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      With their Wilder riders urging them on, the two enormous crimson dragons dove toward their landing spot amid the expansive Wilder encampment. Kalonda Kur, ever the one to make a grand entrance, held Sky Blood’s screaming dive until the last instant. Then, he yanked hard on two of his dragon’s head horns, causing Sky Blood to flare his wings and flap furiously to prevent a hard crash into the rock-solid ground.

      Jalen, his companion, had initially matched Kalonda’s daredevil dive with his scarlet dragon but abruptly slowed his dragon as he suddenly caught sight of a horrific sight off to one side. As such, his dragon performed a more orthodox landing.

      Kalonda jumped to the ground and sneered loudly, “You’re going soft on me, Jalen. Once upon a time, you would race me to the ground. Not that you could ever beat Sky Blood.”

      “Yes,” Jalen returned as he pointed, “but not with that disrupting my focus.”

      Kalonda’s eyebrows furrowed as he turned to look at where Jalen pointed. He couldn’t help sucking in his breath at what he saw.

      Jalen quickly joined him, and the two took several long strides before stopping to stare. Surrounding them in a vast, encircling swath were the Wilder clan’s family tents. In the center was a broad open field reserved for the massive tent of Balonda Kur, Grand Emira of the Wilder nation.

      But what lay in front of that tent with its flying pennants and dragon likenesses emblazed on its sides caused them to stand transfixed and staring.

      Kalonda’s eyes went wide in stunned recognition of the seared and charred corpse that hung impaled on a tall, rough-hewn stake.

      His eyes flicked to the side at the wisps of smoke that lazed up into the sky. The smoldering body of a crimson dragon lay on the ground. With scales and horns ripped off its scorched body, the dragon’s charred mouth turned upward to the sky as if in a bellowing scream at the torturous death it endured.

      He barely felt Jalen’s iron grip on his forearm as he hissed, “Kalonda, by all the gods above, is that . . .?”

      Kalonda ripped his arm from Jalen’s grip and spat, “I know who it is—the question is: who would dare do such a thing!”

      With that, he sprinted toward his mother’s tent, his pounding footsteps sending up tiny fountains of dust. Ignoring the two guard’s salute, he tore aside the tent’s opening flap and charged inside. Oily torches sputtering in their slim, head-high bronze holders gave the interior a dusky, dimly lit appearance.

      Off to one side stood a handful of Wilders, the clan leaders. Their countenances were as hard as their muscular bodies. All stood with folded arms, eyes like granite in their tanned faces. None spoke; no one announced Kalonda’s entrance.

      As required by Wilder law, Kalonda jerked his scimitar sword out of its sheath, turned, and tossed it to the emira’s armorer. The burly man immediately placed it in a carved, shiny chest that already held the clan leader’s weapons and locked the box.

      Kalonda strode forward, stopped ten paces from the gilded chair where his mother sat, and went to one knee. His head slightly bowed, he called out, “Mother, I am here.”

      At no response, he raised his head slightly to gaze at her. She sat stone-faced on her golden chair, her eyes staring down but with a blank and vacant gaze.

      Kalonda couldn’t help but notice that her hands trembled ever so slightly on the glossy cherrywood armrests of her ornate throne. “Mother?” he said again, though a bit softer than the first time. “I am here.”

      This time, as if his voice aroused her from deep, melancholy thoughts, Balonda slowly raised her head and stared at him. She ran her tongue over her thin lips and beckoned him with a raised hand.

      Kalonda hurried to her and leaned close. “Mother,” he demanded, “who did that to Tafon? Who did that to my father?”

      Balonda again ran her tongue over dry lips. She leaned forward until she could press her mouth close to her son’s ear and whispered, “I did.”

      Kalonda jerked his head back, his eyes wide in disbelief. “Wha—?” he began, his voice choking as he tried to speak.

      His mother raised her hand to quieten him and leaned back in her chair. “A Dark Master came two days ago while you were gone,” she whispered. “Taurus Wind.”

      “A Dark Master?” Kalonda shook his head. “Why would he—”

      “To inform us,” Balonda bit out, “that Master Vyn was angry at our lack of progress and—”

      “But Mother,” Kalonda protested, “we have done more than they asked, ravaged all the—”

      “Not all,” Balonda spat back before murmuring, “We have not done all they commanded.”

      At Kalonda’s questioning stare, Balonda said, “The sprogger, Wind Storm. Somehow they discovered that we had him in our possession and did not slay or bring him to their lair.”

      Her head drooped slightly as she went on. “For our mistake, Taurus decreed that one was to die and made me choose who it was.”

      “Choose?” Kalonda questioned. “Between whom?”

      Balonda stared at her son, her eyes going blank for a moment before she let her gaze drop. “Between you and your father.”

      The young man stared at his mother, not speaking, unsure of what to say. Then, he whispered, “You chose—”

      “No,” she immediately returned. “I—I hesitated, and that monster roared that if I didn’t choose, you both would die.”

      She swallowed and sighed, “Your father was a braver man than I ever gave him credit for. He willingly stepped forward when he saw my hesitation and offered himself up.”

      Balonda laid a gentle hand on Kalonda’s forearm. “He did that for you, son . . . and for me so that I would not have to make that awful decision.”

      She slightly lifted a finger as if to point. “Taurus took your father and did that to him, laughing as he tortured Tafon and Scarlet Wind. He ordered me to leave their bodies where they died for seven days so that the scent of death would waft over our tents as a reminder of his power.

      “Afterward, Taurus told me that if we ever did anything similar again or failed to carry out their commands . . .” she drew in another breath, “you and I would be hanging on a stake for all to see.”

      Kalonda was silent for a few moments before he muttered, “But Mother, did you not explain—”

      “But, but, but,” Balonda abruptly interrupted before snarling at Kalonda. “Of course, I explained how they disappeared into that ring of light, and we searched for days but never found them.”

      She shook her head as her lips tightened into a thin pale line. “That wasn’t good enough. No excuse will ever be good enough for them.”

      Her hands tightened into fists, and she glanced at the clan leaders to ensure they were out of earshot. She leaned close, and her voice was icy hard, “Someday, I’ll make him pay for what he did to Tafon.

      “I will kill that monster with my own hands. To kill our captives is one thing; to slay my . . . my . . .” Balonda’s voice trailed away to a menacing whisper, but her eyes held cold fiery hate.

      Kalonda remained silent, his face grim, his eyes smoldering with anger before snarling, “Monster you named him and monster he will ever be, Mother.”

      He paused before leaning closer and whispering, “Mother, I found him. I found Adon.”

      Balonda blinked several times before she understood Kalonda’s statement. “Yes?”

      Kalonda shook his head. “I couldn’t get close enough to him to do it myself. I was about to use my dragon to kill him, but . . .” his voice lowered as if unsure of how to go on.

      “But what?” his mother demanded.

      Kalonda hesitated, trying to form his words before saying, “Mother, just as I was about to sky, a Dark Master appeared. He and the sprogger, Wind Storm, battled.”

      His eyes widened as if he couldn’t believe what he had witnessed. “Mother, the sprogger defeated the Dark Master.”

      Balonda’s eyes widened noticeably for a moment. “Go on.”

      “He had some help from his company,” Kalonda shook his head, “but Wind Storm’s power was too much in the end.”

      The tall, muscular Wilder met his mother’s eyes. “He has grown very, very powerful, Mother. Even with our Proga arrows, I’m not sure that in a fight we could—”

      His mother’s uplifted hand stopped him in midsentence. “Did Jalen witness this?” she asked. “Did you say anything to him about the battle?”

      Kalonda shook his head. “No. I ordered him to stay secluded as I wanted to kill Adon without help. He did not witness the combat between Wind Storm and the Dark Master. I never said anything to him as we skyed back. I wanted your ears to hear it first.”

      Balonda’s fingers drummed on her glossy armrests for a moment. “A sprogger as powerful or more powerful than a Dark Master. How can that be?”

      She shook her head to herself. “That we should have such power, then Tafon would still live.”

      She paused before ordering, “Say nothing of what you saw to anyone else. This matter is for us, and us only.”

      “Of course, Mother.”

      “And Adon is still with that company,” she mused, “I wonder if he understands that he is in the midst of such power.”

      Kalonda snorted. “I doubt it. From what I saw before, his eyes and mind were only on that girl.”

      He shook his head and sniffed, “Though I have no idea why he would choose her. He had his choice of our most beautiful young women.”

      “Do not underestimate your brother,” Balonda spoke sharply, “or have you forgotten so quickly?”

      Kalonda’s face darkened as he growled, “I have not forgotten, Mother, and he will pay for what he has done.”

      Balonda eyed her firstborn, saying, “He must know he travels with such power. Adon is not without brains. Between the two of you, he was always the more intelligent.”

      “Mother!”

      The emira raised her hand to silence her son. “You are the fearless, courageous Wilder warrior I brought you up to be and fit to sit upon the Golden Throne once I cross the veil. But no, I’ve watched your brother and have always thought that his seeming ineptitude was a charade of sorts.”

      She shook her head to herself as she quietly mused, “That one was always thinking, asking questions, seeking answers and knowledge outside our warrior tradition.”

      Balonda tapped her lips with a finger as she pondered, “Could it be that I’ve misjudged him? Is he with that company to pursue his own ambitions?”

      “Ambitions?” Kalonda sputtered. “You honestly think that Adon has any thought of being anything more than a traitorous vagabond?”

      “You forget he was one of us,” Balonda snapped, “and raised in this household. We always think beyond the moment. Remember, your brother was never going to sit on this throne unless you died.”

      She shrugged. “So, what was his choice, kill you and face the clan’s death gauntlet for murdering you, or seek his own throne elsewhere?”

      “You sound as if you’re defending him,” Kalonda retorted.

      “Never,” she snarled. “However, given what I am seeing, I may see a glimmer of Adon’s motivation for his actions here.”

      Her fingers drummed on the armrest as her eyes narrowed in thought. “Is the girl still with the company, the one that Adon so obviously favored?”

      “Yes, Mother, she is still there.”

      A low, keening wind kicked up outside, causing the tent’s dragon skin sides to billow in and out as if the pavilion were a living, breathing beast. Balonda glanced down at the hand-made ornate rugs that covered the hard-packed dirt at her feet. The artisan who crafted the carpets had sewn and weaved images of fire-breathing crimson dragons with Wilder riders shooting streams of arrows across the rug’s face.

      The soft fluttering of the tent's sides caused her to glance at the one to her right. A master artist, one of her captives, had painted Wilder warriors on their scarlet dragons that seemed to soar through a cloud-speckled sky.

      In the center, more prominent than all the other figures, was a lithe, tanned, handsome woman who rode the largest dragon. Her bright eyes and proud face said she was not only a renowned warrior but the unquestioned leader of her people. As she stood on the horned head of her scarlet dragon, she held her gleaming scimitar sword high in a triumphant, conquering pose.

      Staring at the scene, she sighed inwardly. Balonda Kur, Grand Emira. Leader of the feared Wilder nation. Bringer of death, fear, and trembling to the realms of Erdron, but not powerful enough to save your beloved consort from a most gruesome death.

      Her eyes saddened a bit. When you entered that devil’s pact with those monsters, you brought this upon yourself. But you thought there would come a time when you could flood the skies with Wilders and conquer everyone, including those fiends.

      Her head drooped slightly in despair before she raised it slightly. But Tafon, in his death, showed that you can’t defeat them. Not without gaining greater power than what they possess. And there is only one way you’ll be able to do that, even if it puts you in the galls of even deeper bitterness.

      “Mother?” Kalonda hesitantly asked. “Did you not hear? I told you the girl was still there.”

      Balonda straightened, inhaled deeply, and cleared her mind of her sorrow and gloom. The Grand Emira did not have time to bask in such frivolities. She had work to do and one particular task to carry out.

