which he flicked his fingers was hardly even perceptible, but in an instant, Dez’s magic was snuffed out like the tiniest of candles.

      Her entire body reacted, screaming at her to halt, and Dez shoved the heels of her boots down to stop herself from barrelling right into his waiting arms. Chest heaving, she stood still, slightly shaky on her feet. That blast of magic had been fuelled by the Creator Goddess herself—and it hadn’t even singed the Spirit King. Dread pooled in her gut, but before she had time to decide what to do next, Ashimax’s jaw twitched and his face began to lift, contorting into a terrible grin.

      He moved his lifted hand forward slowly, and Dez gasped as a powerful shockwave of magic slammed into her and nearly knocked her over. The pressure against her body made her feel as though she were pressed between two giant boulders, the air slowly leaking out of her.

      She struggled against the magic and grappled for her own, drawing up every ounce of power that she could muster—anything that might help—but her attempts were feeble at best.

      When the magical attacked ended, Dez sagged, nearly sinking to her knees. Ashimax hadn’t moved, but it was clear from the smirk on his face that he had ended the assault not because Dez was fighting back, but simply because he wanted to. His empty eyes narrowed just slightly, and that was the only warning Dez had before his hand moved again.

      This time, the magic materialized as a lasso made of fire. It shot towards Dez and wrapped around her torso, pinning her arms to her sides. A shriek mixed with a roar erupted from her throat as the magical rope squeezed her until her insides felt like they were folding in half. She wriggled and writhed, digging her heels into the floor as she bucked against the hold, but to no avail.

      The Spirit King let out a sound akin to a laugh, and the sound echoed in Dez’s ear, seeming to grow louder with each repeated reverberation. He’s laughing at me, her mind registered, but her body was too busy trying to free itself. The magical flames didn’t appear to be burning through her clothing, but it was still desperately hot and her body temperature rose dramatically. Sweat dripped off her face.

      Panic inched up her spine and threatened to cut off her meager air supply, choking her.

      She had known Ashimax would be incredibly powerful, but the sheer magnitude of this attack was unlike anything Dez could have imagined. The magic Ashimax had used in the Memory Dimension had only been a fraction of what he now wielded, and fear as gripping as the magic rope around her squeezed Dez’s entire body.

      In spite of it, over Ashimax’s shoulder, Dez caught a glimpse of her father and Pieter peeking around the natural land barrier. Any moment now, they would make a run for the Needle.

      She had to hang on…she had to give them time to grab it.

      So, Dez gritted her teeth and squirmed even harder, pushing her own magic to the brink as she fought against the restraints.

      Bellowing, she yanked a current of magic over her skin and used it to pry the ropes from her arms just enough that she was able to get one arm free and yank the lasso from around her form. As soon as she did so, it disappeared. Ashimax had pulled back again, but not because he was being bested by her. Because he had something else up his sleeve.

      Dez had barely sucked in a breath when a powerful jot of energy came flying towards her, knocking her back several feet. Her back slammed into the hard floor and her head smacked painfully into the stone. Dez cried out in pain, but still managed to scramble unsteadily to her feet. She was nearly backed up against the far wall of the chamber now, and with the Spirit King standing in front of her, blocking her path, there was nowhere for her to go.

      Ashimax advanced slowly towards her, and she saw his face had changed. The gleeful smirk he had worn had morphed into a look of pure rage, as though he were tired of toying with her now and just wanted to get done with destroying her. When he shot another blast of magic at her, it was all Dez could do to throw herself out of the way, narrowly avoiding the ball of magic. It slammed into the chamber wall behind her, gouging the stone and leaving a massive indentation. Cracks immediately formed, inching from floor to ceiling as bits of the rock crumbled to the ground.

      The Spirt King tried again and again. Each time, Dez managed only to get out of the way. Her own magic, woefully unequal to Ashimax’s, hummed in her veins, but was hardly useful in this horrible game of cat and mouse.

      Nightsoul’s mighty roar sounded then, catching Ashimax’s attention. As his head swivelled to the side, Dez used the distraction to dart away from him and out of range of his magic. She ran towards Nightsoul where her dragon stood over the Lost, presumably dead now, and Nightsoul roared again, releasing a jetstream of black flame.

      Dez recognized what she was doing. Having sensed Dez’s fear and panic, the dragon was using herself as bait to draw Ashimax’s attention and give Dez a chance to get away. Pushing her legs to run even harder, she raced over to the dragon, barely pausing to observe the dead body on the ground before throwing herself upon Nightsoul’s back.

      There wasn’t time for words, as Ashimax’s attention was now squarely on them both, his body already advancing towards them, but Dez sent what she could down the bond. A blast of warmth surged back at her.

      The Spirit King pulled back both his hands and shoved them forward, palms out. A shockwave of energy and flame careened towards Dez and Nightsoul. Nightsoul leapt into the air, trying to avoid a direct hit, but the magic still clipped her wings, sending them spiralling. Dez clung to the saddle, but was unable to keep her grip. She fell, hitting the ground with a hard smack. Nightsoul landed a few feet away in a tangle of wings and limbs.

      Nightsoul! Dez screamed, but the dragon sent a reassuring word down the bond as both of them refocused on the Spirit King.

      Ashimax’s head cocked to the side as he glared at Nightsoul and then Dez. Then his upper lip curled back and he snarled, lifting his arms. Magic swirled around him in a mighty twister of power that grew bigger and more powerful with each second. He zeroed in on Dez first, marching towards her as the maelstrom of his power grew more frenzied.

      Dez’s eyes widened. This is it, her own voice whispered in her mind. I’m about to die. The voice was calm, and Dez herself felt no panic as she took in the storm of power Ashimax was about to release. This would be the blow that would likely be a death sentence for her and Nightsoul. Saad’s face popped up in her mind, and then she saw Lula, Kahn, her mother, her father, and Pieter. Her heart gave a painful lurch, but then her resolve took hold and she steadied herself.

