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PROLOGUE
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Beryl


Melma was gone.


“The fever was too high, her illness too severe.” The healer spoke quietly with Father, as if Father was the only one who’d lost her. He always did that, ignored anyone under thirty. At thirteen, I didn’t count. It didn’t matter, though. Nothing he said mattered.


Melma was gone.


“But she was fine. It was just a little cough.” Father kept shaking his head, drawing attention to the new streaks of grey in his hair. I understood, though. He’d lost Mother too, although that was to childbirth. Belle had survived but was very fragile for a while. She was fine now, if a bit spoiled.


Melma, though… she was supposed to die of old age. Why did she have to go? I stared at the closed door, wishing for it to open again, for everything to be a bad joke or a nightmare.


But it wasn’t.


Stories always claim that stepmothers are evil, looking to take over and hurt anyone who got in their way. Melma wasn’t like that. She had been married to Father’s best friend for years. Then, her husband died suddenly, and she needed help. She and Father got close. Then, they got married. No one was surprised or upset. It just seemed like the next thing that should happen.


My eyes were pulled from the door when I heard a quiet sniffle. Lana sat against the wall with a cloth rabbit in her arms. She loved Emma Bean, and she was squeezing the toy so hard that the head looked in danger of popping off. Lana was Melma’s eight-year-old daughter. She already lost one parent and shouldn’t have to lose another.


Then again, the same could be said for us.


I dragged my eyes away from the door and looked around the room. Pearl stood by a window, looking ready to leap into the nearest tree if someone spoke wrong. Belle had found a corner to sit in with a large book. She hadn’t turned a page in almost an hour. Eric was on emergency leave from the military, something no one expected he’d be granted. He leaned heavily against the wall, his leg inches from Lana, ready to support her. Melma would have been proud of him for his protectiveness.


That doesn’t matter, though. Melma’s gone.


My eyes were drawn back to the door and the knowledge of who was behind the door.


Why did she have to die? She was the only one who understood me, the only person who loved me because they chose to, not because they were required by blood.


I loved my family, but they didn’t really understand why I liked plants so much. Melma was the only one who did. She was the one who had first helped me discover my love of everything green, back when she was visiting Mother.


When they were both alive and happy.


“Beryl, plants are wondrous things. They give us food and make the air easier to breathe. They can create poisons that can both hurt and heal. They can make even the saddest person happy. Some sprout up in a day and die just as quickly, while others will outlast more generations than can be counted. They even respond to your love. Take care of them, and they will take care of you.”


“If we’d had the right plant, could you have helped her?”


The healer looked nearly as startled by the question as I felt, but he responded anyway. “I suppose so. The right plant can make all the difference. If it was early enough, perhaps. But it does no good to wonder about what might have happened, child. That will only lead to questions that can’t be answered and more pain. Besides, there is no help for this disease. Perhaps one day there might be, but not today.”


I’d stopped listening, though. In that insignificant moment, I’d found my life’s mission.


I’ll find it, Melma. I’ll find the cure for your disease so that no one else has to lose their mother because of it. I promise.
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Lana was gone. She’d completely vanished. I wasn’t sure what to do or how to begin to process that.


We’d been talking to the half-Fey, Lady Skylar, when the two of them had disappeared into thin air. There had been some ridiculous conversation about Belle breaking curses and how Lana was perfect for what they needed, and then, poof! They were gone.


Pearl and Eric rushed out to find tracks to follow—desperately hoping that it was an illusion—but returned quickly when it became evident that magic had been used. You can’t track someone who can magic themselves from place to place, I thought angrily.


“Where could they have gone?” Father’s face had taken on the same grim lines as when Melma died. The shock had taken a lot out of him, and, while he was recovering, my restorative potions could only do so much. I couldn’t infuse them with magic because I wasn’t a witch or an enchanter, but they would help him regain energy faster than if he’d had nothing.


“Probably to the Forest,” Pearl growled as she paced back and forth. I hadn’t seen her give in to her anger that way in a while, although I knew that she still struggled with it.


“Obviously,” Eric chimed in, sounding exhausted. “She was talking about the King of the Fey, after all. Where else would she have taken Lana?”


I just want my sister back! I kept the words trapped inside, though, even as I worked to take care of the rest of my household. I’d worked hard for so many years, learning all the ways to protect my family from illness, only to lose one to kidnapping. It was too much to comprehend, but I had to deal with it.


I also had to deal with the fact that I was absolutely useless in such a situation.
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How is it that we finally get Lana back and then lose Pearl?


We’d been on the battlefield for a few days before anyone thought to check on her. Things had been chaotic, what with greeting the various royals and setting up formal treaties and ending a war. Still, it shouldn’t have surprised me that my older sister had disappeared in the madness. She hated paperwork and politics. It’s why she never seriously pushed to be allowed into the military.


But, really, how could she be so reckless as to wander off in the middle of the Fey Forest. This isn’t a safe place.


“Has anyone checked in with the Unseelie patrol group?” King Tiertanal asked one of the commanders. They stared at him blankly, and he sighed. “Have you ever checked in with the Unseelie?”


“No, Your Highness. We leave them to deal with themselves.” The disdain was barely disguised, and Tier’s eyes narrowed in response.


Well, that was the wrong thing to say.


I ignored the shouting and thought back through all my sister’s actions for the past few months. She’d been acting odd, more so than usual. Her responses had been off, her emotions heightened, and she was breaking things more often. I’d thought it had to do with Lana’s disappearance, but I suddenly wasn’t so convinced.


She’s always been hotheaded about family, but what if those weren’t a natural response? They might have been symptoms. My grip tightened on the bag of medical supplies. Maybe she left to find out what was happening to her. But then, why wouldn’t she ask me. No, it doesn’t matter. If she’s sick, I’ll do whatever it takes to heal her, just like I always have. Even if she accuses me of being a mother hen. Again.


Surprisingly, the thought of my sister’s griping made me feel quite a bit better. It was normal. Normality had been in short supply lately. First, Lana was kidnapped by the Fey, then our family being asked to help them reacclimate to the wider world.


I also had to admit, if only to myself, that I was proud to be the first person contacted by the Fey. I often felt overlooked, but if it weren’t for my expertise in healing illnesses, it might have been months before our family was reunited. It was rare for me to be the one saving the day, and it felt quite pleasant. Too often, I was left with a sense of helplessness as I saw my loved ones suffer.


That thought alone hardened my resolve.


Whatever happens, I’ll find my sister. I won’t lose any more family.










CHAPTER 1: SOMETIMES I HATE MY PLANS
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Faron


I’d left her behind.


I didn’t want to do it. I wanted to grab her hand and run. I wanted to take her as far away from the Council as possible, to keep her safe and never let anyone hurt her again. To be her hero.


I looked down at the pendant in my hand. It usually rested around her neck, but I’d found it in my pocket when I left the Council Hall. The sinuous lines of the Dragon carved into the jade taunted me. Sifu had taught me that Dragons were strong, and that strength should be used to protect. But then my eyes caught on the graceful sweep of the phoenix’s feathers.


Pearl doesn’t need a hero. I couldn’t help but laugh at myself. She was the most capable woman I’d ever met. She could fight much better than I could, and I was one of the best fighters in the Great Desert. There was no way to tell if I was the best because few others had also been trained by sifus from the Empire. We tended to avoid each other, though. There was no need to start a stupid competition to find out who was better, and I knew we’d be goaded into one if anyone knew.


And now, my thoughts are rambling. The point is Pearl can protect herself. The best thing I can do for her right now is to follow through on our plan and start spreading the cure.


When we’d talked it over, we both agreed that it would be better to leave someone in the capital as a distraction and a spy. The Council had been after Pearl from the beginning, whereas I knew the area and had contacts in most of the Compounds. Pearl figured that she could escape if things started to go downhill, but that they would be distracted by the “phoenix” in their midst. She just had to stay put and keep their attention while I ran around the desert, distributing the cure. We both hoped the plan was simple enough to work.


I was starting to think it wouldn’t be that easy.


I meandered my way back to the Celestial Clan’s townhouse. It was on the outskirts of Blood Canyon, far away from where the influential people had carved out their homes. That was precisely what Cledwyn had planned when he built it, though. He didn’t want to deal with the other Clan leaders any more than necessary. He definitely didn’t want them around his wife, even when they’d still been acting normal.


He was a bit jealous, and there were always a few Clan Heads that would do anything to gain more power, something that had grown even more obvious of late.


Granted, they actually have a reason right now, but still… I grimaced. I expected something more when I revealed that someone was poisoning our water.


Even knowing that they were under the influence of a curse, their reactions—or lack thereof—left me disappointed. There was shock and more than a little bit of derision, but no action. It wasn’t a surprise, but it was still upsetting.


What I hadn’t expected was the total lack of surprise in the eyes of either Bleiz or Mixcóatl.


Mixóatl had her hand in everything. She always had. People said that her husband was abusive, and that’s why she killed him. Not that anyone could prove that she’d been behind his mysterious death, but it was generally accepted as truth. No one was sad to see the sadist gone. That wasn’t long before we’d all been pulled to the desert. I had a feeling that no one really wanted to delve too deeply into what happened. They were just happy that someone from their Clan had the wherewithal to lead.


Initially, she was both the oldest and most respected person in her Clan. Respect had turned to fear, but she was too entrenched for anyone to get rid of her. Knowing what happened to the last person who’d attacked her, she’d also looked a bit too calm when finding out that she’d been drugged.


Then there was Bleiz. I knew his son well enough to recognize when he was putting on an act. George had tried to use that same innocent expression on me when we were teens. My uncle was more practiced at it, but they both had the same tell, a slight tap of their left index finger.


How could Mixcóatl and Bleiz have known already? I mean, if it hadn’t been for Akuba’s experiments, we would have been completely clueless.


The simple explanation was that they found out from the Spider Clan. Except, the Council hated the Spider Clan. Mixcóatl and Bleiz were particularly cruel to them. Malike was too cheerful and odd for their tastes, and the family had a way of turning someone’s best machinations into ruin. It was uncanny, really, how many people had tried to catch them off-guard, only for the plans to be turned back on the perpetrators. The Spider Clan rarely even realized anything was wrong.


No, they didn’t find out from Malike’s family. They could have a spy in that area, but I doubt it—the same for the Celestial Compound. The Fire and Wind Clans don’t consider us a danger or even worth thinking about. So, they either found out on their own—and did nothing about it—or they are the ones who placed the curse on the water.


Both thoughts were harrowing, to say the least. Either way, they’d completely turned their backs on their people.


But why? What good does it do for them to let our people dissolve into utter chaos?


The questions raced around my mind as I walked back into the townhouse and grabbed what little I needed before checking the area just outside. There were fewer people in this area, so it was easier to spot the guards who’d been following me.


Seeing the guards actually caused me to relax slightly. If the Council intended to kill me right away, they would have used a few of their agents, not had me tailed by their guards. The men were good at their jobs, but their jobs were mostly looking large and intimidating. They weren’t trained killers.


Not like Niall and the others, I thought ruefully. Then again, with Niall dead, they may have decided on a more subtle approach. As the guards seemed to settle in, I made my decision. I would leave immediately and as quietly as possible. They would want to know which direction I was headed in, and it would be in my best interest not to give them any hint.


I moved to the kitchen and started a fire, something with just enough fuel to last until night fell and then go out. The smoke would make them believe that I was still inside, so they wouldn’t come looking until I was hours away from the canyon.


With that done, I grabbed my pack and snuck out through some of the tunnels, careful to listen for anyone else who might be using them. If the Council really was going to get rid of me, they might have some of their agents waiting there in case I tried to slip away. Not that many people knew about the other tunnels. Cledwyn had created them as a quick way to get his family to safety if anything ever went wrong. Because of that, the ones that connected to the Celestial Clan house were generally the most secure. I wasn’t going to chance it, though.


I grabbed my sandshoes and sled on my way to the exit. It was the same tunnel that I guided Pearl through only a few days before.


She’ll be fine until I can get the outlying areas sorted out. And if she isn’t, then she’ll get herself out. Even in my own mind, the words were cold comfort. Unfortunately, they were also all that I had.


I was utterly silent as I drew closer to the end of the tunnel. This was the trickiest bit. Most of the time, the outer sides of the canyon were deserted. No one lived out here, and there was no reason to visit. There was no beauty or interest. It wasn’t dangerous or hidden enough to appeal to the younger crowd. It was so uninteresting that it wasn’t even forbidden. Typically, that meant that I’d have an easier time getting around.


Typically, I wasn’t worried about people trying to kill me on the way out.


At first, everything appeared fine. There were no odd shadows in the sand or on the cliff. There were no tracks visible, no soft sounds of someone trying to stay hidden. If I weren’t so good at my job, I’d think that there was no one out there. Unfortunately, I wasn’t that lucky.


Despite the lack of life, there was an unnatural stillness that unnerved me. Aunt Eire said that in a forest, the sudden absence of animal sounds told you something dangerous was near, but there were no animals to go silent in this desert. There was no right way to define this.


It was because of all the time I spent on the dunes. I knew them like the back of my hand by now. I knew when there was something wrong.


Silently, I glided backward, glad that I hadn’t left the shelter of the tunnel. There was still time to turn around and use another trapdoor. There was always backup, in case a tunnel became compromised. Even Cledwyn didn’t know about all of them.


I headed back into the maze, aiming for one that I knew was still a secret. I’d created it myself when I heard about the old Wraith Queen dying. That had been foul play, pure and simple. Everyone knew it. She was much too young to suddenly die. It also spelled trouble for our people, even before Aiyana had cut off our food supply. At the time, I wanted something to ensure that my family would be safe, that Aunty Eire would always have more than one way out if things went bad. She’d already been exiled from the capital by the time I completed it.


Truthfully, I hadn’t had to build most of it. The tunnel was even farther down than where the new farms had been constructed. When I’d dug down, I fell into a preexisting tunnel that led about ten miles out into the desert before surfacing again. About fifty tunnels branched off the main one, creating a maze of sorts. It didn’t help that the main tunnel twisted and turned, ensuring anyone who followed me would become lost. I’d explored all of the tunnels, taking care when examining the artifacts left behind when the land was cursed, but being very careful not to disturb too much. If the place was ever found, I didn’t want any evidence of my presence left behind.


The artifacts weren’t the only surprise down there. It also refilled my magic reserves. I always felt stronger the deeper that I went, but this was different. It was like passing a threshold. The farms sat right on top of that threshold but didn’t breach it. My tunnel dipped below that. I never told anyone, though. At first, I was afraid that they would discover my backdoor into the capital. Then, I saw what happened to George when he demonstrated his magic, and I didn’t want to risk the Council abusing the little bit of power the land still held.


I’ll have to talk to Pearl about it. She may have some ideas on what it is. I wish I had asked before, but we were so busy that I forgot about it.


By the time I reached the exit, it was nearly dark outside. The ascent and descent made the journey much longer than it would have been over land, but the timing ended up being perfect. It meant that anyone watching would soon be nearly blind. The Water Clan wasn’t the only one with mirrors hidden in the sand. I’d stolen their trick and placed them so that they would catch the setting sun and not only blind anyone watching but also draw their attention away from my tunnel.


As soon as I saw the telltale flash to my left, I bolted right and hid behind a dune. Freezing, I listened to the area around me. The stillness from before wasn’t present, but I was going to act like it was. Things would be safer that way. If I was right, there would be men hidden all around Blood Canyon, waiting for me to bolt. I had to be cautious. They would most likely have set up a second ring of watchers in case the first failed. It was what I would have done.


Within an hour, I knew I was right. I didn’t enjoy the discovery, though.


I’d been moving carefully across the sands, as silent as possible, when my foot landed wrong, and I fell. The thump was soft but audible. I held my breath and waited. When nothing happened, I slowly released my breath and stood up. Even if there wasn’t an immediate response, I was still cautious about how much sound I made.


It was too late, though.


Sharp pain sliced across my ankle. I ducked down and rolled to the side just in time to avoid impact from above. The sand exploded and revealed a man pulling a spear from the ground. I didn’t recognize him, but the flame markings that peeked out of his long sleeves quickly confirmed his origin, and the wings on his back told me how he’d snuck up without my knowing. It was a breezy night, and I hadn’t heard him over the shifting of the dunes.


I only had a moment to see all that before he attacked. He came at me with all he had, and I did the same.


He jabbed at me with the spear, and I slid under it before grabbing hold and yanking him down. Wings and wrestling don’t mix well. Then again, neither do sand and a bum ankle. My training won, but he was vicious in the few attacks he managed. Unfortunately, all it took was the right pressure on his wings to make him scream in agony before I ended things. 


I flopped back and tried to slow my breathing as I stared at the dunes around me.


It just isn’t easy to fight in sand, even on a good day. With an injury? And against an opponent who was fighting for his life even as he tried to end mine? That just made it worse.


Winning didn’t really help me, though, as I hadn’t escaped unscathed. Besides my ankle, I was covered in friction burns from wrestling in the sand, and he’d managed to slice me with his claws. I would heal, but I needed to hole up somewhere for a few days while the injuries healed and the search died down. So, once again, I fled the capital in Dragon form, heading for the same spot I’d taken Pearl all those months ago.


I wasn’t enjoying the symmetry.
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I woke several times over the next few days, but only long enough to treat my injuries and eat something. It was never very long before I passed out again, but I felt a bit better each time I woke.


It was more than just magical exhaustion or a few cuts and bruises. I was feverish, and my joints ached in a very telling way. The Dragon that attacked me had coated his claws in poison.


Good thing I’ve got immunities to most of the common ones. Too bad he used a new derivation. It won’t kill me, but I’m going to be pretty miserable for a while. I grimaced as I shifted slightly. At least it wasn’t from the Spider Clan. It was a point of pride that I’d learned all I knew about poisons from Malike and I’timad. They were the best. Whatever was used on me felt more like an infection than it did a poison. For Dragons, that meant it was either a weak poison, or you had a high enough immunity to counter it. Spider Clan poisons used your immunities against you.


I wasn’t sure how I managed to make it to my safe house, but I used one of the back passageways to get in. I remembered thinking I didn’t want to chance leaving a trail near the main entrance. If someone managed to find the backdoor, then they could deal with the traps I had laid. At least, that was usually how I did things. I wasn’t sure how I had avoided the traps, but I desperately hoped I reset everything.


After a few tries, I managed to pull myself up and move carefully over to the bathing pools. I winced at the thought of the water hitting my wounds but knew that I needed to get it over with. There was a chance that it really was an infection. If I didn’t clean the cuts soon, I could be in serious trouble.


I groaned and used a knife to cut my clothes off rather than struggle to remove them properly. Then, I took a deep breath and dropped into the water.


And promptly passed out again.


…


“So, what’s the plan?” Pearl asked as we finished a silent breakfast. We’d been discussing how dangerous my people’s apathy could become. It didn’t surprise me that she wanted to concentrate on something else. She was much more energetic than I’d ever been.


“The plan.” I sighed. “The plan is iffy at best. It relies heavily on how badly affected the Council is.”


She frowned, something that seemed to make her even more beautiful. I liked her serious face. It showed that she cared about what was going on. When she started acting silly, that’s when we were in trouble.


“Makes sense.” She grunted as she stabbed the last piece of mushroom. “This area seems to have more socio-economic stratification, and water is the most precious thing out here. The Council would naturally have more access to it.”


I raised a brow and stared at her.


“What? I’m not just a dumb blonde. My Father’s a merchant. We all had to learn the trade in addition to whatever we wanted to pursue as a career. Plus, Belle loved to read treatises on economics aloud to us. It drove me crazy, but I learned a lot from them.”


That forced a chuckle out, but it died quickly as I thought about her words. “I know how intelligent you are. That was never in doubt. I’ve just never heard it said so elegantly before. And yes, that is exactly what I’m worried about. Well, that and the fact that they may already know something about this.”


Her jaw dropped, and then she frowned so heavily it looked like her brows were trying to become eyelashes. “I want to disagree with you.” She groaned and threw her fork down. “But I can’t. Your people would notice an outsider coming to visit and getting too close to the water. We’ve already talked about that. It would have to be someone they trust. Someone they know. Still, why would your Council…”


“Stoop so low as to poison their own people? I’m not sure. Power is an obvious reason. There’s another, though, that’s even worse.”


Pearl stared at me for a few minutes before smiling sadly. “You think they were poisoned first, don’t you? It’s obvious they’re giving in to their worst instincts, but it’s more than that. You think the enemy—whoever that might be—has infiltrated your city. You think that he or she teamed up with members of the Council.”


A quick nod was all I could offer.


“So, you’re going to leave me here with them, to keep them distracted, and what? Start spreading the cure until you can get enough sane people to free me?”


I smirked. “Pretty much. Unless we luck out and the Council decides to do the right thing. We stared at each other and snorted at the same time. “Yeah. That’s unlikely, I’ll admit. I just… I don’t like that I have to leave you here, Pearl.”


“What, you don’t think I can handle being thrown in a dungeon?” She scoffed and sounded more than a little offended.


“Please, you could break out in less than a day. Don’t think that I haven’t noticed how strong you are. No, I’m being selfish. I’d feel better if you were close by, and I don’t want to give up our time together. We’ve just begun our courtship, after all.”


Pearl laughed, the sound cascading through the room and bringing a strange warmth in my chest that only happened around her.


“Faron, we’ve been courting since the day we met. We just didn’t realize it at first. We’ve been constantly around each other since October. It’s March. That’s five months, most of which were spent without any outside company. Many women in my country would be sending out wedding invitations by now. Granted, I wouldn’t, but still. This will be a good test to see if we still want each other, even when we aren’t attached like a parasite to a host.”


I winced. “Ouch. Really. That was the best analogy you could come up with?”


She shrugged. “It’s less gross than being attached at the hip if you think about it.”


Our laughter soon turned into my kissing her and relishing the feel of her soft lips on mine. She was so tiny and so fierce but also very delicate. I was terrified that something would crack her self-possession, and I would lose her forever.


I jolted awake and grimaced when I realized I’d been dreaming. I was sure that Pearl would laugh at me and blush when I told her that I couldn’t go a single day without dreaming of her.


“Enough, Faron. It’s time to gather your resources and make a plan. Pearl is strong, but there’s no reason to leave her in their grasp any longer than necessary.”


So, feeling incredibly grateful that I hadn’t drowned—and much better without the ache in my bones—I rose from the water and got back to work.


I refused to let my natural laziness cost me the woman I was going to marry. She deserved a better man than that.


“Besides, I’m from the Storm Clan. Once we get started, nothing can stop us.”










CHAPTER 2: NO TIME TO RECOVER
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Faron


No matter how horrible I still felt, I had to leave. My people were depending on me, whether they knew it yet or not. Pearl was counting on me. Being attacked had changed my original plan, but I’d come up with another solution, possibly a better one.


The first thing I needed to do was head home. I needed to talk to Cledwyn. He was the only one the other Clans would rally around, and he needed to know what was going on. People may have looked down on the Celestial Clan because they accepted other races into the Clan, but they also respected Cledwyn’s actions. His and Eire’s love story was considered one of the most romantic any had heard. He had united the entire race just to win the woman of his dreams. That was Dragon dedication at its finest.


“Besides, despite what everyone else thinks, he is technically still the head of the Council. And Eire might even be able to help us figure out what the poison is. She knows more about magic than any of us do.” I spoke aloud, wishing I had someone with me.


That was a rare feeling for me. I’d spent most of my life traveling by myself. I used to prefer it. All it had taken was a few months for me to change my mind. At that point, I would have even taken Wuzzy if I could. Pearl’s pet drake was learning how to communicate at an alarming rate, and I had no doubt that he would have been a worthwhile companion for me. As it was, I was grateful that he was with Pearl, protecting her in secret. Drakes excelled at being overlooked.


I left through a side entrance, one that I’d never used before, and was able to cut about a day from my journey that way. Tunnels were useful for more than just sneaking around. The dunes directly to the north of my hideout were very steep, and the sand was much more challenging to walk on, even with sandshoes.


Not that I was planning on walking for long. As soon as the tunnel ended, I took a quick break and then shifted into Dragon form. I would be exhausted by the end of every day—not to mention incredibly sore—but it would also cut my trip down from twenty-nine days to only twenty-two. Twenty-three, if I hit a snag somewhere. It would be much faster the other direction, but I would be flying into the wind most of the way home.


I jerked to a stop, causing the weight of Pearl’s jade pendant to shift beneath my shirt. It will be harder to hide a Dragon, especially when I land, and I’ve been delayed long enough that they’ll have people in place. But I can’t lose any more time!


Gritting my teeth against both the pain and frustration, I shifted and flew north.
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I’d been flying for eighteen days when I hit the snag I’d worried about. I’d tried to mitigate danger by moving primarily at night. Life and circumstance often interfere with my plans, and this was no exception. There had been two different sandstorms that hit. Both happened overnight and forced me to fly the next day to make up for lost hours.


It wasn’t usually a problem. My underbelly was a mix of silver and blue, making it hard to spot me unless the light hit just right. Which it did, dazzling a group that was hiding beneath the sands. I heard a slight commotion as they unburied themselves and tried to fly faster, but it was no use. I’d been flying since before dawn as well as pushing myself for eighteen days straight while still fighting off the residual poison in my blood. They, on the other hand, were relatively fresh.


When the attack came, I was ready but wishing that there had been another way. I could tell from the way they flew, these boys had been born in the Great Desert and hadn’t spent much time in their other forms. Most Dragons didn’t. Without ambient magic to draw from, you were forced to use your own. That was a difficult thing to do, pushing the land’s curse away from yourself long enough to get into a larger form and then stopping it from snapping you back to human.


The red, green, and gold Dragons flapped heavily—ignoring the air currents that would have helped them—and chased me down. I slowed myself. If I could end the confrontation with only a few injuries on their part, I would be happy.


The gold Dragon screeched a challenge and tried to claw at my wings, but didn’t account for their greater strength and resilience. Dragons who regularly practice shifting develop more robust bodies, as if the magic that transforms us also coats us for extra protection. Cledwyn discovered this when they first arrived, but no one else was willing to fight through the pain enough times to experience the same benefits.


We also got an extra boost when we were dealing with an element that aligned with our own. Even without natural magic, the wind was still one of my elements. It still bolstered my strength. The gold Dragon seemed to be from one of the Earth Clans. He was away from his source of power and floundering because of it.


I swatted him with my wing, bending it in a way that I knew he couldn’t. Not without practice and patience. That simple smack was enough to push him away and make him hit the sand, ruining his concentration. He popped back to human form a moment later.


Dragons could be flexible if they worked at it. Sifu spent a lot of time training me in both forms, pushing me to be the best I could. These boys had either never been taught or never cared to work on their skills.


Next came the red Dragon. Red indicated a Fire Clansman, which was interesting considering the other two people weren’t. The Fire Clan stayed more isolated than most. He inhaled and blew an impressive stream of fire at me. Clearly, he’d been paying attention because he went after my eyes. It would have worked if I didn’t shut my secondary lids. My Dragon could shoot out lightning as well as flames. I was built to withstand heat and bright lights.


Instead of dodging, I opened my mouth and swallowed the fire. Then, I blew it back at him even hotter. That was when the green Dragon struck. He’d circled me while I was distracted and dropped onto my back, claws first.


I roared in annoyance and pulled one wing in. We rolled, and he lost his grip on my scales. The red was back at this point, though, so I straightened before whipping my tail around and nailing him in the muzzle. There was a dull snap! Then his human body fell to the ground. Lucky for him, he was dead long before being driven into the sand.


The green Dragon cried out and dove for his friend, changing back as soon as he touched the ground. Based on his howls, he’d discovered what I already knew. Dragons are strong, but our bodies are full of weak spots if you don’t work on them. A long neck is no good if the muscles aren’t capable of withstanding a sharp blow. Even the strongest Dragon could be felled by the right hit in the right place.


He died a warrior’s death and deserves to be remembered, I mused sadly. Then, I turned and flew straight up before falling back down to the sand and letting out a bolt of lightning that seared the sand and melted it into glass. Then, I did it again and again until a star was burned into the sand. He may not have been Clan, but everyone deserved a memorial.


Once done, I turned and flew away, leaving the two remaining Dragons to mourn their friend.
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That wasn’t the last group I had to deal with. By the time I made it home, I’d dodged five others. None got close enough to attack, but it was close a few times. In the end, it took me twenty-three days to fly there.


Not that home looked like what I was used to.


Why are the gates closed? I wondered as I flew over the walls and toward my home. And the streets are almost empty. Where is everyone?


A bell rang from the watchtower. It was manned to protect against the massive storms that battered the city, but there was nothing but clear skies over the Northern Sea. Something was definitely wrong, and I was too tired to really think about it. I flew to the flat roof of my home and landed as carefully as I could. It was technically used for summer balls, back when there was still magic in the land, but it doubled as a landing spot for my family when we were in our other forms.


As soon as my feet hit something solid, I shifted back to my human form and collapsed.


This is what I’ve been craving, a nice solid surface, I muttered in my mind. Or possibly aloud. At that point, I really didn’t know. All that mattered was that I wasn’t flying, pushing magic around, or lying on a bed of sand. Sand is lovely in many ways, but it tends to be hard when you want it soft and soft when you want it hard. And every time you move so does the sand.


“Faron? Is that you?”


“Mom?” I asked, trying to pull my head up enough to look but then giving up. Not-sand is nice. Pearl would like not-sand.


“Dear, why are you talking about sand and pearls? What are you doing here?” My mother helped me up.


Her question was enough to shake me out of my exhaustion. Enough to think clearly, at least.


Alright, clearer.


“It’s a long story, Mom. Is Cledwyn here? I have news he needs to hear.”


She shook her head. “Not yet.” Her voice was soft, full of worry. “He was due back about a week ago. Everyone’s getting concerned, and with the attacks…”


I frowned and allowed her to help me to my feet before taking a step back. “What attacks? Is that why the gates are closed, and everyone’s missing?”


Mom sighed. “Yes. Your father and I headed to the Spider Clan after we received your note about the herbs. We were returning from the Spider Clan. We kept seeing signs of people, but no one was there. We decided to take a different path. And then a different one again for the same reason. Eventually, we were stopped just before entering the city. A couple young idiots challenged your father and talked about how our compound was full of abominations. Then, they attacked us. The guards came to help, and we were fine, but others started running toward us and attacking. So, we closed the gate.”


“How long?”


She frowned. “About three weeks, I think. Last week, they started trying to throw things into the city, and then a few got the smart idea to shift forms and attack from the sky. They seem to think that we’re trapped in our homes.”


I snorted and shook my head before heading for the door. So few people visited our city that there was very little known about it. The storms that hit our home had led the original architects to create a secondary city that was wholly underground. Every building had access to hidden streets and courtyards. It was how I knew to look for other tunnels when I was away. They weren’t as prolific anywhere else, but the Celestial Clan’s compound was a marvel of engineering in many ways.


“I need to talk to Eire,” I told my mom.


She blinked. “You know she’s still at the Queen’s Enclave, don’t you?”


I snorted. “I know, but she has a mirror. She never crosses the border without it.”


“True…”


I didn’t wait for her, moving quickly down the hall as I headed for the highest tower in our home. I was suddenly glad that I’d arrived by air. If I’d had to climb five sets of stairs instead of two, then I wouldn’t have made it. I was just too tired.


When I was little, I asked my mother why we stored our magic mirror in the highest room of the tallest tower. She hadn’t known what I was talking about, which was when I realized that the mirror predated our arrival in the desert. Eire had come over to check on it and let us know how to use it properly. She had learned how to maintain the mirrors from an old family friend and had taught me everything I needed to know about them.


Luckily, it looked like it had been recharged recently. The only reason I hadn’t use it to contact Pearl’s family was because it needed to charge. It had been magically dry. The mirror had been positioned in the tower in order to gather the magical energy brought across the sea by the frequent storms. It worked out, and we didn’t use it often, but it also meant that you sometimes had to wait a while for it to build up enough magic to work.


“Mirror, please contact Eire.” I laughed lightly as it began to glow.


It worked!


The mirror’s surface swirled, forcing me to avert my eyes and look at the frame instead. It was actually very plain, considering it housed such a magical object. The pale wood was unstained and free of decoration, unlike the elaborate buffet table that sat beneath. Oddly, it was the same smooth, pale wood as the frame, just carved with a geometric design.


A chime rang out as the mirror’s glass finally cleared, revealing my aunt’s face and a wall of ice carved into intricate shapes that might have been trees.


Good. The only enclave that builds with ice is the capital. She’ll be able to talk to the Queen immediately.


“Faron? You look exhausted! I thought you were at Blood Canyon. What are you doing back home already?”


I laughed once and shook my head sadly. A moment later, I had to grab hold of the table to avoid falling over. I was too tired to shake my head, apparently. Once my vision cleared, I answered her. “That’s a long story, Aunty. For now, you need to know is that the Council is insane and trying to kill me.”


Her frown deepened. “I wish I could say that surprised me. Wait, where is Pearl?”


“Like I said, it’s a long story, and this mirror probably doesn’t have enough charge to last the whole time. Anyway, I was hoping you could gather some information while you’re there. See if anyone there suffered from the same symptoms that we have. I feel like we’re missing something…”


A throat cleared behind me, and I turned to look at my mother. “Akuba identified what’s been poisoning the water. It’s a mirror, ground so finely that it can’t be seen. The curse on it keeps it from cutting us apart from the inside.”


I nodded and turned back to Aunty Eire. “Did you hear that?”


She sighed. “Yes. I’ll ask around. If there is a mirror involved… I’ll take care of it. And I’ll make sure that we get word to Pearl’s family. They must be frantic by now. Check in with me in a few days. The Queen should be arriving in two days, according to the seers, so I’ll try and talk to her after the official coronation.”


I thanked her and sighed in relief when the mirror blinked out a moment later. We’d managed to get the right information to the right person. There was a lot that we didn’t know still, but things were looking up. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.


If only I believed myself.
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My injuries and recent poisoning made themselves known with a vengeance. I’d healed a bit during my journey home, but that sort of thing tired you out. Combined with expending so much magic to stay as a Dragon, my energy was gone. I slept the first two days away entirely, not even stirring once. My mother and father took turns checking on me, terrified that something horrible had happened. It took most of the third day to explain why I was so tired.


Apparently, I held the record for the longest and most consecutive transformations of any Dragon since we arrived in the Great Desert. Even Cledwyn couldn’t beat my record. The physician that attended me said I used up too much of my inner magic in too steady a stream without letting it properly build up again. That, combined with my months of constant travel and the injuries I was healing from, had put me into a near-comatose state so that my body would have a chance to rest.


Honestly, I felt like a new man when I finally got out of bed.


“That’s because if you had used your Dragon form for even one more day, you probably would be dead right now.” The healer packed up his instruments and medicines as he spoke. “I don’t know how you did it, young man, but I wouldn’t recommend that method be used again. Not if you want to survive.”


I stayed silent. He was right, but I hadn’t really had a better choice.


Four days after talking to Eire, I heard someone frantically ringing the watch bell and ran to see what it was about. I wasn’t the only one. The crowd was already forming around the gates. As I watched, the group moved back, allowing the gates open for a moment before slamming shut again under the weight of about two dozen Wraiths and Dragons. The bars were quickly reset, and the crowd cheered briefly before dispersing. A small group stayed together as they moved down the main street.


It didn’t take long to recognize the two people positioned in the center of the group, but it took me nearly twenty minutes to ‘rush’ to their sides. Cledwyn had returned, and George was with him! Unfortunately, so was my healer. It was worth the extra effort and the healer’s intense disapproval, though.


He has an impressive glare.


“Sit!” He seemed satisfied when all three of us dropped into chairs, though George almost missed. As soon as we settled, he grabbed a rejuvenation potion from his bag, while muttering something about young fools and old idiots. I ignored his admonishments and downed my medicine before checking on the other two.


“Cledwyn, George, what happened to you two?”


Cledwyn loosed a mirthless chuckle. “Oh, you know. We went out for a short walk and were just bored to tears.”


George and I both snorted. Based on the number of wounds on both men, all in different states of healing, they’d been in a few battles since I’d seen them last.


My cousin was the one to give me a straight answer, surprisingly. “I left you and Pearl and wandered a bit. About six weeks ago, I was close to Blood Canyon when I heard a commotion and went to find out what was going on. Four Dragons were fighting our uncle. Cledwyn held his own and chased them off, but we decided to travel together to hopefully stave off more attacks.”


I snorted. “How’d that work out for you?”


His voice brightened with sarcasm. “Well, we decided to take a more scenic route! Lots of beautiful vistas of sand, sand, rocks, and sand!” At my smirk, George dropped the playful tone. “It didn’t help. We caught a group of them off guard and interrogated them. The Council sent them after Uncle Cledwyn. No reason for it, just that they wanted him dead and some nonsense about him being a traitor. The contract stated that he should be either captured or killed. Oh, and if they saw you, they were to do anything it took to kill you. Preferably in a painful fashion.”


When I didn’t respond, he continued. “Anyway, between getting jumped a few times and the creative route we used, it took us much longer than usual to arrive. Then, just before we reached the gates, another group attacked. They seemed more like they were trying to push us in here rather than keep us out…”


I rolled my eyes. “They probably thought that if you are trapped in here, it’ll count as a capture.”


Cledwyn coughed to cover his laugh. “That sounds about right. Most of the enforcers are… they were chosen to follow orders, not think for themselves. Anyway, what happened with Pearl and the Council? Eire sent a note saying you had information about the illness that’s driving us insane.”


I grimaced. “Well, there’s something in the water that is cursed and poisoning us. According to Akuba, it’s finely ground mirror. She sent the information with Mom and Dad. Oh, and when Pearl and I brought information about the curse to the Council’s attention, she was taken into custody, and I was sent away to help deal with some problematic people. They claimed that they needed to debate using a Spider Clan potion to heal them from an ‘imagined’ illness. Oh, and I was followed home, snuck out, and then attacked. Twice. I only arrived a few days before you.”


The physician started grumbling again and slamming things down. “He nearly killed himself getting here. The idiot flew the whole way, and what for? He slept two days away, and those two days can’t be recouped. He’d have been better off on foot and taking longer.”


George and Cledwyn looked at each other before shaking their heads.


“Doctor,” Cledwyn began, “if you knew how many men were combing the sands for Faron, all with the orders to kill him on sight, you wouldn’t say something like that. His flying may have endangered his life, but it probably saved it, too.”