      She straightened, regaining her stately bearing. “Good, because we’ll need her to bring Adon back to us. Or,” her voice slowed as she mused, “perhaps we can use another in Wind Storm’s company to get to Adon.”

      Kalonda grinned as he stated, “So I can kill him here in front of the clans.”

      “No, son,” Balonda replied, her eyes growing cold and hard, “so we can use Adon and the girl to lure the sprogger Wind Storm to us.”

      Her hand went to her scimitar’s haft and squeezed it in a viselike grip. “And when we have Wind Storm in our grasp, we will use his power first to kill every Dark Master and afterward conquer Erdron.”

      Her lips drew back in an evil smile. “Death to every Dark Master save one. Wind Taurus. That one will suffer long and hard under my hand before I allow death to take him.”
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      Wind Melody fluttered down softly and extended her back claws to grab the grassy soil. She smiled at Wind Storm, but the emerald sprogger had his eyes down, dully plodding forward, one talon in front of the other. He didn’t even look up when she settled next to him. “Stormy?” she asked. When he didn’t answer, she nudged him with her shoulder. “Hey, Stormy, wake up! The Dark Masters are attacking!”

      “Huh? What?” he stammered and jerked his head back, his eyes widening in anxious surprise.

      She laughed lightly while saying, “Are you in there? You seem to be off in never-never land, and no, there’s no Dark Masters around, or at least I hope not.”

      When he was slow to answer, she took a few steps to get slightly in front of him so she could turn her head and look into his face. What she saw caused her eyes to narrow in concern. “Storm, are you alright? You don’t look well.”

      She drew closer and asked, “Is the pain really bad this evening? It’s been a long walk for you.”

      He snorted in reply. “The pain is always really bad, Mel.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” She hesitated and then said, “What can I do to help?”

      Storm took a few more steps, his eyes vacant and distant as he stared at the ground. “Help?” he grunted. “You want to help? Wear these stupid rings for a while; that’s how you can help.”

      Melody’s eyes softened as she quietly replied, “You know I would if I could, Stormy. You know that, right?”

      Storm raised his head to look off in the distance to a line of low mountains with their sides purple-tinted in the lowering sun. Their tree-covered flanks darkened the tint and hid any sharp contours of the peaks’ flanks.

      “Sure, sure,” he muttered a bit sarcastically, “everyone says they would if they could, but everyone knows they can’t.”

      Melody’s countenance fell, and her eyes blinked with hurt. She took a few more steps alongside before saying, “I need to get back up there, help Grand Wind keep an eye on our back trail.”

      “Yeah, go. Up to the sky and beyond, and all that.”

      Melody gave him another sad look before she stepped aside, spread her wings, and sprang into the sky.

      Wind Storm didn’t watch her go but turned his head back to stare at the ground.

      To himself, in a low pouty voice, he said, “I need to get back up there, help the others. But you, Wind Storm, you stay down here, pounding the ground and ensuring the ants and worms are nice and safe.”

      Wind Walker, striding ahead of Wind Storm, stopped to wait for Storm to catch up to him. “What’s eating you this afternoon, pup?”

      “Nuthin’.”

      “Nuthin’? Really. Didn’t sound that way in your conversation with Wind Melody.”

      When Storm didn’t answer, Wind Walker lowered his head and said, “You weren’t very nice to her, you know.”

      “I was, too,” Storm quietly protested. “I didn’t say anything wrong.”

      “And you didn’t say anything right, either.”

      Under his breath, Storm murmured, “Maybe you shouldn’t listen to someone else’s conversation.”

      “Eh? What was that? You being snooty to your elders, pup?”

      “Just talking to myself, Grandpa.”

      “Uh huh. Well, tell that myself of yours to try and be a bit more respectful.”

      Storm’s sigh was long and resigned. “Sure, Grandpa, I will.”

      Wind Walker was about to continue when he jerked his head around at the sound of pounding hooves and fluttering wings. “Uh oh. That’s Shap, Wind Delight, and Fury. The way those sproggers are flapping their wings, and he’s pushing Tam tells me something’s not right.”

      The small procession stopped and waited as Shap and Tam broke over a slight rise and galloped at full speed toward the company. Skying directly over Shap’s head were the two sproggers, their wings almost a blur in the late afternoon air.

      A moment later, Shap brought Tam to a skidding halt in front of Wind Walker, with the sproggers flaring their wings and beating them furiously as they brought themselves to a hover.

      “We’ve got company,” Shap stated as he and Tam sucked in air after their hard ride.

      “Riders,” Fury said.

      “And they don’t look friendly,” Wind Delight added.

      “Anyone you know or have seen before?” Elise called out.

      Shap shook his head. “No, and I’m certain I would remember these fellows.”

      “Why?” Reyna asked.

      “Horses,” Shap replied, “with coats black as coal.”

      He pointed over to Gormon, who sat upon Night Runner. “Even darker than Night Runner.”

      He shook his head and added, “But my eyes must be playing tricks because I thought I saw their eyes were scarlet, not white like a normal horse.”

      “And their riders?” Elise questioned.

      “Pale, mean-looking faces,” Shap answered. “They’re wearing robes that seemed to change colors in the light.”

      “Did they see you or the sproggers?” Adon demanded.

      Shap shook his head. “I don’t think so. They didn’t act as if they did.”

      Shane sucked in a breath as she turned to Ty, who returned her wild-eyed look with his own. “Sis,” he muttered low, “it can’t be.”

      “But it is,” she hissed. “They’ve found us, Ty.”

      “Hold, child,” Elise murmured, overhearing their conversation, “don’t start seeing monsters where there might be none.”

      “But Elise, if they find us, they’re going to—”

      “Easy, Shane,” Elise replied soothingly, leaning closer. “Stay quiet, remember the others don’t know, and let’s not go stoking the fires of questions right now.”

      Shane tightened the hold on her horse before slowly nodding and giving Elise a firm look. “Alright. For now.”

      Ty leaned over and whispered, “How does Elise—”

      “Know?” Shane whispered back. “Because I told her.”

      At Ty’s questioning eyes, she said, “On the knoll, you were, uh, asleep.”

      “Oh.”

      Riding double behind Shane, Rafe slid closer, his leather body bands creaking as he did. “Care to explain?” he asked in a low tone.

      “Sorry, not now.”

      Wind Walker was eyeing the four as they whispered among themselves and growled, “Mind telling us what you seem to know about these riders?”

      Elise glanced at Shane and Ty before saying, “It’s a long-winded explanation that we don’t have time for, and Shap’s right; if those riders are who we think they are, we definitely don’t want them to find us.”

      She gestured toward the nearby woodlands. “I suggest we shag our way over to those woods instead of wagging our tongues. We may need to stay hidden for a bit from these fellows.”

      Wind Walker’s eye scales rose at Elise’s pronouncement, but he quickly turned to the sprites and pixies riding on his back and commanded, “Go find Wind Melody and Grand Wind. Let them know what’s up. You and they get back here but keep out of sight.”

      Kip jumped on Wind Dandy as Dim pushed himself onto Wind Glitter’s back. Kip pointed upward and called out, “To the sky and beyond, beyond!”

      Dim mimicked him, saying, “To the beyond, beyond!”

      As the sprites sprang upward off Wind Walker’s back, Kip said to Dim, “Not sure why we run, meany pale faces with red eyes sound like your relatives back home.”

      “Do not,” Dim replied. “Relatives have orange eyes.”

      “Red eyes!”

      “Orange!”

      Wind Walker shook his head and sighed as the sprites sped away. He turned back to Shap. “They’ve probably seen Tam’s prints by now and may decide to follow them. You best make tracks and try to lead them away. Once you’re far enough out, swing back.”

      With a talon, he pointed at the nearby murky woods. “We’ll be somewhere in there. Look for a big tree with green scales.”

      “Never seen a tree with scales,” Shap grunted, “green or otherwise, but I’ll take your word on it.”

      “And don’t let yourself get caught,” Reyna hurriedly called out. “Or I won’t speak to you for at least a day.”

      A warm smile directed at Reyna lifted Shap’s lips. “With a threat like that, how could I ever have any intention of letting those fellows catch me.”

      He whirled Tam around, and at his light touch to her flanks, the big mare burst into a ground-eating gallop away from the company.

      Wind Walker turned and called, “Adon and Gormon, see what you two can do to cover our backtrail.”

      As Adon and Gormon cut long, thin branches off the nearest tree to use in wiping away horse and talon prints, the rest of the company darted into the thick forest.

      Wind Walker stopped at the edge of the tree line and watched as Adon and Gormon hurriedly used the leave-lined branches to sweep away the company’s tracks. Satisfied they knew what they were doing, he joined the others who hid behind clumps of dark-green hedgerow bushes.

      It wasn’t long before Wind Storm raised his head and whispered, “Wings, Grandpa. Sounds like Wind Melody and Grand Wind.”

      “You’re right, but I don’t hear the sprites,” Wind Walker replied. “Let’s hope those yapping pixies can be quiet, or they’ll give us away.”

      “It’s getting dark,” Brynn returned as the giantess shifted her weight off her maimed leg, “just suggest they take a nap, and they’ll be out for the rest of the night.”

      “Spoken like someone who’s getting to know pixies,” Wind Walker grunted and turned to Wind Storm.

      “Stick your head out through that break in the brush, and let them see you. We don’t want them flapping around where certain unfriendly people could hear their wings.”

      Wind Storm stepped forward and took several steps into the break between the hedgerows. Halfway through the opening, one of his malformed horns caught on the stringy branches.

      He tried to pull back, but the vinelike branch came with him. To break free, he had to swing his head back and forth vigorously to get clear.

      “I said stick your head out,” Wind Walker growled, “not tear down the row of bushes.”

      “My horns got tangled,” Storm protested.

      “Well, untangle them and get out there.”

      Wind Storm took the last few steps through the opening and stood with his head barely past the thick brush. The dusky illumination from the setting sun caused him to squint as he tried to spot the others, but he couldn’t see them yet, which most likely meant they couldn’t see him either.

      He decided to thrust his body a bit farther out to try and see better. Just as he did, he heard a noise that stopped him cold. Frozen in place, he dared not call to his grandfather lest he give away their hiding place.

      The noise came again, and he slowly turned his head toward it. Something large and dark moved toward him. He crouched a little lower, and a snarl formed on his face. He got his back talons under him, ready to spring at whatever thing moved through the forest.

      He was about to launch himself at the thing when he heard a soft voice coming from the other side. “Hey, Stormy, why are you crouching like that? Gonna take on Grand Wind all by yourself?”

      Storm let out a big sigh of relief. “Melody,” he demanded, “how did you know I was here, and how did you sneak up on me like that?”

      “We heard you.”

      “Heard me? I was quieter than a mouse.”

      “Oh, really? Quiet as a mouse who got his horns tangled in the bushes?”

      “Oh. Yeah. I guess I was a little noisy.”

      “A little?” Melody snorted and then shrugged. “It was easy to sneak up on you as you focused all your attention on Grand Wind. He does sorta look all big and ominous moving through the woods, doesn’t he?”

      “I guess. Hey, where are the sprites and the pixies?”

      “Asleep on Grand Wind’s back.”

      “Oh. Well, c’mon, the others are waiting.”

      One behind the other, the three pushed through the opening until they were in the small clearing. “And here I was,” Wind Walker groused, “worrying about the pixies yapping. You two more than made up for them.”

      “Uh, sorry, Grandpa,” Wind Storm replied sheepishly.

      The group settled in as the evening wore on, and the gloom deepened. It wasn’t long before Wind Fury whispered, “I can hear horses.”

      “How many?” Elise whispered back.

      “Sounds like two, maybe three.”

      Elise eyed Wind Walker. “Adon and Gormon? Maybe Shap too?”

      Shane drew close and hissed as she tightened her grip on her bow. “Or, maybe we’ve been discovered.”