      She looked over at Nightsoul, who had risen to her feet, horror surging through the bond as she saw the scene before her. The dragon had come to the same conclusion Dez had.

      It has been the greatest honor of my life, being your rider, Dez sent down the bond, quickly, and then she turned back to Ashimax, determined to look death in the face.

      With a soundless roar, Ashimax shoved his hands forward and the maelstrom surged towards Dez like a bolt of lightning.

      At the very last second, though, a massive black shadow leapt in front of Dez, knocking her to the side and taking the full brunt of the Spirit King’s blow.

      “No!” Dez screamed as Nightsoul’s body was flung halfway across the chamber, to where it landed unmoving at the foot of the Crack in the World.

      As Dez stared at Nightsoul’s body, feeling her heart eviscerated, movement from the opposite side of the chamber stole her attention. Pieter and her father sprinted towards where the Needle of Creation lay abandoned on the ground.

      The Spirit King, too, had seen them, his body twisting as he faced them, his magic already manifesting as he began to lift his arms again.

      Once again, time itself seemed to slow down, and Dez realized that there was no way Pieter or her father would reach the Needle before Ashimax struck them down with his magic.

      Understanding what must be done, Dez stole one last look at Nightsoul, and with tears dripping down her face, she gathered her magic. “For the Rebellion,” she murmured, “and for a free world.”

      Wrapping herself in every ounce of defensive magic pulled from her own reserve and gleaned from the Creator Goddess herself, Dez teleported herself directly in front of the Spirit King just as he let loose another mighty blast of energy. The blow, meant for Pieter and John, slammed into Dez’s body, knocking her across the room like a ragdoll so that she landed hard next to Nightsoul’s body.

      The Spirit King’s magic burned through her body and Dez screamed, her body convulsing violently as it tried to absorb and break down the magic pulsing through her. It was as if fire, electricity, and acid burned through her form, ripping and decimating her every speck of existence from the inside out.

      Struggling against the agony, Dez tried to move, but it was no use.

      Gasping for breath, she watched the shadows move in until she could see and hear no more.

      Then, with a whimper and one last thought of her friends, the darkness claimed her and everything went black.
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      It was the rusty tang of blood that woke her. Dez cracked open one eye and then the other, her eyelids fluttering. Groaning and coughing, she rolled carefully to the side. Her entire body ached and tears pooled along her eyelashes as she spat a mouthful of blood onto the stone floor. Through her blurred vision, she recognized the color of the walls and the curve of stone.

      I’m not dead.

      Those three little words jolted through her mind—offering surprise and relief. The vivid memory of Ashimax’s power surging through her body and the terrible heat and pain that had accompanied it flashed through her memory multiple times. Her limbs trembled and her insides twisted as the realization of just how close she had come to death settled over her.

      “I’m alive,” she whispered out loud, and this time the words gave her just enough strength for her to wrench herself into a sitting position. The movement sent spasms of pain through her and she ground her teeth to keep from crying out. But as her eyes flicked around the chamber, her vision began to clear.

      She wasn’t sure how long she had been down, but while she’d lain there blacked out, the chamber had erupted into a melee of chaos. Soldiers—Rebellion soldiers—rushed in all directions, their chaotic footwork reminding Dez of the action around an anthill that had been stepped on. Dez’s heart leapt at the sight of the Rebellion, but shuddered almost as quickly at the circle of white light surrounding the Spirit King.

      His movements were clunky, sluggish almost, but still he held his own against the Rebellion’s magic wielders that surrounded him. Why isn’t he blasting them? Dez wondered. Having felt the full brunt of Ashimax’s power, it struck her as odd that he was allowing the magic wielders to attack, much like a horde of gnats buzzing around a horse’s head. But as her own body struggled to recover from the magical blow he’d dealt her, it occurred to her that maybe Ashimax needed recovery time, as well—perhaps he, too, had been affected by the blast of power.

      Bodies littered the ground—Minocri, Frazid, human, Draznar, and dragon—but it was difficult to make out the faces or features of anyone she might know in the dim lighting. Dez’s heart lurched painfully as the faces of those she loved flashed through her mind. Her memories of Saad, her brothers, her mother and father, and Lula all seemed to be crashing down on her at once. Every laugh, embrace, and conversation overwhelmed her mind and stabbed at her like a thousand spears in the chest. She wanted to close her eyes, to wrap her arms around herself and squeeze until the pain dissipated, but another, stronger hold tugged at her heart. Nightsoul. Dez looked over to where she had last seen her, searching within for the bond that connected them. But her head was so fuzzy, the only thing that she could clearly feel seemed to be the agonizing after-effects of Ashimax’s magic. A herd of soldiers blocked her vantage point, though, and she couldn’t see Nightsoul’s body.

      A sob bubbled in Dez’s throat, but she swallowed it down, forcing herself to focus on standing up. Her limbs, stiff and achy, didn’t want to cooperate, but she managed to find her footing even as her legs shook with the effort.

      As she rose to her full height, a whimsical voice began to whisper gently in her ears. The Creator Goddess spoke quickly and fiercely. Dez strained to understand what she was saying, and felt another rush of panic in doing so—as the answer wasn’t easy to discern. But just as her chest tightened, she saw it…lying on the floor halfway between herself and the Spirit King.

      The Needle of Creation.

      Ashimax, distracted as he was with defending himself against the pummelling attacks of the Rebellion, either hadn’t noticed the Needle there or couldn’t spare the energy to reach for it.

      As weary and pained as she was, Dez realized the moment for what it was, staggering towards the Needle with all the strength and speed she could muster. Lurching forward, she bent over, nearly tumbling back down to the stone with the effort. As her hand hovered over the gleaming shaft, she let out a low breath. “This is what it means to be a leader,” she whispered to herself, and then she wrapped her fingers around it.