CHAPTER 3: MANY MERCERS MEDDLE!
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Eric


I wasn’t sure why Alenia felt the need to have so many formalities. I doubted I’d ever understand. Mindep had its share of inanities, but it was nowhere near the same level.


Who needs to hold two nights of dancing, followed by a concert and a garden party, all in one week. What’s the point?


Then again, I had just brought back two prominent citizens who’d been missing for almost six months. I’d been looking for my sister when I’d stumbled upon twelve women who were under a very tricky curse. None of them knew anything about Pearl, but I was able to break the curse. Well, I helped anyway.


My eye caught on the quirky red-head who had pulled out her most ridiculous sounding laugh to scare the nobles away. Both braying and snorting were involved, making the nobles in question slowly back away like she was diseased instead of just obnoxious.


Skies, this woman! I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of her.


Someone stopped beside me. “I was wondering what she saw in you.”


I didn’t need to turn and see who it was. I was well acquainted with the Crown Prince.


“You mean my riveting good looks and astounding wit weren’t enough?” My reply was as dry as I could make it. We’d both been a bit stiff to each other. I was used to more… rebellious royals, and he was used to people attempting to win his favor with flattery. Neither of us lived up to the other’s expectations.


Luckily, he seemed to recognize the joke. “Really? I won’t comment on your appearance because that would be incredibly uncomfortable for both of us, but your wit is definitely in question. You’ve done your level best to impersonate a statue for your entire visit. If I hadn’t already met you, I would have thought you were nothing but a stuffed shirt.”


I sighed and nodded. He had a good point. “Have you been to Mindep before?”


“Yes, once. Why?”


“Do you remember any of the nobles?” I fiddled with the medal pinned to my chest until it lay correctly. What am I supposed to do with this thing, anyway?


“Ah. I think I understand now.” Prince Christopher looked around the room and snorted. “They do rather resemble a pack of hungry wolves.”


“Wild dogs. Wolves are much less vicious.”


That won me another snort before we were both distracted by my fiancée’s obnoxious giggles. Christopher grimaced. “I hate when she does that. It feels like someone is taking a grater to my inner ear.”


I smirked. “Yeah, isn’t it great? Portia’s a marvel.” At his incredulous look, I shrugged. “She’s off-beat, sure, but she’s also a lot of fun. And I’ve seen who she is behind that whole crazy exterior.”


“And?”


“She’s even crazier underneath.” I sighed happily, hamming it up just a little. He was trying to fill in as the older brother for Portia, and I couldn’t hold it against him. I had four younger sisters. I understood the urge, and Portia and her sisters hadn’t grown up with a lot of support. Family was everything for them.


Before he could start grilling me again, a page whispered something in his ear. Suddenly, the older brother was replaced with the Crown Prince.


“Really? Did he say what this was about?” He glared at the nervous boy.


The page shook his head.


“What’s wrong?” I kept my voice low and pasted on a smile. The busybodies that were staring didn’t need any more gossip fodder.


The prince opened his mouth and shut it before staring at me. “I was going to put you off, but… why don’t you come with me. You might have a different perspective.”


My smile fell as I nodded. A crowded garden wasn’t the place to bring up sensitive topics, and whatever was going on was definitely sensitive. I didn’t have to wait long to figure it out, though. There was a jittery Wraith waiting for us in the parlor around.


So, that’s why he let me come.


I’d spent more time around the Wraiths than Christopher had. Months more, actually. Which he knew because he was there when their queen ended the war between the Wraiths and the Fey.


When the Wraith saw me, he seemed to sigh in relief. “Eric.”


“Eindride.”


“I have a letter from Queen Gerda. We sent one to the Fey but thought it might be easier to talk to their allies as well, considering…”


“Yeah, the war hasn’t been over that long. Who’s the letter for?”


He cleared his throat and handed it to me. I blinked.


It seems their precautions bore fruit, I thought with more than a little amusement. That humor disappeared as I opened it. As much as I liked the Wraith Queen, I was wary of what it might say. I hadn’t really talked to Queen Gerda, although I knew that she and Lana had become friends.


Reading the words, though, I understood why she’d sent it.


“How sure are you about this?” The letter crumpled in my hands while I stared at the messenger.


Portia’s voice cut across the room. “Eric? What’s wrong?”


I took a deep breath and let it out before handing her the letter. She looked at it curiously and then froze. “They found her. They found Pearl. How?”


Our gazes swung to Eindride in perfect unison, and I heard a slight growl building in her chest.


That’s not good. I placed my hand on Portia’s arm, and she settled down. It won’t always work that way, though. I need to get her help before her wolf bursts out and does something she regrets. Though, considering it’s Portia, it’ll probably be more embarrassing than dangerous. I had the sudden image of a red wolf playing fetch with the royal scepter and had to suppress a smirk as the Wraith courier began to speak.


“Ambassador Eire of the Sudden Storm returned for the Queen’s coronation and brought news of a woman who had appeared in the Great Desert. No one was terribly interested or sure why we should pay attention until she mentioned the woman’s name. Pearl. After that, I was dispatched to bring news to you and to the King of the Fey. I sent one of my men to the Fey directly but decided that Alenia may have a better way of communicating with you quickly.”


I nodded. “Great. Where is she, precisely?”


The silence was not what I wanted to hear. Definitely not when it was followed by, “We don’t know.”


“What do you mean, you don’t know?”


He cleared his throat before going unnaturally still. “The ambassador received word that there had been some trouble with the Dragon Council but not what it was, precisely. She’s looking into it right now and recommends that you get to the Fey King’s mirror so that you can talk to her directly when she knows something.”


“Why didn’t she just use that in the first place?” Portia asked.


“It’s guarded against Wraiths. Without his express permission, the Queen couldn’t get the message through.”


While he talked about the technicalities, I reordered the list of things we needed to do and places we needed to go.


“Portia, go pack. We head for Valeoss at first light. It’s time to go get my sister back.”
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Thanks to some precise map work and a magical boat that could turn itself into a wagon, we got to Valeoss in record time. It still amazed me that one of my best friends was married to Portia’s aunt, but that was just how my life went. I couldn’t really complain, since it significantly cut down on travel time. Since the boat didn’t need to stop for the night—and the Fey magic in it kept their forest from tearing it apart—it only took four-and-a-half days to get there.


As much as I wanted to pretend that we were rushing because of Pearl, I couldn’t. Not really.


Whatever magic had run through Portia and me when we broke the curse on her and the other girls, it had changed things. Portia was a shapeshifter. She always had been, but magic had kept her away from her other form. Without the block, she was a big ball of confused instincts and emotions. The main problem was that she didn’t know how to connect with her animal. That was something that shifters learned very early, but she never had. They were still separate beings and didn’t even know how to communicate. She should have been trained by her father, but she’d never known him.


The only person I knew who might be able to help her was my stepsister, Nolana. She was thrilled to be able to help and agreed the minute we left our ship. Little Lana was gifted at dealing with animals, which was how she got stuck with her fiancé. The man could shift into basically any living creature he chose now that his curse was broken, and claimed it was all thanks to her training


Although, she would argue about calling Tier her fiancé. I shook my head and smiled. I loved my sisters, but I didn’t always understand them.


I waited for everyone to settle around the table as I planned out what to say. After arranging Portia’s training, I’d called a family meeting. It was easy enough to do. Father, Beryl, and Nolana were usually there, and Belle had come by to visit the King’s library, along with her husband. Once they were all assembled together, I decided to choose the most expedient path.


“Pearl’s stuck in the Great Desert,” I said. Then, I shut my mouth and let everyone talk over each other. It was a common occurrence when we had these types of gatherings. Everyone but Lana had strong personalities, and we tended to argue when there was no mediator. It came from having such different views on life. Eventually, things died down enough for me to finish giving them all my information.


As soon as Tier heard that we’d need the mirror, he got up and left the room, returning with both the mirror and a man that I hadn’t seen in a while.


The gray-haired man nodded to me with a smile. “Eric. Good to see you again.”


“Yew?” Yew was the personal bodyguard of the Kings of Shessat. He had been since they were young. He even followed them when they were turned into amphibians two years before. Very few people knew we were acquainted. “What are you doing here? Are Stone and Fire here too?” I asked, referring to the twin kings, some of my closest friends.


Yew shook his head. “No. I left their service. They don’t need me anymore.” Then, he clammed up and looked around the room, letting me know he wouldn’t say anything else. The man wasn’t very talkative unless he knew you well. Or your names are Grace or Thyme, I reminded myself. My friends had married a couple of lovely women who somehow managed to bring out a different side to Yew.


I watched the old bodyguard as King Tier set up the mirror at the end of the table. Everyone else watched Tier, but Yew seemed to split his attention between the king and my sister, Beryl.


Interesting.


“Queen Gerda of the Frozen Palace,” Tier intoned before settling down to wait. Judging by the lack of space between him and Lana, their relationship was progressing well. The last time I’d been there, she was still keeping him at a distance.


Then again, he can turn himself into any animal he wants, I reasoned. He probably squirmed into her good graces by turning into a bunny or a bear or something that she would find equally as adorable. It would be hard to tell what appealed to my youngest sister. She tended to like unusual animals.


“King Tiertanal.” Queen Gerda’s voice floated from the mirror, bringing my attention back to the matter at hand. “I take it you got my letter?”


Tier nodded. “Yes. Oh, and you can call me Tier when we aren’t in a royal assembly. We don’t need to hold up appearances here.”


The pale queen sighed and relaxed back in her chair. “Good. I’ve been stuck around stuffy courtiers for the past two weeks, and I think I may just run away and see if I can live in the wild for the rest of my life.”


Lana laughed. “Please. You’re too noble to leave them to fend for themselves again.”


She shrugged. “Maybe. Anyway, enough about me. This is about your sister, Pearl? I thought so. Well, I don’t know much, and, quite frankly, neither does my ambassador. Here are the facts, though: Pearl is definitely in the Great Desert; she is being held by the Dragon Council, ostensibly for her safety; and the Dragons themselves are going crazy at a fairly quick rate.”


Beryl sat up and stared at the queen intently. “Is it an illness?”


“No, it’s a curse.” Gerda sighed again, but this one was much heavier. “I think I might know who’s behind it, but I don’t want to spread bad information. I need to check on a few things first. Like I said, details are a bit fuzzy right now. Whatever this curse is, it’s in the water, and it’s making people selfish.”


“Seriously?” I shook my head and stared at her. “People are always selfish. What’s the difference with this curse?”


Gerda raised her brow. “Well, for one thing, they usually don’t hoard food only to live in it as it rots away, uneaten. Or become so lazy that they stop breathing.”


The silence hung thick for a moment before dissolving into chaos again. When it eventually settled, Tier thanked Queen Gerda and shut down the mirror before turning back to us. “What now?”


I frowned. “Easy. I go to the Great Desert and get my sister back.”


Everyone seemed to agree with this idea except for one person, my fiancé.


Portia shot that idea down quickly. “You can’t. We have to go deal with the princes from Lunzif. They’re in your custody, remember?”


Belle gaped at me. “What? Since when?”


“I’ll tell you all after we get this figured out. If I don’t go, who will? A Fey?”


Tier shook his head. “We can’t. The full-blooded Fey would be torn apart when passing into that wasteland. We need at least some magic to survive.” He looked upward before his expression cleared. “Actually, there are few half-Fey that are old enough to manage it. You have to be able to contain your magic, and we are too similar to the Dragons to do it properly.”


There was silence for another moment before Beryl blurted out, “I’ll go.”


Yew snorted. “No, you won’t. I will.”


“Excuse me?” My little sister glared at him and began tapping the table, clearly working herself into a mood.


I sighed. “Beryl, he has training in situations like this. You’re a healer, not a soldier.”


“Exactly! I’m a healer, and they’re sick. What if Pearl is sick? She might need me!”


But we ignored her. We were all too busy thanking Yew for his offer and figuring out what he would need for the trip. Beryl would calm down eventually and see that it was better this way.
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Beryl


I was fuming by the time the family meeting was over. Every time I’d brought up a reason why I should go, I was ignored.


Every. Time.


I don’t get it, why won’t they listen? I stomped out of the room. Not that this is any different than usual. Actually, this may be the first time they didn’t tell me that I’m a fussbudget or that I’m worrying over nothing. They can’t while claiming it’s safer to send a soldier. Still, why do they always seem to dismiss me?


“Beryl, wait!” Lana hurried over, frowning as she did. “They don’t mean it like you think they do.” Her voice was soft, placating, but I wasn’t going to let her calm me down. I had a good reason to be upset.


“Really? They don’t mean to imply that I’m basically useless and that I don’t have the right to go help my sister?”


She sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. She’s probably still sore from her morning workout, I mused. Maybe I should give her a small dose of muscle relaxant before she goes to bed so she won’t tense up even more during the night. I shook my head and looked away. Even when I was mad, I still wanted to help them.


“They don’t think you’re useless. They think you’re too valuable to send away.” When I scoffed, she continued. “We just found out that Pearl was kidnapped. She didn’t just wander off again, she was taken, and we didn’t know. Now, she’s stuck in a place that none of us has been—with a race that isn’t known for their benevolence—and they’re all being affected by a curse that makes them act irrationally. Why would we want to send another family member off into that uncertainty?”


“What about Eric? No one was arguing about sending him.”


She shook her head. “Do you know what Eric did when he was still in the military?”


I frowned. “No. What are you talking about?”


Lana groaned and looked around for a moment before dragging me into an alcove. This particular one had a silencing charm carved above the entrance, hidden amongst the other decorations.


“Eric ran an intelligence network. He was a spy and recruited spies, Beryl. And the only reason I know is because he told Tier and Tier told me.”


That man is so in love with her that it’s ridiculous, I thought idly as I processed the rest of the information. I knew that my brother had a lot of contacts. I knew that he’d been involved with a lot of gossip and liked to tell and twist stories to confuse people. The part about being a spy wasn’t all that surprising. Knowing that he did seem to be the best option for the rescue, but he couldn’t go.


“It still doesn’t make sense.” I shook my head. “We’re trusting a man that we barely know—“


“Eric knows him,” Lana cut in.


“—And Tier said that it was dangerous for someone with Fey blood, so why are we trusting this half-Fey?”


She blinked. “What?”


“I just don’t get it. Why is he a better choice than I am?” I asked her. Although he is rather handsome. The silver hair is so at odds with his relatively youthful appearance. It just draws the eye…


Lana grabbed my arm. “What do you mean, he’s half-Fey?”


I blinked. “Just that. He’s half-Fey.”


“How do you know?”


“Ha! Really? Isn’t it obvious?”


Lana raised her brows and stared me down.


“Okay, I guess it isn’t. Well, he… he just is. I don’t know. He has the same energy patterns as all the Fey do, to some extent. They’re just more in tune with nature than we are, and have a lot more magic inside them.”


Now my sister was really confused. “Beryl, what are you talking about? Can you… can you see magic?”


Biting my lip, I looked down. That was a question I didn’t want to answer. Not that I could answer it properly, not really. I technically couldn’t see magic… But I could feel it. When I told her that, my little sister stared at me with her mouth wide open.


I sighed. “Oh, close your mouth before something flies in.”


“But… how. And when? Could you always feel magic?”


I shook my head. Lana had Fey blood in her, but my family didn’t. Well, we did but not nearly as much, and it didn’t do much. We were all more exotic looking than we had any reason to be, but that was about it. Some long-dead relative on our Father’s side was Fey, but our blood was very diluted. Our mother had other magic in her blood—non-Fey magic. It manifested strangely in all of us: Eric’s luck, Pearl’s hot-bloodedness, and even Belle’s obsession with books. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew that it was powerful.


My mind wandered back to the first time I’d felt magic. I was young, maybe four. My mother had just died. I ran out into the gardens and hid in a corner that was usually left alone. It was the home to a garden sprite. There weren’t many left, and this one had a spell that kept people away. Somehow, I knew that that was the place to go if I wanted to avoid attention. I didn’t feel much after that, but I visited the sprite and left presents for it.


I didn’t tell Lana any of that, though. She really didn’t need to know, and it wasn’t the point of the conversation. Just talking to her for that little amount of time, it was pretty apparent that she wouldn’t help me convince the others to let me find Pearl. And, if the one with the softest heart wasn’t changing her mind, none of the others would either.


No, I’ll just have to find another way. There’s always another way.










CHAPTER 4: FOLLOW-THROUGH
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Beryl


I felt absolutely horrible the next day and confined myself to bed so I wouldn’t spread whatever I had.


I rarely get sick, and when I do I heal quickly, but I’m a bear to deal with. My family was well aware of it, which is why my family usually left me alone. It didn’t take much to convince them that I was well and truly ill. All I had to do was go to bed with a ‘hacking cough’—while I vehemently denied it was anything serious—and then miss breakfast.


I hate lying to them, but needs must.


I shifted my pack carefully so it wouldn’t make any noise. There was no point sneaking out just to get caught so close to the city. Not that they would be looking for me out in the woods. I was much curvier than the rest of my sisters, which people interpreted as less active.


Then again, very few people know about my magic.


I spent quite a lot of time in the forest, partly because I genuinely enjoyed it and partly because I was searching out medicinal plants. Hiking was an excellent way to become more and more attuned with both animal and plant life. And that was what I concentrated on, life. It may have started with that garden sprite, but it had grown. When I was healing, I often used my magic to tell me what really needed to be fixed. There are a lot of illnesses with similar symptoms, but my magic never failed me.


That was also how I hid most of my peculiarities from everyone. I was simply a talented healer. And that wasn’t necessarily untrue! I often had to ignore my senses. Life was everywhere and clamored for my attention. Once I used my more conventional skills to narrow down the options, I would see if magic could help. Unfortunately, Pearl wasn’t the only one who’s magic was quickly becoming unmanageable, and she had left before I had a chance to talk to her about it.


Before I gathered the courage. Chiding myself didn’t help. I’d spent too much time pretending that nothing was wrong and lost my opportunity. My older sister may have been the only person who really understood what I was going through.


The hardest part was hiding that there was something different about me. That was the other reason no one knew I enjoyed hiking; I could walk through an open field, and not a single blade of grass would be bent unless I willed it to be. It was the same in the forest. Twigs didn’t dare break under my feet or against my arms as I passed through.


Even wild animals accepted me. All sentients felt a bit calmer around me, but nothing significant. I wasn’t as skilled at animal handling as Lana, but I could hold my own much better than I had any right to. Actually, her uncanny ability with animals helped hide my own skills, which I’d never thanked her for. Still, I had a number of talents that no one knew about.


Talents that came in handy as I waited for Yew to appear. No one had ever spotted me when I was hidden, and I doubted he would be the first.


I’d been hidden for almost two hours when I heard the rustling undergrowth. The sound wasn’t precisely audible as much as it was the feeling of rustling. The plants were sensing what I wanted and attempting to give it to me in the only way they knew how.


Enchantress Grace said that I was a peculiar magician. I don’t quite fit into the typical categories. Still, her training has definitely helped me use my powers, so I must fit well enough to get by. Still, I doubt anyone else has grass trying to alert them to passers-by. I frowned and shook my head, pushing away the stray thought. It was not the right time to contemplate my education.


The trees hummed around me, and the branches creaked ever so slightly as they moved to cover me a bit more. The left me just enough room to see the person passing by.


Thank the Creator! It’s Yew. I thought I’d be stuck here all day! He certainly took his time leaving.


The man was just as mysterious as ever, carrying a bag that looked half-empty and wearing clothes that wouldn’t hold up well to a stiff breeze, let alone heavy use. It didn’t make sense. He’d been wearing forester gear the day before while meeting with the King and suddenly he was in a crimson silk shirt to go walking through the most dangerous forest on the continent. He didn’t even have a cloak to protect against the threatening rain.


This is the man that was sent to rescue Pearl? Did he use his travel money to buy that gaudy shirt? No, it doesn’t matter. It will be simpler to track him this way, not that it would’ve been all that difficult otherwise.


Holding in a huff of annoyance, I followed after him. I didn’t even need to get too close, using my standard practice of tracking him through the plants and their roots instead. It was the best way when I was out in the woods. Even if animals tended to like me, that didn’t mean that they were safe when injured.


I didn’t technically need to challenge myself that way, not with him wearing such a bright color. Still, as Pearl always said, “You need to practice a skill to use it properly when it really matters.” That usually resulted in a long day of sparring for her recruits, but just because it was annoying—and often painful—didn’t make it any less accurate.


I crept silently through the woods, following Yew until he reached a small dock on the river, about a two-hour trek from Valeoss. It only took us three hours to get there. Not that I paid much attention to the discrepancy at first. I was much too nervous for that!


Not all of my plan was well thought out. I knew that the best way to get out of the Fey Forest was via boat. Even as angry as I was the night before, I had listened enough to know Yew was sailing south. I just wasn’t sure how I was going to get on said boat. I couldn’t exactly keep tabs on him if he was hundreds of miles away. Not easily, anyway. Even plants can’t send back an accurate message when it’s been passed between that many. It always gets garbled, and ‘he went east’ turns into ‘fish fly around in squares.’ It was funny until you actually cared about the answer.


Biting my lip, I considered my next move. If I could distract him, I might be able to get aboard without him seeing me. It isn’t a big boat, but it’s big enough to hide on until we’re too far along for him to send me home. But how will I distract him?


“Are you just going to sit there or are you coming aboard?” Yew called out, sounding faintly amused.


A sudden breeze made me realize my mouth was open as I nearly choked on a stray leaf. I said nothing.


Yew sighed. “Come out, Miss Beryl. There’s no point in hiding back there any longer.”


“H-how did you—?” I couldn’t even finish the sentence as I walked out of the trees.


He shrugged. “You aren’t the only one with tricks, although yours are admittedly impressive.”


I saw his eyes stray behind me and cringed. I hadn’t stopped the plants from healing. No one could have passed out of bushes that thick without snapping a few twigs. That was a glaring mistake for anyone who knew how to track.


Instead of commenting, though, Yew just smirked and nodded his head toward the boat. “Come on, time’s wasting.” He paused. “Did you at least leave a note?”


My eyes rolled. “Please, you act like I haven’t done this before. I’m out looking for new medicinal plants. I have a soldier with me and will be home as soon as possible.” Although, I was usually telling the truth and only snuck out so they could sleep longer. I fought to keep my expression annoyed so he wouldn’t realize the truth.


Instead of asking again, though, he accepted my answer and moved on. “Are you? Going to be home soon?”


“I said, ‘as soon as possible. It’s just not going to be possible until we find Pearl.”


He narrowed his eyes slightly, enhancing the crow’s feet around his eyes. I always took those to be a good sign. It meant that the person laughed and smiled a lot. Yew always seemed to be laughing at me, so that part wasn’t in question. Still, silly as it was, it made me feel better about being in his company.


“You didn’t say that we were bringing her home, only finding her. Why? Everyone else seemed to think that she needed saving.”


I snorted. He caught that, did he? “Oh, she very well might. Pearl’s known for getting into interesting scrapes. For all we know, she might be safe right now. Except, my sister would have sent us a note if that were the case. She’s never gone this long without letting us know she’s safe. And if they really need her there, she may have decided not to come back. That’s her choice. I just…” I sighed and looked away. “I need her to be okay.”


I didn’t know that I’d be able to stop myself from asking her to come home, but that was another issue. Pearl was an incredibly stubborn woman with a mind of her own. My begging wouldn’t change it if she really felt she had to stay. And if she was being held against her will, people would find out why you don’t anger a healer. I wasn’t about to tell Yew any of that, though.


He searched my eyes for something before nodding. “Makes sense. Well, let’s go.”


Just like that? I frowned. “Wait, how did you know I was here? No one ever sees me when I don’t want them to.”


Yew laughed. “Oh, that probably works great on most people, but I’m trained a bit better than the average soldier, little miss.”


I rolled my eyes but followed him to the boat. “Then why did you wear such a ridiculous shirt?”


“Well,” he smirked, “if you’d been anyone else, I would’ve lost you because of that shirt. Interesting thing, though, you didn’t follow the red. First time that someone’s ignored the obvious when it came to tracking me. If you’d paid attention to the color or my tracks, you’d have been led right back to the castle. It’s never failed before, but no one has relied on anything except their traditional senses either. You have quite the interesting gift.”


I blushed and gingerly stepped aboard the boat, avoiding his unasked questions by doing something that took all of my attention. I hated getting on boats. They were always so difficult to walk—


A gasp flew from my mouth as I saw the boat for the first time, really saw it.


The bodyguard smiled at me and said, “Welcome aboard. I hope you don’t mind, but Queen Grace sent her boat with me. Your brother didn’t need it anymore, and when I called her up on the mirror, she felt like we should take it.”


I grinned back as I looked at the massive deck that was cleverly hidden in magic so that it looked like a simple ferry. This was something I was well acquainted with, and I couldn’t stop the laugh from tumbling out. “Only way to travel. Let’s go. We’re burning daylight!”
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Faron


I’ve never been good at sitting still, even at my laziest. Or perhaps, I’ve always been too good at sitting still and I’ve become scared of it. The point was, whether due to itching feet or phobia, two days after George and Cledwyn arrived, I was ready to go.


Not everyone was going to be pleased with this decision, though. I was still feeling weak and probably needed more rest, but that wasn’t in the cards. There was a lot to do, and we needed to gather allies if we had any hope of defeating the curse. The attacks on the road had shown me that. The problem was, there were only a few places we could go to get help.


Eire was already talking to the Wraiths and wouldn’t rest until they offered us support. We didn’t know what form that would take, though. Most likely, it would be food. While necessary, it didn’t address our immediate problems. There were more options than just the Wraiths. The Dwarves were also on friendly terms with us. They were also bringing us the ingredients we’d asked for, something Akuba needed to know.


Which is perfect because I can stop by the Spider Clan on my way to talk to Sifu. Now I just have to tell my parents.


“You’re what?” my mother yelled. She was a very mercurial person, which was why I never had a problem understanding Pearl’s emotional outbursts. Because of her particular heritage, Mother’s Dragon nature was more… violent. My father always told me that when you combine fire and water, you find yourself in hot water. Mother never appreciated the joke, even if it was accurate. When she got upset, she would explode.


Which meant that I was in a tricky situation. “I’m heading for the Spider Clan. I leave this afternoon.”


“Why? You heard what Cledwyn and George said. There are people on every road looking to kill you!”


“Which is why I won’t be taking the roads,” I told her as I checked my bag a second time, just to make sure that I had everything I needed. I’d replenished my travel rations the day before and had a canteen, though it wasn’t necessary. Since traveling with Pearl, I’d become more precise with my magic. I’d always been able to find water or draw it up. Strength wasn’t my issue, and there was a lot of drinking water hidden under the sands. The Great Desert had been a lush land before catastrophe hit. Watching Wuzzy use his abilities—how he dealt with the area’s constraints—I’d learned how to use mine more effectively.


Magic was like using a muscle. You had to work at it to get better and different exercises brought different results. Most of my life, I used brute strength to get things done. Now, I was working smarter.


My mom didn’t know that, though. All she could see was her son heading off into certain danger. So, I took a breath and slowed down slightly, something I rarely needed to do.


“Mom,” I began, “I have to go talk to Akuba. The fastest way of telling her that we have ingredients on the way is if I go. Not only that, I have to talk to our eastern cousins. They need to know what’s going on. They don’t visit much, but whoever put this latest curse into the water is trying to kill the Dragons. All the Dragons. We don’t want them to be unaware they are in danger or that someone might go after them next.”


She sighed and looked at my pack, full and ready to go. “At least tell me which path you’re taking.”


I smirked, knowing she’d be jealous in just a moment. My mother loved flying more than anyone else I knew, and once her mood started to change, the fight was officially over. “I’ll be using the winds off the Northern Sea to get me there and back.”


She barked out a sharp laugh. “Those city boys won’t know what to do. You want me to go with you for a few miles, just to cause a diversion?”


Typical and actually not a bad idea. “Sure. Why don’t we fly out over the water and split in either direction?”


Dragons typically took after one parent or another in looks. My siblings all took after my father, with gold and black scales. My own purple, blue, and silver coloring came from my mother. I wasn’t as bright, but we looked enough alike that anyone could confuse us. Also, because Dragons continue to grow their entire lives, we were about the same size. I would probably out-grow her in another fifty years, but at the moment, I was a bit scrawnier and shorter than she was.


As soon as I gave her permission—although I really didn’t have a choice—Mom ran off to tell Dad the good news. I could already see the scene in my head. She’d burst in with a giant grin on her face and he would listen attentively as she described the plan. Then, he’d watch her bounce out of the room with a silly grin on his face that said he loved my mother with every bit of his soul, but he didn’t understand her one bit. I got my calm from my father and my love of adventure from my mother. She was always getting into interesting scrapes when we were little.


And not so little.


Which is why I was able to deal with Pearl’s need for excitement. I chuckled as I headed for the roof. I should have known when she wanted higher hills to slide down. She and Mom have a lot in common, even if they also have a lot of differences. Mom allows her emotions to get the best of her. Pearl is so cautious, not wanting to lose herself in her anger or desire for excitement. She holds back and I admire that ability.


The feel of stone digging into my hand made me let go of the pendant, and return to my task.


It was just after midday when Mom and I lifted off the roof of our home. A few flaps had us heading out to sea. I’d chosen afternoon because of the air currents. They would pull me east until about midnight when they would switch direction. There may not have been magic in the desert, but the sea extended beyond the magic barriers. It carried the effects of whatever happened on the other side, making the storms frightening but remarkably well-scheduled.


A ruckus was rising behind us as the men lying in wait spotted Mom and me. When we reached the spot we’d chosen, she shifted her tail and turned left while I moved right. The men chasing us split in half, the larger group following my mother, probably due to her size. She was a large Dragon. They would probably catch up to her in about an hour, considering she had to fight the wind. I had no doubt that Dad would join her about then for the return journey.


I felt sorry for the ones following me. They weren’t going to catch up, but they were going to see what a Dragon could do when the wind was on his side, or in my case, behind his wings. Within moments, I was shooting down the coast while they desperately tried to figure out how to position their wings to catch the same current I was using. If you didn’t do it right, it wasn’t going to happen.


None of them managed it before I was too far away for it to matter.


A journey that would have taken thirty-eight days on foot took only sixteen. Because I was so close to the edge of the curse, I could use a bit of my magic to strengthen the winds. It meant I was nearly comatose again by the end, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was getting to the next step so I could find my way back to Pearl. I didn’t want to leave her with the Council any longer than I had to. I’d make sure she was safe, but there was no telling what they’d do to her in the meantime.


Hold on, Pearl. Hold on.
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Pearl


The dungeon wasn’t that bad, as dungeons went. I’d visited a few over the years—granted, I was on the other side of the bars when I did—and they hadn’t been nearly so clean.


Not that my jailers intended for it to be that way. It was just a happy consequence of living in the Great Desert. The lack of animals or bugs meant that places stayed much more hygienic. In Mindep, there would have been rats and mice hiding in the cells and fleas in all the bedding. Those were the worst. They just kept biting you until you thought you’d go mad from the itching. Then diseases they carried would kick in and bring a whole host of other problems.


I was guessing, though, that the heat was supposed to be the real issue. And for most people, it would be.


I was the exception.


Every other dungeon I’d heard of or seen was in the lowest area they could find. That had two purposes. The first was that it made escape much harder. The second was that people can and will go mad if they don’t have light. Sunlight strengthens you to a certain extent. Beryl would tell her patients to sit in sunlight for fifteen to twenty minutes every day, and it often helped them fight off whatever was making them ill.


It was different in the desert, though. The wealthy had homes deep in the shadows of Blood Canyon to keep them cool. Darkness was a sign of wealth and prestige. There was no way that they’d put their prisoners in a desirable location. Instead, they put us up in a room that received lots of light. All day long. My cell, in particular, was heavily exposed to the sun. Unfortunately for them, the heat and light made me feel more energetic instead of sapping my strength.


They did seem to hold with the idea of keeping important prisoners in isolation. The guards would talk about how much trouble other prisoners were causing them. They even said I was lucky to have so much space to myself, not to mention the biggest cell, one that generally held fifteen people at a time. When food was brought in, I could hear a variety of moans and cries that the door effectively muffled, proving that it wasn’t due to a lack of prisoners.


The extra space was a boon, though. It allowed me to continue my exercises, which helped keep my emotions under control and my body strong. I needed to be ready for whatever came next.


I was given a bit of food every day—usually laced with something—and a jar of the cursed water. It was just enough to keep me from dying without allowing me to stay healthy. It was painfully obvious they wanted me weak. Too bad for them, I had a secret weapon in the form of a water drake.


Even if he hadn’t worked his way into my heart already, Wuzzy’s efforts would have won me over. It hadn’t taken much time to discover he was small enough to sneak in and out of the dungeon without drawing any attention. Actually, because he was so skilled at hiding in plain sight, he was the perfect sneak, roaming the canyon so he could bring back food and clean water for me. 


“You also give me someone to talk to, even if you couldn’t talk back.” My whispered statement earned me a glare from the drake. “Yet. At least not consistently. And don’t give me that look. I know we’re getting better because of all the practice, but you have to admit, you aren’t ever going to be verbose. It’s just not in your nature or your capabilities.”


Wuzzy chirped as loudly as he dared before nipping my ear, startling a laugh out of me.


“Ow! Don’t blame me. It’s not my fault that you don’t have lips!”


Before I could continue the argument, he put paw up to signal for quiet and cocked his head to the side. Someone was coming. Moments later, Wuzzy was gone, and I was attempting to appear lethargic as I waited.


That was actually my biggest problem, how much energy I had. I was an active person, used to constantly filling my time with activities. Back home, I spent most days training militias, learning new strategies, helping my family, practicing my fighting forms, and doing countless other tasks. There was plenty of time to get everything done; I just made sure to fill my time because I didn’t like sitting around. Being imprisoned while knowing I could probably escape? Well, it was testing me in many ways.


The main door clanked open, and I huddled against the wall. It was time to deal with the worst part of my day, the interview. This particular one was going to feature Mixcóatl, which was a plus. Whenever Bleiz was there, he tried to seduce me. For some odd reason, he thought I would eventually give in. I wasn’t sure whether that was his own arrogance or something enhanced by the water, but it was disgusting. At least the head of the Fire Clan kept to business.


“Here we are again,” Mixcóatl began. “Are you going to talk today?”


I said nothing. It was safer when you wanted to avoid having your words twisted.


She sighed. “All we need to know is if you are the phoenix or not. Just a simple yes or no question.”


Yeah, right. Just a simple question that will be wrong no matter what I say. Either way, I’m a liar.


“Do you like the heat? I find it pleasant, personally, but most do not. This place is quite dry compared to my home…” She sighed and watched me sit in the corner, curled up like a child. She probably thought I was one.


In all fairness, compared to her, I was. Still, even without the massive age gap, my size and delicate features practically guaranteed I’d be underestimated. Then again, it wouldn’t necessarily work on her. Mixcóatl was also quite petite and—from what I’d heard—liked to use people’s expectations to gain greater control of any situation. She was a powerful woman who probably knew all the typical tricks.


It’s worth a try, though, and it has a better chance of working if I don’t change my habits. This is a long game, and I’m stuck here until Faron finishes what he needs to do. I just hope he hurries up. I have a feeling that things are going to get worse rather quickly.


With that in mind, I ignored everything else she had to say by thinking about Faron. I’d never been one to escape into fantasies, but my memories were a safe place to hide. And no one made me feel safer than Faron did.










CHAPTER 5: SPIDERS AND SIFU
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Faron


They were gone.


Everyone was gone.


At first, I thought I was too tired to be seeing things correctly. Exhaustion made people delusional, and everything looked okay at first glance. It was quiet, but that happened sometimes, and it was pretty late. Instead of knocking on Marie’s door, and possibly waking the kids, I just snuck into my normal room. It had a separate entry for that very reason. That’s why I didn’t notice the problem until morning.


“Guess who’s back?” It was nearly midday when I woke, and I was feeling better than I expected. A real bed and sleeping in safety will do that. Flying for twelve hours and then resting for twelve hours—during the brightest part of the day—hadn’t helped. Still, I felt terrible for sleeping so late, and I wanted to make it up to Marie.


Except she wasn’t there. No one was.


The silence was my first clue. The kids were never quiet, but I hadn’t noticed initially. It became glaringly obvious when I didn’t receive a response. What really tipped me off was how messy the house was. The kids often left it looking like a windstorm had blown through.


This looks more like people gathering whatever they could to leave quickly. If someone had come and attacked, the furniture would have been in ruins. Still…


I listened carefully for any sound from the outside. There was nothing. At a different compound, that might have been common, but the Spider Clan tended to attract talkative folk. The village was never quiet.


A quick tour of the house assured me that it was empty. My only consolation was that I didn’t see any signs of attack.


By the time I reached the street, that had changed. Something big had happened. Most of the doors had been kicked in, the latches broken off, but nothing looked like it had been taken. Each one looked like people had packed quickly and left, but the further I got to the edge of town, the more damage I saw. Someone else had been there, looking for something or someone. Cabinets and wardrobes were left open, and everything inside had been pushed aside. Even the rugs had been tossed, like someone had checked for secret panels in the floor.


I checked ten homes before stopping. They all looked the same, though some were more damaged than others, and the evidence didn’t tell me much. “What happened here? And where is everybody?”


But no answer came.


I gritted my teeth at the silence and headed for the Spider Clan’s manor. If their village had been attacked, there was no way that Malike and the others would stand by and let it happen. They were highly possessive of both friends and family.


The closer I got to the manor, the more damage I saw. I had a feeling the only reason the village had survived was that the manor house was always the target. The road looked worse the longer I was on it, pockmarked with craters, streaked with blood, and carrying the distinct scent of sulfur and rot. When I reached the gates, there were new dents and gouges in the dark surface. It hadn’t stopped them from working properly, though, as they opened quickly and creakily when I approached.


I sighed in relief. If the house could still move the gates, things weren’t as bad as I feared. At least, that’s what I thought before I walked into the courtyard and saw the bodies.


I’ve been alive for over a hundred years and thought I’d seen the worst things imaginable. My imagination apparently needs work.