      Wind Walker hesitated, then craned his neck down and whispered, “Melody, as quiet as you can, sky, and take a peek.”

      The emerald sprogger quietly unfurled her wings, crouched, and sprang upward. She fluttered her wings a few times as she hovered but then shot forward.

      “Where did she go, Grandpa?” Wind Storm whispered.

      Wind Walker shook his head and shrugged as if he didn’t know why she had disappeared.

      The company waited for long minutes, tense, with eyes outward. Those with weapons held them at the ready. As the noise seemed to come from one side, they slowly shifted in that direction, thinking that if an attack came, it would be from there.

      More minutes went by. All eyes and ears strained to see or hear the first sound alerting them to an attack. Then, softly came, “It’s us, Wind Melody, Shap, Adon, and Gormon. Hold your fire.”

      The group let out a collective sigh as tense shoulders slumped in relief. Moments later, Wind Melody led the three riders through a break in the brush and into the little clearing.

      “Why did you take off like that?” Storm questioned Melody.

      “I thought it was them,” she explained, “but it looked like they were searching around and unsure of where we were.”

      “We couldn’t find that big tree with green scales,” Shap grunted.

      “So, I went after them,” Melody went on, “but I had to be careful as they had their bows out, and even with Gormon’s night sight, I was afraid that one of them would get lucky and put an arrow in my eye.”

      “Smart dragon,” Wind Walker said approvingly.

      “I finally convinced them it was me and led them back here,” Wind Melody ended triumphantly.

      Elise quickly turned to Shap and the others. “Any sign of those riders?”

      Shap shook his head. “No, but then again, I didn’t go looking for them.”

      He glanced at Reyna, who stood by his side. “Something about those riders gives me the heeby-jeebies.”

      “And with good reason,” Elise muttered to herself.

      “What was that?” Wind Walker.

      “Nothing, nothing,” Elise replied. “It’s not my story to tell, but Shane’s and Ty’s—if they want to share.”

      She turned slightly and softly called, “Shane? Ty? Care to tell the company just who those riders are?”

      There was no answer, so Elise called a bit louder, “Shane? Ty?”

      Rafe, who, along with the others, had stood close to listen to Shap, now turned and said, “Shane?”

      He looked around and muttered, “I thought they were both right here.”

      Rafe took a step away to call out softly, “Shane? Ty? Where are you?”

      Getting no answer, he took several hurried steps away from the group and disappeared in the gloom. Moments later, he came running back.

      “They’re gone,” he announced, “and so are their horses.”
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      “Gone!” Wind Walker spluttered. “What do you mean they’re gone?”

      “I think he means exactly what he said,” Elise growled, turning to Gormon. “See or hear anything of them?”

      Gormon stepped away from the group and stood motionless, staring into the deep gloom at where the company had last seen Shane and Ty.

      After a few moments, he slowly shook his head. “Odd,” he murmured.

      “Odd?” Rafe demanded. “What do you mean odd? Can you hear them, see them?”

      “I should be able to hear them,” Gormon replied slowly, thoughtfully, “but while I hear other sounds of the night, not them. For instance, off to our right, a shrew is burrowing into the soft soil, and just beyond—”

      “Gormon!” Elise snarled. “Now’s not the time to impress us with what we already know of your keen night sight and hearing.”

      “Um, sorry, mistress,” Gormon replied, ducking his head a bit. “But no, I don’t hear them, though I feel I should be able to. They’ve not been gone that long, which means they haven’t—”

      “Traveled that far,” Shap finished for him.

      “Alright,” he continued, “let’s split up and start searching.”

      “Melody and I will—” Storm started, but Wind Walker quickly interrupted, “Hold on, pup, not so fast. Those riders may well still be in the area. You go stomping around, and they might also have elf senses and see and hear you long before you spot them.”

      “But Shane and Ty may well run into those riders, too,” Reyna pointed out.

      “Not if they can help it,” Elise returned. “It’s those riders that they’re fleeing from.”

      At that, everyone turned to stare at Elise. “What do you mean flee?” Rafe asked. “You make it sound as if they know those riders. Are Shane and Ty in danger from them?”

      “That would be a yes,” Elise sighed, “to both your assumptions.”

      She paused and said, “I will make this quick, though either Shane or Ty should be telling this story.”

      She rapidly explained how Shane’s and Ty’s parents had met their deaths at the hands of the riders and how those same riders had searched for sister and brother for days afterward.

      When she finished, Reyna said, “But why? Why would they kill Shane’s and Ty’s parents and then search for them, presumably to kill, too?”

      “I can’t answer that,” Elise replied. “But I can tell you who those riders were then and are now. They are the Demon Riders of Rallek.”

      Several in the group exchanged puzzled glances before Shap said, “I don’t recognize the name. Who are they, Elise?”

      “There is very little known of them,” Elise answered. “A mystical people who seclude themselves in high mountain valleys south and east of here. The claim is that they practice a form of magic wielded only by a certain few within their society.

      “It’s said they rarely come out of their homeland, and when they do, death comes to anyone unfortunate to meet them.”

      She shook her head and mused, “That they allowed the Bradenton town folk to live is somewhat of a wonder from what little I know of them. But they must have had their reasons.”

      “And you think they’re still after Shane and Ty?” Hamal asked.

      “I think,” Elise replied slowly, “that Shane and Ty most certainly believe that, and that’s why they left.”

      “But they would be so much safer,” Rafe protested, “within the company than without.”

      “To you and I,” Elise nodded, “that seems obvious. However, uncontrolled fear can turn even the most rational thought into something unrecognizable and irrational.”

      “You’re saying,” Wind Walker mused, “that those two are so afraid of these Rallek riders that they would flee from the company and protection of their friends.”

      “If you had witnessed your parents,” Elise answered softly, “being burned alive at the hands of those demons and those same monsters searching for you to perhaps do the same to you, you might just carry that fear for a long time in your heart.”

      She shrugged slightly. “We all respond differently to the cruel death of a loved one. For Rafe, it was immediate revenge against the trolls,” she turned slightly to Wind Storm, “to Storm, it is staying true on a long and difficult quest to avenge his mother.”

      Elise motioned to Reyna. “For Reyna, it was the overwhelming desire to find a missing loved one so they did not suffer the same fate.”

      She paused and then said, “Shane and Ty often act on impulse, and I think their first impulse once they had the chance was to flee and hide. It worked for them once before. They must think it will work for them again.”

      “Alright,” Shap returned, “now that we know who those riders are and that they may, and I say may as we don’t know for sure, be searching for our companions, what do we do?”

      “Nothing before daylight,” Adon snapped. “We certainly can’t go tromping around in the dark after those two—too dangerous and risky.”

      There was an uncomfortable shuffling of feet before Reyna murmured, “It doesn’t feel quite right for us just to hide when they’re out there, by themselves, in the dark and afraid.”

      “That’s their choice,” Adon retorted. “We didn’t leave them. They left us, remember?”

      “The rest of you can stay here,” Rafe spat out, “and argue all you want about searching or not, but I’m going to try and find them and bring them back.”

      “Without a horse?” Adon snorted. “They’re on horseback, remember?”

      “Grandpa,” Wind Storm said, “what if Melody, the other sproggers, and the sprites went and looked? If they skyed high enough, I doubt those riders could see or hear them against the night sky.”

      Wind Walker gazed at his grandson before a gentle smile crossed his face. “It’s a good thought, Storm, an excellent thought, in fact, but no. These are our comrades. We have fought together, bled together, and . . .” he drew in a deep breath, “died together.

      “No matter their reasons, and even if we disagree with their thinking, we need to find them and at least give them a chance to explain.”

      “You’re going to risk,” Adon snarled, “the safety of the whole company over two silly youngsters who don’t even know their own minds?”

      “They’re not silly,” Rafe snapped back, “they’re scared, and rightfully so. Of course, you’ve never been scared a moment in your life, right?”

      “Enough, you two,” Wind Walker commanded. “Anyone who wishes to stay here is free to do so while the rest of us will search. We’ll meet back here at sunrise if we haven’t found them.”

      Moments later, the sproggers and sprites, with the pixies riding the sprites, shot straight upward until they disappeared into the darkness. Once high enough, they began to skirt outward in ever-widening circles, scanning the countryside.

      On horseback, Shap and Reyna took one direction, Elise and Brynn went one way, while Gormon, with Rafe riding double, took another. Hamal stared at Adon and growled, “Well, do I go alone, or are you coming?”

      Adon glared at Wind Walker for an instant before he barked, “Against my better judgment! Let’s go.”

      Wind Walker grunted at Adon’s fuming outburst before thrusting out a leg Wind Storm. “Up you go, youngster. We’re not going to tromp around in the darkness. Let’s join the others up there.”

      Minutes later, and high overhead, Wind Walker settled into a slow beating of his wings as he skyed in a wide circle. “Think we’ll be able to see anything from this height, Grandpa?” Wind Storm asked.

      “Are you kidding?” Wind Walker snorted. “I’d bet my sight and hearing against Gormon’s any day or night. For instance, just below us, there’s a squirrel who’s busily gathering acorns and—”

      “Grandpa,” Wind Storm chided, “squirrels hardly ever come out at night. You taught me that in your hunting lessons, remember?”

      “I did?”

      “Uh huh. So, what were you saying about your night vision?”

      “I meant to say there’s a squirrel below us sleeping on his store of acorns. I can hear him snoring.”

      “I think . . .” Storm said slowly, “that Gormon might have an edge on you, Grandpa. But just a small edge.”

      “We’ll see,” Wind Walker sniffed. “Now, keep your eyes peeled, youngster. Let me know if you see anything moving bigger than a squirrel.”

      After a while, Wind Storm asked, “Grandpa, what Elise said about fear, of being afraid? Honestly, I thought that by now, I wouldn’t be so afraid with, you know, Dark Masters, the rings and all.”

      Wind Walker nodded his head slightly. “I know, Storm. Me too.”

      “You too?”

      “Of course, Storm. There’s nothing wrong with being afraid. The real question is how you handle the fear. For some, fear is a motivator; it prompts them to go into action, even running toward danger. For others, it’s the opposite. It immobilizes them to where they can’t think or move. Or, if they do move, it’s to flee from danger.”

      “Um, so which is right, Grandpa? To run toward danger or away?”

      Wind Walker was silent for a long time before he said, “I would say it depends, Storm. For example, if you saw a thousand Wilder dragons headed toward us at this moment, would you say to charge ahead or turn around and skedaddle as fast as possible.”

      “Definitely skedaddling.”

      Wind Walker chuckled. “I would have to agree.”

      He paused and then said, “But what about right now? We know there’s danger out there, whether it’s from Dark Masters or those Riders of Rallek, but what are we doing?”

      Wind Storm nodded. “We’re skying toward the maybe danger.”

      “Exactly, and why?”

      “Because our friends might be in trouble.”

      “Yes. Now, let me ask you this. Back to those thousand Wilders. What if those Wilders were about to overtake Wind Melody? You chose to, uh, skedaddle before. Would you do the same now?”

      “No,” Storm said firmly. “We charge.”

      Wind Walker nodded approvingly. “And that is the right answer. But Storm, you knew that because you’ve already done it numerous times. No, Wind Storm, I think you’ve got a pretty good handle on your fear.

      “So, from someone who’s had to learn this lesson several times in my life, there are times to fear your fear because it may well drive you into doing nothing when you should be doing something, and there are times to let your fear move you in the right direction.”

      “Uh, that’s one I’ll have to think about, Grandpa.”

      “You do that, Grandson. Now, while you’re chewing over that, let me get your take on one more thing.”

      “What’s that, Grandpa?”

      “Look off to our right, in the distance. What do you see?”

      Storm swung his head around and stiffened at what he saw. “Campfires.”

      “Indeed. Want to guess who they probably belong to?”

      “I don’t think we need to guess.”