      The second her skin touched the smooth surface, a powerful force grabbed a hold of her, pulling from her core and drawing from the place inside her where her magic was housed. But it was more than just her magic—it was the very essence of who she was being sucked into the Needle.

      My soul, Dez realized. Every ounce of her screamed at her to let go, to fling the Needle away from her, but there was another part of her that urged her to do what needed to be done.

      Dez stared at the Needle, simultaneously horrified and mesmerized by its power. She lifted it up and held it in front of her face. Besides the power current drawing from her own life force, there was something else there, too—another strong presence.

      “Other souls,” she breathed, realizing now why the Spirit King had been having the Lost hold the Needle for him, and why he’d been so careful never to touch it without wearing gloves, why he’d always kept his distance. For whoever touched the Needle of Creation for too long was sucked within it, the very soul of the person becoming trapped inside for all of eternity. The previous Dragon Oracle’s words floated to the forefront of her memory then, as Dez recalled story of the chosen warrior who had come before, the one who had failed to defeat Ashimax completely. Dez had never discovered why he hadn’t succeeded. But now she understood. This was it…this was where he had failed, the very thing he couldn’t do.

      As Dez gripped the Needle, a tiny voice in her mind whispered a single question.

      What if I can’t do it, either?

      But in the same moment, with her loved ones’ faces still flashing before her eyes, Dez pulled the Needle even closer to her body, already marshalling her power.

      “I am commander in chief of the Rebellion army. I, the daughter of two of the greatest warriors this land and time have ever seen. I am a dragon rider and the new Dragon Oracle.” She closed her eyes, sending out a silent goodbye and apology to those she loved. “My name is Desiree Black and I will not bow to fear.”

      With her strength waning, she wrapped herself in magic and teleported for what would likely be the last time—the Needle of Creation cradled against her chest. The heels of her boots smacked the ground as she landed, swaying on her feet. Black spots had started to creep in on the edges of her vision field, but determination flowed through her body like wildfire. She spotted the Spirit King barely a dragon-length away, his back to her as he single-handedly fought against the Rebellion army.

      Without a single moment of hesitation, she thrust the Needle of Creation toward his back, drawing up every ounce of strength and power within her. Her supernatural strength, the power of the Creator Goddess, and her own deep and powerful magic—all of it coalesced  into a powerful battering ram that smashed into the Spirit King’s magical defences.

      A scream ripped from her throat as the Needle struck what felt like a physical barrier. Despite the sheer force of power Dez had put behind the thrust, the Needle appeared to be frozen in mid-air, inches away from meeting its mark. Dez screamed again, throwing her body against the Needle, but it did not budge.

      The attempt had drawn Ashimax’s attention, though, and he turned slowly, the glowing purple of his eyes blazing so brightly that Dez couldn’t look at them directly. The Needle, too, seemed to be working against her, its magnetic pull stripping down the barrier and defences she had placed around herself and drawing her even further inside its grasp. She was running out of time.

      Scraping her feet against the stone floor, Dez pushed and shoved, but the Needle still remained where it was. It’s not going to get through! Dez’s own voice screamed at her, and something inside her snapped—the last thin, fraying thread of the tether she had on her magic.

      The air shuddered and snapped around them as Dez began to call upon her memories and the last bit of fuel for her power, her magic warring against the Spirit King’s. The tip of the Needle moved forward a step or two, quivering just inches away from Ashimax’s torso.

      The tiny movement sent a surge of elation through Dez as more and more memories surfaced to aid her. Her entire body had grown warm, almost too warm, and the black spots in front of her eyes grew large. Her entire body trembled, and as more energy and power surged through her, the memories began to snap and fizzle like twigs tossed upon a fire.

      Lula had warned her long ago about pushing herself beyond her limits, that if she wasn’t careful, she would burn herself out.

      As her memories of Gald, her beloved kingdom, evaporated like mist before her eyes, tears dripped down her cheeks. She refused to let go of the current of energy flowing through her, however. In fact, she pushed harder, digging deeper. Her earliest memories of childhood were next. Burned away like chaff.

      Screaming, Dez watched as her ability to use light magic, fire magic, earth magic, and even ice magic—some of which she hadn’t known she was capable of—disintegrated as the Needle moved forward another step.

      It still wasn’t enough, though, and as Ashimax’s hand lifted, Dez knew what would happen next. She was already scraping the bottom of the well; there was barely anything left to give. If Ashimax struck her, she would have no way to fight it, no defenses that would protect her. It would be not only the end of her life, but the end of the world as she knew it.

      The thought of that failure, the loss of so many things she held dear, squeezed her insides until she was sure she would burst—and with the very last of her reserves and the faces of her loved ones on her mind, Dez gave her final push, fighting to the very last second with every ounce of herself.

      Time slowed down, and it was almost as if Dez watched herself from outside her body. Just as her strength began to fail, in that single moment when her magic started to fizzle out, a deafening cracking sound rippled across the chamber. It sounded like a dozen glass windows shattering.

      Ashimax’s eyes widened as his magical defenses crumbled around him, and in the split second before the Needle moved again, his eyes began to change. The terrifyingly violet, pupil-less eyes faded away, and in their place a tired but determined pair of human eyes met Dez’s stare. They reminded her of Mak Edjom’s eyes as she’d freed him from the Mind Trap, and how the troll’s face had changed when Jaklin’s consciousness had taken over. The body that housed Ashimax was fighting back.

      Dez hadn’t known much about the man whose body the Spirit King wore, but as she stared into his eyes, his final act of strength and courage burned brighter than any flame or torch imaginable.

      And as the Spirit King froze, his human body gaining control for that solitary second, Dez stabbed the Needle forward.

      It pierced Ashimax’s torso, and the world itself exploded.
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      Death was peaceful.