Near the gate lay a half-eaten body that looked like it had been crawling toward escape when it was killed. I couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman anymore. About fifty feet away lay a man who had been petrified both literally and figuratively. He had been turned to stone while looking scared for his life. Several bodies were lying around and didn’t have a mark on them, which was possibly more terrifying than those more obviously injured.


And then there was the man who’d been turned inside out. And had his arms and legs switched. At least, I hoped those were his limbs.


Instead of heading directly to the door, I circled the manor once and counted the bodies. There were thirty men—and possibly women—lying dead between the gate and the house. And every one had been killed in a different method, too.


I grimaced when I spotted a foot sticking out of the ground, still attached to a leg.


Thirty-one.


Satisfied with my survey, I moved toward the door, stepping around a particularly large bloodstain as I went. And then a dismembered limb.


Despite the horrific things I’d seen—or possibly in response to the stress of everything—I had to fight off a wholly inappropriate laugh. The random leg had jogged my memory, though. During dinner one night, Akuba and Ekow had a rousing argument about the proper way to store dismembered limbs for future use. When I asked why, they told me that you could identify if someone was actually a doppelgänger or not by how they reacted when a severed limb was thrown at them. I’d decided to stop asking questions after that, having no clue how to respond, but couldn’t help but wonder if that was why so many people had lost their arms and legs in the battle.


The door’s familiar creaking drew my attention as it opened for me. Unlike in the village, this one was intact, though a sword was sticking out of it.


“Where are they, house?” I asked, only feeling slightly foolish. I’d always known that the house was alive, or at the very least, possessed. It was generally quite friendly to me and answered whatever question I posed as best it could. Not this time, though.


This time there was no answer to be had.


I wandered the house, looking for evidence of something, but found it in its typical state of disrepair. House had done its job and kept the intruders out. That left me with very little information, though. Then, I got to Akuba’s lab.


“Whatever happened, she took her formula with her.” I examined the table she’d been using to develop her ‘poison’ to counteract the water’s curse. Akuba was meticulous about her poisons. Her lab was the only room in the house that was cleaned regularly or adequately. That gave me a place to start.


“Alright, the dust is pretty thick, but the bodies haven’t been out there long, maybe a week or so. The Clan must have figured out someone was coming and escaped while they could, taking the village with them.” My shoulders dropped as I realized they were probably fine, but I’d have to find them.


I patted the side of the house as I walked out. “Good job. Lock up and protect yourself. I’ll make sure that Malike and the others come back.”


The house creaked, and the door slammed behind me before I heard a heavy bolt slide across, followed by three more. And then the door fused to the wall.


I chuckled. “Good enough.”


And then I was off. If the Council sent men to attack the Spider Clan, it was for one of two reasons. Either they thought I was hiding here, or they wanted the cure to disappear. Neither seemed like a good option, so it was time to call in someone who knew more about strategy than I’d forgotten.


I needed to talk to Sifu as soon as I could.
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It took six days to get from the Spider Clan’s Compound to the Eastern Barrier. More specifically, it took that long to get to our fort on the border.


After establishing a relationship with the Eastern Dragons, we realized we needed a way to contact them when necessary. They had no reason to come live with us, and we couldn’t pass over their border, but we could establish places to go to if we needed help. In all our time in the Great Desert, the forts had never been used for emergencies. Mostly, they were a central point for trade caravans to meet.


We didn’t have much to offer them at first but quickly realized that we could provide a luxury that few knew how to create: glass. We didn’t have food or water, but we had sand, and the ability to heat it until it melted and shape it while hot. Dragon-made glass was the highest quality there was, and the Eastern Dragons couldn’t do it, for some odd reason. We even had access to the compounds necessary for adding color. Having an actual product to trade made our relationship seem much more equitable.


Landing in front of the fort, I couldn’t help but shake my head. The first fort to be built was near the Spider Clan’s compound. We assumed that if there was any further danger, it would push people north, so it seemed like the safest place to rally our people. The years had not been kind to it, though. When Blood Canyon was officially appointed the capital, trade began to drift toward the Southern Fort. There were more people down there, and the roads were easier to traverse. There were also more socially acceptable compounds to stay in. That prejudice caused the Northern Fort to be almost entirely ignored for at least three decades.


As long as the bell was still operational, the rest of it didn’t matter. Luckily, it was.


I grabbed the massive rope and pulled. Then, I moved to the side and did it again. It was a special bell that made different tones depending on where it was struck. When Sifu had lived with us, he made sure I manned the fort and knew the codes by heart. The deep, clear tones were comforting, as were the resulting vibrations. I shifted again, bringing the clapper into a new position, and pulled once more. Each pattern of pitches conveyed a different message. Everyone was required to know the codes, in case of an emergency. I just never thought I’d have to use them.


As soon as I finished, I settled down at the table to eat and wait. I was getting low on travel rations. Shifting took a lot of energy because I was constantly pushing against the magic void. By the end of the day, I felt like I’d been sprinting instead of letting the wind carry me. Just thinking about it made me thirsty, but I didn’t want to try the well. I couldn’t trust it. No matter how underused this area was, it was still an important place for our community.


The sun was nearly down by the time I heard someone walking up to the fort. Whoever it was made no attempt to hide his footsteps, which was both polite and appreciated. I didn’t much feel like being taken by surprise right then.


“Greetings to the fort!”


I sighed as I heard the familiar accent. Help had arrived. I stood and walked to the door, spotting the man immediately. He had a broad, round face with almond-shaped eyes. He was also quite large, about my height but had more defined muscles than I did. Then again, I was usually walking, not practicing with a massive sword staff like what he was carrying.


Northern stock, then, I thought. Sifu told me they aren’t usually left near the forts, not when they could be used as guards or soldiers. He probably came off a long assignment, and they wanted him to rest.


“Greetings from the fort.” My response was carefully measured, so it was loud enough to be heard clearly, but my tone was still moderate. There was a strong belief in this culture that you shouldn’t impose on another person, even if it is just with an overly loud voice or strident tone. Sifu had ensured that I understood that point very clearly.


He looked at me oddly, clearly not expecting the consideration, but continued with the introduction. “My name is Wong Bohai. What was your message?”


A bit more tension leaked out of me. He was really there for what I needed. I had rung the bell to let them know I had an important message with news. And I did.


I walked over to the man and handed him a note with a token attached. The small piece of metal was stamped with Sifu’s symbol, a drop of water with a sword and a lotus flower inside it. Bohai blinked, and his eyes flashed up to mine.


“Please get this to Sifu as quickly as possible. If he asks, let him know that his student and his apprentice have need of him.”


“Sifu has no apprentice.”


I shook my head. “He took one about a decade ago, but she’s human. She’s also in danger. Please. You must hurry!”


Bohai nodded, then bowed deeply before me. I bowed back, although less deeply. It would be disrespectful to ignore him. It was an old fashioned way of acknowledging someone as your superior in training. As soon as I straightened, so did he.


Then he transformed and was gone.


Eastern Dragons were so different from the rest of us. Instead of bulky, their bodies were long and sinuous. I found their combination of fur, scales, and feathers to be just as odd as their ability to fly without wings. Bohai’s face was shaped almost like a lion’s, unlike the more narrow ones I was used to seeing. His curly mane waved wildly as he shot eastward like an arrow, leaving a single downy in his wake.


When he was out of sight, I returned to the fort to get some sleep. I didn’t know how long I’d have to wait for Sifu, but I wasn’t going to leave until he got there. I couldn’t do this without him, and Pearl deserved all support I could find. Visiting the Spider Clan showed me just how far gone the Council was, and I never would have left her there if I’d known.
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It took another day until Sifu and Bohai returned. The younger man looked exhausted, which made sense, considering that he’d been flying for about two days at full speed.


“Faron? Are you sure? You aren’t making it up?” Sifu demanded.


I snorted. Clearly, he’d read the note. “Good to see you too, Sifu. And, no. I’m not making this up. We’ve been hit by another curse, the Council has gone mad, and Pearl is being held by them under the suspicion that she’s the phoenix.”


“A. A phoenix.”


I frowned for a moment before laughing. “Sorry, but that’s apparently what she said to the Council when they said it too.”


Sifu joined in with his gentle chuckle, a sound that always reassured me. “I can imagine. I somehow doubt that Pearl was gentle with her words. Now, why do they think she’s a phoenix?”


I pulled out the jade pendant from beneath my shirt. “Because of this. George was trying out a travel spell that allowed him to leave the desert. He met her and saw the pendant and then decided that she was the phoenix. So, he kidnapped her and brought her back with him.”


Sifu stared at me for a moment before shaking his head. “Your cousin has not changed, has he?”


“Not really.” Even as I said that, though, I was remembering the night Pearl talked to him, and how he’d actually listened. He rarely listened to anyone. And the way he’d flirted with her was different, too. It was more teasing than seductive. He was playful, but not usually like that. And he rarely spoke as plainly as he had in our discussion later that night. “Actually, I think he has changed. Pearl seems to have that effect on people.”


Sifu smiled and nodded. “She does. Now, let’s sit down, and you can tell me exactly what happened.”


The three of us trooped into the fort, and I ran through everything that happened since Pearl came bursting into my life. I told him about the fights, about sledding down the dunes, about the Water Clan’s troubles, the Spider Clan’s discoveries, and even George’s conversation with me. I hid nothing from my teacher. By the time I told him about Oasis Lake, he had a deep frown on his face. When I told him about visiting home and the two of us finally admitting our feelings, he smiled. When I reported the ambushes and the Council’s reaction, he scowled.


When I told him of the attacks on myself, Cledwyn and George, my parents, and the Spider Clan’s Manor, he was thunderous.


As soon as I finished, he turned to Bohai and said, “You will go back and tell little Ping all that was said here. I will be traveling with my student, and will assist him in removing this curse and freeing my apprentice.” His voice grew darker as he mentioned Pearl, and I just barely held back a shudder.


Sifu was not a large man, particularly not when compared to Bohai or me. He didn’t have great height or large muscles. He didn’t have an imposing presence or a host of scars. He was mild, gentle, careful, and terrifyingly strong. Which meant that when he finally lost his temper, he was as wild as the torrential rain he wore as his markings. The more expansive the markings, the more powerful a Dragon was. Sifu was the only Dragon I knew who had markings over his entire body.


Most would overlook the silver dots, assuming that he wasn’t strong because they were so small. They looked a lot like freckles and were easy to forget about. It didn’t help that his mood was generally mellow, so few got to see the power that emanated from him when he didn’t contain it. Someone had endangered his precious apprentice, though. That made the little sparkles across his face glow so fiercely that they lit up the room as a silver sheen encased him from head to toe.


Anyone who hurt his apprentice would be dead before they realized who they’d angered.


Bohai was pressed up against the wall, attempting to be small and quiet while Sifu got his anger back under control. I didn’t blame him one bit. I was just as scared but less obvious about it. I also knew the teacher a bit better than most. Sifu was many things, but never irrational or prone to lashing out at those around him.


A lot like Pearl tries to be. She just doesn’t have as much practice.


The glow began to subside as Sifu calmed down.


“I apologize. I treasure my students and am greatly distressed to see any in danger. My apprentice, though… she is very dear to me, as is her family. Speaking of, you said that they have been informed?”


I nodded and kept my voice level. “Yes. I sent a message to the Wraiths. Aunt Eire went to visit their new queen, and she’s reestablished communication with the Fey. Pearl’s youngest sister, Nolana, is betrothed to the Fey King.”


Sifu was totally back to normal and grinned broadly. “Little Lana? Good for her. I always knew that she would do something extraordinary. Now, what is your plan for getting Pearl back?”


I sighed. That was the Sifu I was familiar with, the doting teacher who demanded the best of his pupils.


“I have a copy of the ingredients we need to produce a cure. I know that most of them come from beyond the Western Barrier, but I was hoping that you could start production of it as well. Since the Council has holed up in Blood Canyon, the rest of the people have been left to rot. If we can clear their minds first, then there should be fewer problems later on.”


He nodded. “So, the Emperor would be distributing the cure in the East while we got it going in the West.”


I nodded.


“Good. We will leave first thing in the morning. Let Bohai look over the recipe before we go, and he can take that information back to the Emperor as well.” He paused and looked west, his eyes narrowing slightly. “It is time that your Council learns to leave my students in peace. Long past time…”


A shiver worked its way down my spine, but I said nothing. The Council had made another enemy, and I had a feeling that they wouldn’t survive the encounter without casualties.


And I didn’t really want them to.










CHAPTER 6: I REALLY NEED TO WORK ON MY PRIDE




[image: ]




Pearl


Things were changing in my prison and not for the better.


“Think today will be the day?” The footman’s green eyes were almost glowing with his eagerness. I was still isolated from other prisoners but not the guards or the Council’s servants.


The redhead snorted. “Probably not. We’ve already had to reset our dates twice. She’ll probably stay sane just to spite us.”


A guard with white hair and black markings that looked like thorns glared. “You only say that because you’ve already lost, and want another chance at winning the pot.”


“Can you blame me?” He shrugged before walking over and hanging on the bars of my cell. “Although, if I were you, little girl, I’d give up now. Before they start torturing you.”


It took everything in me not to sigh at this new gambit he was trying. They’d created a game, inventively called “When Will She Crack.” I didn’t understand the appeal, but then, I wouldn’t. I was the one they were betting would crack.


It started simply enough. They came in and stared at me, muttering to one another too quietly for me to hear. It didn’t take long for them to get louder, and they made no effort to hide what they were doing.


“Eh, leave her alone,” a maid said as she walked in with a plate of food and a small cup of water. The stony expression and yellow glow from her markings let me know that she wasn’t on my side. “You might catch something if you get too close. I’ve heard that humans are so weak that they get sick multiple times a year. What if she’s contagious?” Her pretty face screwed up in disgust, and she put my plate down before pushing it through the opening with her foot.


I ignored it, and they left shortly after.


One good thing came from my daily torment, and that was the information I gained. When they weren’t trying to practice verbal abuse, they spent their time gossiping. Most of it was about the Council. There was not a lot of love lost between the leaders and their servants. The guards had it a bit better, but I got the distinct impression that I was being tormented because they needed some way to lash out, and it might disrupt the Council’s plans.


Not that the ruling body needed any help to fall apart. Apparently, they’d started acting even more strange, and everyone had noticed. For one thing, only six were still showing up to their meetings. That was only one more than they were required to have present at all times, and the only reason they had that many was because the head of the Flower Clan had stopped leaving the Council chamber. One guard mentioned that he always seemed to be asleep in his chair, but the meals being sent in were always eaten.


Then there were the unofficial, closed-door meetings. Only four of the Council members ever attended, but the servant who passed the door noticed a fifth voice that they didn’t recognize. The Clan Heads were always arguing with that person. No one knew who it was or what the conversations were about. They just knew that there was a new player in the game, making things difficult for the Council.


And they didn’t mind one bit. They hated the Council more than they hated me. The only difference was, I couldn’t do anything to hurt them. The Council could. Besides, they were sure that everything bad that happened to the Dragons was because of pathetic humans like me. I wasn’t sure how we were so pathetic that we were incapable of higher thought and able to accomplish so many dastardly deeds. Usually, it was one or the other, not both. Then again, hatred is rarely logical.


The reality was they weren’t in their right minds. There were probably a few that were genuinely evil, but most of them were being affected by the cursed water. People became guards for a variety of reasons, but most wanted to protect others. If someone felt they weren’t able to accomplish their life’s mission, they would lash out at anyone they could easily blame—me, for instance. As for the servants, well, you could only be treated like dirt for so long before you either started to believe you deserved it or took your anger out on others.


It wasn’t healthy, but it was something I’d seen before, something my overactive brain could latch onto so I wouldn’t attack them. Mindep still practiced honor duals, and I was beginning to understand the appeal.


Though the servants and guards showed up more often, Council visits were waning in frequency. Actually, the only ones still showing up were Bleiz and Mixcóatl. While they didn’t show up every day when they did come, they were more tenacious than ever.


For his part, Bleiz genuinely seemed to believe that I was holding information back out of some strange desire to win his attention and affection. He repeatedly called me a minx and told me that I needed to stop playing hard to get. That it wasn’t going to change how he felt about me, and all the games were unnecessary. Then, he would paint a grand picture of what we could do if we were united.


“The Dragon and the phoenix. We could bring balance to this land and people. You would be universally adored for bringing peace and prosperity to my people and would be on the arm of the most desirable Dragon in the world. All you have to do is talk to me,” he cajoled.


I wasn’t sure where he got the idea that he was desirable, but I didn’t agree at all. And that was the least… provocative of his speeches. I literally felt sick after a few of his visits.


For her part, Mixcóatl was much easier to listen to. She didn’t try and seduce me, for one thing. For another, she actually had some excellent points, even if they were all twisted to give herself the power.


“Our people are dying; you can hardly expect us to be happy about it. We have, foolishly, decided that anyone who isn’t a Dragon is an enemy. It’s petty, I know, but it is also our reality. You are not a Dragon, therefore not to be trusted. You want what is best for you and not us. Still, the Council has been doing our best to protect you from the worst of the bigots. We can’t do anything more unless you tell us the truth, though. If you aren’t the phoenix, we will simply let you go and think nothing of it. But if you are… well, that would be completely different.”


She never seemed to get around to explaining how it would be different. Instead, Mixcóatl spoke of the many ways she’d tried to improve her Clan, not to mention the rest of the Dragons. Naturally, she’d been thwarted at every turn. Based on the little bit she said about her husband—the former head of the Fire Clan—he’d been a brute, and she’d inherited a mess when he died, but had done a decent job of cleaning it up.


The problem was twofold, though. First, I didn’t know if I could trust a word out of her mouth, even if she was probably telling the truth most of the time. The best lies are mixed with truth. Second, and possibly more significantly, I was pretty sure that she murdered her husband. She never said it directly, but she reminded me a lot of someone.


When we lived in Perim still, I’d met a woman who had been stuck in an unhappy and abusive marriage until her husband disappeared. Upon her death, it was discovered that she killed her husband because of his abuse and ran his merchant company while pretending that he was alive and well. She pulled off the ruse for nearly thirty years. She also had the same look in her eyes that Mixcóatl had when she talked about her husband.


I shook my head, grateful I wouldn’t be seeing either Councilmember until the next day. Then, I grabbed the plate of food and cup and went back to my corner. It wasn’t appetizing and was dangerous to eat, but I needed to at least look like I’d had some, or they’d become suspicious.


A chirp made me look up hopefully. Those hopes were immediately dashed.


“No water?” It was a silly question to ask as Wuzzy as he came back with a canteen dragging behind him. The hollow sound let me know that he’d been unsuccessful. That was, unfortunately, becoming the norm.


I wasn’t sure where Wuzzy had found safe drinking water before, but it was apparently gone. He hadn’t been able to bring more than a half-full canteen back in nearly a week. That meant I was forced to drink the cursed water, and it was already having some effect.


When Wuzzy warbled a sad note, I smiled.


“Thank you for trying.” I picked him up and scratched behind his horns. “I’ve missed you.”


The water drake purred as I cuddled him close, the odd vibrations soothing my ragged nerves. I let him curl around my neck, all the while worrying about how light he felt. I wasn’t the only one suffering, and there was nothing I could do to help him. Even if I freed myself, we’d still be trapped by a lack of food and water.


Wherever you are, Faron, you need to hurry up, before it gets worse.
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I was an arrogant fool. It wasn’t a constant state, but one that I fell into when I was feeling particularly insecure. I would lie to myself and everyone else about my confidence. Then came the grandiose, poorly thought out decisions before, inevitably, I realized what I’d done and regretted my stupidity.


It was a cycle I thought I’d outgrown, but clearly, I was wrong. The evidence was staring me right in the face.


It would have been better for me to be trapped down in the deepest, dankest, dingiest, and most disgusting dungeon they could find. I’d been mentally prepared for that, at least. I knew how to deal with those sorts of situations. I hated that part of my training, though, so I’d foolishly rejoiced over the fact that they’d put me in a well-lit room. Sure, it was hot, but that hardly mattered. It didn’t hurt me any. In fact, it made me stronger.


But that was the problem.


I was stronger. Physically, anyway.


“They won’t even have to ask me more questions about being a phoenix or place another bet.” I growled and put more force behind my punches. “All they’ll have to do is leave me in here for another month, and I’ll crack like an egg on a stone floor.”


Shadowboxing is a wholly unsatisfying activity when you really want to make contact with something. Or someone. I couldn’t even hit the wall for fear that it would show. It’s difficult to prove you’re only human when you can leave dents in the floor by walking too forcefully.


I was spending almost every hour of sunlight in some sort of exercise. The only way I could keep myself in check was moving from pushups to my fighting forms to high-knees to whatever else I could. There was a chance it might use up my excess energy. Then, I would stop and try to fix the damage I’d done to the cell. Any aerobic exercise seemed to be problematic. If my jumps were too high, I would hit my head against the ceiling or land too heavily and crush another layer of floor. Or I would move my legs up so quickly that I was practically levitating when all I wanted to do was run in place. No matter what I tried, it just went wrong!


And then, there was the paranoia that every dent in the floor would be discovered. My already high level of energy had quadrupled. I felt like I was drugged, I was so jittery. I’d had a bad reaction to one of Beryl’s concoctions when I was younger, and it left me a twitching mess that shied at shadows like an unbroken filly. This was far worse. It felt physically painful to sit still. My muscles were constantly twitching, leaving me jumpy and too exhausted to sleep properly.


Adding my insomnia with the little bits of cursed water I was drinking and the hyper-alertness? I wasn’t doing well at all.


About a month after being arrested—roughly two weeks into the new symptoms—I decided to switch things up. Instead of going faster and pushing harder, I did the opposite. I moved as slowly as possible. I actually managed to use a whole hour to do only two pushups, moving by very tiny increments. I raised and lowered my knees until I could feel the strain in my stabilizing muscles. I also used it to practice balancing in a variety of positions while moving as slowly as a snail.


Surprisingly, it helped.


Well, not so surprising. It’s just like when I started learning the forms that Lana uses. They’re slow, making them harder for me to understand and perform because I’m always in a rush. It takes up a lot of energy to keep yourself from falling down when you try and do something slowly.


I sighed and looked out over the sands. One of the reasons my prison was so sunny was that it sat at the canyon’s highest point. The naturally formed tower was open to the sands on one side and the capital on the other. That was how Wuzzy was able to sneak in and out so effortlessly; he just circled the tower until he was on the outer part and climbed. No one wanted to look out at the desert.


I miss him. He was supposed to be back by now.


Worse than the excess energy were Wuzzy’s absences. The longer he was gone, the more emotional I felt when he returned. He was the only one I interacted with who wasn’t against me. I had begun to rely on our relationship to keep me stable, to remind me that I wasn’t alone. I loved Faron, but I needed more than pleasant memories. Wuzzy wasn’t a pet, he was an integral part of my life, my partner through this horror, and we fought to protect each other while we waited for things to settle. He reminded me that there was a life outside the cell and that I had a reason not to give in.


I couldn’t afford to become emotionally or mentally unstable. Not when so much hinged on me keeping the Council distracted. The longer they worked on breaking me, the less attention they’d give to Faron as he distributed the cure and got us help.


A small light drew my attention to my fingers, and I gasped before rubbing my hands together. When the flame was gone, I leaned my head against the wall and groaned. “Not again. Why does this keep happening? Aren’t I dealing with enough?”


The first time I saw a flame in the room, I thought I’d been imagining things. I hadn’t been. That was the other reason I spent so much time working out. The hotter the room got, the more energy I had. The more energy I had, the more my strength grew, yes, but it also put me at a higher risk of sprouting flames. And there was nothing I could do about it. I didn’t know how it was happening. I’d been tested for magic when I was young and knew that I wasn’t a mage, let alone a sorceress, and they were the only magicians capable of creating flames.


That I know of. And, impossible or not, I’m going to have to deal with it soon. It wasn’t just happening when I was alone anymore. I didn’t need it happening when I was being interviewed by the Council. Not again. I just narrowly avoided Bleiz seeing the flames a few days before. That would not have been a good thing.


It probably had to do with my distraction at the time. Instead of blanking my mind or hiding in memories of traveling with a certain member of the Storm Clan, I was actually listening to the pompous Council Member.


The longer my imprisonment continued, the less their rants seemed connected to my supposed identity as a phoenix. They would talk about how people were trying to undermine the Council’s power and how they were going to stop the Dragons from falling into nothingness, not like the Fey and the Wraiths were doing. I honestly didn’t get the connection, but those people groups seemed very important to the Council for some reason.


When the fire incident had happened, Bleiz had been on a roll. He thought pushing all the Dragons into the same emotional mindset would allow them to harness the trapped magical power to break the curse. While it is true that magic responds to emotions, the idea that they’d be able to harvest it when everyone was feeling the same emotion seemed… off. And I wasn’t sure how they planned on getting everyone to be emotional at the same time—let alone get them to feel the same thing—but I had a feeling that it wouldn’t bode well for me.


There was no point in fretting, though. Sifu always said that there was no point in worrying over tomorrow when today had worries enough.


I sighed and got up, so I could go through my workout again. Part of my frustration was because I didn’t know what was going to happen next. The other problem was my mental state. I could feel an emotional storm coming on. Those were fun. Instead of just having one emotion at a time amplified, all my emotions were. All at the same moment. I decided that it felt like a storm of emotions had come over me, and there was nothing to do except close the shutters and ride it through.


The heightened emotions I’d experienced back home—the very ones that drove me to find answers—were nothing by comparison. Then again, that seems to often be the case. Something that’s a world-ending problem when you are young is inconsequential when you’re older and have a broader experience.


I just wish I wasn’t having my world expanded in quite this way.


As I moved down into a pushup, the storm hit, and I dropped.


Elation and abject fear collided with incredible sadness and utter boredom. Anger, joy, depression, and curiosity fought for supremacy as hope trailed behind, tantalizingly close, but never within my grasp. A thousand emotions swirled together into a melange of chaos. And then, they disappeared and left me gasping for breath and covered in sweat.


So, I did what I always did. I let go and fell into a dream.


Only, this time, it was a memory.
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Mommy was big. Waaaaaaaaaay bigger than she used to be. When I asked Daddy about it, he said that I shouldn’t say things like that because it might make Mommy sad. I didn’t know why. Daddy said that women with babies in their tummies get their feelings mixed up, and don’t always listen to what you mean. Just like I don’t always listen to what Eric means when he says something, and I think he’s making fun of me.


I look at Mommy when she coughs, making her couch shake. She’s been feeling icky for a few days, and I decided that I was going to watch her to make sure that she wasn’t getting a cold. Beryl said that colds are bad. She’s littler than me, though, so she doesn’t always know.


Mommy keeps coughing. She seems like she can’t breathe.


“Mommy…”


She keeps coughing. I get up and rush to the door just as it opens, and Daddy comes through.


“Mommy won’t stop coughing,” I said as he ran over to her.


“What are you doing out of bed, darling?” He whispers something before picking her up and carrying her back to their bed.


“I—“ cough, cough, “wanted to see if sitting up made it any better.”


Daddy sighed. “The healer warned you about this.” He stopped when Mommy started coughing again. He tried to calm her down, but it didn’t work. Nothing he tried worked.


“Saf? Sapphire! Are you okay? Saf?” Daddy sounded really worried, and I felt scared. Mommy was still coughing, but it sounded like she was choking too.


Daddy started yelling for help. The healer who had been taking care of Mommy came in and started talking, but none of it made sense. All I could see was Mommy, choking.


Eric came in and pulled me away. We all stayed in the hall until we were told we could go in and see her. I waited. I didn’t want her to start choking again, and I was scared that it was my fault for being in there when I wasn’t supposed to.


I hid under a table that night and heard her screaming and choking. The healer said that the baby was coming. I had a new sister, and Mommy said to name her Belle.


When Daddy left to get a wet-nurse, and the healer disappeared to change into clean clothes, I snuck into the room again.


“Mommy?” I asked as I walked up to her bed and looked at her.


She looked worse than before. Her skin was sweaty and kinda gray looking. She coughed again, but it was a little cough this time, even if it sounded heavy.


“I love you, Mommy. Get better so you can play with us again.”


But Mommy didn’t answer. And then she stopped breathing. And her eyes went blank.
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Melma was sick. She had been for a few weeks now. The fever never seemed to go down for more than a few hours, and she was getting weaker and weaker.


At least she wasn’t coughing anymore. I don’t think I could stand losing my stepmother the same way I had my mother.


At least she isn’t pregnant, not like Mama was.


I looked down at Lana and grimaced. She was the same age I’d been when I lost my mother. The difference was, I still had a parent. She’d already lost her father, and now her mother was leaving too.


Had already left.


Sure, she was still breathing, but I knew she was gone. I’d been there, watching when she gave up. I’d been sneaking into her room at night and tried to take care of her. The healer’s apprentice was meant to do it, but he was also expected to be available for the healer all day, too. He kept collapsing because he was so tired. I didn’t like this healer. Beryl liked him even less.


I’d snuck in again the night before and sat with her while she twisted and turned, the fever growing hotter each minute. I knew that was bad, but I kept trying, even after I realized that the wet cloth wasn’t helping. Something made me look down at her, and her eyes were completely blank. Lifeless. She still breathed, but she’d stopped fighting. The healer had told Father that she could still heal if she kept fighting. It was only when she stopped that hope was lost. I hadn’t believed it until I saw it. Her health had quickly turned for the worst.


The healer had been called in first thing when Father realized something was wrong.


At least the Creator has her now, I reminded myself. It wasn’t much in the way of comfort right then, but it would be later. I hadn’t really believed that you went anywhere after you died, but seeing both of my mothers die, knowing what they believed… I knew where they’d gone. It was only anger that stopped me from admitting it earlier.


That didn’t mean I wasn’t still angry, both at life and with the Creator. He’d taken two wonderful women away from us, and I didn’t know why.


“The fever was too high, her illness too severe,” the healer said as he spoke quietly to Father.


“But she was fine. It was just a little cough,” Father denied.


Lana blinked her big blue-gray eyes at him without comprehension, hugging her stuffed bunny. Eric stood nearby as if trying to protect her from the truth, but knowing he couldn’t. Belle was hiding in a book, like always. And Beryl was asking the healer if plants would have helped. As if it mattered anymore.


I looked out the window and knew I’d be going out hunting that night. It was the only thing that distracted me from the ache. It also gave me someone to be angry at, a way to take control of my life again. I couldn’t be mad at Father. He’d had enough tragedy to count as punishment. I couldn’t be mad at my siblings when they were hurting just as much as I was. I couldn’t even be mad at the healer because he’d done everything he could, even if he did treat his apprentice poorly.


There were people out in the city, however, who deserved anger and retribution, and I was just the one to give it to them… even if Lana’s sad eyes followed me and reminded me why I made more and more reckless decisions.


Because I saw her eyes when I looked at mine in the mirror.










CHAPTER 7: TRAVELING WITH YEW
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Beryl


Traveling by river was an… interesting experience. For one thing, we were using Enchantress Grace’s boat. I’d been on it before, but only when it was docked. We’d never left Perim, and I was usually only with her for the day before heading back to my house.


It was unlike any other craft I’d ever created, which led to a steep learning curve. There were all sorts of enchantments on it to make it more comfortable or easier to navigate. The spells even shifted the boat into different shapes, depending on what was needed. The deck was large enough to use for practicing my fighting skills, the cabins came equipped with the most comfortable beds I’d ever slept in, and the kitchen was a dream to work in. And then there were the little bits of magic that helped to minimize the ship’s movement, prevent problems with storms, and even to assist you with fishing. Enchantress Grace had thought of just about everything.


Queen Grace. I reminded myself. She’s been royalty for three years now. You’d think I would be better at remembering.


I’d met her when I was about seventeen, long before she’d gained a title, marriage, and a country. I’d been training as a healer when we ran into each other. She’d been passing through town and decided to compare notes with my temporary master. He hadn’t been very accommodating—he rarely was—but Grace and I had become friends almost instantly. She invited me to train under her for two months while she was in the area. My master hadn’t been pleased, but he was known for being hard headed, so I wasn’t worried when he sent me packing. Besides, I’d already learned more by working with the Lady Enchantress for a few days than the three months I’d been working for him.


After she left, we wrote letters back and forth, continuing our mutual lessons. She would share more information with me about magic and how it interacted with plants, and I’d share my findings about mundane medicines and maladies. She was the first person who understood even a tiny portion of what I was seeing. She and her friend, Mallie, spent months researching my powers in a sorceress’ library. They never found anything, and I never found out who the sorceress was, but I was given plenty of advice for practice techniques and new things to try.


It had come as quite a shock when Eric and I realized that my master was married to his closest friends. Although, he’d never adequately explained how he’d met them in the first place. Then again, I’d never explained how an enchantress was the master of someone who wasn’t supposed to have magic, so I suppose we were even.


It probably had something to do with his spy work, I thought, remembering Nolana’s words. Maybe it’s a good thing I didn’t ask.


The point was, I’d been on Grace’s boat before, although she’d improved the enchantments significantly since then. It made traveling the rivers much faster, more comfortable, and less perilous.


Which was the other interesting part of the journey, getting to know Yew.


Not that the miserly man will reveal much about himself. I swear, he treats words like they’re physically painful to part with! Although, it isn’t that he’s afraid to talk. He just doesn’t want to talk to me.


What I did know was he was possibly the most sarcastic person I’d ever met. His humor was generally dry and came out at the oddest times, something I was adjusting to. Even so, it took me the three-day journey to Stonesford before I realized he wasn’t deliberately mocking me.


At least he wasn’t doing it maliciously. It’s more like… aggressive teasing. Which I’m used to, just not with someone who isn’t my brother or sisters. I shouldn’t let him get away with it, though. I’ll have to plan a little bit of payback…


That thought prompted another. I hadn’t really talked to him about our plan!


“Where, precisely, are we going?” I asked suddenly. Well, suddenly for him, judging by the slightly startled and confounded expression he was showing me.


“To the Great Desert.” He said it very slowly, exaggerating every syllable.


I rolled my eyes. “I’m aware of that. What I was trying to ask was how we intend to get there. Are we just sailing the whole way or going by land? I’ve never seen a map that shows where their southern border ends, but I’m guessing the desert goes all the way down to the coast, which means we could sail right in with very little trouble.” I bit my lip and tapped on the table. “Although, Grace did set this boat up to work in deep water, didn’t she?”


“She did. And we can’t sail straight there, although that would be handy if we could. The reason no map shows that area is because we can’t get to that area. Anything past Octopus Island is completely unexplored.”


I wracked my brain to remember where Octopus Island was. I didn’t sail much, but I thought it was a large island that lay between the Great Desert and the Lunzif Empire. I vaguely recollected Eric describing it as a pleasant place with four main peninsulas and four reefs that stretched out like arms all around the landmass. It was also reported to have a lot of cephalopods that surrounded there, probably because of the reefs. “What? How is that possible?”


Yew shrugged at my question and went back to nursing his mead. “For one thing, the island is surrounded almost completely by some pretty terrible reefs.” Ha. I did remember correctly. “Granted, the south side of it isn’t too bad, making it easy for Lunzif to trade, but north and east of the island, the reefs get treacherous. No one is sure where they stop because there’s a concealment spell on that side as well. It’s been there as long as anyone can remember, and most think it’s from the original inhabitants.”


I quirked a brow. “Original inhabitants? Of the island?”


Yew stared at me blankly before rolling his eyes. “Of the desert. About twenty years before that shrew Rancune married the first king of Alenia, there was an empire that ruled the land east of the mountains. We don’t know much about them except they were stronger—both intellectually and magically—than anything on our side. What we do know is that someone stripped the magic from the land, and it turned the place into a wasteland. Because magic is what keeps things alive—“


“Wait, what?”


“Everything and everyone died,” he continued, ignoring my outburst. “What no one expected was that the Dragons would end up there when they all disappeared. It must be physically painful for them to live in that type of place…” His voice trailed off, and his eyes went unfocused. Even his mead sat untouched while his mind wandered.


Magic is tied to the life force. I knew that already, but I always thought it was an environmental factor, not something innate. I was just too close to the matter to really understand what I was seeing, and the other magicians probably take it for granted. I’ll have to look into this further when we get back… I let the silence last for a few moments before breaking it. There was too much I needed to know.


“Okay, I’m going to let the magic keeping people alive thing rest for a little bit, as long as you know that we will be getting back to it.” As far as demands went, it was pretty weak. Instead of getting upset, he seemed amused by my narrowed eyes, but he nodded anyway. “Let’s get back to the Dragons for a moment. You sound a lot more knowledgeable about them than you should.”


It was both statement and question, but I wasn’t letting him squirm out of answering me. When he didn’t say anything, I sighed and reverted to my most immature. It usually worked with my family, so I figured it was worth trying with him.


“Fine. If you don’t want to tell me, I guess I’ll just have to fill the silence with an in-depth treatise on the life and properties of swamp moss. It is surprisingly helpful if you know how to use it properly, particularly the—“


“Stop. I give in. Please save me from your unending chatter about plants.” He shook his head, muttering something about women and their unfair advantages. I gracefully ignored his attempts to anger me. Huffing, he continued. “I may not look terribly old, but I am. Centuries old, in fact.”


He paused and looked at me for a moment before frowning. “Why don’t you look surprised?”


I shrugged. “Because you’re not human. Well, not fully. Probably half-Fey, I’m guessing.” A snicker broke through my serious expression as he stared at me, dumbfounded. After a moment’s thought, I decided that he deserved to know the truth about my powers. One thing that I’d learned from Pearl and Eric’s stories was how important it was to tell your bodyguard everything they needed to know. It created a relationship of trust and enabled them to better anticipate your actions and responses. He may not have been my bodyguard, but he still needed to know. “I can read magical signatures and life forces. I’m not a magician—not one of the traditional types, at least—but Grace says that my abilities are real and has been training me for a few years now.”


He sighed and slumped back. “Of course she did. That woman is going to drive me mad one of these days. Anyway, I was still fairly young when the Dragons were pulled away from this part of the world. In fact, one of my best friends was a Dragon…” He trailed off again, this time, his expression was so sad that I didn’t have the heart to ask anymore.


As someone who knew and understood loss, I had a pretty good idea of what happened, or, at least, the impact he felt. I left it alone and quietly stood before cleaning up the kitchen. I’d get back to the question of our path later. We both had a lot to think about.
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I was finally able to wring our travel plans out of Yew the next day. Without any more awkward conversations. Actually, that seemed to be a breakthrough of sorts for us. We spoke more frequently and were less strained than before. It was as if Yew had decided that I was an acceptable travel companion, and he could relax a bit.