      “I agree. So, Wind Storm. What does your fear tell you to do? Flee or charge forward?”
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      Captain Trevel, the newly minted commander of the vaunted and much feared Death Fists, turned his troop off the main road and onto an adjacent roadway. He couldn't help but notice that the main road, supposedly King Charl's responsibility to maintain, was full of long, furrowed ruts and deep potholes. In contrast, the roadway ahead of him was smooth, well-maintained, and free of ruts or holes. The trees lining it were even-spaced, slender, green, and regal in appearance. His lieutenant, riding alongside, gave him a sideways, concerned glance. "Duke Lander's estate, sir?"

      "None other," Trevel growled.

      He glanced over at the lowering sun. They needed to take care of business quickly before darkness fell. If they ransacked the villa in the dark, they might miss hidden supplies, ducats, jewelry, and the like. However, if they waited until morning, the lord of the estate would have warning and have the time to spirit away his most prized and valuable possessions.

      "I don't understand," Lieutenant Petra whispered so the nearby soldiers couldn't hear. "I thought the duke was one of the king's strongest allies."

      "Apparently," Trevel muttered, "your understanding is not the king's understanding."

      The man blinked several times at Trevel's response and murmured, "He won't be as easy at the others, sir. He'll put up a fight, and he has the men to do it."

      "I’m well aware of that, Petra!” Trevel snapped. “Now, once we’re through the gates, deploy your men as I ordered and with dispatch.”

      He gestured toward the archway entranceway and its tall, thick wooden gates set in high, sturdy walls. “He has his gates closed and locked. He must know we’re coming, so make sure your men are ready, understood?”

      “Perfectly, sir,” Petra replied.

      “Good.” As he turned away, Trevel added, “Oh, and let the men know that this will be our last task of the day. We’ll make night camp shortly afterward.”

      He glanced back at the bulging supply wagons that followed the main body. “A hot meal for everyone and a cup of ale to wash it down.”

      Petra grinned. “Best orders I’ve had to pass along today, captain.”

      Trevel stared ahead at the shut gateway. “As before, we’ll allow them to open on their own. If not, you know what to do.”

      “The battering rams are ready, sir.”

      Trevel’s horse took a few more slow steps before Trevel loudly ordered, “Shields up!”

      Almost as one, his horse-mounted soldiers closed ranks with their riding partners and swung their shields up as a defense against an arrow flight.

      Slowly, cautiously, the column advanced on Duke Lander’s villa. In a way, Trevel felt uneasy that King Charl chose Lander as one of his targets. Few of Tremont’s nobility were anything close to being “noble.” However, Lander was known for a certain level of civility regarding his house servants, farmhands, and their families.

      At least he didn’t whip them to within an inch of their life or torture them for some insignificant oversight or for leaving a task undone.

      Nevertheless, to a Death Fist, the king’s word was law, and he would carry out his duties to the letter, even if it meant bloodshed.

      He glanced at the parchment tucked under his sword belt. He’d read it so many times now that he practically had it memorized.

      To all citizens of Tremont,

      I, King Charl, declare that we face a crisis of such magnitude that I decree the following royal laws are in effect.

      
        	All property within the realm now belongs to the throne.

        	All citizens must perform military duties as proscribed by the king or his designated representative.

        	Each citizen is taxed at half their standing wealth. The nobility is taxed at three-fourths of their standing wealth.

        	The penalty for failing to adhere to these laws is death.

        	The bearer of this decree is my designated representative.

        	This decree is in effect until I, the king, see fit to rescind said laws.

      

      Signed under my seal,

      King Charl, Sovereign Over all Tremont.

      As Trevel ran his fingers over the document, his mind flashed back to his meeting with King Charl two days ago. Wearing his resplendent silver and purple dress uniform, he had presented himself to the King’s secretary, who waited outside the king’s reception chamber.

      The secretary eyed him and sniffed. “Exactly on time, commander, and a good thing for you.”

      He then turned and knocked on the white, ornately carved doors. To a growled, “Enter!” the door attendants swung the doors open, and he and the secretary marched forward.

      They stopped the required ten paces from the king and bowed deeply from the waist. Straightening, the secretary announced, “Captain Trevel, Your Majesty, as you commanded.”

      “Good,” Charl muttered, “that’s all, Halston,” dismissively waving the man away.

      Standing ramrod straight, Trevel waited while the king swung away from his ornate and plush chair to face him.

      “Captain,” the king had begun, scratching at his sunken and wrinkled cheeks, “I’m going to give you a new name.”

      Trevel’s eyebrows rose noticeably; for an instant, he had visions that the king would bestow upon him a royal title, perhaps Count Trevel or, heavens above, Duke Trevel.

      “Yes,” Charl chuckled as if he were telling a joke, “starting today, to the good citizens of Tremont, you’re going to be known as Trevel the Terrible.”

      “Sire?” Trevel choked. “I don’t understand.”

      The king’s face darkened. His eyes grew hard and angry. “I’ve learned that that fool Dashing and most of his men are dead. Ambushed by filthy trolls and those monsters, the Kai.”

      Trevel’s mouth opened as if to speak, but Charl waved a hand to quieten him. “An army of trolls and Kai is on our northern border.”

      He shook his head in anger. “I thought we had wiped out that vermin, but it appears that they are now like a river in flood and growing stronger all the time.”

      He snorted derisively. “And to think I made that fool Dashing my field marshal, and here he goes and gets killed along with all his men the first time out.”

      The king began nervously pacing across the glossy marble flooring of his chamber room. He stopped at his ornate chair and pounded a fist on the velvet armrest. He whirled on Trevel to spit out, “I hadn’t heard from Dashing in days, and then one of his bedraggled soldiers, a lone survivor, he claimed, stumbles onto the castle grounds and declares that Dashing and the others are dead.”

      The king pounded on his plush armrests with a fist, shouting, “Traitors and incompetents, Trevel! Traitors and incompetents surround me!”

      He jerked his head up and stared at Trevel with a wild gaze. “But you, not you. You are the loyal captain of my Death Fists. You are neither a traitor nor incompetent, are you, Trevel?”

      Trevel swallowed and said as firmly as he could, “No, Sire. I am duty sworn to you, and yes, I know my craft, the art of warfare.”

      “Yes, yes,” the king cackled, “indeed you do as you have shown with gallantry and valor on the battlefield.”

      The king straightened from his bent-over posture. “Captain, the realm faces a threat that requires the utmost bravery and fealty from my Death Fists. My castle is under extreme threat, and I am turning its defense over to you.”

      Trevel’s eyebrows noticeably arched in surprise. “But, Sire, General Way—”

      “Is dead, as is Fernsby,” the king snapped.

      The king drew in a breath and snarled. “None of my so-called military experts have a clue as to what needs to be done, but you—you will know exactly how to carry out my orders.”

      Trevel slightly nodded, expecting in his next breath for the king to order him and his men to the northern border to face the trolls and Kai.

      Instead, the king reached over to an ornate table beside his chair, grabbed a rolled-up parchment, and tossed it to Trevel. “Read it,” he commanded.

      Trevel unwound the scroll and began to read. The further he read, the higher his eyebrows arched. When he finished, he slowly lowered the document and stammered, “I’m not sure I understand, Sire.”

      The king jabbed a finger at him. “You are going to carry out that decree. This fortress is the heart—no, I am the heart of the realm of Tremont. We must defend this castle and me at all costs,” his voice rose to a high pitch, “at all costs, do you hear me!”

      His finger wobbled a little as he pointed it at Trevel. “You will take your men out into the realm and collect every needful thing you must have to ensure that this castle never falls to that scum.”

      The king slowly lowered his finger and seemed lost in thought for a moment before he spoke so low that Trevel had to lean forward to understand him. “It is my sad duty, captain, to inform you that you face several threats. One, you already know, the trolls and Kai. The other is Captain Irric.”

      Trevel’s popped wide, and he sputtered, “Sire? Captain Irric?”

      “Indeed,” the king snarled and again pounded his armrest. “The man turned traitor on me and now leads his Hussar lances, presumably to capture me and make himself king over Tremont.”

      Trevel stood ramrod straight, but his mind whirled. Irric, a traitor against the crown? How could this be? The man was known for his strict adherence to every law and rule. What had caused him to change? It had to be something monumental for him to take up arms against the king he had sworn an oath to defend with his very life.

      The king interrupted his thoughts, demanding, “Your Death Fists, are they at full strength?”

      “Yes, Sire.”

      “If the trolls and Kai were to attack this stronghold, would your force be able to hold them off?”

      Trevel hesitated before asking, “For how long, Your Majesty?”

      Charl exploded. His voice was a high shriek. “For how long? For as long as it takes to protect me, Your King, of course!”

      “Sire,” Trevel replied softly, wetting his lips, “My men and I will fight to the death for you, but there is much more to consider than just my Death Fists.”

      “Such as?” Charl spat out.

      “Provisions, water, reserves of weapons, especially arrows, medical supplies, and—”

      “Then get everything you need, Captain! I want this fortress so strong that when that scum attacks, their blood will be a rod deep at the walls!”

      “Sire, are you positive that they will attack this castle? Kai and trolls are known for attacking weak, unprotected villages, not a fortress like this one.”

      “Are you questioning, defying your king?”

      Trevel’s face showed shock. “Of course not, my king. I would never commit such an act. It’s just that to do what you command will take a great deal of money to acquire the—”

      “Not one ducat from me, Captain!” Charl thundered. “Take what you need from anywhere within my realm—without payment!”

      He jabbed a finger at Trevel. “That includes the Royal Houses.”

      Trevel’s eyebrows rose noticeably, and he slightly stammered as he said, “Sire, are you authorizing me to confiscate—”

      “Did you not hear me, Captain? From anywhere and from anyone!”

      Trevel drew a deep breath, let it out, and softly said, “Sire, I will do as you command. However, even with this royal decree, the nobility, they—they might forcefully resist.”

      He shook his head. “To lose Death Fists in such an enterprise would be counterproductive, Sire.”

      “Then,” the king coldly responded, “let it be known that if they resist and even one Death Fist is harmed or killed, every life in their House is forfeit.”

      Trevel blinked several times before responding firmly, “As you wish, Sire.”

      He hesitated before asking, “Your Majesty, Captain Irric, are you sure he would attack Tremont? He knows how strong this fortress is and that it has few weaknesses.

      “He would need an army plus dozens of ballistae or trebuchets to bring down even a small portion of the walls. I don’t believe he has any of those, Sire.”

      The king again jabbed a finger at Trevel. “You are to assume nothing, captain, except that he will attack—him and those vermin that infest my kingdom. Is that clear?”

      Trevel bowed his head slightly. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      “Then go! Do as I command, Trevel the Terrible,” the king cackled. He had started to dismiss Trevel but, at a thought, grinned wide, “And, captain, I want Duke Lander to be among the first you visit. The man’s been giving me trouble lately. He needs reminding of who the king is and what I can do. Understood?”

      Trevel had bowed in acknowledgment, did a smart about-face, and marched out of the room, his face and eyes hard. For a fleeting moment, he wondered about his oath to the king. His fidelity was to defend the kingdom and his king against invaders and brigands, not to be a marauder among his own people.

      Trevel brought his mind back to the present, but he couldn’t shake the last image of the king from his thoughts. The man’s eyes seemed crazed. What bothered Trevel the most was that the idea of ravaging his own people hadn’t bothered King Charl even a little. Instead, he seemed to revel in the notion.

      With a deep sigh, he murmured to himself, “Trevel the Terrible versus Irric’s Lances of Terror and trolls and Kai. To Tremont's citizens, I wonder who they will judge as the worst?”

      “Pardon, sir?” Lieutenant Petra asked.

      “Nothing, nothing,” Trevel replied. “Alright, let’s get this over with.”

      He raised slightly in his saddle and called loudly, “Duke Lander! This is Captain Trevel of His Majesty’s Death Fists. I have a decree from the king that gives me a warrant to take such items from your property as I deem fit on behalf of His Majesty.”