      Opening her eyes to the brilliant white light that surrounded her, Dez let out a breath. She was floating in the air, an endless plane of white wrapped around her. It was if she were nestled inside the heart of a snowflake. There was no pain, no fear…just comfort and gentleness. All Dez wanted to do was curl into a ball and lose herself in it. If this was the end of all things, she would gladly surrender herself to it.

      But just as she pulled her legs up, wrapping her arms around her knees, a golden beam of light appeared to glitter like a star in the night sky. It began to grow larger, changing from gold to orange, red, yellow, and so on. All of the colors of the rainbow brushed against the canvas that was the white plane, and Dez knew with certainty what it was. The Creator Goddess come to take her to her final resting place.

      As the multi-colored light began to take the general outline of a woman, Dez spread her lips in a wide smile. “I knew you’d come for me,” she whispered. “I’m ready.”

      A whimsical sound, like a chuckle, floated towards her. “I have not yet come for you, Desiree Black.”

      The words didn’t make sense. “I don’t understand,” Dez said. “I’m not dead?”

      “Not yet,” the Creator Goddess answered, her voice like the tinkling of chimes.

      “Then why am I here?” Dez looked around. “And where exactly is here?”

      “Our time together is short.”

      It wasn’t the answer Dez had asked for, but it was in these words that she realized what the Creator Goddess offered her. The chance for answers. Perhaps it was some kind of reward for her sacrifice—a courtesy before Dez truly met her final resting place.

      “Am I going to die?” Her voice sounded small.

      “Your life force hangs from a precipice.”

      Again, it was more of a non-answer, but Dez blazed ahead with her next question, not wanting to waste this moment. “And what of the others, my family and my friends? Are they okay?”

      “Some.” The Creator Goddess’ voice sounded sad. “Some will be in time. Some will never be. It is the way of things.”

      Cold fear gripped Dez. Her mind jumped first to Nightsoul—the last she had seen of the dragon had been her unmoving body lying near the crack, having taken the blast that had been meant for Dez. Tears flowed down Dez’s cheeks as she voiced her biggest fear: “Nightsoul? Which is she?”

      She held her breath as she waited for the answer.

      “Would you like to see her?” There was something in the question, the feeling that the Creator Goddess was smiling although Dez couldn’t see her face.

      “More than anything,” Dez answered with her whole heart.

      The strange light peeled away, revealing a swirling cloud of the brightest colors Dez had ever seen. The essence of Nightsoul herself, the fullness of her spirit, took shape until her very soul had formed an enormous, glorious dragon of stars and rainbow light that hung in the void of creation, surrounded by the vastly empty, white space. It was absolutely breathtaking.

      “She lives,” the Creator Goddess said, “but like you and many others, her life remains in the balance. A single step this way or that could tip the scale.”

      The Creator Goddess’ image began to flicker, the light starting to fade. The energy that poured from her also began to recede, and Dez knew their time together was coming to an end. She had time for one last question.

      There were so many things she wanted to ask, so many answers she needed to know, but a single word poured from her lips. “Why?”

      Such a simple word, but to Dez it encompassed all of her questions. Why had the Goddess allowed this battle, this war, this suffering? Why her family? Why her?

      The Goddess seemed to hesitate, and instead of answering immediately, she held up her hand. Dez watched as a tiny image appeared in her palm, offering the image of a tiny field mouse running toward a hole in the ground where a snake clearly lay in wait for it.

      “Because freedom,” the Goddess said as the image disappeared. “True freedom, Desiree Black, includes the freedom to make mistakes, no matter how grave the consequences.
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        * * *

      

      Dez lay unmoving on the ground. Her mind was awake, but her body seemed much slower to respond. She knew she had returned from whatever place she’d been, that sacred space where she had seen the Creator Goddess with her own eyes, and she could feel the stone floor of the cavern underneath her. But she couldn’t move, her limbs feeling like heavy stones.

      Sensation slowly started to seep into her fingertips, and she felt her pinky finger twitch slightly. Her toes, too, had begun to tingle. The pull of the Needle of Creation had been so devastatingly powerful that, at the end, when she had charged Ashimax, Dez had felt barely more than a wisp of what she truly was. Now, though, her body teemed with life. Her life, her essence. It wasn’t the same as it had been before, and a wave of grief she didn’t understand flooded her senses. But as cool, damp air flowed through her nose and filled her lungs, Dez zeroed in on the things that did make sense.

      All around her, frenzied shouts and cries of both anguish and pain clashed against one another. It was a far cry from the victorious ending she’d always imagined. The mountain around them seemed to also be crying, the sounds of it settling as loud as those of the men.

      As more feeling returned to her body, Dez’s eyelids began to lift. The first thing she noticed was the Needle of Creation lying next to her, blackened with an enormous crack that ran down its center from tip to tip. Just beyond it, the Crack in the World glimmered with the same otherworldly rainbow light which the Creator Goddess had materialized from on the white plane. Dez watched as a tendril of that light flowed from the crack, floating towards the Needle and then wrapping around it, lifting it from the ground.

      In the span of a single heartbeat, both the light and the Needle shot back towards the crack, slipping inside and disappearing completely. And as a caress of energy floated towards her, like a deep exhale, the Crack in the World slammed shut, sealing away the Needle and the Creator Goddess forever. A loud boom shook the foundations of the Deeps and a tear slipped down Dez’s cheek.

      Images circled in her thoughts, and one word had Dez’s torso lifting, her heart hammering as she yanked herself into a sitting position. “Nightsoul!”

      Pain rippled across her skin as she forced herself to move, to drag her legs underneath her and stand up. Her head swiveled back and forth as she tried to make sense of the chaos and devastation around her. The Spirit King was gone, only negative space left in a sooty blast mark on the floor where she had stabbed him remaining. The Rebellion army, crippled and nearly wiped out thanks to Ashimax’s defensive magic, was scattered across the cavern in clumps and small groups.