Which was probably true. I may have jokingly thought of him as my bodyguard, but he really was one for the Kings of Shessat. That meant that he was probably very cautious—even meticulous—about who he let into allowed life. In a way, it was a massive compliment that he spoke to me at all. In another, it made me wonder what held him back. Did he see something in me that worried him?


Regardless, he finally felt secure enough to discuss our route.


“We can use the same path that Grace uses when she’s heading toward the mountains. We’ll follow the coast and go upriver until we reach a safe place to cross Lettelach.”


“Grace, is it?” I teased.


“When you’ve been trapped on a boat with the woman for nearly a year, you stop caring so much about titles. Besides, I’ve known her husband since he was a squalling babe who always waited until I was on duty to spoil his nappies.”


I snorted but had no comeback. King Jeshu was such a dashing fellow when I had the pleasure of meeting him that it was hard to remember he was once a child. Yew had been there for almost every awkward moment of the man’s life, though. I had no doubt that the guard teased him mercilessly when the occasion called for it.


Then again, Eric did the same with the people he loved.


It took us a week to get from Stonesford to Mouth. We were lucky to move that quickly, though. Father had forever complained about the currents pushing against his ships when they were trying to sail east. The currents were much kinder down near Lunzif, but the pirates weren’t. Most people agreed that it was better to take their time than to lose their shipments or their lives. It didn’t surprise me that we took the safer path, just that Grace’s enchantments pushed us against the currents so easily.


Once we reached Mouth, we really needed those enchantments. Traveling upriver without the aid of a barge would be impossible for most crafts. According to Yew, that was what the enchantments were made for. Grace had been traveling up and down the river to visit her nieces quite a lot, and figured she could make it easier on herself. Because of her upgrades, we made good time sailing into and through Lettelach, making use of their numerous interconnected lakes to travel across the country before stopping in their capital to resupply and gather information.


Lake was a lovely city that had grown up on the shores of their country’s largest lake—which was named ‘Skoosh’ for some unknown reason—and it was known for its lemon festival and a generally welcoming atmosphere.


Granted, most weren’t welcomed by five royal guards waiting to escort them to a private audience with Prince Rain.


Not sure what we’ve done to deserve being greeted by royalty… I wonder if they’ll send us off with lemons, too. I snickered, then hid behind my hands when the guards looked over. Pearl would find this fascinating. They really don’t resemble any of the guards I’ve ever seen, although they are certainly fit enough. All the men were dressed similarly, it was true, but they were hardly neat or regimented. At least, not like I was used to. Actually, they reminded me a bit of barbarian warriors from a bard’s tale.


Yew leaned slightly closer. “The Lake People believe in rotating their warriors through the royal guard. It makes sure the royal family always has up-to-date knowledge of not only what is happening around the country, but also the personalities of the various nobles. Just remember, this place is nothing like Mindep.”


Pearl would love this place. She always said that they didn’t need a regimented army because they played to their people’s strengths instead. Smaller groups that are well-balanced and can work mostly independently are ideal for their culture’s Clan mentality. I never thought I’d see it at work, though.


I nodded to Yew, accepting both his words as well as the warning he’d hidden in them. I was relatively unknown and needed to be careful about when and how I used my connections.


While traveling, we’d talked a lot about the Lake People. They generally stayed out of politics, but the recent unrest in Fretche had pulled them back onto the world stage. Because of that, my family wouldn’t be as well known, which was both a blessing and a problem. While they had no reason to worry about me, they also had no reason to care about my welfare.


There was a small possibility that they knew who my younger sister was and her connection to the Fey King, but neither of us thought they would care much. The Lake People and the Fey never really got along. The Fey preferred a more genteel conversation that gently skated around the truth while the Lake People were blunt to the point of rudeness and detested lying.


Judging by the smirks on our escort’s faces, they’d misunderstood the warning. They probably thought I was either spoiled or needed to be reminded that not everyone was as militarily structured as my country was. The Lake People didn’t have a very high opinion of the rest of the continent, and the cultural divide was often to blame for that. We had different values, and many people thought that Lettelach was backward just because it was isolated.


We were led around the side of the castle to a garden that abutted a large pond. A plain-looking man sat on the shore, reading a stack of papers. The guards saluted proudly before bowing and leaving.


Apparently, this is Prince Rain. Huh. I bet he gets along well with Mindep’s rulers. Our prince isn’t much for formality, except when it deals with the chain of command and military maneuvers. Neither is the king, for that matter.


“Welcome!” Prince Rain’s broad smile did nothing to make him less plain looking, but the warmth of his expression was attractive. Still, he was one of the most unassuming men I’d ever met. His face was round, and his hair was a sandy color, somewhere between blond and brown. The muddy hazel of his eyes reminded me of weeds. Plus, he was slightly overweight, which made him look even less imposing.


Not that he wasn’t fit. He was, but it wouldn’t have been obvious to most people. Actually, my magic was telling me that he was quite healthy. He was just built like a typical strong man, with a barrel chest and a layer of fat disguising his muscles . He just didn’t look like the other princes I’d met or even heard about.


Which is quite refreshing, actually. He takes care of himself without making his appearance the top priority.


And, while I’d been examining him for health issues, he’d been watching me as well. When our eyes met, he smirked.


“Done?”


I shrugged and decided to follow the convention of the area by answering honestly. “You’re healthy, stronger than you appear, and will probably live a long and full life if you don’t do anything stupid or get sick.” I paused before adding, “You may want to get under some shade if you don’t want to get a sunburn, though. You’re just on the edge of one at the moment, and sun damage isn’t easy to repair, even with magic.”


Prince Rain burst into a loud and joyous laugh. “I can honestly say that I wasn’t expecting your candor, but I should have. Your country is fairly straightforward, though not as much as mine. Ahhhh, I needed that… today has not been very restful. Anyway, I heard that you were headed this way, and wanted to talk to you. You are Eric and Pearl’s sister, correct?”


I nodded and forced myself to not look at Yew. We’d been prepared for him to talk about Lana or Belle. Any mention of those two would have meant political maneuvering, something I wasn’t sure how to handle in a place that valued brutal honesty above all else. Still, I couldn’t help a glance at the guards who were within hearing distance.


“Don’t worry. My people won’t mention anything. Not that they probably know who your siblings are. I’ve been in contact with the other rulers. Well, most of them. Your prince and I seem to get along particularly well, and I’ve heard nothing but the best about your brother from my cousins. That’s not why I asked for you, though. Actually, we need your help with something, and I know that you’re already on the way to see the Dragons. Have you heard what’s been happening to them?”


“The curse?”


He nodded, the humor leaving his eyes as they traveled back to the murky pond. “We found out when they requested some unusual plants through the Dwarf traders. Whether they know it or not, we’ve been helping supply them with basic provisions and goods for years now. We noticed a change recently, though. Sudden spikes in their demands for luxury goods and much more food than ever before. When the Dwarves brought news recently… let’s just say that things have gotten significantly worse.”


I chewed my lip for a moment. Pearl could handle herself; I knew that. It didn’t mean that I wanted to leave her alone in that kind of environment. She was rash and independent, but not invincible. Finding out that the curse was worse than we were led to believe was not very heartening. “So, what are you asking for?”


The prince sighed. “For whatever is going on there to stop so we can continue trade as we have in the past. Selfish, I know, but our economies are much more closely linked than most realize. You are the best healer on the continent. Even before your brother freed my cousins, I’d heard your name. If you do what you can to help the Dragons and agree to visit my country once in a while—when you aren’t busy elsewhere, of course—then I will arrange for you to leave with the Dwarves in the morning.”


I narrowed my eyes at the man and tried to think of something he might be hiding, but he seemed utterly sincere. “You just want me to keep doing what I’d already planned, and stop by once in a while?”


He nodded, and Yew sighed. “Remember, Lake People.”


Right. They don’t feel like they need a strategic advantage to win. They typically overwhelm people using remarkably simple plans and brute strength, not hidden agendas and deceit.


“Alright. When do we leave?”
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Dwarves, as it turned out, were nowhere near as grumpy as the stories say. Because Mindep was so far from any mountain ranges, I’d never met any of their people before. I found them to be just as bewilderingly blunt and welcoming as the Lake People. Actually, meeting the two groups back-to-back made their similarities even more apparent.


Oddly enough, Dwarves weren’t nearly as hung up about lying, but they didn’t see the point in it either.


“Lyin’s just a waste o’ words. It’s the same reason we don’t use them pretty words. Too many echos. We use light signals and taps most o’ the time.”


I nodded. “It makes sense. Those would muddle conversations in the miner.” You needed to be concise when shouting back and forth in tunnels. Long sentences or large words risked lives. “Is that why you don’t get along with the Fey?” I couldn’t remember his name—I’d met so many Dwarves in such a short time—so I kept referring to him as ‘our guide’ in my mind.


“The idiots just don’t speak plain.” He shook his head, lips pursed and a hard glint in his eyes. “They kept givin’ chatty orders an’ gettin’ confused when the echos mushed things up. Oh, sure, there’re some good ‘uns out there, but most wouldn’t know the difference between spelunking an’ cave-diving if we drew pictures. ‘Ey’d be too busy tellin’ us they was the same thing.” And then he jerked his head in a nod that was so intense it threatened to topple him off the ship.


That was something else that the stories neglected to mention: Dwarves were very accomplished shipwrights. It was a perfect way to distract him, too. “I didn’t know Dwarves liked water so much.”


“Oh, sure! This range is full o’ rivers. Others ain’t so lucky, but we can’t go five mroots without hittin’ water. So, we built boats.”


‘Mroots,’ as it turned out, stood for ‘mountain roots’ and was the standard unit of measure they used for distance. The magic that raised the mountains had created super-dense striations in the rock that anchored it, as roots did a plant. Roots often held the most valuable stones, so the tunnels were strung from root to root like a garland down the hall. I’d been informed all about the structure of the mountains as we traveled.


As comfortable as Dwarven boats are, I miss ours. While Grace’s ship technically did work underground, we weren’t sure what going into a magic-less place would do to the enchantments. It was just safer to use alternate transportation.


Luckily, that meant Dwarf paddle-boats, covered in nearly as many enchantments as Grace’s, and run by something called a steam engine. They said that they were still trying to figure out a better way of building the marvel, something that didn’t require so much wood or coal. It gave off too much smoke otherwise. That wasn’t the true marvel, though. No, that award belonged to the gearing system that they’d built into the sides of the waterway. Gears had been installed on the sides of the paddleboat that locked with the teeth carved into the walls. Then, some sort of mechanism used the force of the water to propel us upriver. That saved us from most of the steam engine’s noxious fumes. They were only a problem when we had to go through an area with very weak currents.


It wasn’t the month-long journey I’d expected. We didn’t have to climb deep into the heart of the mountains or live off rations. Instead, we spent about a week-and-a-half on a boat that stopped every other day for an hour to pick up fresh food and a few more packages from the local towns.


Mountains, I corrected myself. Dwarf communities refer to themselves as ‘mountains’ because they rarely have more than one town per mountain.


I should have been bored with nothing to do on the journey—even as short as it was—but I ended up spending most of my time talking to a local apothecary who utilized various fungi in her work. She was heading up to a mountain on the border of the Northern Waste to visit some cousins. We ended up having quite a few lively discussions about how human and Dwarf anatomy differed.


It was fascinating, but not as fascinating as the contents of the crates they were taking to the Dragons. For one thing, they’d ordered so much food! It looked like several farms had been emptied, and an entire herd of cattle massacred to provide enough stock for the shipment. Even more interesting were the herbs that Prince Rain had mentioned.


“These are all for revealing truth,” I muttered as I worked through the list that had been ordered, assumedly to combat the curse. “Well, together, at least. They all amplify that portion of their abilities.”


“What do you mean?”


I jumped and turned to face Yew with my pulse beating heavily in my ears. “Don’t do that!” I slapped his arm. “You about scared five years off my life.”


He smirked and crossed his arms. “Then, you should be more aware of your surroundings, shouldn’t you, healer?”


My eyes narrowed and probably looked like they were sparking. I’d been told that they seemed to glow eerily whenever I was upset. Most thought it was a trick of the light, but I had a feeling that magic was involved somehow. When that didn’t seem to unnerve the frustrating man, I decided to go with a threat.


“Careful, Mr. Yew. You wouldn’t want to wake up with a charley horse throwing you out of bed.”


The smirk blossomed into a full-blown grin. “That is a surprisingly effective threat. I approve. Now, what did you mean about the plants revealing truth?”


I blinked and shifted my gaze back to the list. “Well, most of these plants are used in revelation spells. They’re a set of spells that are used by all disciplines of magic users and usually require a plant component to work. There are countless herbs and flowers that can be used, because they tend to be attuned to your specific brand of magic. So, if your kings were going to try and seek truth through these spells, each one would use different plants to balance their different magic types.”


“And this is well-known?”


I shrugged. “Not overly. Most magicians only know the spells that apply to them and don’t realize that they could probably use any variation that they wanted. Grace found out by reading about it in a friend’s library. Anyway, the few plants that don’t typically get used in those spells, they’re all the type that can be used to bind opposing elements together. So, if one flower is attuned to fire and another herb to water, then you would need a go-between to connect them safely. And then another would be used to connect the connectors. It is basically a giant, herby web that can be used to reveal truth.”


“And that would work, even in a place that’s devoid of magic?”


“Well,” I began before snapping my mouth shut and thinking about it, my eyes absently scanning the plants as I did. “Yes, actually. Unless the magic is stripped from you as you pass the border, in which case no one would be alive there anyway, the herbs should work. It would mean using their innate magic, not adding any of your own to amplify what’s happening. That’s why it takes so many different types and probably requires more to get the same effect that you could in a more magic-rich environment. On the other hand, the lack of environmental magic means that you don’t have to tailor the potion to the individual.”


Yew hummed and walked away as the captain came over.


“Odd man,” the captain said. “Oh, and we dock tomorrow morning. Best get ready for the rest of your trip. It gets harder from here.”


I barely stopped myself from rolling my eyes at the obvious statement. Part of that was because I was getting more and more anxious the closer we got to the Great Desert. That wasn’t all, though. In my experience, there was never a time where life would get easier, just less confusing. At least, for a while.


Still, it was a warning worth heeding.










CHAPTER 8: AN UNEXPECTED MEETING
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Faron


Sifu was probably the scariest Dragon I’d ever met.


Scratch that, he is the scariest Dragon I’ve ever met. Oh, sure, he didn’t look threatening—he was small and wiry in both human and Dragon form—but that just made it so much worse. What made the man absolutely terrifying was the incredible power he was hiding beneath his gentle teacher’s guise and incredible self-discipline.


We crossed the Great Desert in only twenty days, staying in Dragon form nearly the whole time! That was half of what it would have taken if we were on foot. He had us flying over the heart of the least magical place in the known world—in a form that required magic and was physically painful to hold for so long—and he was also using his magic to speed us along. It was insane and impossible for everyone else! And that was before I exhausted my magic, and he had to carry me for almost half of the trip.


How is he able to deal with the pain? I wondered as we flew closer to the Mountain Clan’s compound. I could barely handle a single day with Pearl on my back while going over the same land, and he’s been carrying me for 10 days. Is it his age? The result of growing up in a magic-rich environment? Or is he just that much stronger than I am?


It didn’t really matter, though. Whatever the reason, I was grateful.


Moving back to the matter at hand… I looked at the Mountain Compound, seeking any indication that it had fallen into the same sort of troubles that the capital had. It had been a while since I was there last, but it seemed… better. The sandstorm damage on their outer walls had been repaired, and the town itself seemed to have grown. Granted, the Mountain Clan was much less insular than most others. They were closely allied with Dwarves and had been since long before our imprisonment. They also had the only known half-Dragons—besides Erland—living there.


It didn’t really surprise me that they were doing well. From what I remembered, Dwarves were hyper-aware of contaminated water. They were capable of ingesting most inorganic contaminants without lasting harm, but were very conscientious about the quality of the water they used when making ale. They took their alcohol very seriously, and all flavors had to be accounted for. As a result, Dwarves frequently checked their wells and refused to drink anything but the purest water or finest ales. The Mountain Clan would follow their example whenever possible, to make things more comfortable for their allies.


There was still a chance that they were affected by the curse. If the primary well had been poisoned, the Dwarves might not have said anything. They would have silently switched to uncontaminated water, even if it had to be imported or tasted before being used. They forgot that not everyone had such sensitive palates.


We landed near the main entrance, and Sifu shifted back before I could even finish dismounting.


“How do you do that, Sifu?”


He smiled serenely. “You don’t think this is the only place without magic, do you? I have trained for centuries in such places. It increases your strength exponentially once you are back in a natural environment. You’ll see that one day.”


I wanted to roll my eyes. After so many centuries, I’d accepted that we’d never escape this land. His choice of training was interesting, though. It made sense. That was why the Dragons from the Celestial Compound were so much stronger than anyone else, despite the fact that we weren’t all from the same Clan. We practiced transforming on a regular basis, and it bled into our other forms. After training with Sifu, we even started going deep into the desert to practice flight and to strengthen ourselves.


There was no telling how it would change things if we were outside the desert. It would be an interesting test, seeing the differences between the Celestial Clan’s transformations and everyone else’s when magic deprivation is no longer an issue…


But it wasn’t the time to worry about such a contest. Judging by the calm response to our arrival, I had a feeling that we were in the right place. Then I spotted the Spider Clan standing near a newly arrived Dwarf caravan, and my heart leapt.


“Akuba!” I ran over as a remarkably energetic Sifu jogged beside me. I’d never had that much energy, not even when I was a child. I had no idea how he managed it!


“Faron.” Akuba sounded as cool as ever, even in her slightly disheveled state. She looked okay, but… she seemed injured to me, and I couldn’t figure out why. “You came just in time to help with the shipment.”


“Are you okay? Where’s the rest of your family?”


“Oh, they’re finding a good place to store everything. And we’re fine. I imagine that you saw the village?”


I nodded. “And the outside of your house. I think it let your pets out to play. And the guests.” My tone dropped on the last word, but she seemed to understand the creatures I was referring to.


“Oh, good. Ekow and I left instructions for what needed to be done with the bodies, but they must have run out of storage space.” She hummed thoughtfully. “Hopefully, Grandmother will be feeling good enough to check on their work.”


Sifu glanced at me, and I just shook my head slowly. It was better not to ask. Besides, Akuba’s grandmother was much more dangerous than anyone would think from her cheerful demeanor, which is why I’d never even considered checking on her. If she wasn’t in the public parts of the house, you left her alone. That was the rule and the only way to stay alive.


As I was turning back to Akuba, my eyes snagged on a couple of strangers. Granted, I didn’t know every Dragon in the desert, but I knew quite a few of them. I also knew who wasn’t a Dragon, which these two clearly weren’t. The man was gray-haired but looked to be a soldier in the prime of his life, powerful and cautious. He wasn’t one to tangle with, and he seemed aware of everything around him. The way that he split his attention between looking for trouble and staying close to his companion told me a lot. He was a bodyguard by trade and considered himself on duty. The woman he was protecting looked soft, too soft for a place where food was so hard to come by. Her curves were generous and enticing, her face was framed by jet black hair, and her green-blue eyes twinkled as she surveyed the compound.


Something about her nagged at me. She seemed familiar. It wasn’t just her appearance, though. It was everything about her, from the way her eyes latched onto a man who was coughing, to the way her eyes flashed when her guard said something cheeky, and the sweet expression as she saw a Dragonling ran past with a piece of rock candy. The only problem was, I knew for a fact that I’d never met anyone who matched that description.


Description. What if I haven’t met her, but I’ve heard of her from someone else. But who?


It was Sifu’s voice that pulled me out of my reverie. “Beryl! Is that you?”


The woman’s head turned sharply our direction. “Sifu?”
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Beryl 


There was a nagging sensation of wrongness that grew stronger as we exited the mountains. The Dwarves didn’t seem to feel it and moved toward the town gate without stopping.


Though, is ‘town’ the correct word for a place where half the people had built their homes into the side of a cliff and the other half more traditional dwellings?


Those thoughts were pushed away as my discomfort increased. The Great Desert felt strange. I’d expected that to an extent, but I thought it would be due to the natural environment. I hadn’t expected to feel so out of sorts. I was accustomed to being surrounded by life; it was always clamoring in the background. I often had to force myself to ignore that din. I worked with plants and spent most of my time healing the sick and injured, so concentration was key. Those lives were always growing, struggling, and bucking against death. My life and gift revolved solely around life, around nurturing and sustaining it when it was in danger.


The desert was lifeless.


…But it isn’t dead, I had to admit. If I ignored the people around me, I could just barely feel a restrained sort of energy tucked away. It was faint, but there was something there, hidden beneath a barrier of some sort that numbed my senses. It was too deep to reach, though, leaving me stuck in the lifeless abyss that was the Great Desert. Meanwhile, my magic felt raw from the effort.


“Are you okay?” Yew asked, scrutinizing my expression.


I grimaced, realizing that I’d been silent too long. “This place is wrong,” I replied. “I told you I can read life-forces. That I can sense them. Well, imagine how a place like this would feel to me, then. It’s like walking into a dark room after staring at the sun for a while. Your eyes adjust, eventually, and you can still see, but it isn’t any fun for a while.” I raked a hand through my hair. The analogy was off, but I couldn’t think of anything better.


He grimaced. “Does it drain you any?”


A frown flickered across my face. “Are you asking if I’m going to be distracted because I’m constantly scanning for life? No. It’s another sense, like smell or sight. Natural processes like that don’t tire you out the same way as using learned skills would.” I carefully avoided mentioning that I could also use it as a skill. It didn’t have much bearing on the situation unless someone needed healing. Actually, the lack of background noise would make using my magic much less confusing because there were fewer distractions.


The first time I’d used my magic intentionally was during a problematic delivery. We were losing both mother and baby when I forced my magic to stop her bleeding and to help her push one last time. Both patients survived, but I was bedridden for nearly a week afterward. Healers rarely have the luxury of collapsing after helping a single patient, so I rarely used my powers.


Since only Grace knew my capabilities, no one would ask me to use magic. They expected mundane healing, not miracles. It was safer for everyone that way.


The quirk in Yew’s smile suggested he knew the truth. “Don’t think you can get away with that lie forever,” Yew admonished as we trailed the Dwarves. “At some point, you may need me to understand so that we don’t all die.”


I pursed my lips but said nothing. I couldn’t. He was absolutely right, and it was annoying. We were allies in an area where madness was spreading like a plague. If I couldn’t trust him implicitly, then I was probably dead already and just didn’t know it.


So, I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sensing life isn’t a skill. Or, rather, it isn’t a skill that uses much in the way of magic. Not enough to feel tired, even here. It comes from internal magic and, like I said, is about as tiring as using my natural eyes.” I shifted the bag on my back, trying to find a comfortable position. “Like I told you before, I’m not a traditional magician. I can’t use spells or enchant things. But I can encourage life to grow and prosper. I can help a seed start to germinate, and I can aid a bone to knit back together. Sometimes I can even force someone to heal or muscles to contract so that they keep breathing. I don’t do it much, though, because it’s difficult. Usually, I just use my knowledge and training as a healer to help people, with a tiny bit of magical insight.”


He snorted. “No wonder Queen Grace didn’t know what you were. There hasn’t been a life mage in nearly a thousand years.”


I stopped so quickly that I nearly tripped and fell into the Dwarf ahead of me. “Life mage?”


Yew cupped my elbow and pulled me along beside him. “Yes. A life mage. They don’t control the elements but actually influence a person’s internal magic directly. That’s what you manipulate. The more there is to work with, the easier it is. Ironically, it’s probably the safest type of mage to be out here, since this land’s curse wouldn’t affect internal magic. Losing access to external magic sources isn’t a problem for you.”


He was right. It wasn’t, and his explanation cleared up quite a few mysteries.


Mages primarily pulled magic from their element. An air mage could operate underground, but not well because their element wasn’t reliable in a contained space like that. Because magic and life-force were so closely tied together, it sort of made sense that my element was internal magic. Even plants had energies running through them. Being in such a quiet place was akin to walking into a nearly soundless room and suddenly becoming aware of how loudly you breathe.


Knowing I was a Life Mage took a huge weight off my shoulders. Simply because I knew what I was looking for—and at—would be a massive help when I was healing someone. I had a feeling I’d be much more attuned to the health of those around me when I got home.


And probably here as well. After all, there is no interference.


I turned my attention outward as I scanned the area to see what I’d be dealing with. I hadn’t been around many healthy Dragons before, but I knew they had a lot of natural magic, and that the curse was going to throw off my readings. It was pretty easy to see, too. There was a faint haze around most of the people that seemed to emanate from their stomachs but didn’t seem to be a big enough problem to warrant all the trouble we’d heard about. It did, however, do an excellent job of disguising other problem areas.


Either that or Dragons were ridiculously healthy and didn’t really need my help. Which, honestly, would be the better option, I thought ruefully as I continued to watch the people around me.


A small child drew my attention as he ran past holding a piece of rock candy, so excited that he could barely stick to a straight line. I smiled, knowing that the Dwarves had created the candy for that exact reason. Dwarves had large families and loved adopting people in, particularly children. They each swore kids liked their candies best and would pass out treats under the thin veil of wanting to test out new flavors. It was the only time that they bragged unless they were talking about different ales. The arguments over ale had been downright violent.


Yew nodded toward the shipment of supplies and said, “It looks like the herbs are being given to—“


“Beryl. Is that you?”


My head whipped around. “Sifu?” I stared in shock as the man who had trained my sisters and me in martial arts jogged over, pulling me into a gentle hug. I nearly collapsed as all the tension I’d been holding in released at once.


Sifu came from a people who found casual touch rude. He’d made sure we understood that right off the bat. That didn’t mean he wasn’t willing to hug us; it just wasn’t frequent or about his emotional needs. It was about ours. Sifu hugged us when we needed hugs and after the past year or so?


I needed that hug.


We stood like that until my mind settled, and my senses spun out again. There was a crackling sort of magic bouncing around and drawing my attention. It kept sparking and disappearing, like lighting.


When I opened my eyes, there was a burly, dark-haired man jogging over to us. His eyes were wide as he took us in. Judging by the slight smile and slow shake of his head, he understood the gift my fighting master had given me.


He must know Sifu, maybe even been trained by him.


This new person looked nothing like the other Dragons. The ones around town looked a lot like Dwarves, short and stout. He was probably the same height as Yew.


Actually, he looks like he could be related to Grace’s husband, Jeshu. Both men had unruly brown hair and beards that seemed to defy all attempt to tame them. That’s where the similarities ended, though. The silver markings were all Dragon, and he was built a lot like Jeshu’s brother—less streamlined and more bulky muscle.


And as soon as his eyes locked with mine, I knew he was far more comfortable around me than a stranger had any right to be. Over the years, I’d noticed that there was a pattern to the way most males assessed strangers, specifically women. The man didn’t run his eyes up and down my body, focusing on either ‘appreciating my assets’ or judging my strength. Instead, he locked onto my eyes. Friends and family did that, not someone meeting you for the first time. And a stranger’s face doesn’t brighten the way his did when our gazes met.


It reminds me of when I come back from a trip, and Eric is waiting for his chance to hug me. He knows me somehow, but I don’t know him. And what is Sifu doing here? I could solve that mystery quickly enough, once I backed up a bit.


“Sifu, I thought you went back home!”


My teacher grinned. “Oh, I did. I’m here to help my cousins.”


I blinked and looked at him, then the people around us before frowning. “But, your magic… I don’t understand. Your Dragons aren’t similar enough for you to be related to anyone here.”


Sifu’s expression was priceless. The way he’s staring, you’d think I just announced that I learned to fly by burrowing underground. Wait, did he not realize I knew he was a Dragon?


His friend started laughing in a big, booming voice that seemed to make some of the other Dragons uncomfortable.


“How long have you known?” Sifu asked.


I just shrugged, not sure how to answer. I couldn’t think of a time when I hadn’t known he wasn’t human, but I’d never really thought too much about it.


The stranger’s chuckling slowed. “If it makes you feel any better, Sifu, Pearl didn’t know you were a Dragon until I told her.”


My head jerked, and I took a step toward him. “You know Pearl? Where is she? How is she?”


The humor was gone in an instant, replaced by a weary smile. “She’s at the capital. Blood Canyon is about a month’s journey from here. As for how she is, I’m not sure, but I don’t have high hopes. Not with how the Council has been acting lately.”


I wasn’t sure what to say to that, but it wouldn’t have been polite. I was about at my limit with the whole situation. My sister had been kidnapped and dropped in a lifeless, magic forsaken desert. She’d been gone for months without managing to send a message home, and the first thing I hear upon arrival is that she’d been imprisoned!


He better have a really good explanation, or I’m going to hold him personally responsible for every injury my sister has incurred, I promised silently.


He took a deep breath and turned toward a dark-skinned woman talking with the Dwarf in charge of delivering the merchandise. “Akuba! Do you have room for four more?”


She shrugged. “I don’t see why not. The Mountain Clan has given us plenty of space.”


For some reason, she made me think of a spider, and I wasn’t overly surprised that other people were trying to avoid getting close. There was something slightly eerie about the woman, and yet I found her fascinating!


The man smirked. “Yep, definitely Pearl’s sister. She has the same habit when she’s tired.”


I frowned, but then his words sunk in, and I blushed furiously. At least part of my inner thoughts had been spoken aloud. On the bright side, it also gave me a lot of information. First, it proved he not only knew my sister but was considered a friend. Pearl only did that when she was tired, and her guard was down. She rarely felt that comfortable around anyone.


Sifu laughed softly. “The whole family does that. A good half of their arguments start because someone says something out loud when they only meant to think it, and then someone else responds the same way. But, before we discuss anything further, let’s get introductions out of the way. Beryl, this is Faron of the Storm Clan and Akuba of the Spider Clan. She invented the cure for the curse, and he was your sister’s bodyguard when she first arrived.”


I glared at Faron but dutifully returned the introduction. “I’m Beryl Mercer of Mindep, and this is Yew…” I trailed off, not sure how to finish that thought.


“Former bodyguard to the rulers of Shessat, and current bodyguard to Beryl.” Yew bowed slightly, mostly to Sifu, and said nothing more.


My blush was back, and my emotions were all over. I was excited to see Sifu again, embarrassed by Yew’s declaration that I was under his protection, ashamed that he’d lied to covered for me, and angry that Faron had failed to protect my sister. That last part was the most galling.


I couldn’t blame him entirely for not sticking with her, not when most of the men who tried to guard my sister were left bleeding, lost somewhere, or else ran away. Crying. Really, none had lasted longer than a week. Oh, sure, he’d succeeded where countless others had failed at keeping tabs on my sister, but his charge was currently imprisoned by a corrupt government. I couldn’t consider him a worthwhile bodyguard with a record like that.


Sifu and Yew didn’t agree with me. They praised the man like he’d done something miraculous. Faron looked only slightly placated when they informed him of his apparent success, proving to me that he knew he’d really failed.


But I’ll make sure that my sister escapes. She won’t be stuck here forever, not like the Dragons are. It’s not like she ate some mythic fruit that prevents her from leaving this land of death. Still, something told me that Pearl was going to be stubborn about staying, that things weren’t as clear cut as I’d like.


While the men talked, Akuba gathered the herbs she’d ordered and had the men carry them to a nearby cave that seemed rather foggy for it being in the desert. Not only was it eerie-looking, but it was also an impossibility. The area just didn’t have enough humidity or cold enough weather for water droplets to be suspended in the air. Then there was the fact that the mist glowed with life, at least to my eyes. When I asked her about the strange phenomena, Akuba simply shrugged, suggesting that the fog got lonely easily and decided to come along when they left home.


And then the fog waved.


Yew seemed put off by that, especially when I whispered that it was definitely alive. The others just accepted it and moved on with a few suppressed shivers.


People swarmed us when we got inside, grabbing crates before moving to unbox and process everything.


“I trained them on the way here,” Akuba told Faron. “We were attacked a week after your parents left and only just managed to get everyone out before the Council’s enforcers started knocking down doors. We left Grandmother at the house to guard things there, in case something failed, although your reports suggest it’s fine.”


When Faron nodded, she continued. “We met up with Uncle Agymah on the way here, and once we arrived, we got things set up so we could start as soon as possible. There wasn’t enough of a sample of the poison to test here. The wells are too deep, and I don’t have time to concentrate it like I did back home. I don’t think it’s necessary, though. It might take longer, but it should be a gentler transition and prevent people from fainting like Father did.” She smirked and shook her head.


“He and Mother are at the Hill Clan’s Compound trying to see if we can get more herbs from Fretche so we can speed up production. We know how to create the antidote, but I still want to test it on a small group once the first batch is made. Once we know for certain that it is working appropriately, we can make larger batches and begin adding it to the various wells at the compounds. It won’t be hard to introduce. All we have to do is have someone dump it in the main well and keep a little back for treating the worst cases in each area.”


“You’ve thought this through.” Faron’s voice was heavy with approval.


Akuba shrugged. “We couldn’t brew anything on the road, but we could work through the various problems. Father and Mother have a lot of practice working with hostile people. Most have feared our Clan for centuries. The village council helped us tailor our plan to the various Clans while we traveled. We’ve ended up with people from each major compound and most of the minor ones over the years, apparently.”


My sister’s bodyguard nodded again. “Good. That takes a lot off my mind. The Eastern Dragons agreed to get the cure to all the compounds along the Eastern Barrier, but I wasn’t sure how to tackle the rest. That means you can leave us in charge of Blood Canyon. We’ll need a lot of the antidote, considering how many wells are regularly used. And we need to make sure that the runners are organized and know the best ways to get to each compound. I don’t want any more to die from this.”


I frowned. “Have many? Died, I mean?” This was the part I’d been wondering about. There wasn’t much information west of the barrier. I knew people were sick and were dying, but not if anyone had actually died. There was a difference.


He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Yes, but it isn’t a massive number. Or rather, it wasn’t. Has it gotten worse recently? I would assume so, but I really have no idea. Communication isn’t easy out here. The roads are poorly made and usually covered in sand, there’s very little extra food or water available for long trips, and we can’t use magic to smooth things along. It’s one of the reasons that Blood Canyon even exists, to give a waypoint for travelers and make it easier for Clans to receive help.” He opened his mouth and then closed it before grimacing.


“Actually, that brings me to another thing. We need the cure circulated in the outer compounds first to help limit the craziness in the capital. I don’t want the Council to call everyone to the capital as a power play, which is something they would definitely do. If the other compounds wake up and discover the danger, they’re less likely to blindly follow the Council’s edicts. We can’t afford to wait too long, though. The longer Pearl is locked up there, providing us a distraction, the more danger she’s in. Akuba, how many days do you need to get a good stock of the potion ready and test its viability?”


She looked away for a moment as she tried to calculate. “Two days. At most. We should have this batch done in a few hours and get started on the rest after that. We also need to see how quickly it wears off.”


I bit my lip and considered my options. In the end, I pushed away my misgivings and decided to stop hiding. “I can help with that, Akuba. I’m a healer, but… my magic augments my sight, so I have a clear view of what is really going on in someone’s body.”


Akuba offered a small smile and a nod. No one else reacted to the announcement or commented on the odd way my powers worked, which was a relief. Then again, they were Dragons. They probably knew all about peculiar magic, even if theirs was severely restricted. There was no need to hide, and I wanted to be very sure that no one attempted to leave me behind in a safe place because I wasn’t useful or strong enough.


I also didn’t mention the fatigue I could see in both Faron and Sifu, nor the little bit of poison in Faron’s blood. I’d deal with that quietly so that it didn’t affect any of us. We couldn’t afford to be exhausted when we went to save Pearl.


Faron clapped his hands against his legs. “Alright, we leave in four days. You ladies concentrate on the cure, the rest of us will come up with a plan.”










CHAPTER 9: A SPLINTERING SPIRIT
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Pearl


“Everything is going wrong.”


I shifted my head and watched as the light made my hair glow, each pale strand wreathed in shimmering rainbows. That was the fun part of having blond hair, the way sunlight transformed it into something beautiful. I used to look at the sun just so my eyelashes could turn into sparkling colors.


When did I stop? The sun made me feel safer, somehow. It always had. Even knowing that it would make my situation worse. I was never afraid of the dark, but I also never found it comforting. The flip side was sunlight also made me feel more visible. Not just visible, but visible. Like everything about me was out there for people to see. To judge.


“That’s just me being paranoid.”


Someone snorted, drawing my attention—if not my eyes—back to the shadowy recesses of the prison. I wasn’t alone. I’d forgotten that.


I was forgetting a lot of things.


“I told you she’s going mad. Sun sickness,” one of the guards said. “Or maybe she was always this mad.” That was, unfortunately, the kindest thing I’d heard in a while. Where my visitors had been petty before, they’d moved on to cruel very quickly. The servants were always the worst, though.


Over time, I’d come to realize that the two groups were there for different reasons. Guards were mean because they were angry. They had a purpose, protecting people, but they weren’t allowed to, and the curse was just feeding that anger and aggression. The servants, though, hadn’t chosen their path. They were almost universally forced into serving the Council. They were blackmailed into their positions and hated everything.


I understood anger. It had been my constant companion for years. The only reason I wasn’t drowning in it was that it took most of my energy to think clearly. It reminded me of when I broke my arm, and Beryl drugged me. The lack of inhibitions should have made me angrier. Instead, it made me easily distractible and very sad. Anger was often defensive. They were hurting and lashed out, so they didn’t have to think about the real problems in their lives. 


But there are less and less coming every day. Only about half of them showed up this week. Maybe the other emotions are making themselves known. Then again, the ones that do show up are the worst of the lot.


“Oh, lay off Geoff. What do you expect from some foundling human who was left here by two separate men? I mean, not even George wanted anything to do with her. She’s probably got some disease from him. If not him, then definitely that Storm Clansman who disappeared a few months ago.”


“Disease? What ‘er you talkin’ about?” chimed in a third voice, clearly playing along with the second. Both of them were footmen, judging by their uniforms.


“Well, she was traveling with him for an awfully long time. Alone. And even if she’s a pathetic human, she’d pretty enough to pass the time.”