      Trevel started to pull out the parchment to read when a gruff, bass voice bellowed, “I know what’s in the decree, Trevel! You can shove it back into your belt. It’s nothing more than a license to steal and plunder.”

      Captain Trevel jerked a little when Lander started speaking. He glanced to his right and left. The man must have a peephole, but so small that Trevel couldn’t see it. How else could he see Trevel’s hand on the document?

      “Trevel!” Lander called loudly. “I know your family. Have you forgotten? Your father and I were battle comrades, and he a man of good heart and mind. Is this how you honor your father’s memory and that of your family?”

      Trevel sat stone-faced, his hands tight fists around his horse’s reins. “Well?” Lander demanded. “Answer me.”

      “My men and I have sworn an oath to the king,” Trevel responded, “and that’s all the answer you’ll get, Duke Lander. Now, open your gates, or we will open them for you, but there won’t be anything but wooden splinters left when we’re done.”

      “In that case,” Lander replied, “this is all the answer you’re going to get from me!”

      A flight of arrows arched upward from behind the walls and then swooped down toward the horse troop. Most clattered harmlessly off raised shields, but one unlucky Death Fist’s dying scream shattered the afternoon’s stillness.

      At the man’s shriek, Trevel pounded his fist into his thigh in frustration as he growled, “Lander, you fool, what have you done!”

      He spun his horse around and shouted, “Archers, forward! Fire at will!”

      As his company of archers ran forward to take their positions, Trevel swung his horse and, with a savage thrust of one finger, ordered, “Lieutenant, bust down that gate!”

      As the horse-mounted soldiers with their battering ram slung next to their horses charged forward, another flight of arrows shot upward from behind the walls. None hit the six who carried the battering ram.

      With a thundering blow, the ram, a heavy wooden tree trunk, slammed into the gate. The wooden structure bowed inward and splintered in several places but didn’t give way.

      The six swung away, and another small troop with another battering ram charged forward. This time, the flight of arrows from behind the walls caught one of the men. The Death Fist tumbled off his horse to lie motionless on the ground. However, the remaining men never wavered in their charge and struck the gate with a shattering blow.

      This time, the gate popped slightly open, allowing Trevel to see into the courtyard. The thick wooden plank that held it closed had split and barely kept the gate together.

      “Again!” Trevel ordered, and the horses carrying the first battering ram charged forward. Almost at the last instant, Trevel caught a glance of a crowd of men, with Duke Lander in the lead, pushing against the gate to keep it shut. But it was a vain effort.

      The battering ram crashed through the gate with a thunderous splintering sending the defenders and the remains of the gate toppling over. Portions of the heavy gate landed on several of Lander’s men, their cries of pain joining the triumphant shouts of Trevel’s men as they rushed through the open way.

      The fight inside was violent, short, and bloody. Lander’s men never stood a chance against the heavily armed and well-trained Death Fists. Soon, the open courtyard ran with their blood.

      Trevel didn’t join the skirmish but waited until his lieutenant reported, “No more resistance, sir. A few survivors fled toward the river, but my men will chase them down.”

      Trevel trotted his horse into the courtyard and quickly examined the dead men. None were Duke Lander. Surprised by his finding, he glanced around and asked, “Did you see Duke Lander anywhere in the fight?”

      The man thought for a moment before he shook his head. “At the beginning, yes, but afterward, no.” He shrugged and added, “I assumed we killed him.”

      Trevel swung in his saddle, eyeing the large estate house and then several of the smaller outlying buildings. The main house? Would Lander make his last stand there?

      He slowly shook his head to himself. No, he’s too smart for that. He knows that’s the first place we’d look.

      “Take your men,” Trevel ordered, “and get on with it; you know what we’re looking for. I’m going to look around.”

      “Alone?” Petra stammered.

      “Yes, alone!” Trevel snapped. “Carry out your orders, Lieutenant Petra!”

      “Yes, sir!” Petra replied and turned to start barking commands.

      Three small cottage-like affairs set stood off to one side at the far end of the enclosure. Trevel sauntered his horse to the first and cautiously entered with drawn sword. Finding nothing, he went to the next and slowly surveyed its interior. Though obviously, they were servant quarters, he searched carefully.

      As he came to the last, he abruptly stopped as a tiny red drop on the ground caught his attention. He bent over and eyed it briefly before nodding to himself.

      Blood.

      He glanced at the door. Alright, Lander, are you waiting for me with a notched arrow, or shall we have at it with bare blades?

      He slowly pushed on the door and found it shuttered from the inside. He shook his head. Not wise, Your Grace. The other two cottages were not locked. This is a dead giveaway that someone is inside.

      Trevel considered peeking through one of the open windows but changed his mind as that would present too much of a target.

      He stepped back and, with a vicious kick at the door, snapped the small slat holding the door shut. He jumped aside and slowly peered around the corner. The room seemed empty enough.

      With his off hand, he pushed the door so that it slammed into the wall, making sure that no one hid behind it. He stepped inside, his sword at the ready. The furniture comprised four beds, one for each wall, a table with four chairs, and small dressers off in the corners.

      Trevel slowly turned and stared; his eyes narrowed in suspicion. He was positive this room had a secret hideaway, but where?

      He started to turn to one side when his eyes caught scrapes on the floor under one bed’s legs. Quietly, he walked over to the bed and eyed the flooring marks.

      A slow smile spread across his face. Gotcha!

      He thought for a moment and then hurried across the room to stare at the courtyard. None of his men were close as most were either in the main house or the stables looting, as were their orders.

      He shut the door and strode back across the room to the one bed. With one hand, he shoved the bed to one side and glanced down. The inset line in the wooden floor was so well-done that a casual observer wouldn’t have noticed.

      Using the tip of his sword, he worked it into the tiny notch and threw the covering open with a savage upward thrust. He leaped to one side to not present a target and stared at the wooden stairs leading into darkness.

      “Duke Lander,” he softly called. “It’s Trevel. I know you’re down there.”

      He hesitated and said, “I’m alone, and none of my men know I’m in here. I’ve not come to kill you but to present you a way out of this.”

      There wasn’t an answer, so cautiously, Trevel stepped closer and said, “This does not have to end in your death.”

      He sighed and said, “You saved my father’s life at the Battle of Contage. He spoke of your bravery in saving him from certain death. Even on his deathbed, he remembered you and your courage.”

      He wet his lips. “I am here to repay that debt.”

      There wasn’t an answer for a moment, then a gruff voice said, “On your father’s honor, you swear this is true?”

      “On my father’s honor,” Trevel replied, “I swear what I say is true.”

      “Then show yourself.”

      Trevel drew in a deep breath and stepped to where he was in full view. His eyes widened slightly at what he saw below. The duke stood with a sword in one hand, though his other shoulder showed red from a deep wound. Behind him stood the duchess and behind her, the duke’s two daughters.

      “Stay here until well after midnight,” Trevel said. “I will tell my men that I searched these cottages and found them empty and nothing of value to us. We will camp to the north of your estate.

      “Head south, do not try the northern border, as trolls and Kai roam there. If you reach the southern border, turn east. You might find safety there. That is the best I can do for you.”

      He straightened and met the duke’s eyes. “I will put things back in order here, and Your Grace, this erases the debt my family owed yours. Understood?”

      “I understand,” the duke growled.

      Trevel started to turn away when the duchess softly called, “Trevel?”

      “Yes, m’lady?”

      “Thank you. Your parents would be proud of you for sparing our lives.”

      He gave her a curt nod, put the cover over the opening, pulled the bed in place, and marched out of the room.

      Moments later, he found Lieutenant Petra and said, “Instruct your men not to waste their time on those three cottages. Servant quarters and a waste of time for us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Petra replied.

      Trevel led his men away from the ravaged estate as the sun met the horizon. He glanced over his shoulder at the devastation wrought by his men. Proud of me, Duchess? I think not.

      He stared for a moment more at the ruined estate, its windows shattered, doorways splintered, personal belongings, books, and dishware scattered across the once-immaculate courtyard. He ran his eyes along the shattered wall and gate before his shoulders slumped a little.

      Charl, is this what your realm will come to? Shattered estates, villages, and lives? What sort of king, what kind of leader does this to his own people?

      He shook his head and scowled. Trevel the Terrible? Or is it Charl the Cruel?
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      Irric rose in his saddle and glanced back at the train of pikemen, archers, Hussars, and supply wagons that stretched back almost out of sight. He smiled to himself as he was particularly pleased with the number of ballistae that his men were able to construct. Those fearsome weapons, with their sharp-tipped, sturdy wooden javelins, were more than a match for scaled dragons or armored men-at-arms atop castle walls.

      He lowered himself back into his saddle and turned to Lieutenant Mela, who rode just behind. “Any word on those four who went after Dashing?”

      “No, sir,” Mela replied.

      Irric scowled, squinting his eyes against the sharp rays of the early morning sun. Had Dashing managed to escape from his pursuers? Was the man even now galloping back to Tremonton and the king? Should he send out more men to search for the four and Dashing?

      His frown deepened. Did it even matter now what the king did or did not know? His course was toward the Northern Kingdom, not Tremonton. Charl could have his pitiful realm for all he cared.

      Irric’s grimace slowly turned into a slight smile. His kingdom would be so much better than Charl could dream or hope for. And once he had his realm under control, he would march back to Tremonton and give Charl the opportunity to dream for an eternity in death.

      He once again turned to gaze back. Of course, he had scouts out on his flanks, to the front and rear, though he seriously doubted anyone would be foolish enough to attack such a large force.

      What troubled him now was that his scouts hadn’t seen Morena’s trolls or Kai. Where was that blasted woman anyway? They had agreed to coordinate their movements to avoid having their forces come into close contact.

      He fidgeted in his saddle for a moment before he said over his shoulder, “I’m going forward for a bit; take a look around. Keep the column moving in this direction, lieutenant.”

      “Yes, sir!” Mela returned.

      Irric kneed his mount, and the horse broke into an easy lope. A few minutes later, Irric’s mare trotted up a sharp rise, and he brought her to a halt at the top. He took a long, intent look in all directions. The dust from his column was easy to pick out.

      “But no dust,” he muttered, “or any sign of movement from Morena’s monsters.” He again swung his head around, searching the horizon. Nothing.

      Irric ran a hand over his mouth, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. Was it possible that that witch was hiding her demons to ambush him?

      But why? What good would that serve her? Together, they would make short work of the Northern Kingdom and reap the rewards of despoiling a rich realm.

      His head jerked up at a sudden thought. The dragons! Was she still after those scurvy beasts, especially the little green ones?

      Irric’s face hardened. It would be just like her to go off elsewhere and not tell him. He was about to turn his horse back toward his column when movement to his right caught his attention.

      Three riders hurried toward him. His eyes slightly widened as he recognized one as one of his scouts. He didn’t recognize the outside rider but easily identified the middle rider with her long, flowing black hair.

      Morena.

      A minute later, the three brought their horses to a halt, and the scout snapped a salute. Irric returned the salute, and the man said, “Sir, these two said that it was important that they confer with you. We were headed toward the main body when I spotted you. Do you want me to take them there first?”

      “No,” Irric replied, “I can handle this myself. You’re dismissed. Return to your post.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man returned, snapped a salute, and wheeled his horse around.

      Once the scout was out of earshot, Irric nodded, “Morena.”

      “Irric,” Morena silkily replied. “Miss me?”

      “Enough with the banter, Morena,” Irric growled, “where are your beasts? My scouts tell me they’re nowhere to be found. That makes me a bit uneasy as I can’t help but think you’re again playing games with me.”

      Morena shook her head, her silky hair swishing over her shoulders. Impatiently, she said, “Irric, we agreed to take routes that would keep us apart and out of sight.”

      She shrugged and said casually, “It’s not my fault my warriors are so good at stealth that your scouts can’t find them. Maybe you need scouts with better eyesight.”