      Dez ignored the agony and weariness that threatened to tackle her back to the ground and lurched forward, desperate to find Nightsoul and her loved ones.

      She staggered among the men, not registering the words they called out to her and not distinguishing any of the voices. It was only when her eyes finally caught a glimpse of two young men, one with sandy blond hair and one with shaggy black hair, that she could breathe again.

      “Kahn, Pieter!” Dez screamed, but the sound was scarcely more than a whisper as she stumbled towards them, collapsing in a heap when she got close. Her brothers sat huddled together. Pieter, alive though shaky and pale, held Kahn against his chest as tears left trails down his grimy cheeks. Kahn lay limp in Pieter’s arms, barely breathing and covered in burns from the Spirit King’s violet flames. Just a foot or two away, Lanalin lay on her side, her large golden head twisted at an unnatural angle.

      A new type of agony took up residence in Dez’s heart, and though it threatened to choke her, Dez closed her eyes, knowing exactly what she need to do. She lifted her hands.

      “No, Dez,” Pieter’s broken voice cracked. “You can’t.” Pieter had always been able to read and understand Dez better than anyone, and in this moment, he could apparently read the decision written across her face.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered back. “It’s okay.” She centered her hands over Kahn’s chest and began to reach for the remnants of her magic. There was scarcely any left, and Dez knew full well that pulling from the dregs like this would only burn her out further, causing permanent damage to her ability to wield magic at all. But she didn’t care. The Spirit King was dead, the war was over, and her powers had achieved their purpose. She didn’t need them anymore.

      As the energy left her hands and absorbed into Kahn’s chest, Dez poured as much as she could into his limp form. She swayed as a rush of vertigo knocked into her and large dark spots dotted her vision. Gasping, she pulled back. She hadn’t been able to erase Kahn’s scars, but from the way his chest rose easily now and the fashion in which color had started seeping back up in his cheeks, she knew he was out of the woods. Pieter clutched his brother even harder now and reached for Dez’s hand, squeezing it so hard that Dez winced. “Thank you,” he murmured over and over. “Thank you.”

      Dez managed a soft smile as both calmness and certainty filled her, along with a sense of rightness. She could do nothing for Kahn’s golden dragon, however, and the ache she felt for Lanalin ran deep—but there was still more she could do, still more she could give.

      She tried to stand, but her body refused to cooperate and she nearly fell backwards. A pair of strong hands caught her, supporting her. Dez twisted her head. Her father, his eyes shining with tears, helped her stand. Her mother was there, too, and wrapped and arm around Dez’s waist to help her walk.

      The looks that passed between Dez and her parents said more than words ever could, and the love and pride she felt emanating from them gave her strength. “Help me,” she said. “I have to help them.” Understanding washed over her parents’ faces, and they carefully helped Dez over to where another wounded soldier lay nearby.

      With her parents’ help, Dez moved through the Rebellion healing as many soldiers and dragons as she could. She could feel the magic leaving her forever as she went along, all of her memories burning away, never to return, but it was a sacrifice Dez was more than willing to make. It had never been the power itself that mattered to Dez—only the good she could do with it.

      After healing Lula from a magical spear wound through the torso, Jayne led Dez over to where Saad had been propped up against the wall of the cavern, clutching the shattered remnants of the fake blood-red sword. His entire body convulsed, his eyes screwed shut as blood leaked from his ears and his nose.

      Dez nearly lost control of herself at the sight of him, but she carefully bent beside him, taking his face in both of her hands. She had come to understand so much in such a short amount of time, and with her heart threatening to rip out of her chest, she pressed her forehead against his. “Come back to me,” she breathed, urging her magic forth. It flowed into Saad, his body immediately relaxing. Dez pushed even more of the energy into him, moving her lips close to his ear. “I love you,” she whispered.

      As she gently pulled away, Saad now resting easy, her eyes filled with tears. Her magic was almost entirely spent, and she had yet to find her most beloved friend.

      “Where’s Nightsoul?” she asked, choking on her tears and nearly unable to move because of the exhaustion she felt.

      Seeing she could no longer walk on her own, her father scooped her up in his arms. “She’s over here,” he said.

      A crowd of Rebellion soldiers gathered around Nightsoul, and as her father settled her down on the ground in front of Nightsoul’s head, Dez’s shoulders shook with ragged sobs. The dragon was catastrophically injured—the killing blow that had been meant for Dez having nearly eviscerated her life force. But Dez clung to what the Creator Goddess had told her. Her life remains in the balance. A single step this way or that could tip the scale.

      “I’ll be that step, my dear friend,” Dez said, reaching out a hand to the dragon. Nightsoul’s chest barely moved, her breathing worse off than Kahn’s had been, and the bond between them felt dull and lifeless, but not completely muted. Dez reached for it then, wrapping it in the final remnants of her magic. She knew that an attempt to heal Nightsoul wouldn’t just damage her ability to use magic, but destroy it completely. Her life, too, might be forfeit. But Dez didn’t care. Nightsoul had saved her in so many ways. It was time to return the favor.

      Dez caressed her long snout, thinking of the moment in the swamp when she had first discovered the dragon’s egg, of how the tiny little dragon had grown to be such a fierce creature. She thought of how they hadn’t gotten along initially, but soon their bond had grown so deep that not even death itself could sever it.

      “One last journey together, Nightsoul. You and me always, until the very end.”

      She closed her eyes, digging as deep as she could, and released whatever magic and energy was left within her.

      As a single tear dripped down her cheek, warmth spread through her for the last time.

      Until the very end.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      Golden rays of sunshine warmed her cheeks as Dez took in the view of the pristine snow-capped mountains and the crystal blue horizon. No matter how many times she witnessed it, she never grew tired of the splendor of the sunrise or the glorious panoramic landscape. She breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly, savoring the feel of the crisp air in her lungs.