Geoff laughed, tugging his uniform as he did. “I wouldn’t touch that thing if you paid me. Just look at her. Disgusting!”


It was impossible to completely ignore them because not only did their words echo my nightmares, it was also dangerous. I had to be alert and aware to protect myself adequately. Granted, the cage they’d locked me in required three keys to open, but that was no guarantee of safety. There were always ways to get around that if someone decided that they wanted to.


I shivered as I thought of what would happen if anyone came in.


That much blood outside a body isn’t pretty, and, considering how quickly Dragons heal, they would bleed a lot.


“What did she just say?” The second man’s voice was filled with horror.


I bit my finger to stop myself from speaking again. And now I’m thinking aloud. Fantastic. I knew I shouldn’t have eaten that sandwich they gave me. I figured that the bread would be safe enough, but nothing has looked right since then. Unless everything always had a halo around it, in which case I had a boring childhood.


That was the real reason I’d been staring at my hair. I knew that was supposed to have a halo.


“Maybe you’re right.” Geoff’s voice broke through my frustrated thoughts and reminded me—again!—I wasn’t alone. “Maybe she is diseased. No one in their right mind would think she could hurt us, a puny thing like her.”


The men started laughing, but it sounded strained. They didn’t leave, though. Not like the others. The others all left as soon as they realized I might not be as docile as they thought. This group seemed rather determined, but that courage was faltering.


Good old Geoff was the one to call for retreat. “Let’s get out of here. Maybe they’ve got some extra food in the kitchen.”


The others agreed readily enough, and within moments the three men were gone, leaving me alone once again.


They’ve been leaving me alone longer lately, but the threats have been getting more graphic. These three jokers are hardly the first or last to imply that they were going to attack me, and they aren’t even the crassest.


As soon as the door closed, a shudder ran through me. I knew that they were still scared of the Council. That seemed to be the thing that was keeping them out of my cage. Still, it was getting more and more difficult to ignore them and the fear that came with their words.


It was all about power. These men felt powerless, and they wanted to lash out. With the curse amplifying every selfish thought, they had quickly become fixated on me as a means of venting that frustration.


Being trapped in the cell made me vulnerable. My size and gender generally put me at a disadvantage when it came to fights, which was why I put so much effort into being faster and better at fighting. I had to narrow the difference somehow, although my increased strength had significantly reduced my disadvantages. What made everything so much worse was I didn’t know how I would react if they rushed me. I was usually in control of myself. I had to be. If they found their way in, though… the fear would push my temper to dangerous levels, and I wouldn’t hold back. With how much strength I had, that would mean death for anyone who touched me.


It would also strip away all trust I had in myself. If I ripped someone apart because of fear, what else would I do when afraid. Who else would be hurt because of me? And when would the fear end? It wouldn’t stop with the situation or the men. I would fear myself.


No. As tempting as it was to give in to my violent tendencies, I also knew that it wouldn’t end there.


A cheerful chirp shook the thoughts loose as I watched Wuzzy climb through the gap in the bars, pulling a water bladder along behind him. I wasn’t sure where the canteen he’d used last time was, but it wasn’t an upsetting change. For one thing, it made much less noise when he dragged it across the floor.


Unfortunately, the water bladder was mostly empty. Still, every little bit was worth celebrating.


“You found something.” I grinned as he settled around my neck, leaving the water in my lap.


Wuzzy huffed and then growled out his version of ‘no.’


“It’s okay. We’ll figure it out. Faron’s out there right now trying to get the water issue sorted before coming back.” I didn’t dare mention that I hadn’t eaten in two days, not since that sandwich that caused everything to glow, though that was fading. I’d had to, though. Wuzzy hadn’t brought me any safe food for over a week.


The fact was, Wuzzy didn’t bring anything, then there was probably nothing to bring. The guards rarely remembered that I could hear them and frequently mentioned how little food was available. They delivered my food every few days, but the little bit they gave me tasted wrong. As proven by my reaction to the sandwich, it was most likely tainted. I didn’t know if it was drugged or just rotting, but I had done my best to avoid it.


If I told Wuzzy any of that, though, he’d leave to go hunt for food. I’d rather go without food than have him leave again so quickly. He was the only happiness I’d found outside my memories of Faron. Memories can only bring so much comfort.


Wuzzy chirped at me again before breaking into his usual purr, helping me relax. He wanted me to feel better and knew that his vocalizations helped. And they did, most of the time. Not this time, though. I didn’t know if that was possible to cheer me up when the weight of my situation bore down on me.


It was time to accept reality.


Starting tomorrow, I was going to have to drink and eat whatever I was given. Starting tomorrow, I was going to have to lose my mind.


If I haven’t already.
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“Sssstupid girl,” the man slurred as his friend laughed. “Yyyyou think that yyyou’re sso muchh better than usss?”


“She don’t now, boss,” the other man said before grabbing a fistful of long hair. “You sure are pretty. I wonder if you’ll still be pretty after we’re done with you?”


That was the last question he ever asked. It’s hard to talk when you don’t have a throat anymore.


I woke up suddenly, my eyes scanning the room while I worked at settling my breathing down. With the number of bad dreams I’d had in over the past few weeks, it had become routine. It was worse when they happened while I was awake.


I was a little surprised, though. I hadn’t had that particular nightmare in years. Then again, it is more a memory than a nightmare.


The first time I’d killed anyone wasn’t planned. That didn’t make it any less haunting. I’d snuck out of the house because Melma was sick, and I needed to get my head straight. It hadn’t worked out quite that way, though. I heard a muffled yell and moved toward it, only to find two men holding a woman down and saying such awful things to her. When I realized what was going on, I grabbed my knives and snuck up behind them, slitting their throats. I didn’t know what else to do.


But why am I dreaming of it now?


“Such a stupid human girl.” The whisper echoed from the darkest corner of the prison. The tone was different—the only clue I was awake—but the malice and the words were similar enough to the voice in my dreams.


I didn’t move. Well, I moved, but not like I was awake. Instead, I sighed and rolled over, keeping my breathing as mellow as possible to keep up the farce that I was still asleep. When I settled again, he chuckled.


“Doesn’t even realize how much danger she’s in… don’t try to pretend, pet. I’m much older and better trained than you. I could read that farce from miles away.” When I didn’t move, he chuckled again. “I should have figured that those stupid Dragons would fail at this. But, what more could I really expect from a group that’s even more worthless than you humans? Although, even you wouldn’t squander magic like those two on the Council do. They act like it’s easy to come by magic artifacts for them to drain…”


Well, now. That explains a bit about why Bleiz and Mixcóatl have so much power over the rest of the Council. Still, if he isn’t human or Dragon, then what is he?


“Useless is what you are. A child, grasping at truths she can’t understand. You think you can help these people? These idiots who’ve imprisoned you? Pathetic. You were never going to succeed, never going to survive. You’ll die here, like the weak little girl you are.”


He kept on like that for a good portion of the night before disappearing again… only to reappear the next night and do it all over again.


It became a pattern. He would disappear for a day or two and then show up and barrage my nights with insults. I stopped pretending to sleep and did everything I could to figure out who he was. It wasn’t easy, though. He stood in the deepest shadows, never spoke about himself, and never spoke above a whisper. But he had plenty to say.


I was useless. I was helpless. I was stupid. I wasn’t worth anything. I would be dead soon enough. All I had done was pointless. I had allied with the wrong person. I wasn’t the phoenix and never would be. I’d been left behind, unwanted. Everyone would die because of me.


When he tired of picking on me, he would shift his attention to the Dragons. They were overgrown lizards who deserved to die slowly and painfully. They were abominations that never should have existed. They were so unintelligent that they’d invited their own doom upon them, not once or twice but three times now. And they would all die, this time in the most unlikely fashion.


“They’ll kill themselves,” he gloated. When I looked unimpressed, he decided to make it a bit more personal. “I wonder where they stashed his body, that Dragon of yours. Faron, wasn’t it? Yes, I thought so. He was quite a problem, you know, going around and trying to slow my progress. I couldn’t get him to stay in one spot long enough to succumb to the curse. And then, you had to go and find a cure. There shouldn’t be one, but you found it. Such a shame that the Council had him ambushed when he fled the capital, don’t you think?”


Faron’s not dead. He can’t be. He knew he would be ambushed. We discussed it even!


But it was getting harder and harder to fight against those thoughts, those worries. Every night I was subject to an endless parade of proof that I wasn’t worthy of anything. Every day I went from complete isolation to being mocked by the guards and having no privacy. I was barely able to practice my forms without suddenly having an audience. That made it challenging to find time for recentering myself or getting my emotions back under control. Sleep was pretty much out of the question. It’s hard to fight off negative thoughts when you haven’t slept more than two hours in three days.


And then there was the water. Wuzzy couldn’t find anything safe for me to drink, so I had to drink the poisoned stuff. Within two days, I started to feel the erosion of my already strained self-control. Food was even worse. I had to be careful about what I ate because almost all of it was drugged. Not with sedatives, either. No. As far as I could tell, everything was dosed with hallucinogens. The guards may have joked about me losing my mind, but someone was clearly trying to make it happen, and I had a feeling that it was my night visitor.


And I couldn’t avoid eating what they provided because the little bit of food that Wuzzy had found wasn’t going to sustain me.


Although my hunger was rapidly waning, so it wasn’t going to be a problem much longer. The more time I spent in the sun, the less I wanted—or needed—to eat. It felt like the sun was sustaining me, but that was a double-edged sword. It may have kept me from starving, but I also had to deal with the manic energy and overamped internal magic. The more twitchy I was, the more my thoughts circled back to the awful things I was being told.


All in all, it was getting pretty hard to ignore the voices that were telling me everything that I didn’t want to hear, that I desperately hoped was untrue. I didn’t want to believe them, but every day was becoming more and more of a struggle. The words preyed on my worst fears: that I was the problem, that I was going to be alone forever, that I had been the reason that everyone was going to die.


And that, after the Dragons were all dead and buried beneath the sands, my family would be next.
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I was tired.


So. Very. Tired.


I slammed my fists into the ground, over and over again, hoping to tire myself out. It didn’t help much. I couldn’t feel any pain. The sun was too bright; the heat was healing me too quickly for me to register any injury. Eventually, though, I was able to sleep.


The dust was what finally woke me up. I looked down and saw nothing but pulverized stone and a fine coating of dust. I hadn’t just broken the floor; I’d crushed the rock until it was as light as ash! There wasn’t even a single pebble near where I lay, just a haze that swirled at the slightest breeze.


I took a deep breath and let it out slowly before looking around. Judging by the suspicious marks that were speckled across every wall of the cell, this was not the first time I’d done it, just the first time I was coherent enough to notice the damage.


A cry of disbelief escaped when I saw the remains of my daggers. I’d been able to hide them for so long, but madness had stolen them from me. Two of them were sticking out of the wall near the window, like I’d tried to enlarge it and then gotten distracted. Another one was mangled beyond belief, the blade bent until it formed a circle and almost touched the hilt.


And the hilts! I’d gripped them so hard that the leather had snapped, the wood was falling off, and the metal at the core had been flattened.


As much as it pained me to see, I wasn’t totally surprised. Not with all the memories that kept cropping up. I hadn’t lived a quiet life, and it came with a lot of scars, not all from violence.


There was a reason that my sisters and I generally avoided ‘polite society.’ Fine ladies could be worse than any street thug, and many of the words my captors threw at me were eerily similar to things I’d heard from the other merchants’ daughters say.


I wish Faron were here. He would understand. He has as many scars as I do.


But he wasn’t there. No one was.


I blinked and looked at the shadows before frowning. The sun was high and had lit nearly my entire cell. Usually, this was when my tormentors were leaving. They hadn’t even shown up yet, though. That was strange. More than strange, really. My mind was a little fuzzy, but I didn’t remember the last time someone had been there for anything other than dropping off some food and water. Even that’s running late today, although they’d gotten pretty regular when I started showing symptoms of whatever they’re slipping me.


As soon as that thought entered my head, I heard the door open, and a pretty young woman entered. Her skin and face shape reminded me of Mixcóatl and Quetzalli, but her hair was a lighter brown, and her eyes were much lighter, almost the same golden brown as her skin. She also had different markings. Instead of flames or smoke around her eyes, it was a large and artistic rendering of the sun on her chest, half-hidden by her white blouse.


“I have food for you,” she said quietly before placing it on the ground and pushing it through the opening. “And water. You must eat more, miss. You must be wasting away.”


I blinked. She was totally different from the guards who usually gave me my food. For one thing, they didn’t speak to me. At and about but never to. For another, they liked leaving the food just outside of my cell and making me pull it in myself. If I could reach.


“I am Zanya of the Fire Clan,” the girl told me when I didn’t move or speak. “I’m sorry for what my mother has done to you. She is not kind, has not been for years, but she used to be a good leader. At least… she was better than Father.” She grimaced. “Though, that was not difficult.”


A crowd roared from the canyon floor, drawing both our attention. It didn’t sound good. In fact, it sounded like there was a fight going on, possibly another mob situation. I’m ashamed to admit that I was glad not to be a part of it this time. I could have lived my entire life without knowing what it was like to be nearly torn apart by a massive group of people.


Zanya’s voice broke through my reverie. “It’s getting worse. Every day, more and more people are turning rabid. At least three men have died because they stopped doing anything. There’s no food left because once the hoarders got finished with the market, everyone else started hoarding so that they’d have something. And hardly anyone is working. We still have stores of food, but for how much longer? How many more will die before someone stops this?”


“You aren’t from here,” I said.


She blinked, probably surprised I said anything at all. Not that I blamed her. I hadn’t spoken to anyone since I was imprisoned. “No. I normally split my time between the Fire Compound and a small village near the Western Barrier. Some of the Celestial Clan lives there as well.”


I nodded. That explained some things. “Your mom knows?”


She shook her head. “I’m supposed to be staying with Quetzalli, but… she never listened to me or wanted me around, so I left to live with some friends. I had to come back for a bit, though, or Mother would be suspicious.”


Somehow, I doubted that. Mixcóatl was so caught up in her own power that she probably didn’t even notice her daughter wasn’t where she was supposed to be.


“Why are you here?”


Zanya bit her lip. “I guess… I’m hoping you’re everything they say. If you really are the phoenix, you can stop this. You can save us.”


I stared into her dark eyes, wishing that I could tell her that everything would be fine. It wouldn’t, though. Even if Faron was able to spread the cure, there would still be scars. The past can’t be undone. So, I gave her the best advice I could.


“Leave. Not the prison,” I corrected when she looked hurt. “I mean leave the capital. Go home. Or go to your sister. She should be feeling better. The water in the compounds is poisoned. We cleared up Oasis Lake, hopefully, but your home would be safer. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going, just leave.”


Zanya opened her mouth for a moment before slamming it shut and nodding. “Thank you. Can I… is there anything I can do for you before I go?”


A deep sigh left me. “Probably not… Just keep yourself safe. And if you see a man named Faron, let him know I’m okay?”


She nodded again and hurried out of the room. I watched her go and smiled. I’d saved someone, or at least given her the knowledge to save herself.


At least I can do that much. I was trained to take care of people, and this inactivity grates on me, but even if I only help her, it will have been worth it. Still, it would have been so easy to sneak out with her…


After finishing my food and having a few sips of water—dangerous as it was—before running through my forms. Fears and worries bubbled up as I let my hands float like clouds, but I pushed them away. Instead, I imagined Faron and I moving through the routine together. Dancing as we stepped and slid our hands apart before stepping again.


I didn’t know why we’d never worked out together, but I was going to change that when we got out of this situation. We were moving at odds too often because we hadn’t pushed to move together. We had just begun to learn when life tore us apart.


Pain and fear pushed up inside me until anger followed. That was how it always worked with me. But it was changing. Fear wouldn’t rule me anymore. Anger wouldn’t follow when I felt afraid.


I thanked the Creator that I was learning to change even as I worried it would be too little too late.


And then I took another step, imagining Faron and I moving in sync.


We went on that way for nearly an hour when something changed. Faron turned to face me and took my hand. I stopped and looked at him when he started yelling. I tried to pull away but couldn’t. I was on fire, and I was terrified I would hurt him.


When I finally got loose, he disappeared, and I fell into darkness.










CHAPTER 10: IT WAS ALWAYS COMING TO THIS...
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Pearl


…Running. Always running. A faceless spectre following behind…


One of my sisters screams. Then another.


Swords clang and Eric yells in pain. Father’s voice follows. Lana is begging to be let go. Beryl is crying. Belle’s frightened wails keep coming until I hear a meaty thud…


…The spectre is still there, but he has them in his hands. One extends, and his boney fingers close one by one until his hand is in a fist. As each finger curls in, a voice is snuffed out. He opens his fist and his body scatters like sand in a storm until I’m alone.


With nothing but silence.


What about Faron. And Wuzzy?


The thoughts were sudden but faded quickly as I realized that they’d never been there. The only ones who could ever love me were my family, and they’d died because I wasn’t there.


My head turned this way and that, but I was alone. I always had been. I always would be. Everyone I loved was gone…




A whole-body shiver worked down my spine as I lay in the brightest part of the room. I couldn’t feel the heat, though. I couldn’t feel anything but abject fear. Slowly, a voice became audible.


“Gone, gone, all gone. Always gone. Always left.”


My eyes darted around the room as I searched for the voice. I couldn’t see anyone else around, though. It took me far too long to realize that I was the one speaking and even longer to force myself to stop.


I’d been alone too long. Wuzzy had disappeared over a week before. Or was it longer? The Dragons had stopped tormenting me with their words and started punishing me with isolation. I hadn’t eaten anything in five days and hadn’t had anything to drink in two. And that was only because I’d rationed my water even further after I saw what happened with my food.


The door creaked open, and I jumped before backing up until I could feel the burn of the bars through my worn clothes. It was the only thing that pushed the cold away.


“Think she’ll fight back?” a guard asked as he prepared to open the door.


“Nah. She broke. Didn’t you hear her screaming earlier?”


The one with the keys paused and looked at me. “But what if she really is the phoenix?” His eyes were alert for just long enough to ask the question.


“She ain’t. Even if she was, though, she couldn’t get us out of this place. She’s just a human, and we both know how useless that lot are.”


The door clanged as it slammed back, and the guards came in. They grabbed me by my arms and pulled me out of the cell with no resistance from me. I wanted to lie to myself and say that it was because I needed to know more about what was going on, but it wasn’t true. I was just too scared to do anything, and that frightened me even more.


“You are fire. Passionate and energetic. You can move quickly and erratically, outmaneuvering your opponent.”


A memory. It took me a few minutes to remember the name of the speaker. Then, suddenly, I realized it was Sifu’s voice. His words had upset me at the time, but I’d slowly reconciled myself to them. I’d trusted his assessment, and I needed to trust it again. I was fire, hot and passionate, not cold with fear. I hid behind my anger. It disguised my fear of being left alone, of being powerless, of being unloved.


I didn’t have the luxury of hiding behind that veil of anger anymore. It was time to get a grip on myself, even if I was having trouble thinking clearly.


“Oh, wonderful. She smells again.” Mixcóatl sneered as I was dragged into the Council chambers. Bleiz started snickering, as did another Councilmember.


Interestingly, her voice helped clear the fog from my mind.


They’re down to five. I let my eyes drift aimlessly around the room. I wonder what happened to the others.


The half-asleep Councilmembers that I’d seen the last time had all disappeared. Instead, the three seats were filled with people I’d never seen before. None of them appeared to be very old, perhaps a little over middle-aged, and they had nothing in common except their eyes. Every one of them had eyes that were colder than a glacier.


Matches the Fire and Wind Clan leaders, I thought spitefully. A slight movement in the very back of the room drew my attention. There’s someone hiding in the shadows!


“Pearl Mercer, have you changed your mind about confessing your status as the phoenix?” Bleiz intoned formally.


I didn’t speak, though. I wasn’t planning on giving them any information. And who knows what I might say now that I’m not alone anymore.


Mixcóatl sighed. “She’s pathetic. We shouldn’t have left her alone so long if you didn’t plan on breaking her.”


“She’s not that broken. Just stubborn.” Bleiz pouted and crossed his arms over his chest.


The older woman snorted. “We’ve had her in isolation in the brightest dungeon in the desert. We interviewed her every day for weeks before forcing her to endure days at a time with no interaction and little in the way of food or water. It’s been three days since she saw anyone or had any water given to her, and she can barely stand. If she refuses to talk now, it’s because you broke her.”


He muttered something and ran a hand through his blond hair. “Fine. Then what do you propose we do?”


“We burn her, of course.” She rolled her eyes as she leaned back in her chair. “We tell the people it’s to either ‘free’ the phoenix or to prove that she’s a liar. Either way, the crowd will be appeased.”


The three newcomers looked bored with the discussion, but one of them spoke up anyway.


“When will we do this?” His accent turned the ‘i’ in ‘this’ into a long ‘e’ sound. Combined with his medium-brown skin tone, I was pretty sure he originally came from the Lunzif Empire. Not the same area as Malike and his family, though. Their homeland was much farther south.


Then again, there is a lot more diversity in that part of the world. They could have been neighbors.


“Three days,” Mixcóatl said. “That should be enough time to inform everyone and give us plenty of opportunity to get things in order for the next step.” She froze and looked to the back of the room when a sharp whisper echoed from the shadows. “Right, put her back in her cage until it’s time for the festivities. We wouldn’t want to lose the guest of honor, now, would we?”
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Beryl


Traveling through the Great Desert was nothing like I’d expected, either before or after actually arriving. I initially thought we’d ride some sort of horse or camel. After meeting the Dragons—and realizing just how essential magic was to the existence of life in general—I figured we fly wherever we needed to go. That was how Sifu and Faron arrived, so why wouldn’t we leave the same way?


I was quickly disabused of that notion.


The reason that Sifu and Faron were suffering from exhaustion was because they had flown. And they were some of the only Dragons who could or would. It wasn’t a pleasant thing to do, and the curse continually tried to push them back into human form. Akuba also pointed out that our group flying would throw off the timing.


“If the Council calls for reinforcements, it will instantly force a transformation of all the Dragons and compel them to head to the capital. It’s blood magic, something the curses here can’t affect. You don’t want to free Blood Canyon only to get attacked because the Council sent off a summons before you could stop them.”


Our only recourse was to walk to my sister’s prison. It would allow Sifu and that idiot, Faron, to rebuild the magical reserves that they’d emptied on the way to the Mountain Compound.


The sleds were a pleasant surprise.


I think I understand why my sister didn’t immediately try to escape and come home, I mused as we slid down another dune.


Pearl loved excitement. Our family’s periodic trips to the snow usually saw us dragging her away from her sled for meals or a hot drink. Strangely enough, Pearl’s love of sledding had transferred to all of us siblings. Even Belle, who was considered the least adventurous of us, could be found racing down a snowy hill on a toboggan.


The dunes supplied all the excitement without the worry about getting frostbite. And every time I started to get used to the thrill, just as it began to dissipate, Faron would find us higher hills to slide down.


Admittedly, we were moving much faster than I’d expected. The higher the hills, the more ground we covered as we slid down and coasted through the sand-covered valleys.


When I casually mentioned that I hadn’t expected to sled to the capital, Yew snorted and asked if I thought we were going to take a golden carriage.


“Actually, there are a few of those,” Faron said offhandedly. “It’s usually a sign that the hoarding has become too much. Gold is pretty useless in this heat, although they work rather well at night. The polished metal reflects well and makes short trips easier.”


Yew and I traded a few incredulous looks but didn’t question him further. I just hoped that King Midas of Crechel never heard about it. He was obsessed enough as it was.


We traveled like that for weeks, stopping periodically to rest and moving until it was nearly too dark to see, only to rise before the sun. Faron was like a man possessed, determined to reach the capital and Pearl as quickly as possible.


He’s probably feeling guilty and worried about how long she’s been stuck with those maniacs. Well, he should be! I can’t believe he left her there while he went on his merry way. It was interesting to watch Faron’s expressions whenever my sister’s name came up. It was pretty easy to see that he was enamored with her.


I tried to be polite to the man but was hard-pressed to control my temper. He may not have been the one to kidnap my sister, but as far as I was concerned, he was responsible for not returning her when he realized that she didn’t belong there. Instead of being belligerent, I decided that it was better to just say nothing at all to or about him. It made our camps a bit quieter but less contentious.


Yew didn’t seem pleased with my attitude, but neither was he upset. Instead, he appeared… amused. Which, naturally, put me even more on edge. He never said anything, but Sifu did.


After a few weeks of my attitude, Sifu pulled me aside. “How are you, young one?”


I smiled. “I’m okay, Master Qua.”


My teacher groaned in half-hearted protest. “Don’t tell me Nolana still calls me that!”


“Of course she does. I doubt she even remembers it isn’t your name.”


Back when Sifu first arrived in our home, he decided to teach us a few card games from his homeland, including the word for ‘card.’ He said that he was to be our master in both card games and fighting practice. Naturally, little Lana, who was only about nine-years-old at the time, decided to take that literally and named him ‘Master Qua.’ She’d lost her front tooth only a day before and butchered the word for ‘card,’ or ‘kǎ.’


“I don’t think she could ever quite comprehend your not having a name,” I offered.


“I have a name,” Sifu replied with mild indignation. “I just choose not to give it out freely to students who haven’t earned it.” He fell silent, immediately putting me on edge. Sifu’s silences all meant something, and the longer you were around him, the more you learned to distinguish them.


This isn’t good. He’s ridding himself of anger or frustration so he can act with a clear head. He’s upset with me…


“You are a lady and a healer, Beryl. This anger does not become you. It is selfish and reveals your dissatisfaction with yourself more than with young Faron.”


I scoffed, and his eyes narrowed.


“You are so concerned with what he did or didn’t do that you’ve overlooked a significant consideration, your own sister’s actions. She declined to be sent home. You have only been seeing what you want to see and not what is there. You act like one of the cursed and dishonor me as well as yourself.” Then, he walked off.


I never thought that would happen. He’d taken Faron’s side over mine. Sifu considered himself our adopted uncle and had always been very protective and loving, particularly with Pearl. Her he treated like a daughter…


“Wake up and pay attention. We’re here,” Yew said lightly as he pulled me to a stop.


He’d been doing that a lot lately, watching out for me. And touching me. It was odd. No one really touched me if they didn’t have to. They didn’t necessarily avoid my touch, but neither did they seek me out. Not unless they needed healing or were rejected by one of my sisters.


But, maybe he has the perspective that I need.


“Yew, am I wrong to be angry?” I bit my lip, waiting for an answer.


He looked down at me and smirked. “Of course. Honestly, I find it entertaining to watch you battle your better nature so you can stay mad. It reminds me of a cat chasing its tail.”


“You mean dog.”


Yew chuckled softly, the deep tones making me shiver slightly. “No. A dog never learns and is usually more playful about it. When you see a cat chase its tail, it is a hunt. They fight hard until they suddenly realize that they were fighting themselves. Then, they act like it never happened, but never do it again. The humility calms them slightly and makes them pay more attention to the world around them. You are a spoiled, selfish kitten who just discovered the world is much larger than you expected and that your enemy is your own frantic movements.”


Seeing my distress, his smile shifted from a smirk to something gentler. “You’ve nearly grown out of it now and will be all the better for this. Honestly, I find it endearing to see you have faults, considering most of the continent believes you to be a saint.”


I opened my mouth before shutting it again. There was just nothing I could say to that, not that I could really speak with such a sickening sensation in my stomach and a tight chest.


He sees me as selfish. They all probably do. That’s what Sifu was telling me and why he’s so upset. The only one who probably doesn’t feel that way is Faron, and that’s because he’s too guilt-ridden to fight back against my barbs.


Yew was still watching me as I turned away, determined that I wouldn’t cry. Even though that’s all I feel like doing right now.


He shook his head and tapped me under the chin. “Don’t worry so much, Thunderbolt.”


“Thunderbolt?” Before I could ask about the nickname, Faron called us over.


“We timed this well, so we won’t have to wait long. We’re going to sneak in the back when the sun hits its peak.” Faron eyed us as we gathered around, letting his eyes slide right over me and unintentionally reminding me just how little I belonged there. “The trip here should have given the others plenty of time to get the potion to the closest compounds, so if we mess up, there won’t be anyone close by to answer a signal for help.”


“What about the compounds that are farther out?” Yew asked. We hadn’t really discussed the specifics until now.


“My people should be at them already,” Sifu said in his gentle voice. “You don’t wish to know why we will enter at noon?”


He shrugged. “Hottest part of the day. Well, the brightest part of the day, at least. The hottest part of the day is usually a few hours after noon. The point is, everyone is going to be looking for shade, particularly if they’re feeling selfish or resentful of being told that they have to be outside.”


I was sure that I didn’t imagine the side glance he cast my way, but I ignored it anyway. I was normally the one questioning everyone and everything.


I’m nosy, I thought sadly. I talk too much and force my way in where I should just stay back. I always have. I shouldn’t even be here. That admission stung the worst.


It was more than just realizing that I’d been selfish; it was realizing that I could be the one who got someone hurt. But there was nothing I could do at that point. Staying outside would just split their attention and put someone in danger. Yew would feel obligated to guard me, no matter where I was. I’d bulled my way in, and now they’d have to figure me in, even if I was basically useless.


Just like always, I thought sadly. And isn’t that what got me into this situation in the first place? Trying to prove that I’m not useless? It figures that I would find a way to put my faults on perfect display, to demonstrate the very thing I was trying to avoid.


Sifu patted me on the head, making me look up. That was what he’d always done when I gave the right answer. Except, I hadn’t spoken. Faron stared at me for a moment and then muttered something about my sister before heading for the canyon wall.


Probably realizing just how much better it would have been if I was the one locked up and Pearl was helping with the rescue. She’s trained for this, not just a tag-along with an acerbic tongue.


Faron had timed our approach well, so it was just before midday when we reached the canyon wall. The entrance to the tunnels was well-hidden. We had to walk behind a boulder and through a split in the rock to get there, which cut off almost all natural light. It’s hard to follow someone when you’re basically blind. Sneaking through the mass of twisting tunnels that seemed to have no rhyme or reason took at least an hour. Then, Faron opened some sort of hidden door and led us into a home that looked like it had been ransacked.


Faron looked around once before closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. “It seems that the Council is no longer hiding their activities. Good thing I never kept anything important here.“ He directed us toward a set of guest chambers and called us into the parlor when we were no longer encumbered.


“Alright, our next step is to gather intelligence and begin dispersing the cure. I know a few ways to get to the wells without being seen. Keep your ears open, though. That’s where people gather for gossip, and we need to know what the Council’s up to, not to mention how many are still active. Everyone agreed? Good. Let’s go.”


He turned and led the way through another secret passage, this one heading down instead of out. Everyone was silent as we moved, although they all seemed to be shooting me concerned looks fairly frequently.


Either I normally talk too much, or they’ve suddenly recalled that I have no reason to be here, I thought sullenly, doing my best to keep all emotions to myself. I’d given those three men more attitude than they deserved, and I was thoroughly ashamed of myself. I should have just stayed back at the townhouse. No, then Yew would have felt he had to stay with me, and the other two would have been on their own when walking into danger. Not that it’s much better with me here. Instead of just being outnumbered, they’ll also have to worry about protecting me. Why do I always stick my nose where it doesn’t belong?


These thoughts plagued me the whole time, circling around in ever-increasing and frustrating ways. Memories of every time I’d caused people problems started playing in my mind’s eye, making me grow more and more morose. And the men continued to check on me, never looking any more reassured. They didn’t ask, though, which was a blessing.


We walked for a long time, winding around until we reached a hole in the wall that looked a lot like a window, but had a rope and pull attached to it.


“What is this?” Yew asked suspiciously.


“Most of the wells have underground access. It was in place before we arrived, but most people forget that they exist. The only people using these tunnels are the farmers, who are deeper down than this, and the Council,” Faron said.


He was pulling a bottle of Akuba’s potion out and poured it into the well while he spoke. The addition was hidden by the constant splash of buckets hitting the water and the ropes creaking as they were pulled back up again. I looked down at the water and smiled. The act of drawing water was mixing the potion in pretty well, something I could see with my magic sight. The mixture worked by combining and activating the herbs’ innate magic—something that the desert’s ancient curse couldn’t prevent—with the poisoned water. The herbs would not only neutralize the water, they would also eliminate that poison in a person’s body.


Faron’s plan was working.


We visited three other wells that day without running into anyone else, which astounded me. We even went up toward the surface to listen in on the conversations, but no one knew we were there. I didn’t think it would be that easy. Considering we were in the largest desert in the world, I assumed that all access to water would be strictly monitored. It wasn’t, though.


If it had just been in the lower passages left unprotected, I would have understood. People may not have realized that they even existed, let alone were accessible. Several times, though, we used entrances that seemed well-traveled, and there was no one guarding the water. As far as I could tell, not even the main access points were watched. There was no regulation of resources at all!


It really made me wonder how they handled food rations. It also answered the question of how someone was able to poison them without notice. Pearl is going to be furious when she finds out.


Listening to the gossip did help us get a better understanding of what we were up against. Basically, the place was a mess. Petty fights were turning into out-and-out brawls, but the curse was driving people to act foolishly. They were leaving the wounds to worsen to a severe degree before seeking medical care. Not that I blamed them. There was a rumor that a lot of the healers and doctors were acting strangely. That didn’t bode well, and I wasn’t looking forward to fixing that mess.


“How long will it take for this potion to work?” Yew whispered from somewhere behind me.


“I don’t know,” Faron admitted. “If they’ve been storing water, it may take a while. Plus, there are at least five more wells throughout the capital.”


I was listening to them with half-an-ear when something grabbed my attention. “Hush!” I told the boys. “I think they’re talking about Pearl!”


“You can’t believe that she’s actually the phoenix,” a woman said.


“Could be,” a man replied. “We’ll find out tomorrow, though, won’t we. If they’re right, the flames should activate her powers. If they’re wrong… well, we don’t need imposters, now do we?”


The woman grunted in approval and picked up her water pot. “What time are they lighting the pyre?”


“Midday, apparently. Just outside the Council Hall, and they’re planning on adding something to make the flames hotter than normal, too. Should be quite a show…” The rest of his words were lost as they walked off, but we didn’t need to hear more than that.


They were going to light my sister on fire to see if she’d change into a mythical bird, and I had no idea what I could do to stop it.
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Faron


Sifu and I blitzed through the rest of the wells as quickly as possible after sending Beryl and Yew back to the townhouse. We’d gotten the information we needed and had limited time to get everything ready. Our best option for saving Pearl was going to be during her execution.


I hate this, I thought, as I led Sifu back to the house. I was supposed to be leaving her in relative safety. She was the distraction, the puzzle they had to figure out. What kind of maniac sets fire to someone to release their magic?


The worst part was that I knew what they were doing, why they were doing it, and how it would happen. They’re using her as a scapegoat. She would be the one blamed for everything while the Council became the magnanimous leaders who did their best but were fooled by a clever ruse. As for the how, I was the one who found the artifact that they would use, and, despite Pearl’s apparent inability to be burned, I didn’t know if even she was safe from the fire they would use.


Beryl can’t be there. If we fail… I shuddered. The woman might hate me, but no one deserves to see a loved one burned at the stake.


As happy as I was to be around Pearl’s family, to have some connection to the woman I loved, I couldn’t pretend I didn’t know how Beryl felt about me. She clearly blamed me for the situation, which was not unexpected or unreasonable. The whole trip to the canyon was awkward as she kept silent and ignored me.


Then, just before we arrived, her attitude completely changed. I wasn’t sure what happened, but she seemed depressed. All of her fighting spirit was gone, and she had begun to shrink away whenever someone looked at her. And her eyes were filled with so much guilt that it was painful to look at her.


Luckily, by the time we got back to the townhouse, Beryl was asleep. I couldn’t bear to see her grief or suffer through her temper. Considering the day we had ahead of us, I decided to follow her example, hoping things would look better after I’d had some rest.


They didn’t.


“What’s the plan?” Beryl asked as soon as I blearily walked out of my bedroom. Sifu and Yew just sat there looking faintly amused as she nearly jumped on me.


“For one thing, you and Yew will be at the hospital. When I looked up and saw her blinking at me with utter confusion, I realized how difficult that sentence was to understand. “Sorry. Still tired. Beryl and her bodyguard will head to the hospital to assist with clearing the place before new injuries show up.”


“But—“


“No,” I responded, quickly cutting her off. She already disliked me, which made it easier. No one else would be blamed, just me. “You are a healer, not a warrior. You need to be ready to clean things up when we make mistakes. Plus, do you really think Pearl would forgive me if I led you in a battle of four against the entirety of the capital city?”


She flinched but nodded. “And where will you be?” Instead of challenging, the question was soft, tentative even.


She’s trying, at least. “Sneaking close enough to get her out before things go bad.”


That seemed to assuage Beryl’s worries, and she left as soon as she finished eating. She and Yew had a long way to go, and there were no back tunnels into the hospital, so they had to leave immediately.


As soon as she was gone, I sighed in relief. “Good, that took less effort than I expected.”


Sifu nodded. “She has grown and understands her limits. It is a good thing, for she no longer allows her emotions to rule her actions. Mostly. Though… I worry she has taken my words too much to heart.”


I had a pretty good idea of what he meant. Pearl was like that. Then again, even she admitted that Sifu had a major influence on all of her sisters.


“Anyway, I figured that you could keep the guards occupied while I get as close as I can and free Pearl when I see a chance.”


Sifu nodded. “We could wish we had more time to plan, but we do not. Simple is best. I will whittle down the guards first.”


Before he could speak again, there was a knock on one of the hidden doors, and a wall swung open. It took a good minute to relax, even after realizing it was just George.


“What are you doing here? I thought you were back home?”


My cousin smirked. “And miss all the excitement? Not a chance. Besides, I’m partially responsible for Pearl being caught up in this mess.” George looked away and cleared his throat self-consciously. “Anyway, Uncle Cledwyn will be here soon, but he sent me ahead in case you needed me. From the sound of the crowd, I’m guessing you do.”


When he extended a hand to me, I gripped his forearm and pulled him in for a hug. I needed all the help I could get.