      Irric scowled a bit before he jabbed a finger toward her companion. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Jash,” Morena answered, “he’s a, uh, colleague of mine. I pay him to keep me abreast of information that he thinks would be worth my while. He’s brought me some news I think you should hear, too.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The Dark Masters—” Morena began, and Irric instantly stiffened.

      “Yes, what about them?”

      “They’ve taken over the Northern Kingdom.”

      She leaned toward Irric and laughed lightly. “What do you think of our chances of overrunning the Northern Kingdom now?”
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      Vyn, the Grand Master of the Dark Masters, prowled his lair, his unease steadily growing with each passing moment. He should be feeling something akin to satisfaction. After all, just for starters, he now had the Wilders entirely under his domination, the Denalians had surrendered to his will, and the remnants of the Sung Dar now sailed under his colors.

      Others now bowed their knee to him, of course. The two remaining realms, Tremont and the Northern Kingdom of the Western Dominion would soon come under his subjugation. It was only a matter of a short while before they fell to his growing army.

      In savoring his latest triumphs, he could feel the coming victory when he would reign, not as Master of the Dark Masters, but as Master of all Erdron.

      There was the tiny matter of Wind Storm and the rings of power, but it was only a matter of time before either Storm kneeled in submission before him or he gazed upon Wind Storm’s dead body.

      Still, something was amiss. Vyn could feel, almost taste, the wrongness in the air. But what was unnerving was that he didn’t know what was wrong or what was awry—not knowing made him anxious and skittish. Worse, it heightened his physical pain to where he suffered more than usual.

      With a thunderous bellowing reverberating down the cold, stone corridors, he lashed out with his giant, spiked tail. The enormous spikes slammed into a sidewall. Gray rock fountained into the hallway, followed by the sounds of stone splintering and fracturing from the base of the wall to the top.

      With another roar, he twisted his tail around and slammed it into the opposite wall. Like a stone spiderweb, huge cracks reached up to the roof.

      Vyn’s heavy, raspy breath echoed down the passageway as he laboriously moved on. Not for a moment did he even consider that a third strike into the stone facing would have brought down the entire tunnel, burying him under tons of rock.

      Nor did he ever consider that the chaos he now wrought upon the world would encompass him, bringing with it this feeling that he had lost control.

      He stiffened as a thought niggled itself into his mind.

      A Sight!

      He brushed the thought aside. Sights were for critical moments or grave decision points, not for little instances of worry like now.

      Still, the feelings that all was not right in his world grew stronger. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake the impressions or the anxiety.

      The thought of conjuring a Sight grew proportionately to his dread feelings to the point that he crashed a balled, tight fist into the floor, cracking the stone.

      “No!” he thundered. “I won’t go there!”

      The memory of the pain, the torture that came with his last Sight, was like a stiletto driven into his mind. He drew in a shuddering breath and all but whimpered to himself, “I . . . can’t . . .”

      He dragged himself into his throne room. The stench of sulfur filled the air and mixed with the greasy smell of burning torches. The stench was pungent even to Vyn, who was used to nauseating aromas.

      Vyn eased himself down to the cold, stone floor. He needed rest. His body craved rest. He tried to sleep, but his tortured mind and body caused him to writhe and groan.

      He jerked his head upright and bellowed, WHAT IS WRONG!

      Ponderously, he raised himself to all fours. “Why does this thought keep pushing itself into my mind?”

      With a savage growl, he answered, “Wind Storm. It has to be Wind Storm or perhaps the traitor, Wind Walker. That’s it, Wind Storm and his scurrilous company.”

      However, a cold thought wiggled into his evil mind that it wasn’t Wind Storm. “No,” he hissed to himself, “no, it’s not Wind Storm.”

      The icy hand of another possibility gripped his heart. Was it one of his minions? Was it one of his fellow Dark Masters? Could it be they plotted against him?

      He considered the idea for several moments before pushing it away. “They wouldn’t dare,” he snarled.

      Or would they?

      The notion of ruling over all Erdron, of cleansing it of all but dragons, was a powerful motivator to him. It was the driving force for all that he did. Was it the same for one of his minions?

      Vyn dragged his mangled body up the granite slab that served as his throne. Slowly, he lowered his aching body to all fours. His eyes narrowed to mere slits. Who would have the boldness to try if one of them were plotting against him?

      Wind Sting? Scar? Scorpio? Vyn laughed to himself. Those three had the courage of mice and the intellect to match.

      Claw? He has the courage when he has a companion, like Hawk or Taurus, but alone is too timid to even think about overthrowing me.

      Vyn brought a talon up to scratch under his chin as he thought, Taurus? Burn? Hawk? They show the most initiative and bravado, and I can see in Taurus’s eyes that he wants to stand up to me.

      But he hasn’t.

      Still, he mused, if his anxiety was coming from his suspicions that one of them was—

      He abruptly jerked his head up. One? What if it were all seven that plotted against him?

      His roar of anger shook the mountain before it subsided. He was left with the thought that if it were one or all seven, he had no choice. He had to conjure up a Sight, or else the possibility that his supposed loyal minions were at this moment scheming to bring him down would haunt him day and night.

      He slowly lumbered down from his perch and to the room’s center. He trembled slightly, knowing what was to come with all its agony.

      Vyn gathered himself and then, with a savage growl, said, 

      From brightest day to darkest night

      Cast thy eye, cast thy Sight!

      A drop of blood from every pore

      To swing wide Hades’ very door

      Flesh rent and ripped apart

      The cold hand of death to grip the heart.

      He waited, but nothing happened. He shook his head in frustration and again chanted,

      From brightest day to darkest night

      Cast thy eye, cast thy Sight!

      A drop of blood from every pore

      To swing wide Hades’ very door

      Flesh rent and ripped apart

      The cold hand of death to grip the heart.

      Again, nothing.

      A sharp hiss of a voice came to his mind. A great feat requires great effort and an even greater sacrifice.

      Vyn sucked in a breath, shuddering at the memory of Vay’s teaching. His talon shook as he slowly reached down to his breast. His sharp claw wrapped itself around a scale. He hesitated and then ripped the scale off his body with a cry of agony.

      His body sagged in grinding pain for several moments as he held up the scale, which dripped green blood onto the floor.

      Vyn sucked in several breaths, slowed his pounding heart, and repeated the dark magic spell.

      From brightest day to darkest night

      Cast thy eye, cast thy Sight!

      A drop of blood from every pore

      To swing wide Hades’ very door

      Flesh rent and ripped apart

      The cold hand of death to grip the heart.

      Vyn roared in agony as flesh-rending pain coursed through his body. His red hot lifeblood seared his veins. A whirling dark vortex began to form. Shadowy, swirling clouds churned in a roaring circle.

      The pain subsided enough that as he tossed his scale into the shadowy vortex, he called out,

      No sacrifice too small, none too great

      For me to see the coming Fate

      Give wings to ears, eyes to flight

      Grant unto me o’ wondrous Sight!

       

      The clouds bubbled and boiled and then slowly cleared. Images began to form in the air. Vyn extended his neck toward the Sight to see better. One by one, his fellow Dark Masters came into view. He watched intently at all they did, and slowly his apprehension died.

      Like a breeze whisks the fog away, the Sight evaporated. Vyn lay exhausted on the cold, stone floor for long seconds before a tiny smile lifted his lip scales. He sighed deeply and murmured, “All is well, all is well.”

      He felt himself drifting off into a welcome and needed sleep. His last thought as sleep’s gentle balm took him was that he had been foolish. From all he saw, his minions were doing exactly as he ordered, and there wasn’t a moment of disloyalty among them.

      As Vyn sunk deeper into slumber, he failed to realize that his Sight only showed his fellow Dark Master’s outward appearances and doings—not what lay in their heart or inner thoughts.

      Those were dark and vile indeed in their scheming, and Vyn would soon learn that not all was well in his world. Indeed, not well at all. 
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      He waited, but nothing happened. He shook his head in frustration and again chanted,
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      Vyn roared in agony as flesh-rending pain coursed through his body. His red hot lifeblood seared his veins. A whirling dark vortex began to form. Shadowy, swirling clouds churned in a roaring circle.

      The pain subsided enough that as he tossed his scale into the shadowy vortex, he called out,

      
        
        No sacrifice too small, none too great

        For me to see the coming Fate

        Give wings to ears, eyes to flight

        Grant unto me o’ wondrous Sight!
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      “Shane,” Ty hissed low, glancing around at the shadowy trees, “on second, maybe even third, or fourth thought, I don’t think this was such a great idea. We should have stayed with the others, or have you forgotten there are Vargs, and troll, and Kai, and—”

      “Be quiet!” Shane sharply whispered back.

      “Third or fourth thought,” she snorted. “You never have more than one idea at a time, if that. Besides, you know as well as me what’s out here and that we couldn’t stay. I already told you that.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “No, buts, Ty. We’re not going to get anyone killed over us.” She bit down hard on her lower lip. “Especially . . .” she whispered to herself as a memory of Rafe built in her mind.

      “They’re going to come looking for us, you know.”

      Shane shook her head to bring her mind to the here and now. “So?” she shrugged.  “Who’s better at hiding when someone’s looking for us than us? Right?”

      Ty sighed long and hard. “Right,” he answered dully.

      They wove their horses through the gloomy forest a bit more before Ty said, “It’s just that . . .” his voice trailed off without finishing the sentence.

      “It’s just what?” Shane prompted.

      “Um, I don’t know,” Ty stammered. “It’s just that for once, I felt like we belonged to—to someone, you know. We weren’t outcasts, strays without a home. It kinda felt good, even with Vargs and such trying to eat us.”

      Shane slowed her horse until Ty’s mount was alongside. She gazed at her brother with a questioning look. “You really felt that way?”

      Ty squirmed in his saddle before saying, “Yeah, sort of. I mean, even when I was a pain in the . . . well, when I was a pain, no one wanted to kick me or you out. We were equals, you know.”

      Shane chewed on her lip for a moment before saying, “You’re right. We had earned our place.”

      “Exactly. No more outcasts. We belonged.”

      Ty brought his horse to a standstill. “It felt good, Shane. Better than anything I’ve ever felt.”

      He laughed lightly. “We’re still penniless, starving, our home is still the outdoors, but I felt like I was someone.”

      Shane nodded to herself. “Someone of worth, of value.”

      “Yeah, that’s it, someone of worth.”

      The two sat still on their horses, listening to the night sounds—the rustling of leaves nearby as a night shrew rooted in the ground, looking for grubs. Overhead, an owl’s wings fluttered, circling wider and wider, looking for a meal. Nearby, the leaves softly trembled as a gentle breeze wafted through the forest.

      Both let their reins slip through their fingers, letting their horses graze on the woodland’s short grass. They stayed that way for a few minutes more before Ty murmured, “Still think it was a good idea to run?”

      Shane bit down on her lip as she considered Ty’s question. “Maybe not,” she murmured. “I admit, it seemed like a good idea at the time, but you’re right; after a third or fourth thought, it was probably a bad mistake.”

      “If we turn back now, we might be able to catch them before they’ve gone far looking for us.”

      “And then what? Grovel and ask for forgiveness?”

      “If that’s what it takes. It seems to me you’ve made me grovel a few times.”

      Shane sniffed. “Only because that’s what you deserved.”

      “Right. And since I have so much experience groveling, I’ll do it for both of us. I’ll be so good at it that they will—”

      Shane’s hand shot up like a striking viper, silencing her brother. “Be quiet,” she whispered, “I think I heard a horse.”

      Ty grinned wide. “It’s probably the elf. He had Night Runner track us down.”

      He turned to yell a greeting when his sister’s hand grabbed his arm. “What if it isn’t?”