      It had been more than a year since the Rebellion’s final stand against Ashimax in the heart of the Ancient Deeps, and while life had gone on, there were still days where Dez felt herself get lost within those caverns and chambers of stone. Time, she had been told, would be the great healer, but Dez often thought of Glarea and the heavy, painful burden she had carried to the end of her days. The blood-red sword the Rebellion had found had been a fake, but Dez knew all too well the weight of such a burden. It frequently woke her from the nightmares that plagued her every sleep, her throat raw from screaming.

      A shadow loomed over her, and Dez laughed as a giant onyx head dipped down and blocked her view. “Can I help you?” she asked.

      No, Nightsoul answered. I just came to enjoy the view.

      Dez shoved the dragon’s head away good-naturedly. “Well, move, you big oaf. You’re blocking mine.”

      Nightsoul let out a sound like a chortle and plopped down on her haunches next to Dez, who immediately placed a hand on her side. The memory of nearly losing Nightsoul was one of her most prevalent nightmares, and even now, with the solid proof at her dragon at her side, Dez found herself relying on physical touch to remind herself that Nightsoul, her soulmate and companion for life, did indeed live.

      In spite of the odds, they had both lived—though Dez’s powers had waned entirely. She would never use magic again, though she had retained some of her physical strength.

      It was a price she had been more than happy to pay in order to have Nightsoul sitting by her side now.

      “Dez?” Kahn stepped up next to them. “Your parents are leaving.” Though he had recovered from his injuries, scars mottled the sides of his face and neck. But Dez knew that it was the scars that no one could see which pained him still. The loss of Lanalin had cut him deeper than any blade, and even now, a year later, Kahn rarely smiled. The boyish charm and levity that had always lifted his features was gone. Like Dez, he had found it hard to return to a normal life after the end of the war. It was why he had ended up here.

      “Thanks,” she said, turning to where the newly-rebuilt Dragon Oracle eyrie, her new home and sanctuary, gleamed in the bright light of the morning. Her parents stood just outside the main doors bidding farewell to Lula, who had her arms wrapped tightly around her sister. John and Jayne Black, the reinstated King and Queen of Gald, were getting ready to return home after a much-needed visit.

      Dez walked over to her father and stepped into his open arms, squeezing him tightly. “I’ll miss you so much,” she said, breathing in his earthy smell.

      “And I you,” John said against her hair. “Are you sure you do not want to come with us?” It was a question he had asked dozens of times over the last year.

      Dez pulled back and gave him a wry smile. “You already know the answer to that.”

      John chucked. “That I do. But you can’t blame your old dad for trying.”

      When the dust of the war had settled, Dez had tried to find her place. She had briefly joined her parents in Gald, but after a few months as a princess, she had grown restless. She hadn’t been raised to that life and it simply wasn’t for her. With their blessing, she had left and returned to Bleakwater, but realized at the moment she’d set foot in the little village that, while she still loved her foster parents and her childhood home, there was no place for her there anymore, either.

      Given the connection she still felt to the Creator Goddess and the fact that she was the only person alive who could access the Memory Dimension, it had been Nightsoul who’d suggested that Dez return to the Dragon Oracle’s eyrie. The world was finally at peace, but there might yet come a time when it would need her connection to the knowledge housed there and all of the things she had learned in the war against the Spirit King. The idea of that lifestyle which promised a mixture of calm and peace along with the opportunity to help people had appealed to Dez in more ways than one.

      When they had arrived at the eyrie, Dez had known instantly that it was the right place for her. So, with help from her family and friends, she had rebuilt it. Nightsoul, enchanted by the idea of fulfilling the role Stardeep had once filled, had settled right in—along with Kahn and Lula, who also couldn’t stomach returning to her old life.

      Jayne stood nearby talking to Saad. They smiled at each other, conversing easily. Dez let out a little sigh, watching them. There was still some pain between her and her mother, some awkwardness, but with time, it was slowly starting to mend. She walked over and gave her mother a hug. “I wish you could stay longer.”

      Jayne sniffed, fighting back tears. “We will visit again soon. And you’re welcome in Gald anytime. You know that.”

      Dez nodded. “I do.”

      Jayne turned to Saad. “Take care of her, okay?”

      Saad trailed a hand down Dez’s arm and entwined his fingers with hers. “I will—not that she needs it.”

      Dez leaned over to kiss his cheek. “I will always need you.”

      Jayne gave the couple a smile, though her eyes were sad. Dez knew she was wishing Dez would return with them.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you wish things could be different, that I could go back to being the Princess of Gald, but—”

      Jayne held up a hand. “No, Desiree. I understand, though it does pain me to be apart from you after so much lost time.” Her lower lip trembled as she reached out and gave Dez another hug. “I have always known there would come a time when you would grow up and leave the nest to live a life of your own. I never got to watch you grow up, and that lost time is a wound that will never heal for me, but I am so proud of the young woman you’ve become. It is your life to live, my dear daughter. I want you to be happy.” She pulled back. “And you’re happy here. That’s all I could ever want.”

      Dez nodded. “Thank you, Mother.”

      John and Jayne said their final goodbyes and then left on dragonback, amidst tears, smiles, and promises to visit again soon. Dez watched them go until their dragons were nothing more than tiny specks on the horizon.

      Then, with a heavy heart, she turned to face yet another goodbye—one she had been particularly dreading. Pieter stood next to Gloriox, checking the bundles of supplies strapped to his dragon’s back. “Are you really going through with it?” she called out, her heart twisting painfully.

      Pieter rolled his eyes. “How many times are you going to ask me that?”

      “A least a dozen more before you leave.”

      “Ah well, I guess that’s fair,” Pieter chuckled. The sight of him—older, wiser, and much more self-assured than he had ever been—warmed Dez’s heart. Like his siblings, Pieter had grown restless after the war, uncertain of his role or his place in the new world. So, when Gloriox had begun filling his head with stories of other lands that ancient dragons used to visit, which were far across the oceans, the decision of where to go next had been an easy one for Pieter.