“You will come with me, young man,” Sifu stated. “We will provide a distraction and backup when things go poorly, as they always do.” And with that, they were gone, most likely heading toward one of the guard outposts. My teacher knew we had little time on our side, and there was plenty of time to fill George in on the way.


I followed their example as soon as I finished eating.


It took me nearly three hours to sneak through the tunnels, backtracking now and again until I found the right one, located two buildings away from the Council Hall. Then, I slunk through the rapidly growing crowd until I was positioned perfectly to both stay hidden and be able to reach the stage quickly.


I settled down and waited.


It didn’t take long before the announcement was made, calling everyone’s attention.


“Dragons of Blood Canyon! Long have we been cursed to live in this land. Long have we suffered, through no fault of our own. We built our society on the ruins of our former lives, but we have more to offer the world. We have more to teach the world!” A cheer rang out, seeming to please the Councilmember. Oddly enough, I didn’t recognize him, and I knew everyone on the Council.


They’re replacing people. Why? And what happened to the ones replaced? My thoughts were interrupted as the man started speaking again.


“We have found one who claims to be the answer to our problems, the one who can free us from this dry prison. We have found one who claims to be the prophesied phoenix. But we must test the truth. We must know, will she lead us to freedom? Or will she die in the flames, leaving behind nothing by the echo of her screams on the canyon walls?”










CHAPTER 11: THE SHOWSTOPPER
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Pearl


Darkness burned like ice. The pain was so acute that I didn’t know how to breathe as I was jerked awake and dragged from my cell.


“What’s wrong with her?” asked the stranger gripping my left arm.


At least, I think it’s my left…


Someone snorted from farther away in the darkness. “She’s been stuck in this cell for almost three months. Have you ever been isolated for that long? Or in the sun for that long? There isn’t even a drop of shade in there once it hits midday.” He muttered quietly, then something thumped against the wall. “Well, the sun must not have been strong enough. They drugged her food enough to make a fully-transformed male Dragon act like a kitten.”


That one seemed almost… nice. I wasn’t sure what to do with someone being nice. Then, he continued. “Great. I’d already lost the bet on how long it would take for her to crack. I told my brother we should have helped break her, but he was too busy, and it wouldn’t have been as effective to come alone. If she only cracked because they forced it…”


Not nice. Never nice. Nice is nonexistent. A giggle worked its way out of me, and I felt the men holding me jerk slightly. I couldn’t see them, though. It was too dark and too cold. Which was strange. It had been nearly midday just moments before. Although… I can almost see them now. They’re so warm, they practically glow.


“Let’s just get her to the Council. Her staring is creeping me out. And those eyes…” The first one’s voice petered out into uncomfortable silence.


The second man grunted and stomped out of the room. A third one—the one holding on to my right arm—stayed silent.


They hauled me further into the darkness, carrying me as I tripped over the frozen floor. I was shivering by the time we made it down the first set of stairs, though from cold or fear, I wasn’t sure. I just knew that down was bad. Down pulled me away from the sun. Up was better. I needed heat and light, and down just pulled me deeper into the darkness.


The guards grunted as I tried to escape and elbowed one in the gut.


“How is she still so strong?” Number Three hissed as he attempted to wrestle me down the steps.


Two snorted but didn’t say anything, as I’d managed to shove my hand over Number Ones’ mouth as I tried to gouge out his eyes.


‘Fear makes you sloppy,’ a soft voice reprimanded. It sounded like a memory, but I had no idea where it came from. It was so familiar…


I stopped fighting. The memory was right. I knew how to defend myself—although I wasn’t sure when I’d learned—but I was too scared to do it properly. It was better to bide a while and then strike when the opportunity presented itself.


Even if it meant I would allow myself to be pulled further into the darkness by these men.


“I think she broke my rib,” Three said through gritted teeth.


One gripped my arm tighter. “At least she didn’t go after your eyes. Come on, let’s get this done before she decides to fight back again.”


I said nothing and let them drag me down more stairs while I tried to remember anything.


Where did I learn to fight? When did that happen? Who taught me? I had a feeling it was long before I came to live in the bright cage. When did I come to be here? Where is here? I had to try and remember!


Fuzzy images began to surface, but nothing distinct. Most were just me spending day after day in the cage. There was one, though… A voice telling someone I needed to be fed more frequently. I didn’t like that voice. I knew it from somewhere and knew that it wasn’t good.


Something brushed against my stomach, and I felt fur and scales gently hum as I ran my hands over the lump. It didn’t know how long it had been there, but it stirred my mind.


Fuzzy Wuzzy was a… No. Wuzzy wasn’t a bear because he had hair. My drake’s name is ‘Wuzzy,’ but what’s mine?


Suddenly, I was in the light again! The heat was glorious as it beat down upon me, chasing away the burning shadows. But someone was talking, and ruining the wonderful experience.


“We have found one who claims to be the answer to our problems, the one who can free us from this dry prison. We have found one who claims to be the prophesied phoenix. But we must test the truth! We must know, will she lead us to freedom. Or will she die in the flames, leaving behind nothing by the echo of her screams on the canyon walls?”


A roar filled the air and made me blink at the mass of people around me. I was in a canyon, which seemed like a familiar word and I even recognized the area.


Vaguely.


Somehow, I had a feeling that there were fewer people around the last time I was there. Not that that would be difficult. There was no empty space to be seen. Well, there was some, but it was right around the people speaking and me. Oh, and the stack of wood was taking up a lot of space.


How did they get wood? I wondered.


The man who’d been talking when I walked—well, more like was dragged—out turned to me and asked, “So, are you the phoenix? Yes or no, little girl.”


For some reason, being called ‘little girl’ annoyed me. It felt more than just a little insulting. It was also odd. I recognized the two people standing behind the man—well, they at least seemed familiar—but not the man himself. And, he felt… icy.


I didn’t mean to stay silent, but I was concentrating too hard to remember to speak. My lack of response seemed to be answer enough for him, though.


“Chain her up. We’ll find out who she really is, whether she wants to tell us or not.”


With that, the men who’d brought me out of my cage led me over to the woodpile, chaining me to a strange metal rod that was sticking out of the ground. As soon as they stepped away, I pulled lightly on the chains to test them. Whatever was going to happen next, I had a feeling that it would be important and that I needed to be ready for it. I just wish I could remember why I cared.
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Faron


Pearl looked ill as she was dragged into the sun. She was underweight, dangerously so. Her eyes looked too big for her face, and the dark circles underneath didn’t help anything. Her hair was a tangled nest of grease and sand lying down her spine that I knew would never happen usually. She wasn’t overly concerned about her appearance, but she hated to have her hair down. It was a free weapon for someone to use against her.


Her cheekbones looked so sharp that they might cut someone and the clothes that had been form-fitting when I left seemed to be a few sizes too big. And the holes in the fabric revealed that her ribs were practically skeletal. Ironically, that gave me a bit of reassurance, if only because of the glimpses of iridescent green scales.


It didn’t surprise me that Wuzzy was curled around her waist. He’s always been good about sticking close.


Whatever good feelings I had disappeared as soon as I realized why I saw these problems clearly. Her skin was practically glowing. She’d always had a slight… well, iridescence to her, but I’d never thought much about it because Dragons usually did as well. This was different, though. It was more. Her skin had taken the appearance of an actual pearl, looking more like shimmering nacre than flesh and blood.


She turned toward my hiding place, and I saw the confusion in her gaze. My heart broke. That look was never good. She was too distant, too separate from the danger bearing down on her. Pearl was always aware of her safety. I’d seen that look on someone else, though. Many others, really. The entire crowd had a similar expression. She’d broken from reality. Whatever they did to her, it caused her to descend into madness.


The cheering crowd drew my attention back to the man who was speaking. His presence was disturbing for many reasons. Foremost was the fact that I didn’t know him, and I’d met most of the prominent Dragons, leaders or not. Also, he was extra. Even as fast as I went, I’d heard some gossip at the wells after we found out about the execution. There were new Councilmembers, but only three of them. He made number four.


Even more disturbing was that he seemed to be in charge. No one had fought Mixcóatl for the role of spokesman in years. Yet, there she was, standing in the background and docile as a hatchling.


Well, maybe not docile, I conceded. Mixcóatl was taking far too much joy in watching the guards pull Pearl over to the pyre. They chained her up as quickly as possible before backing away carefully. Pearl ignored them and jerked the chain a few times, but didn’t fight any more than that. She was watching, though, waiting for an opening.


A shriek echoed from the back of the crowd, changing the atmosphere from bloodlust to fear. Then another followed. And another. The guards ran toward the sound even as the crowd fought to get away from it. I smiled and started pushing carefully forward. A Dragon roared, and everyone fought harder to move in their chosen direction.


As soon as I saw an opportunity, I bolted toward Pearl, covering the ground with surprising ease.


I reached the unlit pyre and pulled out the spare key that I always carried with me. The Council used the same keys for everything. I’d warned them before that it wasn’t safe, but they never listened, saying it was just easier that way. For once, their laziness worked in my favor.


“You look familiar…” Pearl’s voice barely reached me over the panicked crowd.


I swallowed heavily, pushing the grief aside. “I’m sure I do. We’re… we’re friends.”


I would have said more, but her eyes widened, focusing on something behind me. I pivoted and pulled a knife out just in time to deflect the attack. One of the guards had gotten smart and checked on his prisoner. I lunged at him, only for him to dodge, moving to the side.


He hadn’t planned on Pearl, though. One second, she was safely hidden behind me, and the next, Wuzzy was flying at the man’s face while Pearl tripped the guard, causing him to fall into the shifting crowd.


I turned to guard our backs, brandishing my knife just as three of the new Council members looked over at us. They didn’t challenge us, though. Not that they were healthy enough to. They were skin and bones and half-asleep as they stumbled up the stairs to hide in the Council Hall.


Pearl stepped closer to the surging crowd, craning her neck to see where the noise was coming from. I was watching her too closely, a mistake that I never should have made. Distraction in battle leads to death.


Sometimes, that death isn’t yours.
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Pearl


I stared at the man who was unlocking my chains and couldn’t help but say, “You look familiar…”


He gazed at me with sad eyes, a silver mark tracing up his cheek and spreading out like branches from a sapling. “I’m sure I do. We’re… we’re friends. He opened his mouth to say more, but I stopped paying attention when I saw someone sneaking up behind him.


I felt my eyes widen, and I started to speak, but he was already gone, pulling a knife and catching the attacker’s arm before lunging at him. The attacker backed up and prepared to attack again, but Wuzzy flew at his face. I saw my chance and took it. Stepping out from behind the man who’d unchained me, I reached my leg out and tripped our attacker, knocking him into the crowd of panicked people.


I turned to look at the rest of the platform, just in time to see three men hurrying up the steps and into the darkness beyond. I shivered and looked away, intent on seeing what was causing everyone to flee. Not to mention, I needed a moment to process some of what had happened.


The man who rescued me was familiar. We were more than friends. I knew that even if I didn’t actually remember. He was… important to me somehow. So important, Wuzzy had tried to save him.


Why can’t I remember? What happened to me?


A sound caught my attention over the din of the crowd. It was low, so low that I practically felt it instead of heard it. Even deep as it was, though, I knew it was a song. One I felt compelled to join in with.


“Swim, little carp,


Swim in your pond.


Swim and think of waterfalls


And Dragons with teeth so sharp.”


In my mind, I saw a little girl with blonde hair moving through a slow dance, one I was trying to perform as well. As quickly as it came, the image was gone, and I was left feeling bereft. I turned away from the crowd… and froze.


My rescuer was there, standing still as a statue, with a knife held to his neck and Wuzzy unconscious at his feet.


The world sharpened around me, as if I’d just woken up. I knew that the crowd still surged behind me, moving like mindless animals chased by a predator. I knew that the woman with the flames around her eyes was watching with unconcealed glee and ready to move at any moment. I knew that the man who stood beside her for the announcement was coming back from the shadow place, cleaning blood off his knife.


And I knew that the man who was holding my rescuer hostage was not a Dragon. His next words only confirmed it.


“You’re almost as troublesome as a Dragon, pet.” He paused, his eyes taking me in with a strange sort of detachment. When I refused to speak, he sighed and shook his head. “I suppose that you’d probably consider it an accomplishment. You and this boy here have been most frustrating. As if showing up wasn’t bad enough, then you had to leave and find the cure!”


My rescuer gritted his teeth as he asked, “Who are you. You’re not a Council member, I know that for a fact.”


The mystery man started laughing, digging the knife into my rescuer’s neck as he did so. “You still think I’m a Dragon? Was I not clear enough? No, boy, I’m not a member of your precious Council. Although, I’ve been all but running it for the past few months. I’m the one responsible for your people dying.”


I snorted, making both men return their focus to me. “Are you about to complain about our childish, meddling ways?”


They blinked.


“You sound like a brat, wanting to show off how smart you are to mommy and daddy. Let me guess, you’re the reason that I can’t remember anything?”


The man smiled slowly. “It worked, did it? That was pure luck. You metabolize everything else too quickly. You weren’t even responding to the mirror dust like you were supposed to. I had hoped it would last a bit longer, though. Still, it made you docile enough to get down here.”


My rescuer’s eyes went large at the mention of mirror dust before narrowing. I didn’t know him—or, rather, I didn’t know if I knew him—but I was going to venture that it wasn’t good when he had lighting flickering in his eyes. And skin. And fingertips.


Someone was upset, and it wasn’t me this time.


“Then again, it could just be this place,” the non-Dragon continued, mostly ignoring me in favor or my rescuer. “I thought the Great Desert would have killed you lizards off by now, but you banded together instead of destroying one another. Then, I figured you would have stayed close to the only visible water in the entire desert, but you’d spread out instead. Do you know how difficult it is to poison that many wells? And, adding another insult to your stubborn refusal to die, you sent one of your half-Wraith abominations to protect that pathetic little princess.”


My mind supplied the image of a woman who was paler than me with beautiful amber eyes and hair as wild as the land she hailed from. She was accompanied by men in various shades of blue, something I knew was a mark of wealth.


“Gerda,” I whispered, feeling slightly dazed.


I wasn’t impressed by the Wraith’s cursing. It was entirely unoriginal. And, he was a Wraith. As soon as I uttered that name, his guise dropped, revealing white hair that was slicked back, sky blue skin, and a rising sun depicted in jewels on his forehead. Along with sweat. Lots and lots of sweat. The magic he’d used to cloak himself had taken a toll, and—considering the heavy gold and navy blue robes he was wearing—the heat hadn’t helped any.


“But, I thought that Wraiths and Dragons got along.” While I, admittedly, didn’t understand what this man’s problem was, I also saw a golden opportunity to distract him. Whatever he’d done to me was wearing off, and the more that I exercised my mind, the more I was remembering.


Right then, I was remembering just how much I loved to play chess.


“Don’t be ridiculous. Those imbeciles don’t deserve to be called Wraiths. They aren’t worthy of what they have, consorting with abominations, and being ruled by such weaklings.”


“As opposed to the last queen?”


The man started laughing, “You think that child was a worthy queen? Please! She was so easy to manipulate that it took only the merest suggestion for her to cut off her support of the Dragons. No. The true queen should have been my sister while I ruled at her side as High Priest of Clear Dawn. I will simply have to carry out our plans in her name.” He looked up and smiled. “Ah, good. Chain her up, properly this time.”


A few grunts told me that the guards were back and unhappy. When they grabbed my arms, I reacted, driving a fist into the sternum of one. Then, I grabbed my fist with one hand and snapping my elbow around into the head of the other guard. Since my arm was still being held, I pulled it back sharply. When the guard came toward me, off-balance from my earlier hits, I ducked down and then pushed up, tossing him back into the crowd. When I turned to look for the other attacker, I realized that I’d knocked him unconscious.


Unfortunately, the Wraith still had a knife to Faron’s neck. “Stop. Or I really will kill him!”


Faron. His name is Faron. I finally remembered his name!


“Good, now go over to the pyre and chain yourself up, like a good little girl.”


I glared at him before turning my attention to Faron. The man looked mad enough to spit acid, but also completely unable to move. It wasn’t just the threat of death, though. It was like he was… stuck. The point was, no help was coming from that quarter.


What can I do? I can fight, but my reason for fighting will be dead before I reach my target. I could do what he wants, but I’ll die, and so will Faron shortly after. I can’t win. All I could do was trust my instincts. My instincts were saying that Faron deserved to live, that I wanted him to live.


So, I turned and walked to the pyre, my steps steady even as I felt my heart beat faster, and my throat closed with fear. My hands shook as I picked up the manacles and clipped them back around my wrists, yanking on them a few times to prove that I’d done as requested.


The woman with flames marking her walked forward and said, “I’ve been wanting to do this for months now. Goodbye. You won’t be missed.”


My eyes locked with Faron’s as her hands caught fire, and she lowered them to the wood. Faron seemed oddly calm up until she said, “Oops. I almost forgot the most important part!”


A powder was thrown on the fire, and the world disappeared into a white blaze of pain. The last thing I saw was the silver, purple, and blue of Faron’s eyes as he watched me catch fire and burn away.










CHAPTER 12: WORLD AFLAME
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Pearl


I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t.


Because of my training, I knew quite a bit about the human body. I’d pushed myself and others to extremes, all in the name of training. It prevented greater injury as well as taught people how to think while in agony. That was a skill that could mean the difference between life and death in a battle situation. I knew that there were limits to pain before your body shut things down enough to let you keep moving. If you haven’t listened to your body enough to stop doing whatever is causing you problems, then you probably need undivided attention to escape.


That said, it wasn’t actually a good sign. You were either in shock, too injured for the injury to register, or you’d been hurt too long.


And I really wished I was at least one of those, because I’d never felt anything like being burned alive, not even back when I was actually susceptible to burns.


And, of course, I remember everything when I’m dying! I railed in my mind.


It didn’t feel like a burn, though. The heat and sting weren’t there, nor was the cold of a severe burn. Instead, I was being overwhelmed with pressure. It felt like I was drowning. The flames were bright and hot, and my body was taking every bit of that into itself so fast that I couldn’t breathe. Everything hurt, and I felt a pressure pushing against my skin.


My skin stretched, and my bones broke from the pressure. But more came flooding in. The flames flared, red tips bled to yellow, then green, before white overcame the other colors for a moment. My joints were all wrenched apart, and everything went black.


And all the while, I could hear my heart race to keep me alive. Until, suddenly, it didn’t.


It stopped.


And then, so did everything else.


But Faron might survive…


…


…


…


My eyes opened, and the world had changed.


There were small people cowering against the walls of a canyon, squinting at me in horror. Each of them was surrounded by a faint glow, but the colors were tainted and looked too tight, like they were wearing something three sizes too small and couldn’t cut it off. Everything had a gray-brown tone that dulled the shades into a disgusting muddiness. The dingy cast to the colors concerned me more than how tightly they were reigned in, honestly.


I rustled my feathers in displeasure and continued to examine the odd colors.


Wait… feathers?


I turned my head and stared in shock at my wings. Not arms, wings. I had wings. And a tail. And, as I stared down my nose, I realized that I also had a beak!


Oh, no, no, nono-no. They couldn’t have been right. I can’t be a phoenix!


But, even as I panicked over the idea, my feathers began to burn hotter and hotter. They’d started predominantly red, the color slowly began to bleach out of them, shifting to orange, then yellow, then white. And, at the point where the feathers met my body, they glowed a brilliant green-blue. The more emotional I was, the faster they changed, and the hotter the flame. As I calmed down, the colors retreated back up my body, leaving me covered in scarlet with white and green shining beneath.


Huh. I wonder if all phoenixes look like this. I wish I had a mirror to look into. I wonder what I look like.


My gaze was drawn to my legs—which reminded me strongly of a crane—before I got distracted again. This time, it was by the dirt. Or, more precisely, the land itself.


It had been hard to tell by looking at the canyon walls—especially with all those people crowded against them—but there was something wrong with the land. It was… dead.


No, not dead. It’s being held back. The same force that seemed to constrain the people’s colors was working on the soil. It was worse for the land, though. Instead of the colors being too tight on top, they were actually pushed so deep that I could barely see them!


Granted, I have no idea how I’m seeing beneath the earth. Still, what kind of curse could strip the top layer of magic from the land before pushing the rest down so deep that you almost can’t reach it? It explains why the Dragons have begun to grow food underground, though. The curse could only push magic so deep—compress it so much— before it started to push back.


The more I looked, the more I felt compelled to do something. What, I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I felt a pressure building within me, and it needed out. It had started when I noticed the dingy magic on the people and then grown more pressing when I finally saw the curse’s framework. Now, staring down at a place that should have been alive and growing, but was nearly lifeless. It felt like I was about to explode.


So, I did.


I threw my head back and let out a sharp, echoing cry that reminded me of a pheasant. I didn’t have much time to think about it, though. I got distracted when a massive wave of fire burst out of me in a perfect sphere. The force pushed me upwards, and I reflexively began flapping.


Which was perfect, actually, because it brought me high enough to see the flames spread out in every direction for miles before dying away.


When I glanced up, the same thing was happening. The fire went up what looked to be the same distance it had gone out before fading. If it went up and out in a perfect sphere, the flames must have gone down far enough to reach the curse.


The sound of breaking glass startled me and drew my attention down. The curse on the land had cracked, and that crack was spreading. It reminded me of a stained glass window. The leading made the pieces of glass stronger, so even if one cracked, it wouldn’t necessarily break.


That must be why it’s lasted for so long, even with all that pressure pushing upward… And I now know what that feels like. A hint of power began to leak through the cracks and permeate the air, making me sigh. The starkness from before had felt unnatural but was already softening slightly. I blinked and warbled pathetically. I’m going to have to break every pane, aren’t I? Unless I can find a way to break the frame itself.


Just thinking about that journey made me realize how tired I was. My wings were already starting to weaken from my constant efforts to stay aloft, so I swung around in a circle until I could land. Luckily, I was generating enough heat that a thermal formed and slowed my descent. It probably looked more graceful than I felt. Without that extra help, I would have been in serious trouble.
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Beryl


It was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, walking away from my sister when she was in danger. My entire life centered around protecting my family. Suddenly, I was being told that I couldn’t do that. I had to leave her in the hands of a Dragon that I barely knew when her very life was in danger.


I wasn’t sure if I was tearing up because of frustration or fear, but I did my best to hide it.


Then again, do I really have the right to doubt Faron? He’s much more qualified to help her than I am. She’ll probably be better off with me out of the way. Everyone would be. I’m basically useless. The only useful thing I’ve done this entire trip was to make sure that no one suffered from extreme exhaustion. An extra half-hour of sleep every day would have done the same thing. I’ve spent years trying to make a difference, but was it really altruistic? Or did I just need to feel like I was important? Was I just hiding from myself? I thought I was a decent healer, but even that is up for debate. How much is my healing, and how much is it because people are trying to escape my fussing?


“This way, Thunderbolt.” Yew gently pushed me with a hand on the small of my back. It was a good thing he did, considering the direction my mind was wandering.


Although, I wish I knew why he kept calling me ‘Thunderbolt.’


“We have a job that’s just as important as everyone else. We have to make sure that when we win, the injured have somewhere to go.”


He’s right. I straightened my spine. Stop throwing pity parties and start thinking about someone other than yourself.


For the first time that morning, I took a look at the world around me. Despite how early we’d left, we were only about half-way there. It was starting to heat up, and the shadows were slowly disappearing, yet the street was still busy. I peered closer at the people who passed us by, trying to figure out why. Faron told us that people avoided being outdoors during midday. Few of the passersby seemed to notice or care. Actually, Yew and I were the most alert people on the street.


Most of them seem to be in a daze, though some look positively paranoid, and the thieves are incredibly bold. Their focus is firmly planted on themselves, and any outward focus is driven by greed or fear. But am I any better? The curse may exacerbate their issues, but it didn’t cause them.


Noticing a few odd looks, I crowded a bit closer to Yew. “Are you sure we should be wandering around without any disguises?”


“We’ll grab disguises if we need them, but we shouldn’t. Very few of these people are paying any attention.” He glanced to the side and growled. “I take that back. We may need disguises.”


My shoulders tensed. “Why?”


I didn’t have to wait long to find out. Within a few seconds, we were surrounded by scruffy men with hungry expressions on their faces, their eyes practically glowing as they leaned toward us.


“Look, some filthy humans. I bet they’re the reason that everything’s gone wrong,” declared a short, pale man with hair only slightly darker than Pearl’s.


The dark-skinned man beside him was tapping out a strange rhythm on his thigh. “It does seem so. After all, things were fine before they appeared. They must be the reason everybody has gone crazy.”


Yew sighed deeply and shook out his arms as the eight Dragons began to step closer. “I hate it,” he began, “when people automatically blame everyone else for their problems. It’s awfully rare for only one person to be completely in the wrong.”


That was the last word spoken for a bit. Well, the last intelligible word. There were lots of shouts and curses. I’d worked with Sifu for years and seen my sister and brother train countless fighters. I had never seen anyone move as quickly or gracefully as Yew. He was like a ghost, floating over the ground and leaving men on the ground behind him. They would be standing and then just drop. It was like their will to live was sucked out of them, although the red marks would prove that false.


Surprisingly, a few remained conscious and attempted to crawl away, speaking gibberish as they did so. The last time I’d seen full-grown men that scared was when a yale escaped from the Fey Forest. It started attacking after they inadvertently separated it from its baby. There is nothing quite like being chased by an antelope that is bigger than a cow and possesses both tusks and horns to teach you what fear is. Then its mate showed up, at which point the villagers started running for their lives.


Well, stumbling, really. They were so scared that they couldn’t actually run. Which makes sense, considering a yale can swivel its horns in any direction. The only reason I didn’t run was that I was dealing with a woman in labor.


It took Yew less time than it took the male yale—I hate when I rhyme in my own thoughts—to clear the area. In the end, only the two spokesmen were left behind, collapsed on the ground and completely unconscious.


“Well, then!” I looked around and then headed over to make sure that the men were still alive.


Yew caught my arm before I could make it more than a step. “Better not, in case they’re faking. Besides, we need to clean up the hospital before you have a place to treat them.”


I hummed to myself as my weight shifted from foot to foot. Finally, I nodded. “It feels wrong,” I said as I followed my bodyguard into the now very alert crowd. It seems that their sense of personal danger was enough to rouse most from their daze.


Yew pulled me away from the curious and frightened eyes. “As I was saying, you might be right about the disguises.”


It didn’t take long for us to submerge ourselves among the busy stalls of the market. Within moments of blending with the crowd, we’d ducked down several of the tent filled alleys until we reached a quiet—and well-hidden—dead end. Yew turned to the entrance, as if waiting for attack, and stood there for a good five minutes, just waiting and listening. As soon as he relaxed, so did I.


“Right,” he began. “We need to change and add marks. Or, at least, we need to put on something that looks like a mark.”


I snorted and pulled open my satchel before rummaging around for what we’d need.


“I’ve been meaning to ask, but is that bag enchanted?”


When I looked up, Yew was still staring at the path we’d entered by. Shrugging, I answered. “Yes. Queen Grace gave it to me for my birthday. She said that it was safer for travel because you can make sure that the really dangerous things are kept away from pick-pockets this way. A lot of the medicines I use can go horribly wrong if they aren’t taken correctly.”


He nodded and allowed me to finish my task. First, I took out some lightweight scarves, similar to what I’d seen while we were walking around, for us to put over our heads. Then, I grabbed a jar of paint, a brush, and a bag of powdered, phosphorescent moss.


“Now, which Clan did you want to be a part of. I think Tree might be best, don’t you, Yew?” I asked with my most innocent smile.
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The disguises worked wonderfully, and we made it to our destination without any further problems. As soon as I walked into the hospital, though, I realized that our short streak of luck was over.


I had never seen a place of healing in such disarray. There were people everywhere—many who were visibly injured—with not a single healer in sight. And the filth that covered the place! I doubted anyone had cleaned in the last two months, if not longer. Because of my magic, I could actually see people developing infections, even through the thick haze of the curse.


How could it have gotten this bad? At this rate, everyone here will die from infection instead of their actual wounds!


“This is disgusting.” Yew grimaced as he scanned the room.


I nodded. “And dangerous. Come on. Let’s find out what’s going on. There must be someone still in charge.”


We forged our way through the mass of people to the front desk. Unsurprisingly, it was empty. Judging from the metallic number cards sitting out, there was supposed to be someone there, determining which case was the most important to deal with first. Unfortunately, the thick layer of dust and the bloody prints on several of the cards showed that whoever was in charge had stopped caring quite a while before.


“Excuse me,” I said when someone stepped out of the back room. “Do you know where the staff is?”


The man snorted and clamped his hand tighter on the cloth that was wrapped around his forearm. “In the back, I ‘spect. Ain’t been out here in a minute. They like makin’ us peasants wait ’til they got space to torture ‘em. If’n we’re lucky, they jus’ treat us an’ send us on our way.”


I forced my hands to relax and thanked him. Then, I turned and walked through the door he’d indicated, ignoring the shouts behind me. I wasn’t cutting in line, and I didn’t need them telling me it was a bad idea. I knew that already. I didn’t really have a better option, though. I was needed—genuinely needed for the first time in ages—and I refused to allow such a horrible facility to remain open when my sister was in danger.


She has her battle to deal with, and so do I—time to get on with the fight.


And it was a good thing I was ready for a battle because I had one on my hands as soon as I walked through the door. Instead of finding myself in either a bustling room full of beds or a long, quiet hallway with alcoves off to either side, I found myself in a circus.


Stop being dramatic, Beryl, I told myself. It’s hardly a circus. Those are much better organized.


The room—or cavern, if I wanted to be more accurate—was massive and chaotic. Instead of orderly examination beds, the patients were forced to lie down on pallets on the ground, which was even filthier than the waiting room. Meanwhile, perfectly good beds were being stored in one corner of the room. The high ceilings seemed to vibrate with the moans of unattended patients, interspersed with the occasional screech of agony.


As for the healers, well, most of them seemed to be surrounding a single bed watching what appeared to be surgery. Something was wrong, though, and it wasn’t just the fact that the curse was nearly opaque around each of the healers. My senses shifted just enough for me to see the magic and life in each of these people. The patient was, indeed, being cut open, but there was nothing wrong with him!


I heard a growl as I rushed over to stop the surgery, only faintly recognizing that I was the one making the noise.


“What do you think you’re doing?” I demanded of the surgeon as he drew a scalpel down the man’s torso while the patient did his best to escape the restraints. Unfortunately, he was heavily drugged and wouldn’t regain any sort of strength for at least another hour. They didn’t even bother to knock him out completely! I stomped closer while I waited for an answer.


The surgeon didn’t even look up. “Quiet, woman. Can’t you tell we’re in the middle of something?”


I snorted. “Clearly. Why are you cutting open a healthy man when you have a room full of patients that haven’t been treated?” I asked while gesturing to the other wall.


The surgeon growled and looked up at me. “And what business of yours is it, what I do? Besides, you’re incorrect. This man is very ill. He needs his liver and a lung removed immediately.”


My jaw dropped. “Excuse me! Why would you remove his lung and liver?”


He shrugged. “To see if he can live without them, of course. No one has tested Dragons, and I’m sure that we are stronger than the humans who’ve died during this procedure.”


There were no words to describe how angry I was at that moment. The emotion was so intense that I actually froze. Somehow, the surgeon must have taken that for acceptance because he nodded and started cutting again.


I lunged forward and grabbed his scalpel before throwing it across the room.


The surgeon gritted his teeth. “You’ll regret that.” He looked over my shoulder and said, “Dose them and strap them down. I wonder how long a female can endure torture before dying.”


I turned to see two of the healers stepping forward with damp white cloths. I recognized the scent of diethyl ether from where I was standing and prepared to dodge.


Yew, unfortunately, hadn’t understood the danger. He stepped between one of the doctors and me, protecting me and getting a partial dose of the analgesic before he could do anything. He was still conscious but slower.


Looks like I’ll have to the heavy lifting this time. Good thing that Sifu talked me into learning to defend myself.


I stepped forward into the other healer’s attack and grabbed his arm. The momentum helped me push the cloth into another man’s face. Then, I hit the first man’s elbow and forced him to drug himself.


I doubt Sifu ever imagined I’d use it to stop other healers from attacking when he told me to practice every day.


I felt someone grab me from behind and try to pin my arms down. It didn’t work. I shifted my weight around and braced for a moment before bending at the waist and flipping him off. The cot he landed on softened the landing but not by much.


While I’d been occupied, Yew had taken out another two men and was staggering after a third. He was surprisingly talented at fighting while partially drugged and quite a treat to watch, which is why I didn’t interfere when I saw the fourth trying to sneak up on him. That was until a glint of steel made me step in.


Yew could take the men in a basic physical fight, but a knife might be too much for him. Plus, it wouldn’t be fair for him to have all the fun. I kicked the armed man in the back of his knee, unbalancing him, before ramming my elbow into his temple and sending him to the ground. The sound of a boot scraping made me lunge to the side, leaving my leg out to trip my attacker.


The surgeon’s foot caught on my shin, and he fell forward, hitting the ground hard. I scrambled away and eyed him warily while Yew finished off the last of the attackers. When I saw the blood begin to spread around the surgeon, I stepped up and used the toe of my boot to turn him over.


My hands came up to cover my mouth as I turned away.


“Wha’ happenn-nned to him?” Yew slurred as he stared at the surgeon.


“H-he ran at me from behind, so I tripped him. I guess he must have been holding the scalpel and didn’t let go when he was falling.” It was the only explanation I could give as to why the man had the instrument barely sticking out through his eye.


There was no time to investigate more. Seconds after the surgeon died, a tremendous wave of heat burst through the room, pushing us off our feet and sending us sprawling.










CHAPTER 13: THE BATTLE OF FIRE AND ICE
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Pearl


Whatever I’d done affected more than just the land. It also did something to the people.


Dragons, I reminded myself as I saw their power begin to uncoil and stretch, likely for the first time in centuries. Their magic was no longer clouded or muddy. Instead, it shone in stunning shades of aqua, crimson, emerald, peach, lemon, and even an interesting man who looked like he was surrounded by obsidian. His magic had a rather sharp edge, too. Then again, I may have just been fascinated because a bird made out of fire had a certain affinity for volcanic stone.


He wasn’t the only one with interesting magic, though. Two others were pulling at my attention, so I swung my head and realized that I’d forgotten something rather important.


Faron was still being held captive by the Wraith, and his white-purple magic was pulsing against the Wraith’s own icy blue powers. That cold color was wrapped around Faron like a set of chains, which explained why he hadn’t been able to escape. He really was stuck. On the bright side, the knife was no longer being held to his neck. Unfortunately, it had been exchanged with a set of physical manacles and chains to match the magical ones that were slowly disappearing.


At least Wuzzy was able to move out of the way. One hostage is always better than two when you aren’t the one holding them.


“What have you done?” The Wraith clenched his fists as his shoulders and arms began to shake.


I snorted, and a tiny flame escaped me. I need to finish this, and it would probably help if I could speak. And wield a sword, I thought, practically aching for the weight of well-balanced metal pulling against my muscles.


A moment later, I realized that it was no longer a wish but a reality. I stood, human once again, with a sword in my hand.


Well, mostly human. Last time I checked, humans couldn’t hold a flaming sword, and they didn’t have wings made out of fire. Not that I’m complaining. I quite like the sword!


The blade was shaped like one of my feathers and curved to resemble a scimitar, but it could never be confused with either one. It was unique, a stunningly beautiful weapon of war that suited me perfectly.


“Who are you?” I cocked my head to the side as I stared at the man. “All that time detailing your plans, and you never took the time to tell us your name.”


The Wraith rolled his shoulders and stopped scowling. Normally, that would make me think he was calming down, but his grin was too big, too bright. The same with his eyes. I’d seen that look on precisely one other person, but that was back when I played vigilante. In my experience, it was never a good look.


“Stian. I am called Stian. You should know the name of your executioner.”


I blinked but didn’t have the heart to tell him that he’d already killed me once, so the threat was much less impressive than he thought. Plus, it sounds horribly cliché.


“Alright, Stian. It seems that we are at an impasse. You want me and the rest of this place dead. We want to live. How do you think we should proceed?”


He sneered at me. “It looks like you already know what you want to do. Mixcóatl. Bleiz. Take him and make sure he doesn’t interfere,” the Wraith demanded of the two remaining Council members. And they did exactly as he said.


I frowned and looked at them a bit more closely. It didn’t make sense, though. I figured that the discoloration I’d seen on everyone had been the curse that Stian put in the water. The problem was, their magic wasn’t muddied; they had no reason to go along with Stian’s orders. Yet, they did.


No time to think about that, I reminded myself as the rasp of metal leaving a scabbard captured my attention. Let’s see how this sword handles…


A moment later, Stian was in front of me, his blade swinging toward my stomach. I pushed forward, past his guard, and managed to slam my elbow into his kidney before ducking behind him and turning. I could have killed him right then, but I had a policy. Unless I was outnumbered, I always gave people a chance to surrender. Just the one, though. It was a big risk, but I would rather die with a clear conscience than live knowing that I was merciless.


Unfortunately, there are many people who—upon realizing how close they just came to death—get angry and feel the need to prove themselves superior. Stian was one of them. Instead of backing away, he turned and attacked. I stepped back and ducked to avoid his horizontal slash before popping up and moving into a series of offensive moves that I knew would catch him off guard.


While his earlier attacks on the Dragons showed both finesse and planning, neither was present at the end. Instead, recklessness and madness overtook him and lead to his death. Instead of stopping when I sliced a sizable gash on his inner thigh, he kept coming. I hit under his arm, hitting another major artery. He leapt at me, yelling the whole time. And leaving his torso nearly completely exposed as he ran with his arms twisted to his left so he could perform another diagonal slash. It was the last mistake he made.


Instead of meeting his sword, I dropped to a crouch and pushed upward with my toes as I thrust my sword through his gut. There was a slight resistance as the blade hit his spine before it sliced through and exited his back. Then, the flames that wreathed my sword burst out and engulfed the madman in a single horrifying crack. I sucked in a sharp breath and put my boot on his chest, kicking out while pulling my sword free, refusing to let go long enough to get into a better position.


Stian fell away and collapsed on the ground, his face a mask of shock as he burned. In the end, I had no idea what killed him first, the fire or the blood loss, but he was gone, and we were free.


My eyes flicked up to meet those of Mixcóatl and Bleiz.