      She started to pull her horse’s head around. “We need to go—”

      Her words were cut short as a dozen black horses burst through the surrounding brush, their eyes crimson red. In moments, the riders had the two encircled. Pale faces, like death masks, glowed even in the dusky gloom as unblinking eyes stared at them.

      Ty gulped and muttered, “And not an elf among them.”
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      “Fool, children,” Elise grumbled as she gently pulled on the reins to bring White Flame to a halt. “This is not the time to run away from home, not with so many dangers lurking about.”

      She scowled, adding, “I’m getting too old to be traipsing around the woods in the middle of the night instead of enjoying a deep, restful slumber.”

      Leaning over, she searched the ground for any hoof or boot print sign. She shook her head and muttered, “My night sight is not what it used to be. Brynn, do you see anything?”

      The giantess, bowed low, cast about on the woodland trail. Her eyes scanned the dirt and leaves before shaking her head. “It’s too dark to get a good look, I’m afraid.”

      She straightened and sighed, “We might have to wait for daylight to search properly for them.”

      “What we need is a good hunting dog,” Elise remarked. “One that has an excellent nose for tracking.”

      At that, White Flame snorted and jerked her head up. Elise chuckled and patted White Flame’s neck. “Are you saying you can do anything a dog can do and better, m’lady?”

      White Flame stomped twice on the ground with a hoof, causing Elise’s eyebrows to arch in surprise. She turned to Brynn and shrugged. “Why not, I suppose. She certainly can’t do any worse than us stumbling about in the dark.”

      Elise was about to give White Flame her head when Brynn shot a hand up. “Hold. I hear something.”

      “What is it?” Elise leaned over to whisper.

      “I’m not sure,” Brynn murmured before slowly turning to stare down their back trail. She raised a hand to point tentatively. “There. I think.”

      Elise brought White Flame around so that they both faced the trail. Brynn raised her huge sword and crouched in a fighting stance while Elise brought her burled staff across her chest.

      “It’s getting closer,” Brynn tensely whispered, bracing her feet deeper into the soil.

      Anxious moments passed before Elise muttered, “Interesting.”

      “What?” Brynn demanded.

      “We two are on guard, ready to fight, but White Flame is steady, unconcerned, though she’s pricked her ears forward listening.”

      Brynn shot a glance toward the mare, who stood steady and still. The giantess slowly came out of her crouch. “You’re right. She doesn’t deem whatever it is a threat or enemy.”

      Suddenly, there was a stirring in the air above the trees, a sound of wings fluttering, and then a sing-song chant, “Me find them, me find them.”

      “Me see’em first.”

      “Did not. Me see’em first.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too.”

      While Brynn chuckled and slid her sword into her sheath, Elise called, “Enough, you two. You’re making enough noise to wake up the whole forest, not to mention alerting those demon riders to our presence.”

      Out of the dark swooped Wind Dandy and Wind Glitter with Kip and Dim as their riders. Dandy hovered in front of Elise and said, “Mistress, Wind Walker needs you to return to the camp immediately.”

      “Did they find Ty and Shane?” Brynn hurriedly asked.

      “No,” Dandy said, “but Wind Walker and Wind Storm saw the riders’ camp. They said it is nearby.”

      Brynn turned to Elise. “If they captured Ty and Shane, that’s probably where they took them.”

      “Indeed,” Elise muttered. “Alright, lead on, you two, we’re right behind.”

      It wasn’t long before Elise and Brynn hurried into the little clearing that was the company’s makeshift camp. Elise dismounted and strode up to Wind Walker while the sprites and pixies settled on Wind Walker’s back, where they promptly fell asleep.

      “Any further news on our two missing ones besides you sighting the riders’ camp?”

      “No,” Wind Walker replied. “I’ve got the sproggers out looking for our outriders to bring them back to camp. With that slime so close, I didn’t want anyone running into them in the dark.”

      “Good idea,” Elise agreed. “Do you—” she began only to stop at the sound of hooves softly entering the meadow.

      She glanced over as Wind Walker said, “Here’s Reyna and Shap.”

      The two quickly dismounted and hurried over. “Any word?” Shap asked.

      “No,” Elise replied. “You?”

      Reyna shook her head. “No tracks, no signs of them.”

      Elise looked up at Wind Fury and Wind Delight, who hovered just above the group. “Fury? Delight?”

      “The same here,” Fury replied. “Nothing.”

      Just then, Gormon, with Rafe riding double on Night Runner, appeared out of the tree line, with Grand Wind winging just overhead. They dismounted near the group, and Rafe growled, “Grand Wind gave us the word. I take it from your expressions that no one has seen Shane or Ty?”

      “No,” Elise answered. “I’m afraid that we’re going to have to assume the—”

      “Worst!” Rafe snapped. “That filth has them.”

      “Easy,” Wind Walker responded. “That’s our assumption, but assumptions are often wrong.”

      “Shane and Ty,” Wind Storm observed, “are pretty good at hiding. They might have concealed themselves so well that neither we nor those riders can find them.”

      “That’s true,” Elise agreed. “I, for one, would rather believe that notion than the other.”

      She glanced around and said, “We’re all here, except for—”

      “Wind Melody, Hamal, and Adon,” Wind Storm stated.

      “I wondering what’s taking them so long?” Wind Walker growled. “They couldn’t have gone any farther than the rest of you.”

      “Wind Melody is good at spotting things in the dark,” Wind Storm said. “She wouldn’t have found it too hard to find them.”

      “Not unless . . .” Shap breathed as he stared into the gloom.

      At Shap’s dire remark, everyone exchanged uneasy looks. Without a word, swords began sliding out of scabbards while Reyna notched an arrow.

      “I suggest,” Shap murmured, “that we move into the woods. We make too much of an enticing target out in the open.”

      Carefully and cautiously, the company moved toward the dark woods. Those with horses led them by their reins and tied them up deeper into the forest and out of sight.

      Wind Storm eased up next to Wind Walker and quietly said, “Grandpa, if Hamal and Adon are in trouble, that could mean that—”

      “Wind Melody is too,” Wind Walker answered in low tones. “The thought hadn’t escaped me, Storm.”

      “We need to go look for them,” Storm stated. “After all, we went after Ty and Shane.”

      “We will,” Wind Walker replied, “but let’s have a little patience and faith that Melody found them, and they’re just taking a little longer to return.”

      For Wind Storm, the minutes passed slower than a caterpillar climbing a leafy stem. His patience exhausted, he announced with a little growl, “We’ve waited long enough. I’m going after them.”

      He started to push out of the tree line when his grandfather’s big talon shot out to stop him. “Hold on, pup. Listen.”

      Wind Storm raised his head and swung his ears forward. After a moment of listening, a smile spread across his face. “That’s Mel!”

      Just as he lumbered out of the woods, Wind Melody swept over the trees and hovered before she gently landed. Wind Storm was the first to her. “Hey, we were getting worried and about to look for you. Everyone else came back a while ago.”

      Elise quickly said, “You look worried, Wind Melody. What’s wrong?”

      Wind Melody shook her head. “I searched everywhere, but I couldn’t find them.”

      “What about the demon riders,” Shap questioned, “see anything of them?”

      “No,” Melody answered.

      “First Ty and Shane go missing,” Reyna murmured, “and now Hamal and Adon.”

      “Yes,” Elise muttered, “and as Ty would say, hasn’t this turned into a nice fiddle of fish?”
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      With a savage shove, Shane and Ty were thrown face-first into the ground. With their wrists bound tight behind their backs, they landed practically at the boot tips of a tall Demon Rider. With hands on his dark, cloak-draped hips, he stood over them, his eyes alight with delight. A broad triumphant smile split his garish, pale face. The triangular jewel set in his forehead seemed to glow with ever-changing colors from nearby campfires and smoky torches.

      He drew a breath and breathed out a long, deep, satisfied sigh. “So, finally, we have the traitor’s children. At long last, our collective agony and embarrassment can end.”

      His smile widened to reveal that his front two teeth, top and bottom, were filed to sharp points as if they were fangs. To Shane, as she looked up, it only added to his already grotesque features.

      At her ear, Ty whispered, “Sis, what is he talking about? Children of what traitor?”

      “Silence!” One of their guards shrieked. “Maggots are not allowed to speak in the presence of the Ceannard Motas!”

      “Who’s he calling maggots,” Ty growled and started to squirm.

      Out of nowhere, a silvery knife thunked a whisker’s breadth into the ground in front of Ty’s nose. “Continue speaking and moving,” a soft voice said from behind, “and my next throw will slice off that ugly appendage you call a nose.”

      Shane’s eyes widened in pleading as she and Ty exchanged looks. With a glower and tight lips, Ty nodded to Shane that he would stop speaking and moving.

      The leader laughed as he called, “Well done, Laron. I think the male maggot got the message as his eyes show a depth of understanding and a suitable amount of fear.”

      Laron’s garments rustled in a deep bow as he replied, “My only honor is to serve the Great Motas.”

      “Indeed,” Motas sniffed.

      He tapped his chest with a finger as he studied Shane and Ty. “So,” he began in a silky, cold voice that grated on Shane’s nerves, “what shall we do with you? Kill you now in front of my Bhàsmhor, my Majestic Ones, and let them bear witness to our people that you are dead and our nightmare ended?”

      His forehead furrowed in thought as he stared at his captives. “Or would it be better to take you to Draondell and let all the people witness your death?”

      Motas glanced up and asked, “Laron, your counsel on this?”

      “I would think, Great Leader,” Laron began slowly, thoughtfully, “that since the traitors perpetrated this unimaginable sin against us all, it would only be right that all the people witness their redemption by the shedding of their blood.”

      Motas continued to tap his fingers on his chest as he slowly nodded. “Good and wise counsel, Laron.”

      An instant later, he whirled and snapped, “Bind them tighter and ensure I hear no more outbursts from this scum. We ride for Draondell at first light.”

      At that, Motas stomped away, his long, dark cloak swishing about his body. Two ebony-clad men bound Shane’s and Ty’s wrists with a second set of even tighter ropes. Two Riders shoved cloth gags into their mouths and tied them behind their heads.

      The same two Riders hauled them to their feet and sternly ordered, “Move!” as they pushed them toward a small tent. One raised the tent’s flap, and yet another savage thrust spilled them inside, where they fell on the hard ground in a heap.

      Both lay there, breathing hard and raspy through the gag and their noses. Once they caught their breath, they untangled themselves and put their backs to each other. Shane instinctively grabbed Ty’s fingers with her own and squeezed reassuringly, which he answered back with a squeeze.

      Neither knew how long they sat in the dark as their hands and fingers grew numb from the constricting bands. Their mouths became so dry from the gags that they had to swallow continually just to get a little saliva down their throats.

      Both dozed on and off in an uneasy, nightmare-filled sleep until the sound of voices startled them awake.

      “I’m going to take these two to my tent,” the voice said, which both Shane and Ty instantly recognized as belonging to Laron. “Motas and I want answers to long-held questions that these two might answer.”

      A guard muttered, “But, sir, can’t you just interrogate them here?”

      With a snarl, Laron answered, “No. I have special implements in my tent that will, shall we say, encourage their tongues to loosen quickly.”

      One of the guards snorted a laugh. “Implements, eh? That’s rich, Counselor Laron. Do you need help getting them to your tent or afterward?

      Laron barked a laugh. “With those two? They have no more strength in them than a pair of sickly chipmunks. But yes, get them to my tent quickly. I am anxious to try out a new toy I invented for such an occasion.”

      With the men laughing, the tent flap snapped open. As the three men entered, Shane and Ty had to turn their eyes away from a sputtering torch's harsh, garish light.

      “Get them up,” Laron ordered.

      The two guards yanked Shane and Ty painfully to their feet. Both wobbled momentarily before the guards shoved them toward the tent’s opening. Both stumbled and would have fallen on their feet if Laron hadn’t reached out and held them steady by their hand bindings.