      Away from the trauma of war, Pieter would seek new experiences, greater knowledge, and a wider understanding of the world and Dez couldn’t be more happy for him—even if it nearly broke her heart to let him go.

      “Promise me you’ll send word now and then that you’re safe.”

      Pieter reached for her, wrapping his lanky arms around her. “I promise,” he said, squeezing her tightly. They held each other for a few minutes, and then Pieter whispered in Dez’s ear. “It was all worth it. I want you to know that. We saved the world and we saved each other.”

      “I know,” Dez whispered, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Just promise me you’ll come back one day. I want to hear all about your grand adventures.”

      “I promise.”

      With the morning light to guide them, Pieter and Gloriox said their final goodbyes and disappeared just beyond the clouds into skies unknown.

      Lula and Kahn meandered back towards the eyrie, but Dez stayed put, her eyes fixed on the sky. Saad and Nightsoul waited with her, neither of them rushing her.

      After a few moments, Saad reached for her, pulling her tight against his body. “I’ve been waiting for the right time to tell you this, to say it back,” he said, his face serious. “I wanted to wait until…I wanted the moment to be perfect, but perfect doesn’t really exist, does it? Yet, moments like this, here with you? They’re the most real, the most joyous thing I’ve ever experienced. He pressed a kiss to her nose. “I love you, Desiree Black.”

      Dez’s breath caught in her throat. Over the last year, she had wondered if Saad had heard the words she’d whispered to him on that final day of battle. This was her answer.

      Well, don’t just stand there! Nightsoul said through the bond. Kiss him already!

      Dez couldn’t help it—she burst into a fit of giggles. The confused look on Saad’s face made her laugh even harder. She threw her arms around his neck and peppered his face with kisses. “I love you, Saad Mallas.”

      Whooping, he spun her around until she got dizzy. When he finally placed her feet on the ground, Dez stared up into his face, trying to memorize every line and curve. Tears welled up in her eyes.

      “What is it?” Saad asked, confused by her tears. “Are you okay?”

      It was a simple question, and as Dez took stock of everything they’d been through, everything they had survived, the answer was equally simple. “Yes,” she said, and she meant it. She was still mending, but the future was so very bright, and Dez planned to wake each morning with the dawn, laughing often and loving deeply.

      Saad dipped his head, capturing her lips with his. They kissed until Nightsoul made gagging noises and their laughter broke them apart.

      Heading back into the eyrie, Dez stole one last look at the blazing morning sky and smiled.The future was very bright indeed.
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      In a time of darkness, unlikely heroes will rise.

      The once-peaceful kingdom of Torvald has been ravaged by evil magic, forcing Riders to forget their dragons and their noble beasts to flee to the wilds. Now, anyone who dares to speak of dragons is deemed insane and put to death. Into this dark and twisted land, Saffron was born sixteen years ago. Blessed with the gift of dragon affinity, she has been forced into a life of exile, secretly dreaming of a normal life and the family she lost.

      Scholarly and reclusive, Bower is the son of a noble house on the brink of destruction. His mission is to fulfill a mysterious prophecy and save his kingdom from the rule of the evil King Enric, but all he wants is to be left alone. When he meets Saffron, Bower gains a powerful ally—but her magic is too wild to control.

      Their friendship might just have the power to change the course of history, but when the Dark Mage King Enric makes Saffron a tempting offer, their alliance will be shaken to the core.
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      Chapter 1

      The Western Isles

      I leapt off the cliff. The branches of the trees and small shrubs whipped and snapped at my bare calves, biting into my skin. Stray twigs snatched at my hair. I didn’t care. I should have trembled with fear, but I didn’t. Holding my arms outstretched in a perfect imitation of the diving, shrieking seabirds that flocked to our shores, I was flying like a dragon.

      Blue sky. White sun. Cold air.

      Time seemed to slow. The pounding of my heart proved I was still alive even as it drowned out the haunting calls of the birds behind me.

      Below me the broad expanse of the Great Western Ocean spread out like a blanket. The distant islands seemed little more than dots in the distance. No ships rode the waves. The sea was flecked with white spray and I could even pick out the smaller shapes of the seabirds, which seemed the size of butterflies beneath me.

      How high up was I? Panic tricked though me. This was the highest I’d ever dove from, only I wasn’t diving anymore. Looking around had caused my body to shift and turn. I started to spin and tumble. I was falling.

      With half a scream, I twisted and righted myself. I let out a whoop as I dove again for the water. Energy surged through me. I was like one of the great dragons. I didn’t have time to question why I was doing this as the water and rocks rose at me, faster and faster.

      What had old Zenema told me?

      The crashing froth of waves lashed into the rocky coastline of my island.

      Hands forward. Breathe. Be like the gulls.

      Zenema, the matriarch-dragon was always wise. Despite the years that lay on her, she could still dive as elegantly as any seabird. I tried to shape my body as she had instructed, but the wind pulled my legs and my arms out of place. It tugged on the clothes Zenema insisted I wear and whipped my hair across my eyes so I couldn’t see where I was aiming. And there were rocks down there!

      Foolish child! A female voice rang in my ears and heart. A shape swooped down like an arrow out of the sun.

      “Jaydra!” I gasped out the word, but the wind tore it away. Flipping first one way and then another, Jaydra, the blue-green sea dragon, my den-sister, sought to match my dive. She was trying to save me. She was my closest friend and ally on the island. I’d grown up with her, and she even brought me food when I was ill. But could she save me now from my own foolishness.

      Blue skies. Gray sea. Black rock.