Well, almost free.


Mixcóatl let go of Faron and stalked my way.


“You!” She jabbed a finger toward me. “You’ve ruined everything! We had it all planned out, but no. You just had to show up and cause problems.”


I feel like I suddenly understand how Lana felt, growing up with Belle blaming her for everything. I idly watched the woman as she stomped my way. Mixcóatl wasn’t insane, not like Stian had been. No, she was angry, but not crazy with it. That meant that she was more dangerous because she could still think clearly.


“Why’d you want me to stay then?” I asked, drawing things out a bit. Plus, we needed the information.


She smiled at me sadly, as if I were a child who couldn’t tie my shoes yet but kept trying.


“Because it is much easier to control someone close to you. Besides, if you’d just been good enough to die, we wouldn’t be having this problem, now would we? Then, you would have been the perfect way to convince people that believing in a phoenix was a foolish notion, and all they really needed was the Council.”


I snorted. “So, you decided to push the notion that Dragons were independent and didn’t need anyone to save them? That it’s better to be self-sufficient and in bondage than to admit that they’re incapable of saving themselves and need an outsider to do it for them?”


She grinned again. “Exactly. And if you’d just been the slightest bit reasonable, you would agree with me. Dragons are, after all, superior to mere humans.”


A sigh escaped me. There was so much I could say to that, starting with the fact that she was trying to insult me right after I clearly transformed into a phoenix. That obviously meant I wasn’t human anymore. And that didn’t even begin to address the xenophobic comment.


Then again, people hate one another for stupid reasons all the time. When you care more for yourself than those around you, everyone that isn’t like you becomes scary, hostile, and endangers the world you have created. Selfishness is a dangerous instinct.


Suddenly, Mixcóatl was on the move, running at me with a dagger cloaked in flame. I wasn’t sure what she thought that was going to do to someone who had wings made of fire, but she definitely had skill.


She pushed in close and jabbed at my side as I slid away and tried to get behind her. Unfortunately, my sword was too long for such close combat. Even as I thought it, my weapon shrunk to the size of a long dagger. It was a good compromise, giving me more reach than my adversary but not leaving me virtually undefended when she made it past my guard.


We circled each other, making small forays forward before darting back again, testing each other’s defenses. Mixcóatl was better than I thought, well-trained and well-practiced. She was confident without being cocky and held her dagger like it was second-nature. I was probably a little bit better, but she was older and more experienced. All in all, we were well-matched, which meant it would come down to stamina.


Our attacks became more refined and closer to landing the longer we danced. It really was a remarkable fight, one that had me learning quite a bit even as I pulled out my own tricks. Most fights are over quickly. They take one or two moves before a winner is found. This fight was not so simple, but one of us was going to lose.


The first to score a hit was me. I managed to scratch her wrist as I parried an attack and angled past.


Mixcóatl growled and lunged forward, moving with strength that must have come from her Dragon. I could actually see the colors shifting to reinforce her arms and legs, as well as her core. Because of that, the next hit was hers, leaving a small line of blood along my shoulder. We pushed harder and harder until suddenly…


…the day caught up to me. My wings disappeared, and I felt my energy dry up. It wasn’t surprising, considering how little I had eaten over the past couple of months, but it was poor timing.


Something that my opponent was more than happy to take advantage of.


As soon as she saw the opening, Mixcóatl’s eyes gleamed, and she moved to attack. She wasn’t the only one who noticed my flagging energy, though. Faron had as well and decided to join in the fight.


As soon as I fell back, he was in front of me, taking the blow meant for me. I watched helplessly as the dagger dug into his upper chest. Luckily, it was closer to his right shoulder than his heart, but it was terrifying to see, nonetheless. And even worse, I couldn’t do anything about it!


Except this. I looked down at my rapidly dwindling knife and threw it at Mixcóatl, hitting her in the exact place she hit Faron. Too bad, I was aiming for her heart.


I expected to die again. I was certain that she would grab her knife and stab me with it. Instead, the Dragoness screamed as my knife shifted from metal to flame and burned its way into her.


“I’ll kill you,” she said, her voice weak from the pain.


She never got a chance to attack, though, because that was when the storm rolled in.


I frowned at the clouds, even as my attention rested on the battle.


Faron groaned and lifted his head to stare at Mixcóatl. “Never again. You’ll never hurt anyone I love ever again.”


I started to touch him but couldn’t. Whatever was happening, his magic was out of control, and he was covered in little sparks of light.


Mixcóatl should have paid attention to those. Instead, she smirked at him. “You always were too lazy to look for the truth. And you’ll never be able to stop us, so just move.”


As the woman stepped forward, she experienced firsthand why she should have taken the Storm Clan seriously. Instead of finishing either of us off, she lit up like the sky at dawn as bolt after bolt of electricity poured into her, tapering off only when she stopped breathing.


I blinked heavily, looking up from the smoking body. The head of the Fire Clan was gone, and we were no longer alone on the platform. Cledwyn had shown up—along with Sifu!—and they had Bleiz in custody.


That’s when I fell into shadows once again, although, this time, I wasn’t afraid. Just very, very tired.
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Beryl


“W-what was that?” I asked shakily as I used a bed to pull myself up.


Yew groaned. “No idea, but it got rid of the drug that was in my system, so I’m not too upset.” He stood up without additional help and surveyed the room. “Thanks for the help earlier, Thunderbolt. You’ve had good training. I wish you hadn’t had to use it, though. Where did you learn?”


I blinked. “Oh. Didn’t I tell you? Sifu taught me. Actually, he badgered me into learning after I was injured by a patient. The only one he didn’t teach was my sister, Belle. And even she practiced a few moves when no one was looking.”


He huffed out a quick laugh before looking around. “Something changed, have you noticed? They seem… calmer.”


I frowned and followed his example, examining the people around us once my head stopped spinning. Yew’s right, they are acting calmer. And they seem to be helping each other. Not to mention that the awful haze is—


My head whipped back toward my bodyguard. “Did you say that the drug was cleared from your system?”


He nodded carefully.


I let my magic overrule my sight and examined him as well. The drug was gone from Yew’s system, probably treated the same way the curse had been. Either my senses were completely addled, or the blast cleared out all foreign particles from their bodies.


Instead of asking more questions, I sprinted over to one of the Dragons I’d noticed when we first walked in. He’d been severely injured and had dangerous infections. I could see the red tracery around his wounds when we’d passed by, and every healer worth anything knew what that meant. I ignored Yew’s protests as I hurried to the dying man’s side, only to laugh in relief.


The red lines were gone. He was still injured, but, without the infection, I could easily clean and close the wounds. Just to be sure, I allowed my power to show me how his health was and found exactly what I expected to see. The man was going to live. And where there was no sign of the curse either.


I glanced at the rest of the room and sighed in relief. It wasn’t just this one patient. Everyone else was clear, as well!


“Right. Let’s get to work. We’ve got a lot to do before this day is over. Go grab one of the healers and see if they’re worth the air they’re breathing, or we’re doing this ourselves.”


Before Yew could move, I heard someone cry out, “Skies, what have we done?”


I glanced over my shoulder and saw one of the men who’d attacked us rush toward the patients and start working on them. I sighed again. His response was understandable but not very efficient. Still, I had to cut them some slack, considering how heavily they’d been cursed compared to the others.


Healers use a lot of water to clean everything and are more cautious about staying hydrated, I mused. They probably got higher doses… but that shouldn’t be a worry anymore. Faron made a point of targeting their well yesterday, and we’ve got more important things to think about.


“Oy! Priorities. Worst injuries first. We’ve got a lot to do, and we’ve lucked out. All infections have been cleared, but we’re going to need all hands to deal with this.”


He looked at me in awe but nodded.


Things happened quickly after that. Because of my sight, I was able to pick out the people most in need and direct the healers their way. As soon as those in critical condition were taken care of, I checked on the patients still waiting outside. Luckily, there was only one person in immediate danger out there. The rest were doing pretty well, suffering from minor problems that could be dealt with quickly now that infection was no longer a problem.


Each person that was sent home was a win for us. A lot of people couldn’t leave, and, based on the way the other healers were eyeing the dead surgeon, the few deaths we experienced shouldn’t have happened. At least we were able to give them painless passings, without fear of being experimented on.


“He was never a good person, you understand?” one of the healers confessed a few hours in. “He always saw people as projects, something to learn from or a way to gain attention and acclaim for his discoveries. He often said that the feeling of holding life and death in his hands was intoxicating. When everyone started… well, at some point, he began to openly experiment on patients. And anyone who opposed him woke up on the operating table.”


I nodded grimly, not wanting to say anything because I understood. I’d met many healers who became obsessed with their careers because of how it made them feel. Important, powerful, in control… and often, like a god. A shudder worked its way down my spine. It would have been a disaster if those men had been cursed like the Dragons were.


It wasn’t so much the emotions that were the problem. I’d been struggling with my desire for control and importance, but it wasn’t an obsession. 


In the end, it took us nearly four hours to get the worst cases dealt with, all the while, more and more people streamed in, seeking help. And it took everything inside me to not ask about my sister. I kept my attention where it belonged, determined not to be a burden.


It was difficult to ignore the whispered title that I’d been given. Yew seemed oddly pleased by it, though I had no idea why he’d want to be anywhere near someone known as the goddess of life and death.










CHAPTER 14: FALLOUT
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Pearl


When I woke, I was curled up in a sunbeam with Wuzzy purring on my stomach. I lay there and fought back my tears.


No, it couldn’t have been a dream! I refuse to believe that. But, try as I might to convince myself, I was still worried. There was always a possibility I was still in my cell. The fear was pernicious, and I’d woken up too often after dreams of freedom only to realize that I was still stuck.


Instead of leisurely stretching, I kept my eyes shut and casually moved my arm to hide Wuzzy from any waiting guards. They did that, sometimes, waited for me to wake up so that they could watch my despair as I realized that I was facing another day of the same. The important part was to protect my drake. If they found him and hurt him, I didn’t know what I’d do.


I started panicking. All I could hear was my breathing and the pounding of my heart. I was having trouble breathing, and I felt so cold. The only thing keeping me from crawling into a corner and curling up in a ball was Wuzzy. He was asleep and purring. That would never happen if we were in danger. In fact, the last time he slept like this was in the Celestial’s townhouse…


It took me a shameful amount of time to realize that I wasn’t imprisoned behind bars. There was no way that Wuzzy would be calm if I was still in danger. I felt the tension in my shoulders release as I realized that I was finally safe.


It has been months since I could wake up without worry about the future. That’s a lot of time to develop new habits, I reminded myself, remembering some of the soldiers I’d met who’d been captured and tortured by enemies. My circumstances weren’t the same at all, but I had a feeling that I’d be suffering in a similar way. I expect that it’ll take a while for me to stop waking up, alert for the guards or servant’s attacks. How is everyone going to react when they realize how damaged I am? I’ve already worried my family so much, and to come back damaged…


I shook the thought away. There was time enough to worry about other people’s reactions, but only after I controlled my own. It took every bit of training and willpower I had to lower my heart rate to the point that I could hear the world around me.


When I finally did, I realized that it was chaos.


People were screaming, crying, and yelling, intense pain causing the tones to be shrill in some cases and hoarse in others.


“I need help over here!”


“Oh, Creator. Ahhhhhhh!”


“I found someone. Bring a stretcher!”


“Nononononono… wake up. Please!”


All of it bled together to create a cacophony that overwhelmed the senses. I had no idea how I’d slept through it before, but I was definitely awake and knew I needed to deal with it.


Slowly, I opened my eyes and looked around. I was still on the steps of the Council Hall, up near the top and far from the mass of people crowding the canyon floor. It wasn’t the same canyon that I remembered, though. Something had come through and scraped part of the walls clean. Rocks were scattered everywhere, which explained why there were so many people crying out in pain.


Did I do this? I wondered, staring in horror. I couldn’t think of who else might be capable, but it couldn’t have been done with my purifying blast. That hadn’t affected any structures, just magic. How could I have done this? I didn’t have any magic at the end. But I can’t think of any other explanation, except possibly a Dragon going on a rampage. That doesn’t seem right, either.


That wasn’t important right then. There were injured people in need, and I had the skills to help them. All those years of helping Beryl with her patients came in handy I immediately sat up, draping a groggy water drake around my neck, and began moving toward the first person I could see that needed my help. It was a young woman who’d been struck by a boulder, and her leg was broken.


“Hey, I need you to do something for me, can you do that?” I asked her as I hurried over. When the woman nodded, I pointed at her leather bag. “I want you to lay down with the bag behind your head and the strap between your teeth, okay. And this is going to hurt.”


As soon as she was in position, I gently felt her leg until I learned what I needed to know. Then, I grabbed hold of the lower part of her leg and pulled. The girl screamed but bit down on the strap as the pain overwhelmed her. Within moments, she had passed out, and I was putting a makeshift splint on her leg. Then, I moved on to the next person. And then the next. And the next.


Hours passed, the sun sunk behind the canyon wall, but there was never an end in sight—just more suffering. What little attention I could spare was spent desperately wishing for my sister, Beryl. She would have known how to help everyone. All I could do was fix them up a bit before moving on. I was so overwhelmed that I couldn’t even feel useless.


Then, suddenly, there was no one in front of me. I blinked blearily and tried to figure out what I was supposed to do next.


A pair of hands landed on my shoulders. They spun me around, leaving me dizzy and staring into the most fascinating eyes, silver swirling with brilliant blue and purple in a kaleidoscope.


“Pearl,” the man with the fascinating eyes sighed.


Faron, I mused. I was so exhausted that my head feeling full of cotton. Everything had a fuzzy haze around it. Well, the people did, at least. The hazes were brightly colored and had begun to distract me…


…and was why I didn’t notice Faron’s intent before I was suddenly being kissed passionately!


I was vaguely aware that I’d melted into his arms. I just knew that I wanted more. My hands fisted the fabric on his forearms as he held my face, caressing it with his thumbs as his mouth moved over mine. The coolness of his skin on mine was intoxicating, and I felt myself being pulled even closer until I was fully enveloped in his arms.


At some point, we both pulled back slightly, resting our foreheads against one another and simply enjoying the feel of the other’s embrace. It was the most peaceful I could ever remember feeling. Whatever had happened, it changed me, and I no longer felt like I had to strive to achieve more. Instead, I would accept the gifts the Creator had given me and enjoy them. Hard times would come again, probably sooner than I’d like, but as long as I didn’t try and face it alone, I’d survive.


As long as I remembered that life was more than emotions and truth was not based on feelings, I would learn to cope with my new reality. It wouldn’t be easy, but it would be worth it.


“I thought I’d lost you again,” Faron admitted, his breath fanning my face.


“What do you mean?”


He groaned and buried his face against my neck. It was odd, we’d never been physically demonstrative before, but I just couldn’t let go of him. And he was apparently facing the same problem.


“You collapsed after I killed Mixcóatl. I’d turned to help you up when I heard something behind me. Bleiz had somehow gotten free and knocked Sifu and Cledwyn down. He had so much magic, more than he should have been capable of calling on… Anyway, he was about to unleash an attack on us when George showed up.”


I frowned, trying to process his words. Mostly, my brain was stuck on Sifu being there. I felt the need to crawl into his lap like I did once when I was sick.


Faron paused—most likely noticing my glazed eyes—and waited for me to nod. “George… he’s much stronger than anyone knows. Probably the most powerful Dragon mage in a thousand years. His magic leaks out so much that he has to travel a lot to avoid detection. He faked burnout when he was much younger because of his father’s demands. He didn’t want to become an assassin. Anyway, he and his father finally had it out, and they did a lot of damage. Apparently, wind can slice through rock, and they ended up doing a lot of damage.”


Faron looked over at the wall of the canyon, the decorative doorways sheered off. “When things finally calmed down, and I was able to get to you, you were barely breathing. All I could think to do was put you in the strongest sunlight I could find and start to clear up the rubble. I… I knew you would never forgive me if people died because I refused to leave your side. But, then I came back to check on you, and you weren’t there. I thought you’d been taken again.”


Faron’s voice broke on the last word, and I pulled him tighter. We’d both had more than enough close calls and scares. I wasn’t willing to try and talk it out right then. He’d need to process it himself.


After another few minutes, he squeezed me close once more before relaxing and standing up. “Are you alright?”


I shrugged. “Tired. Really tired, but nothing worse than that.”


He nodded and looked me over. “You’re so thin… we need to get you checked out to see if you have any injuries that we’ve overlooked. Nothing… nothing happened while you were locked up, right? They didn’t hurt you?”


I winced. “Not physically, no. But I don’t think I’ll recover as quickly as I should, mentally.” Even as the words left my mouth, I regretted how inadequate they were. So much had happened, and I had no idea what would come after.


Faron just shook his head. “You’re alive. We’ll deal with the rest as it comes. Recovery takes its own time and brings its own challenges. Now, come on. There’s someone you need to see.”


I frowned but didn’t fight him or ask any questions. Our kiss had filled me with energy, but that was quickly fading. I was exhausted and just wanted to find somewhere and fall asleep. Possibly for a few days, as long I was in a bed.


Will I even be able to sleep in a bed now? Or in the dark? I’ve been stuck on the hard ground for so long, and I stopped sleeping at night when that man began showing up. I blinked, and Faron pulled me close so I wouldn’t stumble again. It was Stian. But why was he trying to drive me crazy?


Faron chuckled and led me through a very busy doorway. “Because he was worried you really were the phoenix, and he didn’t want to risk setting your power free.”


“How did you—? Oh. I was thinking aloud again, wasn’t I?”


He nodded and led me further into the crowd until we found ourselves in a large room filled with beds and injured people.


Then, I was falling back into Faron as I was hugged within an inch of my life by a curvy brunette that seemed very familiar.


“Beryl?”


“Pearl! Are you alright?” She pulled back and looked me over with a professional eye.


“Beryl?” I asked again, my voice rough as tears began to well in my eyes.


“Oh, dear.” My sister dragged me close and patted my back. “I was worried about this.”


If she said anything else, I couldn’t hear it. I was crying too hard. Weeping, really. There is only so much someone can take before they lose control of their emotions. I hadn’t expected to see my sister there, and the sense of relief was just too much. I lost it, letting my little sister take over, allowing the warmth of her magic to fill me with peace and to smooth the jagged edges of my mind while I basked in her very presence.


It was just what the healer ordered.
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Faron


I watched the strongest woman I’d ever met collapse against her sister and cry so hard that it looked like she was going to dislocate a rib. Not comforting her was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. The worst was watching her die to save my life. Our reunion wasn’t the joyous happily ever after that I’d hoped for, but it was real.


And, as much as I wanted to stay with her, I couldn’t. I was forced to leave her—again—so I could help my people. There were still a lot of injured people outside the Council Hall, although Pearl had done a magnificent job. Very few people would die, all thanks to her efforts. Still, it was a big job and lasted far longer than I hoped.


My only consolation was seeing her reunite with not only her sister, but Sifu as well. His presence seemed to let her know that she really was safe and the weeping tapered off to soft tears. Sifu, meanwhile, just held her close and swayed slightly from side to side. I turned away when he opened his arms and invited Beryl to join the hug.


They needed a bit of family time, and I had an entire canyon to clean up.


Since I’d left, the capital had become a place I hardly recognized. Except for the area directly around the Council Hall, most of the area looked the same. But it wasn’t. The curse we’d been under left scars more disturbing than anyone expected. Until I witnessed the changes, I doubt I ever could have believed it.


Mixcóatl and Bleiz had seemed crazy to me at first. Despite being freed from the curse, they still chose to act the same, to give in to their worst inclinations and most selfish desires. They decided to follow their instincts instead of doing something that would deprive them of what they wanted.


That became even more obvious when I saw how their children were acting. George was taking on every dirty, difficult job he could in order to fix what his father had broken, and the humility he showed was astounding. I truly had my cousin back for the first time in decades. Zanya wasn’t as familiar to me. I’d seen her around, and she’d always been timid compared to her mother and sister. That shyness had only grown worse over the past few years, so seeing her gently take charge and manage the rising tensions of those around her was astounding.


You can’t judge anyone by the actions of another, but it can help clarify things. Bleiz and Mixcóatl’s lack of change wasn’t a fluke in the curse. They may have gotten a higher dose of the mirror powder, and Pearl may not have gotten all of it out of their systems, but it wasn’t likely. They didn’t want to change.


And they weren’t the only ones. The more I watched the people around me, the more I realized the truth. The curse might be gone, but the hearts of the people hadn’t changed.


“It is not good to eat much honey, nor is it glory to search out one’s own glory,” Sifu said as he stepped up beside me.


I blinked and turned to him. “Sifu?”


He smiled and continued. “Whoever has no rule over his own spirit is like a city broken down, without walls. You wonder why these people seem to still be caught in the grip of the curse, why they haven’t thrown it off, but you know why.”


I frowned. “You mean, the people here didn’t fight. They didn’t push back against it, and now they are set in their ways?”


He huffed. “This is why you were not chosen as my apprentice. The truth is spread out before you, but you do not see or understand. Try again.”


The silence lasted for a few minutes while I processed his words. Then, groaning deeply, I admitted, “It doesn’t make sense. The pressure to give in is gone. I’ve seen what happens when people throw off its control. The Spider Clan showed me that. Akuba said that the people changed back immediately. The ones who were the worst affected, like Malike, fainted before going back to their former selves. And I…”


My voice faded off as I thought it through again. Pearl and I had talked about why I was resistant near the beginning of our journey. I told her that I had plenty of practice ignoring those thoughts.


I’ve been fighting against myself for my entire life, but most of these people haven’t had their faults pointed out or been taught to combat them. They’ve been told to trust their instincts and emotions, so they did. Both of those have their place, but they aren’t meant to rule your life.


I looked up at Sifu and asked, “Is it because we all practiced self-control before this happened? Because we resisted and kept resisting?”


My sifu nodded with a proud smirk. “Now, you begin to understand. When you were young, I taught you that too much of a good thing is a bad thing. Relaxing is healthy. Laziness is not. You learned that you would have to struggle against yourself if you wanted to overcome your natural desires. The Spider Clan and its village are the same. Many of the people who go there are searching for a way to live outside the normal Clan systems. They are inclined to compromise with one another and to control themselves when they fall into old habits. The Spider Clan themselves must always be in control of their Dragon forms and put their instincts aside for the sake of their neighbors. Now, tell me of the capital and the people here.”


“Well,” I began. “They tend to be representatives of their Clans, of the best of their Clans.”


“Those their Clans choose to honor, having the characteristics that their Clans hold dear,” Sifu corrected.


“And this is a gathering place for knowledge and culture.”


“A place where anything you desire may be obtained, where pursuing knowledge to extremes is viewed as a virtue.”


His words stopped me from continuing. Everything he said was true. I’d never cared much for Blood Canyon, but I also hadn’t viewed it in quite that way before. All the complaints I’d had about the city and its citizens suddenly came to mind.


“It’s a place of corruption, where people come to gain power or money. It’s a place where the expectations they had in their Clans are pushed aside, and they can do what they want without the same consequences. Where everyone leverages what little control they have to feel more important, no matter how wealthy or poor they are. There is no need to work together, so they don’t. It is a city divided into a mass of individuals.”


Sifu and I watched the people move around for a few more minutes. The injured were left in pain as criminals moved around, taking what wasn’t theirs. The guards looked resigned but tried to do their jobs anyway. It was a mess.


“Why did the Spider Clan and Quetzalli in Oasis Lake recover so quickly?” 


“It is a hard thing,” Sifu told me, “when one discovers that the world is not what they expected. You have always thought that once a problem is overcome, it never reappears. There is no magic that can heal what happened here. They were undisciplined before the curse. The Spider Clan always practiced discipline so their more monstrous instincts would not overcome them. And I imagine that Quetzalli was the same way.”


He sighed. “Think of it as an injury. Those who are active before being injured can heal faster. They push harder to regain what they lost. Those who were not active heal slowly. Their muscles atrophy, and they balk at the effort it takes to regain what little strength they had. They lacked discipline when it was easy and find it nearly impossible when things are difficult. Their bodies lack the strength to do what is needed.”


“What do we do, then? How can this be fixed?”


Sifu laughed softly, gesturing to a little girl as she walked past us. She was in ragged clothing, her face smudged, and had no shoes, but she didn’t seem to notice or care. She was carrying a bucket of water and a ladle. As she found someone who was hurt, she would offer them a drink. Many refused after seeing how poor she was. Others accepted it and then continued to complain. Still, others thanked her and sent her to the next person who needed help.


A giggle drew my attention, making me turn. There was a boy, about the same age as the girl, doing the same thing. He was dressed well, even if his clothes were dirty and stained with blood. The same responses were given to him, with many thinking he was looking down on them.


It didn’t matter, though. Everyone was making a choice of how to respond. Those who rejected their offers because of prejudice didn’t matter. Neither did those accepting it as their due. The ones who received the kindness and let it change their attitudes were the ones that mattered.


When I turned back to Sifu, he said, “You teach through actions so that they will hear the words. After all, how can they know the right way unless someone shows them where to go?”
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Beryl


“How long are you going to avoid telling me what happened?” Pearl asked as we took a break from the hospital. We’d been forced out by some of the other healers. Apparently, they didn’t want to see us back until we’d eaten and slept.


“What do you mean?” I took a bite of the mushroom skewers and looked out over the city. Pearl had immediately gotten us food—well, it was mostly for me as she had been deprived for so long that she couldn’t eat much yet—and led me up to the highest, most lifeless outlook she could find. It provided quite a view, even if it did lack in shade.


She scoffed. “Don’t pretend I’m dense, Beryl. You’re different than usual. Less forceful. You haven’t lectured me once since we reunited. I expected at least one admonishment about not eating enough. You aren’t even clinging. That’s not like you. So, what’s wrong? Did something happen?”


I stared at my sister in amazement. Not only did she precisely diagnose the problem, she also went to the trouble of asking me about it. She didn’t normally do that. She just assumed that I was more emotional than her and left it alone.


“I-I guess I have been less clingy than normal. Sorry. I won’t bother you like that anymore. At least, I’ll try not to.”


That made her frown. With her new, shimmery skin, it was unfairly pretty. “What are you talking about? Did someone complain about you? It was that Yew fellow wasn’t it. Don’t worry, I’ll have some words with him about it.”


My eyes grew wide. “No. Yew hasn’t said a single word about it!” I was suddenly glad that the man was taking a day off to rest instead of following me around. Which is probably why Pearl chose right now to ask me about him. Seeing that she wasn’t going to let it go, I sighed and decided to answer her question with a question.


“Do you ever get frustrated by how pushy I am?”


“What? You aren’t pushy unless one of us is hurt or sick. Why would you ask that?”


I huffed. “I am pushy, though. I always poke my nose in where it doesn’t belong. I always have… I wasn’t supposed to be here, you know. Yew was meant to go by himself. No one wanted to chance me getting hurt. They wouldn’t even listen to my reasons for going.” I pursed my lips before admitting, “And they were right. Until we reached the hospital, I was just a burden.”


“I doubt you were a burden. And you’re the only reason half the people in that hospital are alive right now. Beryl, they nicknamed you the goddess of life and death. That is a big deal!”


“Not really,” I said, my voice subdued compared to my sister’s forceful tones. “All it says is I’m capricious and can kill people at a whim. The point isn’t what good I’ve done; it’s whether I caused problems before reaching that point. I snuck out and forced Yew to take me along. I no doubt slowed him down. I forced the men to split their attention between doing their best to save you and an entire species and guarding me. I just… I felt so helpless when you were gone, and no one would let me help. And I was selfish. I am selfish.”


Pearl sat there, staring at me for a moment before looking up at the sun, her eyes turning a deep green. I wasn’t the only one who changed.


“I think you’re wrong.” She screwed her face up in thought. “And right. I think that we all vacillate between seeing only the best and only the worst in ourselves. We’re all prone to selfishness. It’s how we deal with it that matters. You realized what was happening somewhere along the way. Your response, though…” Pearl peered over at me. “Getting lost in self-recrimination is just as bad as believing you are faultless. It’s just as selfish and prideful to think that you are the worst as it is to think that you are the best. It is still making yourself the center of the universe.”


She shook her head. “I think that when you pushed outside yourself and started helping people again—people who didn’t owe you anything and weren’t related to you—you started moving past that selfishness. When you are healing people, it’s like you lose yourself in keeping everything from falling apart. How much time you spend on one person affects how you help the next, and it’s a delicate balance, but you make sure that you do the most good without thinking of yourself. Although, it has never seemed to come as easily to you there as it does here.”


I smirked. “Yeah, that’s probably because I can use my magic more here.” A giggle burst out of me when I spotted the shocked look on my sister’s face.


“Magic? Since when? And how did I miss that?”


“Forever? I don’t know, really. Yew thinks I’m a life mage. That’s why I’m doing so well here. There’s so little noise… I can concentrate on just the people and their injuries without sensing the fruit trees out back or the mice in the walls. As for how you missed it, well, I’ve been working on the other side of the hospital from you.” I laughed. “I never thought that the magic coiled in you would burst, though.”


That caught her even more off guard. “You knew? What I might be?”


I shook my head. “No. I knew it was something, but not what it meant. You’re complete now, though. Everything is as it should be. I’m not sure how to describe it, but you always seemed… unsettled before. Now the magic has a place to go.” I let her digest that for a little bit until it looked like she was going to disappear into her own head forever. Then, I asked, “So, you and Faron are a couple?”


Then, my pale sister turned a lovely shade of bright red. “Maybe. Yes. He’s just… he’s right. He balances me. What about you and Yew? And I can’t even begin to express how confusing that is to say.”


I laughed. “I know. I’ll get his real name out of him eventually. He broke down a while back and admitted that it’s a nickname he chose for fun. He likes confusing people. Anyway, I’m not sure how he feels about me.”


Pearl leaned over and jostled me with her shoulder. “Yes, but how do you feel about him? I mean, I’m pretty sure I know how he feels about you, considering he gave you a pet name and a formidable one at that.” She shook her head and muttered, “Thunderbolt.”


I bit my lip and looked down. “He’s… impressive. He’s got a sense of humor and is a talented fighter. And he let me act out without judging me for being a brat, even when I was blaming Faron for everything. Sorry about that, by the way. As for liking him… I’m not sure. I’ve never really thought about it. I’m not as confident around men as the rest of you. Well, not when it comes to romance.”


It was her turn to snort. “I’m sorry, do you not remember Lana running away from King Tiertanal. Or how about Belle, who didn’t realize that Christoph was serious about marrying her until she came back and saw him nearly dead from despair.”


“The flu, actually.”


“Whatever. Despair, flu, same difference. The point is, we’re all bad when it comes to romance. And don’t worry about it. You have plenty of time to figure out how you feel. Just don’t hide behind me or anyone else. You’ve made your life about protecting us so that you won’t get hurt, but you’ll never be happy that way. You need to balance things out a bit.”


As we watched the city streets pulse with people, all I could think was, We all have to learn balance. Eventually.


“Come on.” Pearl slapped the side of my leg and stood. “We should get back before someone realizes you aren’t there.


I laughed and followed behind, chatting with her about our other sibling’s relationships as we went. She didn’t know much about Eric’s fiancé. It was fun explaining to her how he’d found twelve missing women and gotten suckered into playing nursemaid to a bunch of princes from the Southern Continent.


We’d just walked up to the hospital when I saw Yew pacing outside the door.


“What’s wrong? Did they need me for something?” I asked frantically.


Yew just grabbed me and started checking for injuries while Pearl grinned behind him. “You were gone too long for lunch, and I was worried something had happened but didn’t know where to start looking…” His voice faded, and his eyes grew wide as they focused on something behind me. “Cledwyn? Is that you?”


I turned just in time to see a handsome man with gold eyes and multicolored, cloud-like markings all over his arms.


“Yew. You old scoundrel!” The man, Cledwyn, lunged forward and bringing my bodyguard into a…


Can it really be called a hug if they look like they’re trying to beat each other’s spines into pieces? I checked them both for injuries while the men bonded. Then again, Eric does the same thing at times, albeit without the accompanying thunderclaps. This must be the friend that Yew lost all those years ago.


While I’d stood back and watched, they’d been reacquainting themselves.


“You’re married! Who’d you manage to con into that?” Yew asked with a broad grin.


That made Cledwyn laugh. “A Wraith, if you can believe it. My Eire took ten years to convince, and I had to create a reason for her to be here outside of a relationship. Most frustrating ten years of my life. But she’s a wonderful woman and gave me a son!”


“No. Really?”


“Yep. He’s courting the new Wraith Queen, last we heard. Now that’s going to be an uphill battle, considering how snooty the Wraith in the Queen’s Enclave are, but at least he comes by it honestly. I mean, he clearly takes after me, going after a woman he doesn’t deserve.”


The conversation continued for a while, but I eventually shook my head and went back to work. Yew deserved a break and a chance to reconnect with his friend. He’d finally gotten his happily ever after.










CHAPTER 15: HEALING THE BROKEN
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Pearl


It took a solid week to clean things up at the capital. First, we had to deal with those injured from the Battle of the Council—and I still can’t believe that the name was coined so quickly. That took two days all by itself. Next, we had to organize a group to go in and check every home in the canyon for people too ill to leave. That was when things got complicated.


I thought I’d seen some horrible stuff when Faron and I were traveling. That was practically a summer dream compared to what we found.


The easiest to deal with were those that had given into their laziness. We used some of Beryl’s porcupine quill needles to get fluids back into their bodies. They were never left unattended and whoever was on duty was responsible for making sure that they kept breathing. As soon as they were strong enough, we began force-feeding them bone broth. They hated us for it, but it worked. The more we pushed them, the angrier they were, and faster they healed. Getting them interested in life again wasn’t easy, but riling their emotions helped.


Unfortunately, they really were the easiest to deal with.


There is so much evil in the world that it is pretty common to pretend it isn’t there. Thinking about it too much does little good. The only problem is, sometimes, you can’t help but have it pushed into your face. You can’t avoid seeing what depravity does when it finds new victims. And selfishness without limit becomes depravity without end.


Malike had hoarded his family, worried about them being taken from him, but he’d also protected them. What he’d done was wrong but understandable in many ways. What some of the people in the capital had done, though…


Men, women, and children were brought to us. Beryl and the other healers looked ill when they realized what wounds they would be treating. Most of the victims had bloody wrists from fighting the shackles they’d been locked into. A few had collars locked around their necks. One little boy had been forced into his Dragon form before having a metal collar, with spikes inside the ring, put around his neck. He couldn’t shift into human form while wearing it and endured the agony of magical exhaustion as well as constant pain from the metal stabbing him.


In the end, he was luckier than most. He hadn’t been in human form. He was a prize pet, not the recipient of extended torture sessions. Not the one who was missing fingers, covered in burns, or raped repeatedly.


By the end of the week, twenty men and women had been detained, not counting Stian, Bleiz, or the other three Council Members. Blessedly, most of the Council Members were innocent and had gone home to try and consolidate their people. Not all of their leaders were corrupt, so there was hope for the rest of the people.


When the day of the trial came, I stood beside Faron as he spoke to the gathering of Dragons. Many of them looked a bit too self-righteous for my comfort. Despite everything that happened, they hadn’t changed much since the curse was lifted. They seemed content to continue on as before and blame others for their actions.


“A wise man recently told me that ‘whoever has no rule over his own spirit is like a city broken down, without walls,’” Faron began, looking at the crowd. “We are here to declare judgment on these men and women. It is something they deserve, but it is also obvious that most of you don’t understand the difference between you and them. I highly doubt it’s because you’re any better than they are. They are evil for having these desires and giving in to them. Grasping for power, for wealth, seeking to own what isn’t yours, or wasting what you have because you no longer care. What have you been doing lately? Have you been helping others because you genuinely care or just because it would get you the attention you wanted? Did you change your actions or your way of thinking in the last week?”


The audience began to look distinctly uncomfortable. I understood how they felt.


“I’m not trying to lessen the heinousness of what these people have done. They have hurt so many people in so many horrible ways. But do not fool yourselves, you—no, we—are not much better. This is not a time to compare yourself to ‘them’ and decide that your vices aren’t that bad, that you are somewhere in the middle, so it’s fine. This is the time to learn from their example, to be better as people. We need to acknowledge that without self-control and discipline, the type that is self-enforced, you are steps away from ruin.”


That seemed to be the wrong thing to say for many of the people. They began to grumble angrily about being judged, about how no one had the right to tell them they were wrong for how they felt. Faron just let them go for a bit.


I watched the ones who didn’t speak. The more that certain people got angry, the more that others began to understand. Faron had called them out on complaints they hadn’t made yet. That had made about half the audience think, really think, about what was being said, about reactions and overreactions.


When it had come to a near-fever pitch, Faron held his hands up, silencing the crowd.


“Alright, enough of this. There are a few crimes that we have already tried. Slaveholders, torturers, and serial rapists have been found guilty and sentenced to death. There is no excuse for these crimes and no reason to allow them to live. Three Councilors on the dais a week ago were found to have been uninvolved in the attacks on our people. Unfortunately, they were killed during the battle and could not be questioned further.”


The three Council Members that had been replaced were still in the hospital, recovering from their lethargy. They’d apparently slept their way through the entire coup and weren’t very happy about it. They were also recovering much quicker than the others who’d been afflicted similarly.


“Bleiz of the Wind Clan and Mixcóatl of the Fire Clan have been found guilty of conspiracy, poisoning, multiple counts of murder, and treason against the Dragons. Mixcóatl’s body has already been handed over to her daughters for burial. Bleiz will be executed in the morning. It will be a closed event. As for Stian of the Wraiths, he has been charged with espionage, murder, poisoning, and many other things. That is a death sentence as well. However, he will be remanded into the custody of the Wraiths and transported to their capital for further sentencing.”


This was not what people wanted to hear, and it took Faron raising his voice and using a bit of his magic to get their attention back.


“We are not the only ones he’s hurt, and they can do much more than just kill him.”


“Like what?” one man demanded. The crowd quickly backed up that lone voice.


Faron smiled coldly, making everyone shut up very quickly. “Don’t you know? They can strip him of his magic. He’ll be as lifeless as this desert. And then, they’ll throw his body over the Wall and let the creatures on the other side deal with him.”


Unsurprisingly, no one objected. They were too busy trying to escape Faron’s notice and the threat of the Wraiths to kick up a fuss.