      I was falling faster now and almost out of control. If I hit rock, I was going to die.  Closing my eyes against the onrushing sea, I felt for the crystal-clear moment within my heart I knew was there. It was the same feeling I got on the back of Jaydra, or when I ran as fast as I could. The power of the magic that coursed through my veins was always waiting to bubble up. I didn’t really know what it was or where it came from—only that, in some extreme situations, it could pour out of me. I had only moments before I would be dashed on the rocks below. I willed my mind into the trance, and my hands moved in complicated patterns of their own accord.

      Jaydra snarled and gave a low roar.

      My eyes flew open as power poured from my fingertips. A bolt that looked like golden light hit Jaydra squarely on the chest. Power erupted from my fingertips, blowing both of us apart. My fall became a slow arc away from the rocks, and Jaydra flew back, spiraling across the sea like a skimmed stone.

      “Jaydra!” I screamed at my sister-dragon seconds before I hit the water.

      Cold slammed into me, knocking the air from my lungs. Salt water gushed into my nose and mouth, bitter and chilled. I tumbled head over heels, every muscle straining and every joint aching.

      I knew Jaydra had been thrown across the waves, but in my mind, I could see her with her leathery wings wrapped around her protectively as she plunged into the waters, sending up a wall of water in her wake.

      White water. Warm water. Pain.

      Jaydra-daughter? Saffron-child? Zenema’s voice rippled across my mind. The den-mother of the dragons that nested in the clutch must have heard our terrified thoughts. But I had other things to worry about. I rolled in the sea, fighting to swim, my lungs burning. At last I reach up to break the surface with one of my hands. Dizzy and hurting, all I could think about was Jaydra. Was she alive? Had I killed her with my uncontrolled magic?

      A shadow eclipsed the sun, and bands of soft iron wrapped around my torso. Claws the size of my thighs lifted me from the sea. Coughing and spluttering, I came out of the waves.

      ‘Saffron Flame-Hair, what have I told you about using your magic without guidance? Zenema kept on admonishing me, her thoughts stern and patient. She carried me over to the nearest beach. Jaydra stood on the white sand already, her tail still draped into the low surf.

      Zenema dropped me unceremoniously. Air rushed out of my lungs, and so did salt water. My mouth tasted like salt and sand and I felt as if I had just been through a whirlpool, but nothing was broken. When the ringing in my ears started to fade, and I stopped coughing up water, I looked over to where Zenema was nuzzling her much smaller daughter, Jaydra, checking that she hadn’t ripped or torn her wings. Water streamed off Jaydra’s bright, blue-green scales, and her golden-green eyes were near-closed with pain. My chest tightened. I pushed up on one fist on the sand and faced Jaydra. “I am so sorry. I should never have tried to dive off the sea cliff, I thought that I could use my magic to—”

      You thought to use magic you have never been trained in? Zenema’s thoughts came over to me in an even tone. She wasn’t angry, but I caught a blast of cold disapproval that made me wince.

      Having any dragon annoyed at you was scary, but Zenema was taller than a house, longer than the entire nearby human village, with each leg wider than some of the island’s palm trees. She had teeth as long as my forearm and silver eyes like sparkling mother-of-pearl. She was a rare, gigantic white-dragon. At this close distance, the fading sunlight caught every scale on Zenema’s face, brushing the white with a fiery red. She shone, always bright and gleaming. But I could glimpse signs of age—ancient scars of busted scales which had broken and fused or formed multiple mini-scales across her snout, jawline and down her neck.

      “Zenema.” Crawling to my feet, I stood on shaky legs and bow deeply. “You are right. I almost killed us both.”

      Child. She sighed and her reptilian voice reverberated through my mind. Her thought-voice felt like sunlight in a drowsy afternoon in the clutch caverns. You know I care for you, bringing you into my clutch as if you were my own. But I feared this—your magic grows too strong. It pulls at Saffron and must be used. You become a danger to your den-brothers and sisters. Magic will control Saffron—and destroy all—if you do not first learn its secrets. Such has happened before.

      I couldn’t argue with her. My natural magic—what I thought of as dragon tricks—had been appearing more frequently of late and at odd times. Recently, I’d blown Jaydra off course and into a storm when I’d gotten frightened. And the last time I’d been angry, I’d flattened an entire stand of palm trees.

      I wiped a hand down my soggy, baggy trousers.

      I was becoming a danger to the only family I have ever known, and now—just like the human parents who had abandoned me—Zenema would want me gone, too.

      Saffron-daughter…you must be brave, and I know how brave you are. Zenema curled her tail protectively around me even as she stayed close to Jaydra. I could feel the warmth radiating from her scales. Was I not the one who found you in the cave so long ago? You would not cry or mewl, but looked me in the eyes and I knew you would be special. When the other dragons hissed, it was I who snarled at them to leave you alone. Before you were old enough, I would find you riding Jaydra’s back as she taught herself to fly. I know the strength in you, Saffron—and know you must use all of that strength to master the magic inside your blood.

      “But how?” I blurted the words out, feeling childish and sounding petulant even to myself. “You just said it. I was abandoned in a cave by parents who obviously couldn’t care for me. They were probably afraid of me. How am I going to find why I have this stupid magic?” I almost stamped my foot, I felt so desperate. Almost, because one does not stamp at any dragon.

      The answer is in your blood. Zenema pulled me closer to her with her tail. You must find where you come from. It is time.

      I looked at Jaydra, still snuffing seawater out of her lungs. What if, one of these days I really hurt one of the dragons? Zenema was right. I had to go. I had to find out who I was, for my own sake if not for theirs. I nodded and wiped the salt water from my face. I wasn’t going to call it tears.

      Come. I will take you to the place where it all began. Maybe you will find the answers that you seek there.

      Zenema uncurled herself and leaped into the air as fast and agile as one of the forest cats. She swept me up in her claws. Below us, Jaydra chirruped mournfully, but she did not follow. I knew she was still hurting from her fall. Looking down, I saw the island forest swirled away, the greens and browns growing smaller as the den-mother’s powerful wings lifted me into the sky. I didn’t want to go back—but I had no choice.
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