“Was it something I said?” he asked innocently as the people rapidly disappeared.
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I felt sick. Faron’s speech had been over for hours, but I couldn’t get it out of my head. His words rang, over and over, until it was all I could think about. It hadn’t been so bad at first, but the more I remembered, the more upset I became. 


“Without self-control and discipline, the type that is self-enforced, you are steps away from ruin.”


I wasn’t steps away, though. I’d already been ruined. I’d broken when I was imprisoned. I’d completely lost my sense of self and even my memory. I’d failed.


What did I do wrong? I worked through my anger and continually checked to see if my emotions were overruling my common sense. Yet I was just like everyone else, failing when it really mattered. I don’t deserve to be lauded by these people as their savior. I belong in this cage, I thought as I looked around the bright space that I’d spent months living in.


It had been physically painful to walk back into the tower, yet once I was in there, it had been uncomfortable to see the cell again. Being inside seemed right, somehow. And I was incredibly grateful that none of the prisoners had been locked up in there. I needed to think, and the only place I knew I could was that cell.


I know the rules here. I know what I need to do to stay safe, how I need to act to convince them to leave me alone. It’s a danger I understand. I don’t know who I am outside of this place, not anymore. A tear rolled down my cheek. It’s amazing how quickly something can become your whole world.


I looked around with clear eyes for the first time since arriving. The floor was uneven and rough, but only inside the bars. Evidence of my time there. The walls that had once been smooth were now pitted from a combination of my exercises and outbursts. And the area around the windows… At some point, when my madness had been the greatest, I’d carved holes to allow more light in. I’d also expanded the windows themselves, to the point that it would have been easy for a full-grown man to climb out and escape.


I could have left at almost any time, but I’d stayed. I thought I was protecting them, providing a distraction so Faron could save them. And I did. I stayed, and people had died.


“The wise shall inherit glory, but shame shall be the legacy of fools,” declared a familiar voice from the doorway.


I turned to look at Sifu, noting that Wuzzy had wrapped himself around my mentor, and smiled sadly. “And yet, I’m hailed as a hero when I’m the worst failure of them all.”


Sifu’s brows rose dramatically before changing direction as he frowned. “I taught you better than that. How do you measure a fool?”


A sigh escaped as the old proverb appeared immediately in my mind. “A fool is one who repeats his folly.”


Wuzzy chirped at me and left Sifu’s shoulder before taking his place on mine.


My master waited until the drake settled before continuing. “Precisely. Now, tell me, what mistake have you repeated? Where have you fallen short?”


My head dropped. I was too ashamed to look him in the eye. “I broke, Sifu. I lost myself. I forgot everything, even who I was. How could I not repeat a mistake when I didn’t know them? And I gave into my fear, was overcome by it. I—“


But I couldn’t say anything else, not with tears clogging my throat and streaming down my face. I tried to wipe them away but only succeeded in crying harder. Within moments, I was wrapped up in Sifu’s arms, weeping into his shoulder as he rubbed my back, the same as he always did when I was younger and came to him with a problem.


I don’t deserve this. I don’t deserve to be his apprentice, to have learned from him at all. How can he hold someone so vile as me? How can he bear to touch me? The thought drove me to try and break away, to hide in a corner and not cover him in my filth, but he wouldn’t let go. He wouldn’t let me pull away. Instead, he pulled me closer and held me tight until I stopped fighting. Until I lay there, pliant in his arms.


“You are not a failure, my apprentice. You did not break because you were weak. You are not to be held responsible for your actions. Listen,” he said, pulling back and holding my head so that I had to look him in the eyes. “You were spelled. He used magic to destroy who you were so that you would act in a way he desired. You are not the same as the people of this city. They were selfish before the curse, and when they were set free, they did nothing to change. They didn’t care. When you were set free, you fought to defend those who were in danger, even without knowing who they were. You will not belittle yourself because of what this man did.”


“B-but I was weak. I b-b-broke. I-I—“


He shook his head, cutting off whatever I was about to say. I was too frazzled to really know, so it was probably for the best…


“You are not perfect. You know this. Everyone has a breaking point. That does not make you weak. You didn’t give in to temptation. You fell back on your training, on your morals. You are not responsible for the evil that Stian wrought. Breaking is not failure. Failure is refusing to allow yourself to rebuild. I told Faron that ‘whoever has no rule over his own spirit is like a city broken down, without walls.’ That is true. That does not mean that no one will ever come and try to conquer the city by breaking down its walls. But, when the enemy is defeated, what is the next step?”


I took a shuddering breath and tried to calm myself down enough that I could speak. My infrequent crying jags always usually lead to hiccups. Hiccuping when you can’t breathe is painful. Once I was back under control, I gave Sifu what he was after. “You rebuild the walls.”


He nodded, patient as the day was long. “And do you build them the same way as before?”


I frowned. “No. They’d have the same weaknesses.”


“Good. What about the foundation? Should you destroy it and start from nothing?”


Slowly, I shook my head. One of the things Sifu had taught me was how to lay siege on a walled city and what to do if you were the one defending against a siege. That included rebuilding afterward. “Not unless the foundation is where the flaw lay. If the foundation is good, you use it to rebuild so that it won’t take as long. It goes swifter when there is a solid foundation.”


“Precisely. So, we will start by discussing what happened and decide if your foundation was the problem. If not—and I suspect that it was not—then we will move on to the attacks that brought down the wall.” My master’s eyes swept the cell. “You were under attack for a long time. There is much to tell. We will identify the problems and rebuild your walls stronger than before. And, Pearl?”


“Yes, Sifu?”


“Emotions only weaken you if they are without boundaries. Do not hide them from those who love you. We will be here to help you fight your battles, even the ones that are fought within your mind. We will not leave you in this prison, nor will we allow you to create your own. You are worthy of every accolade you have received, and I could never regret naming you my apprentice.”
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Sifu refused to let me wallow in despair and fear. Since the hospital was under control, he decided that it was the best time to give me a schedule.


“Boundaries create a feeling of safety,” he told me after he had dragged me out of bed and made me run down the length of the canyon and into the sands beyond. “They allow your mind to rest because you know what to expect. You had no schedule while you traveled, at least according to Faron, and whatever happened to you over the past few months would have only further compounded the issue. So, we will explore your new abilities just as we always have. Starting with exercise.”


I nodded, breathing heavily but already feeling a bit better. Part of it was because I hadn’t had an emotional storm in five days—much better than it had been. It also helped that I’d heard this before. Sifu had told me the same thing when he first started training me.


“Setting a schedule and rules or boundaries would help you emotionally deal with everything that has happened. You need a taste of normalcy so you can take back some of the control that had been stolen from you. Normally, we would take things a bit more slowly, adding new routines every few weeks, but…”


I chuckled slightly. “But, this is a familiar routine, one that I’ve done almost every day for over a decade. I know, Sifu.” I sighed and shook my head. “This isn’t going to be fun, is it?”


My master smirked and shook his head before starting me on my forms. The familiar pattern of moves helped me relax a bit, and the sun’s heat energized me more than the night’s sleep had.


“Again. Your mind wandered, and your form slipped.”


After a deep breath, I started again, banishing any thought of the changes I’d undergone. Instead, I concentrated on my actions: the push and pull of muscles, the burn as they reached a limit, the way they relaxed as I released the tension, and the smoothness of the movements when I got them right. The more I let go, the more I felt my mind calm. It was familiar—almost comfortable—and I always knew what to expect. I knew what it felt like to step wrong. I knew where to put my arms to get the most strength. I knew what came next and what happened before. I knew countless ways of rearranging the motions while retaining their efficacy.


And, as I reached the final form, I felt tears streaming down my face.


“Good,” Sifu said softly. “How do you feel?”


I cast about for an answer, a word to explain what I’d experienced. “I think… release.”


He nodded. “You were able to let go of the fears last night. This morning, you rediscovered yourself among old habits. This is good. This is the base we will build from as we explore who you have become.”


I blinked, and my voice cracked as I asked, “So soon?”


“Yes, my apprentice. You are a phoenix, though one unlike any I have seen before. This may be my influence. You have a few characteristics of the phoenixes from my land, though most are traditional for yours.”


He sighed. “In truth, this is part of the problem that you faced. There are phoenixes in most areas of the world, but they are not all the same. Just as Dragons from different areas are not the same. They were each looking for a phoenix that matched what they remembered, not what they needed. And, by the time anyone realized it, they were too heavily affected by the curse to understand.”


He let me process that for a moment.


“Now, as a creature of immense magic, the best time to practice your powers is after you have released most of them. You are fire, passion and cleansing. To be balanced, you must know how to control yourself when your emotions are not ablaze. You have centered yourself, now you will reveal your power.”


I bit my lip and rubbed my arms, my hands passing over several knives that were hidden on my person. They didn’t quite feel right, but my old ones were buried somewhere in the sands. “What if I lose control and hurt someone?”


Sifu smiled. “As I explained, this is why we will practice now. Only when you are at your weakest can you begin to understand your strength. Also, why do you think we came so far out into the desert?”


I laughed and did as he said, settling on the sands. Unlike when I was practicing my forms, I was told to concentrate on the heat I felt. Fire and light were a phoenix’s purview, at least the type of phoenix I was. So, I closed my eyes and let the sun beat down on me, filling me with a warmth that chased away my aches. I could sense the heat baking into the sands and ebbing away the deeper it went. There was more, though.


Beneath the sands, deeper than I thought I could go, I sensed some sort of barrier. Its stained-glass structure reminded me of what I’d seen the night I transformed for the first time. Except, instead of being solid, or even chipped, the cracks had grown. The lead between the panels had begun to loosen, allowing the magic an opening to slowly wear it away. It still held, though, because of the inherent structure of the curse.


Really, if part of that structure was gone, then the pane could be destroyed without much trouble. And it would allow the pressure to be released slowly with less chance of backlash.


The longer I stared at it, the weaker it grew, until that part of the leading finally melted away. The rest of the curse was still there, but the hole I’d created was allowing magic to leak through.


Huh. It seems to be wearing away at the rest of the structure while it does. That should make things easier later on.


A gasp drew me out of my reverie, and when I looked at Sifu, he was staring at me in astonishment.


“Do you know what you’ve done?” he asked quietly.


I frowned and explained what I’d seen and felt. When I was finished, my master smiled and shook his head.


“My apprentice… always so quick to fix problems, even when you don’t know that they’re there. Congratulations. You’ve begun to disassemble the curse on this land.”


“But… how?”


“Fire purifies, my dear. Fire purifies.”










CHAPTER 16: REBUILDING BALANCE
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Faron


I’d barely seen Pearl in two weeks, and it wasn’t going well.


Well, not for me, anyway. Everyone else seems to be doing well.


“What’s up with you?” George asked as we walked out of the Council Chambers for our lunch break.


In a completely unexpected turn, George had been named Clan Head for the Air Clan. Originally, it was a temporary measure. That changed when we realized he’d been apparently running the Clan while his father was planning world domination in the capital.


He wasn’t the only surprise election. The Fire Clan had chosen Zanya, Mixcóatl’s youngest daughter, to represent them. While her mother went power-mad and her sister lost her mind because of the mirror curse, Zanya spent her time visiting the members of her Clan. All the members of the Fire Clan, not just the ones in the Fire Compounds. It was an attempt to fix what her mother had broken.


In return for her kindness, her fellow Clan members had kept quiet about her activities and begun to assist her in any way that they could. The ones living in Blood Canyon had still been campaigning for the right to lead when the rest of the Clan had made their voices heard. Zanya was shocked and slightly horrified but accepted the role until someone better could be found.


Unfortunately for her, word had come from the various compounds, and she’d been unanimously voted into power. Before they knew there would be a vote. George had also been voted in, although not with so large a margin.


And, while everyone else is getting their happy endings, I got a bunch of work and haven’t seen Pearl in days, I griped silently. Part of my problem was exhaustion. Another part had to do with my Dragon becoming vocal.


Pearl had loosened the land’s curse, allowing us better access to our alternate forms and instincts. For most people, that meant they had to learn how to fly. For me, it meant that my Dragon was pushing me to find Pearl and make her safe.


“You’re worried about her. Pearl, I mean,” George observed.


“Yes. She’s not sleeping well, and she seems to be trying to work herself into the ground. I haven’t even seen her this week because she is asleep before I get there and gone before I wake.” I didn’t want to mention the sleeptalking and nightmares. Even her sister couldn’t calm her down anymore. Nothing helped.


My cousin hummed and nodded. “Someone mentioned that Pearl and her sister were dealing with those merchant caravans that have been trickling in. They had a lot of illnesses and injuries, more so than usual. Plus, she jumped in to help open a new spring for the people on the upper levels.”


I sighed. “That explains why those two groups haven’t popped in to complain lately.” I had no idea why, but I’d been voted onto the Council. I wasn’t a Clan Head—Cledwyn still functioned as that for my family—nor was I in charge of a specific area. Instead, I had found myself acting as the head of the Council itself. I was constantly being asked for my opinion or ruling. It baffled me, but I kept doing it because things moved faster when I was there.


I had a feeling that my plan to escape when things settled was just as hopeless as Zanya’s.


“Did I tell you that she forgave me?”


I frowned and turned back to my cousin. “What?”


“Pearl. I asked forgiveness for dragging her here and threatening her drake.” He sighed. “Before I left through the gate, the Council had me drink as much water as I could. And by ’the Council’, I mean my dad and Mixcóatl. They were insistent that I prepare for a full week by taking in as much water as possible. They claimed it had to do with insulating me from the gate’s magic. It makes sense now, but I didn’t understand it at the time and just went along with them. It took me a long while to think clearly again.”


“That explains a few things. You can be insufferable, but it seemed odd that you would want to kill a water drake on sight. Then again, curses…”


He nodded, understanding what I meant. “They aren’t actually sentient, but they definitely have instincts. That little drake probably knew there was a problem from the beginning, and the curse would recognize that and try to protect itself.”


We walked in silence for a few minutes, processing everything. The Celestial Clan was serious about explaining magical theory to its children, but I so rarely used the information that it didn’t always stick in my mind.


George nudged me with his elbow and nodded toward a petite figure in the crowd, one with shining white hair and iridescent skin. “Go catch her. I’ll tell the others that something came up, and we’ll fill you in later.”


I tossed a quick thanks over my shoulder and ran after my elusive friend. Friend seems too tame a word, but our relationship is so tenuous at the moment that I doubt anything else would fit.


Just before I caught up with her, Pearl turned. I felt my breath catch. She’d always been beautiful. It was one of the reasons we’d fought so much when we first met. Beautiful women were often shallow or cruel because they’d been taught that their looks were what really mattered and made them special.


Pearl was different, though. And after a while, her looks didn’t matter anymore. She was just Pearl, the wild, reckless woman who was willing to help me solve a problem that wasn’t hers. Ever since her transformation, though, I couldn’t help but stare at her in awe. She’d gone from beautiful to stunning and ethereal. She looked like the living embodiment of her name, and all I could think was, Now she’s as amazing on the outside as she was in.


“Faron!” she said, smiling even as shadows lurked within her eyes. I wished they didn’t, but I also couldn’t help but admire the new maturity that she’d found. She’d always been strong, but now she was a survivor.


“Hey!” I responded. “Do you have time for a walk? I feel like we keep missing each other.”


She bit her lip and looked over her shoulder before nodding. “Yeah. I was just about to go grab some food. And Beryl’s been harping about me overworking myself.”


Beryl, who I only just noticed was standing behind her sister, glared even as her lips twitched. “Oh, sure, leave me all alone while you go off to whisper sweet nothings to one another. I see how it is!” And then she harrumphed and sauntered away, her bodyguard close behind. “Come on, Wuzzy! You’re with me today,” she called over her shoulder.


Surprisingly, the drake obeyed.


“That girl gets crazier every day.” Pearl grinned and turned back to me. “Come on. I know a great kebab stand. We can take our food and find somewhere quiet to talk.”


I followed in her wake, watching as people greeted her with an astonishing amount of respect. They weren’t worshiping her or anything, not like they had at first. It was more like they’d just seen the big sister that they admired. She was welcomed but also given a bit of deference. Even the man who sold her the kebabs looked thrilled to see her again, not to mention reluctant to take her money.


We eventually wound our way through the market to a hidden alcove between tents, not far from where we first escaped the city. It was much quieter this time, but the market was only partially operational. We settled down with our backs to the canyon wall, Pearl sitting in the sun while I relaxed in the shade.


“So, how have you been?”


“I’m fine. How are you?” Pearl asked, looking at me like I’d just said something completely idiotic.


Then again, I did sound like an idiot just now. I need to work on that. “Been better, to tell you the truth. I feel like I’ve been running around so much that I haven’t had time to really process anything.” The confession shocked me as much as it did her. I couldn’t help it, though. I’d been on the move for so long, most of the time without assistance. Years of struggle were finally coming to an end, not only validating my life choices but also ending in victory. That was a dream come true. Or it should have been… “I miss you.”


Pearl nodded before leaning her head back against the sun-warmed canyon wall. “I miss you too. And I know what you mean about not processing. Except…”


“Except, you wouldn’t be able to process it at all if you slowed down,” I finished.


“Exactly. Keeping busy has helped me get back in touch with who I used to be. Or maybe who I still am. I’m not sure anymore.”


I grabbed her hand. “Hey! You are still Pearl, no matter what. I have no idea what happened to you while I was gone, but you are still the woman I love. Everything that you are now was always sleeping inside you.”


She squeezed my hand but didn’t look at me. “Sure, the phoenix part, but what about the rest? I cracked, Faron. I forgot who I was…” She paused before going on. “Sifu has been working with me, trying to get me back to my familiar routine so that I have something to fall back on when I get lost in my head and so I feel safe. Familiarity and all that. I just…”


It was my turn to sigh deeply and lean back against the wall. “Did I ever tell you about what happened when I met George? No? Well, he’s my cousin, and he didn’t start coming to the compound until he was ten. He was nothing like the person you know now. Back then, he wanted to avoid attention. He hated to be singled out for any reason, and it really confused me. He was already showing a lot of promise, and his father was a Clan Head. Why did he try to avoid everyone?”


She frowned. “Are you sure this is the same George?”


“Yes, now, hush! When he was twelve, his magic started coming in. It hurt him, but he was always practicing with it. He spent a lot of time with us back then because we were closer to a thin point in the land’s curse. If he practiced turning into a Dragon and then tried his magic while he was over the sea, he could increase his power faster. It was going great until it backfired.”


Pearl frowned. “What do you mean? Did he pull too much and get hurt? I know he didn’t completely burn out, or he wouldn’t have been able to fight his father.”


I shook my head. “No, he didn’t get hurt. He kept his power quiet from everyone outside the Celestial Compound until he turned sixteen. At that age, all Dragons are tested for magical ability. That’s when the trouble started. That was also the last time I saw him for nearly four years. When we met again, I didn’t recognize him. He was bright and talkative, but it was all empty, you know? And when he was alone, he looked so sad and so tired… The rumors said that he’d burned out because of all that the Council had put him through.”


Pearl nodded, biting her lip. “That helps me understand him more, but what does this have to do with me?”


I shook my head. “Before I went to that testing, Cledwyn told me the same thing he told all of our Clan. Don’t show off. Do the bare minimum. Pretend that you aren’t overly strong. Those who burn too bright often burn out quickly. George was desperate to find a place, to deserve to be seen. And his father, the one who taught him to be quiet and stay out of the way, enjoyed having a new tool. He sent George on mission after mission. He pushed him to the absolute limit. And George finally had enough and lied about losing his powers. Then, he started wandering, hiding behind a façade that made people like him without him having to actually be vulnerable.”


Now comes the hard part.


“You have the same expression when no one is looking. Your eyes are so full of pain and grief and uncertainty. You’re just as haunted as he was. Is, really. George is the same boy that I met all those years ago. He’s changed over the years, as we all must, but he isn’t a different person. Different parts of him just show now. The difference is how he looks at and reacts to the world around him. I know you, Pearl. You are going to deal with what happened to you, no matter how difficult it is. No matter how many years it takes. Just remember, life has magnified your weaknesses but hasn’t removed your strengths. You are still you, still the woman I love. Still the woman I want to marry.”


She drew in a sharp breath, and her head jerked as she looked at me, maybe for the first time since we started talking.


“B-but, I’m not as strong as you think I am.”


I shrugged. “Who is? Everyone falls. Everyone gets knocked down. You can get back up. You may need help to do it, but that doesn’t speak to your strength.”


She huffed. “No, it speaks to my training… Training that did me little good. I thought I knew what to expect, but it felt like every single piece of me was being worn away until there was nothing left.” Pearl stared at her feet. “And can you deal with a wife who has nightmares every night? Who jumps when she hears certain sounds? Who isn’t comfortable in shadow, let alone pure darkness? Who couldn’t remember you when you tried to save her life?” Her voice grew louder and sharper with every question, but I wasn’t the one she was upset with.


The whole time, I kept a hold of her hand and stared her down, knowing the truth. “Yes. Even if you have nightmares. Even if you are scared of everything and forget who I am again. Do you really think I would give you up over those things?”


Tears dripped down her cheeks, sizzling slightly as they reached her chin. “But how can you love someone like that?”


I laughed lightly and then apologized when I saw her face. “Sorry, it’s just, after all this time, all that we’ve fought against, I find it funny you are still thinking of love as just an emotion. It is, but it is more than that. You have to choose to love. Saying that I love you means that I choose you over me. That I want your best over my best. I won’t be perfect, but as long as I remember it is a choice, I will continue to choose to love you. So, Pearl Mercer of Mindep, warrior, phoenix, and savior of the Dragons, will you marry me?”


I pulled the jade amulet out from my shirt and lifted it over my head before gently placing it around her neck. Her hand gripped the pendant as her fingers traced the circling phoenix and Dragon.


“This is us, you know,” I told her. “We balance. We fought each other, walked alongside each other, and were separated, but never stopped circling each other. You trusted me to come back. I trusted you to keep them distracted and stay safe. Life will push and pull us, trying to upset the balance, but we will keep coming back to where we need to be. So, will you spend the rest of your life with this lazy Dragon?”


Tears streamed down her face, and her skin glowed like a star as she nodded. She leaned toward me, meeting my lips with her own where the shadows met the light.


She pulled back slightly, and our eyes met. “I choose you.”


“And I, you.”
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Pearl


“What?!” Beryl whispered emphatically. “What do you mean you’re staying here?”


I sighed and looked at the improvised stage in front of the Council Hall. I had absolutely no good memories associated with that building, and I wasn’t looking forward to standing up there for the Council’s announcement. Still, I knew that it was necessary. Arguing with my sister right before going up was not helping my nerves, and I couldn’t understand why she was so confused. I’d told her just the day before that we were engaged.


“I mean that I’m staying. Faron and I are getting married, and he can’t leave here yet. That’s the other reason that I have to stay. I’ve been working with Sifu to train my phoenix’s powers and part of that is tied to purification. I can break the curse on the land, but it’ll take a while, and I’m going to have to travel a lot. I can’t just blast out some fire and call it good.”


Wuzzy snickered from my shoulder, making me wonder if teaching him my language was actually a good idea. Having him with me helped my anxiety, though.


Beryl stared at me, open-mouthed, before shaking her head. “That is just too bizarre sounding to comment on. But back to you staying here. I thought you were coming home for a bit. What about our family? Father and the rest have been worried sick. And you’re not going to come and show them you’re okay? I mean, I know you won’t stay, but you won’t come back at all?”


I opened my mouth, but shut it again quickly and frowned. “I think… I think I’m going to have to take some time before I come home to visit. I have a lot that I need to work through before I feel safe traveling that far. Even then, I’d probably have to have Sifu come with me. I can’t really do without him right now.” I was getting better, but my teacher had always been able to tell when I needed to be pushed and when I needed to be coddled.


Beryl snorted, reminding me where I was. “And that’s connected to you getting married how, exactly?”


“It isn’t. It’s just another thing that means I have to stay here a bit longer before visiting. Besides, don’t you think my being with you will make it harder on Yew?”


Beryl frowned. “On me?”


“No, on your bodyguard, Yew. I mean, he’s been trying to get your attention for a while, and the trip back would be a perfect time for you two to talk it out.” Before my sister could respond, Faron waved me up to the platform. “Come on. We better get up there.”


When I settled beside Faron, he leaned over and asked, “What did you say to your sister? She suddenly looks sunburnt.”


I blinked and looked at her. Sure enough, she was blushing hard enough that she looked like she’d gotten a bad burn. And then, Yew sidled up beside her, and her face got even redder. I took a bit too much delight in it, though not strictly because I liked teasing my sister. Beryl rarely got emotional about people outside the family. I may have pushed her to really pay attention to Yew, but her face revealed that she was just as interested as he was.


She must really like him.


Before I could say anything, Beryl turned to me and said, “I’m going to make Tier declare you the Fey Royal Ambassador to the Dragons. Then he can force you to come back home for half of every year.”


My jaw dropped. “Now wait just one minute, you little, green-thumbed brat!” But I was interrupted before I could continue, and my sister looked entirely too happy about that fact.


“Alright, quiet down, everyone!” called out Stephanie of the Hill Clan. She was one of the Council Members that hadn’t been replaced over the past couple of weeks. “We got some news for you!”


George cleared his throat and stepped up, causing everyone to fall silent. “Citizens of the Great Desert,” he began. It was a rather subtle reminder that Dragons weren’t the only people who lived there. The presence of the recently sworn-in half-Dwarf Council Member reaffirmed that fact.


“The Council has been hard at work. You will see some changes to our ways of doing things in the coming months. In many ways, we will be returning to ways of the past. Instead of the Council remaining primarily in this canyon, we will once again travel back to our home compounds when not needed. Instead of attempting to rule Dragons as a whole, we will once more be representatives of our Clans and work to uphold the peace for our people.”


He paused and scanned the crowd. “That is not to say that there will not be a greater power than ours. The more we have banded together, the more political power became overly centralized. It was too great a temptation for many of the former Council. We have come up with a way to hopefully counter that problem. The Council will now work in conjunction with a centralized ruler, someone who will be set outside the Clan system, someone who understands us and will work for our good. Someone who can prevent the Council from going unchecked and someone the Council can do the same for.”


“A king?” someone called out from the crowd.


“Yes.” George smiled and glanced at someone who looked a lot like Zanya. She was quietly watching and seemed pleased with the crowd, but grinned and nodded when she saw me staring.


Huh, she must have hidden somewhere in the canyon instead of leaving. Probably for the best.


When he didn’t continue, the audience demanded an answer. “Who? Who is it?”


At this point, Zanya took over. “It was a hard decision, something we argued over. In the end, two candidates were brought forth. They are each strong in different ways, but their compassion and strength are unparalleled. We were unable to choose between them, so we didn’t. We chose both.”


I did my best to not show my confusion at this turn, but it wasn’t easy. Glancing at Faron told me that he had no knowledge of what they were talking about. How is that possible? He’s been at Council meetings from the very start. When would they have had time? I blinked. For the past two days, Faron had been spending his afternoons with me. He’d said that the Council excused him. Does that mean—?


Before I could finish the thought, I heard Zanya say, “Our first ruler is one who has devoted his life to protecting our people. He knows the Clans better than almost anyone, having traveled between them to solve problems that we didn’t know existed. He was also instrumental in saving us from this latest curse. The Council nominates Faron of the Storm Clan as your first ruler!”


Faron froze in shock; he was utterly stunned. I was smiling so widely that my jaw hurt, and I had to elbow my fiancé to get him moving. It took Wuzzy biting his ear before he finally came back to attention. He blinked and stepped forward, but said nothing. That seemed to suit the Council fine because they continued like nothing had happened.


George cleared his throat as the cheering died down, his magic amplifying it just enough to get the point across.


“For our second ruler, we chose someone who has none of the prejudices we’ve grown up with. We are Dragons, something that we take pride in. We have hated other races for being different from us, having greater populations, and being free to move around with impunity. This person has refused to see these divisions as anything more than an inconvenience. When given the opportunity to leave, she stayed and fought for those who hated her, for those who wished her dead. When given the opportunity to escape, she allowed herself to be locked away and abused by us. To save us. And there is no one who could bring out the best in Faron like Pearl can. So the second ruler of our homeland will be Pearl Mercer of Mindep. Long live the King and Queen!”


I watched without comprehending as the entire Council bowed their heads to us. And then the rest of the audience did as well.


“Long live King Faron and Queen Pearl!”
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Beryl


“You’ve been quiet,” Yew commented as he finished pushing us from the dock. “Is something going on, or are you just upset that we’re leaving your sister behind?”


I looked out over the water as we moved away from the entrance to the Dwarf city. The return trip from the Dragon’s capital took surprisingly little time, really. Then again, Pearl is freeing up their magic, and we’re going downriver rather than up.


Even as I worried about my sister, I was also concerned that I should have left Yew behind with her. He had friends there, after all.


“I’m fine.”


Yew snorted. “No, you’re not. You haven’t been for a while now. You were doing better once there were people around for you to heal, but… you aren’t yourself.”


“Really? How so?” I asked with my hands on my hips.


A faint smirk appeared as Yew walked around me to set the enchantments to take us back to the Fey Forest. “For one thing, that’s the first bit of attitude you’ve given me since just before we snuck into Blood Canyon. For another, you’ve been twitchy ever since we crossed the border again. Is your magic acting up?”


Looking down, I considered his words. In fact, my magic was acting up. I just hadn’t realized the full extent until right then.


“I thought it was just because there was life all around again, but… I’m having to process more than I did before. It reminds me of the time that I got lost in a cavern as a child. I stayed quiet because all the sounds were amplified by the stone walls. When I finally found my way back out, my ears were more attuned than before, and I kept picking out small details that I’d missed before. It’s a bit overwhelming.”


He nodded. “It makes sense. And you said it yourself, you rarely used your powers when you were here. It helped you a bit, but you didn’t have much intensive training. Healing in such a magic starved land probably helped strengthen your abilities.” Yew paused. “But that’s not really the reason you’re so quiet, is it? Is this about leaving your sister behind?”


I huffed, wishing the conversation were over. “I can’t blame her for staying. They need her, and we don’t. Mindep has less trouble than before, now that the Fey have a proper leader again, and Crechel isn’t preparing for war. Eric is engaged, Belle is married, Lana’s engaged, and Father is happy as an ambassador. No, Pearl is better off helping the Dragons reestablish themselves.”


That didn’t seem to satisfy my companion—bodyguard, really—as he shook his head before seating me at a small table near the prow. Then, he sat down next to me and let me stew in my own thoughts until I finally told him what he wanted to know.


“Pearl has a purpose,” I finally admitted.


“What?”


I groaned and slumped back in my chair. “Pearl has a purpose. All my family does. They all have something that drives them, a place to belong or someone to experience life with.”


Yew peered at me. “And you don’t?”


A snort escaped me, followed by a tear that I hid by turning to look at the water. “I thought I did. I thought I was the one to keep my family safe from illness and to protect them from themselves. I didn’t try to hide them from the world, just to remind them not to be foolish. I guess that I felt like I should have been able to save one of our mothers, and when I couldn’t, I needed to take part of their jobs.”


He seemed to take that information in and consider it before refocusing on my face. “And now. You don’t feel like you should anymore?”


Sighing heavily, I turned to look him in the eyes. “No. They don’t need me anymore. They have lives that pull them far from me. Two of them will be ruling entire nations. Belle and Eric are both landowners and in charge of at least one, if not multiple, villages. They’ve all taken my teachings and learned how to use them. I’m not needed anymore.”


I laughed mirthlessly. “Worse, I’ve been taking out my fears on the people around me. I was horrible to Faron and not much better to you. I left my family to worry about me, knowing that they didn’t want me to leave. I’m self-centered and mercenary. All my life, I’ve been working to become a healer, the best healer, but it was for my own peace of mind. It was never about helping the injured, but avoiding my feelings of inadequacy. I calmed down in the hospital because it was familiar territory. But it also highlighted the fact that I was no better than the surgeon experimenting on people for his own twisted pleasure.”


My words must have shocked him, considering how large his eyes had grown as I continued to talk. He was staring at me like I’d just said fish were born when raindrops hit the open sea and got bored with just being water. The longer the silence reigned, the more convinced I became that he agreed with my assessment.


And then, he laughed.


“What’s so funny?”


“You are, you deluded woman! You think that you are in the same category as a man who was hacking up healthy people for his own pleasure. All because you realized that you weren’t truly altruistic in your motivations!” He pointed at me, shaking his head. “So what? You got into healing for a semi-selfish reason, but did you refuse to help people unless you saw a way to use them? Unless you could leverage the experience toward your own goals?”


My brows pulled down as I shook my head. “Of course not. Who would?”


Yew shook his head again. “Quite a few, actually. You aren’t perfect. You discovered that you have more vices than you originally thought. That doesn’t mean that you’ve wasted your life. You’re still a healer!”


“Yes, but it doesn’t change the fact that I have no purpose!” I was yelling, angry that he wanted to negate everything by ignoring the emotions behind my actions. “I’m not needed. I have nowhere I have to be, no one who needs me to be there, no home anymore. I can’t hide behind healing and ignore the fact that I’ve lived for my family and that they don’t need me to do that any longer.”


The infuriating man groaned and covered his face with his hands. “Welcome to real life. This is what you will experience as you become a mother. You will have children who need you to guide them. You will teach them everything they can, and then they will move on with their lives and repeat the cycle with children of their own. You’ve just never had to acknowledge the separation between you as a person and you as their caregiver before.”


“What?”


Yew huffed. “You… uggh! It’s difficult to explain, but when you devote yourself to someone so thoroughly, it’s tough to separate who you are from who they are.”


I blinked, finally seeing something I’d missed, something I’d been too blind to notice before. “That’s what happened to you, isn’t it? That’s why you’ve been so patient with me, because you’re experiencing the same thing? You took care of the Kings of Shessat for their entire lives, and they’re no longer in immediate danger. Not only that, they are fully capable of defending themselves and have talented wives backing them up. Is that why you were in the Fey Forest, why you offered to come here?”


He smiled sadly. “Exactly. The boys are men now and need to transition away from relying on me. They see me as an older brother in a lot of ways. They seek me out when they want advice or reassurance. And that’s fine, as long as they are visibly standing on their own. The problem comes when people believe that I’m using them as puppets, and the rumors have already started to spread.”


Yew paused and looked at me, his expression softening and growing less somber. “Besides, I happen to enjoy traveling with you. In fact, it’s something I might be persuaded to do more often.”


“Wha—?” I couldn’t finish the word, though, because my mouth was a bit busy. I’d been kissed before, but never like this. It was soft and chaste, but full of potential.


Just like us.










EPILOGUE
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Faron


“When is your family arriving for the wedding?” I asked Pearl as she walked in with a letter.


“Next week.” Her response was absent as she stared at the paper in her hand. It took me a long moment to realize why it looked odd. The color was off. Letters from our area were written on a very creamy paper imported from Lettelach. The paper Mindep produced was paler and finer, and the stuff from the Fey Forest looked more like artwork than writing paper. This was nearly as fine as the Fey stock but tinted faintly blue.


It was paper made by Wraiths, something that was only used at the Celestial Compound. “Did that come from my parents?”


“No. It’s from Queen Gerda, via your aunt. It’s the report about Stian’s interrogation.”


I frowned and took the letter to read. Most of it was what we expected. The part that wasn’t was near the bottom. “Wait, why does the name ‘Rancune’ sound familiar?”


She looked at me with a grim expression. “She’s the first queen of Alenia. She was also involved in just about every major crime on the continent in the last 200 years. Most of it’s been from behind the scenes, but her plots have been exposed quite a bit lately. They’ve been failing and rather dramatically. She worked with Stian.”


I nodded. “Okay, but what has you so out of sorts?”


She groaned. “I forget how little you know about the politics of the Northern Continent. Okay, I’m from Mindep, yes? Well, Mindep is constantly on the verge of war with our neighbor, Crechel. Actually, they are with just about everyone, but relations between our two countries are especially nasty. Our nation’s philosophies are too different. Mindep likes discipline and order, whereas Crechel is all about hedonism and greed.”


“Sounds familiar,” I quipped, thinking about the latest court case.


“Exactly. And they’ve been that way for a while, but it got worse this last generation. King Midas is crazy.”


I nodded and then shook my head. “I still don’t get it.”


Pearl sighed. “It was a quick mention, something that you would probably overlook, but it’s pretty important. Stian said that Rancune was after components for a big spell. Specifically, she needed golden hair.” I stared at her blankly, so she continued. “King Midas’ daughter was turned to gold. The only reason she can move at all is because of a very powerful spell. And what would be more perfect for a powerful spell than hair made out of actual gold and magic?”


The truth hit me like a hammer, and I shuddered as visions of countless curses filled my mind. “That’s not good. Did they warn Midas?”


She snorted. “That won’t help. Like I said, the man is crazy. But… there may be someone else who can help.”


Pearl left the room, her eyes unfocused as she composed a letter in her mind. She had a mission and someone to protect. Those were two things that brought out the best in my fiancé. She’d spent the past two months traveling around and weakening the magic suppression, as well as wearing away at the barrier curse. There was still plenty for her to do, but she never stopped giving it her all. She was a magnificent Queen, and I could hardly wait until I could call her my wife.


And maybe, one day, someone will call her ‘mother’.




Whoever has no rule over his own spirit

Is like a city broken down, without walls.

—Proverbs 25:28
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AFTERWORD




THIS YEAR HAS been a whirlwind… not that I have to say that to any of you. Everyone has experienced it to some degree.


When I started The Phoenix & the Dragon, it was supposed to be just one book. During planning, it sort of ballooned until I had to make a choice: make one large book that felt a bit rushed or make two books. Clearly I chose the second option. I’ve learned a lot about myself while writing these two books, both as a persona and as an author.


I’d like to start by thanking you all for your patience. I gave a date when wanted to release this book and then missed it by about six months. It was much harder to write than I anticipated, and the editing was more arduous as well. I truly hope you enjoyed the result, as I doubt I could have gotten it out any faster.


Thank you Becca and Scott for being wonderful Beta readers. Your insights were incredibly helpful.


Thank you to my family for putting up with my frustration and letting me talk things out with them.


And, as always, thank you Jesus for being my Lord and Savior, the Author and Finisher of my faith. I can’t do anything without you and I don’t really want to.
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