      A few minutes later, the guards pushed the two into Laron’s octangular-shaped tent. Though sparsely furnished, there were several ornate rugs on the hard ground, a down bed and covering, a chair and small desk, and an oversized chest.

      One of the guards asked, “Counselor, shall I obtain another chair? After all, there are two of them, and you only have one chair.”

      Laron again laughed. “Another chair? On the contrary, one will sit and enjoy my hospitality while the other gets to watch. I think the one observing will be most anxious to answer any question I ask as I place them on the chair.”

      He leered and asked, “Wouldn’t you think?”

      Both guards laughed as one said, “Counselor, you are a master at this.”

      Laron bowed his head slightly. “You are too kind, but yes, we all have our talents. Now, you two are free to do what you will for a bit. This probably won’t take long unless . . .” his voice lowered to nothing as he turned to stare at Shane and Ty with narrowed, suspicious eyes.

      “Unless, what, Counselor?”

      “Unless,” Laron slowly replied, “they hold more secrets than I give them credit for. Nevertheless, I’ll find you when I need you to return them to the holding tent.”

      One guard hesitated and asked, “Sir, are you sure?”

      “Positive. Don’t worry; I’ve dealt with bigger physical specimens than these two skinny jackrabbits. I’ll be fine.”

      The two ducked their heads in a quick bow and slipped out through the tent flap. Laron stood eyeing Shane and Ty, who stared back with something approaching sheer terror.

      Laron strode over to the chest and snapped open its locks. The chest’s top creaked as he lifted it up and back to stay upright and open. He bent down and started moving metallic implements around as if seeking just the right one for his dirty work.

      When he rose, he held an evil-looking device with spiked jaws at one end and a movable handle at the other. Laron came and stood close to Shane and Ty and slowly opened and then snapped the jaws shut, making a sharp, metallic sound.

      Shane’s and Ty’s eyes were wider than full-grown pumpkins as they imagined how the jaws would snap shut, crushing and ripping weak flesh instantly.

      Laron stood over them before inexplicably he all but tip-toed to the tent door and cocked his head as if listening before he came back to the two terrified youngsters. He set the device aside and pulled them together so that his mouth was close to their ears.

      “Now listen,” he whispered, “for your lives, do as I say. I will try to get you out of camp, but it won’t be easy as I can’t tell if the guards left or are outside and listening.

      “If they are, I need you to convince them that I’m doing what I said I would—torture you. If they don’t leave, I’m sorry, but one of you will have to feel the grinder to be totally convincing.”

      He looked at them and whispered, “Do you understand?”

      Shane and Ty slowly nodded. Laron reached out with a knife and cut the gags off their mouths. “Now, moan as if you are in great pain when I snap the device together.”

      He took the grinder apparatus, held the two handles apart, and forcefully snapped it shut. He nodded several times firmly before Shane and Ty moaned low. He then indicated for them to moan a bit louder.

      As they did, he stepped back toward the doorway, listening as he snapped the grinder together again. Shane and Ty moaned louder, to which Ty added in a halting voice, “Please, stop, don’t hurt my sister.”

      Shane gave him a stern look, to which Ty shrugged in answer. Laron snapped the device together; this time, Shane groaned the loudest. Laron nodded appreciatively and again listened at the tent door. After a moment, a satisfied smile crossed his face.

      He came back, knelt, and whispered. “They were outside, but they’re walking away. Now, one more time, but not overly loud.”

      He wagged a finger at Ty. “No more theatrics.”

      Laron straightened and snapped the device hard together. Shane groaned, her voice rising before tapering off to a whimper.

      The Demon Rider knelt, sliced through the ropes on their hands, and rubbed their fingers and wrists, helping them bring blood back into their extremities.

      “Think you can ride?” he asked.

      “Are you kidding?” Ty hissed. “The way I feel about this place, I’d carry my horse to get out of here.”

      A wan smile lifted Laron’s lips before he whispered, “I’m going to snuff out the torch,” he pointed to the back of the tent, “I’ve loosened the stakes back there, so you should be able to crawl under the tent. There are trees not more than two or three rods straight back. Wait there, do not try to escape on your own, or they will catch you. And the next time, it will be the three of us under the flesh grinder. Understood?”

      Shane and Ty nodded, and Laron began to stand. Shane reached out with a hand. “Who are you, and why are you doing this?”

      Laron stopped and gazed at Shane before his face grew soft and sad. “Just someone who adored your mother and was best friends with your father, that’s all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      “You were friends with our mother and father?” Shane stammered in disbelief.

      “Yes,” Laron sighed a bit wistfully. His shoulders slumped as he murmured, “Your father and I went through the Antolla Prion together.”

      “The anna whatta?” Ty questioned.

      Laron straightened, and his face turned stern. “Your choice, stay here, and I will answer your questions, or we stop talking and try to escape. But I warn you; if you choose to stay, I may be able to keep that blood-sucker Motas from doing with you as he will.”

      Shane and Ty exchanged a look. “Escape,” Shane stated.

      “Questions?” Ty sputtered. “What questions?”

      “That’s the right answer,” Laron nodded and pointed to the back of the tent. “Now move and be quiet about it.”

      A moment later, Shane and Ty were doing their best imitation of wiggling worms as they burrowed under the loose tent side. Once outside, they raised up slightly, glanced around, and sprinted for the dark tree line in a low crouch.

      They slowed to a cautious trot as they pushed past the first tall, spruce-like trees. They hurried forward until the camp lights were fluttering twinkles coming through the tree branches. “This is far enough,” Shane whispered. “We don’t want to go too far, or Laron might not find us.”

      “Sis,” Ty murmured, “do you believe him? I mean, what he said about Da and Mum. He acts like he knew them, but that can’t be true, right?”

      Shane hesitated and chewed her lower lip briefly before answering, “I’m not sure, Ty, but what he said scares me.”

      “Scared you? How so?”

      “Well, think about it. Laron certainly didn’t know our folks in Bradenton, or we would have known him, but we didn’t. That means he either knew them from somewhere else or . . .” her voice trailed off, but Ty sucked in a breath.

      “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you? Because if you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, then I think you’re thinking nuts.”

      “Brother,” Shane sighed, “sometimes you have a certain way with words that even I can’t explain. But yes, I’m thinking that if he’s a Demon Rider and knew our parents, then it’s possible they were Demon Riders, too.”

      Ty’s eyes grew so wide that Shane easily saw the whites of his eyes, even in the gloom. Then he shook his head vehemently. “No way, Shane, I don’t believe it. Our folks couldn’t—wouldn’t be a part of that scum. He must be making it up. Maybe he—”

      Suddenly, Shane’s hand shot out and clamped over Ty’s mouth. “Shhh,” she whispered. “I hear something.”

      Ty nodded that he understood, and Shane lifted her hand. They crouched down, listening until Ty pointed off to one side. Shane responded with a curt nod and motioned that they needed a way to fight back if it were Demon Riders on their trail.

      They felt around in the dark until Ty gripped a fist-sized rock, and Shane found a short but stout branch. As they hefted their makeshift weapons, Shane pulled Ty’s head to her and whispered, “It’s moving this way.”

      “Run?” he whispered back.

      “What if it’s Laron?”

      “What if it’s not?” Ty countered.

      Shane thought for a moment and then murmured, “You take one side. I’ll take the other. Hit’em in the middle.”

      Ty nodded. Stealthily, the two moved apart, crouched beside high bushes, and waited. Whatever, or whoever it was, came closer, and both tensed up, ready to spring their ambush.

      Then, so softly that it barely carried, came, “Shane? Ty?”

      Shane drew in a deep breath of relief. She slowly stood, as did Ty. “Laron, over here,” she quietly called.

      A moment later, the three met up. Laron signaled to remain quiet and led them a short way back, where three horses waited. He motioned not to mount up but to lead their horses by their reins.

      Silently, the trio moved farther away from the camp, using the forest's shadows to mask their movement. They reached a point where the woodlands opened into a broad, open meadow, and Laron gestured for them to mount up.

      “When the dawn comes, we fly,” Laron instructed, “but for now, we ride slowly, cautiously, as we do not want our horses to step into a hole and break a leg.”

      The three slipped through the night, using the cover of darkness and the occasional woodlands to remain hidden. As Dawn’s Fingers began pushing Night’s Curtain back, the three led their horses into a narrow valley that framed a running brooklet.

      “Let the horses drink and give them a breather,” Laron instructed. “From here, we ride hard and fast.”

      “Great,” Ty growled as he stepped down from his saddle, “because we’re not going any further with you until we get some answers.”

      “That’s right, Laron,” Shane said, meeting Laron’s gaze. “Don’t misunderstand; we’re grateful you got us out of there, but you’ve thrown us into a spin. Just how did you know our parents?”

      She pointed to their backtrail. “Are you telling us that they were Demon Riders?”

      Laron’s eyebrows noticeably rose as he stared at the two. He loosened his hold on his horse’s reins to let the stallion drink and turned to the two. “Are you saying,” he wondered, “that you don’t know what or who your parents were?”

      “Sure, we know who they were,” Ty replied defensively, “they were our Mum and Da.”

      Laron’s lips flicked up in a smile at one corner. “Yes,” he nodded, “that they were. But they were more than that.”

      He shook his head and asked, “They never told you?”

      “Told us what?” Shane demanded. “Look, we were pretty young when that scum killed them, and we barely escaped with our lives.”

      Her eyes turned hard. “Which makes me still suspicious as to why you’re helping us escape as you’re one of them.”

      Laron met Shane’s gaze and replied, “The why is simple, actually. Padraig saved my life twice. I thought I had paid my debt to him when I helped him and Aine to escape. Now, by helping you two escape, my debt is paid in full.”

      Shane and Ty shared a look. “Padraig? Aine?” Shane stammered.

      Laron glanced from Shane and Ty. “Yes, your father’s name was Padraig, and your mother’s name was Aine.”

      Shane shook her head as if confused. “No, they were Padson and Anne.”

      Her eyebrows shot up in sudden realization. “Oh. Padraig—Padson. Aine—Anne.”

      “Uh,” Ty sputtered, “does that mean that we’re—”

      “It means,” Laron snapped as he quickly mounted and pointed at where the yellow-orange glow from the coming dawn brightened the horizon, “that for now, we ride hard and fast. Later, if we have time, we’ll speak to your heritage.”

      At that, he kicked his horse’s flanks, and the stallion shot forward, its hooves pounding the soft, grassy soil.

      Shane and Ty hastily swung into their saddles which creaked under their weight. Ty looked at Shane with a confused expression. “Heritage? What heritage? We were low-life, starving villagers with practically nothing to our name. That was our heritage.”

      Shane stared at Laron and his galloping horse. She drew in a breath as her eyes narrowed in thought. “Maybe not, Ty . . . maybe not.”
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      Cara Dracon Wynsur, tender mother, loyal daughter, cherished wife, beloved friend, brave comrade in fierce battle, and noble Queen of the Northern Kingdom, stood with tears streaming down her face. She pressed a hand to her mouth to try and muffle the heart-wrenching sobs. Still, they seemed to rise from her innermost being to rip at an anguished body and a tormented soul that felt lost and torn.

      Her eyes, red from the salt stinging her eyes, stared forlornly at the non-descript dirt and stone grave that held her oldest child, Prince Adrian.

      Her knees, shaky and weak, finally gave way, and she sank to the ground to sit with a bowed head. “Oh, Strong Wind,” she choked in a pain-filled voice, “I’m not sure if I have the strength to go on. I thought I did, but seeing Adrian’s grave has sapped what little I have left.”

      The big emerald stood respectively to one side, his head bowed in respect and reverence. “Tears of grief are good for the soul,” he replied somberly. “They wash the hurt and, for a time, put a soothing balm on the wound.”

      “Do they?” Cara asked weakly. “It seems I’ve cried so many over the years that I’m not sure they do any good anymore. They just come without my bidding, and it seems they do little to ease the pain.”

      “You’ve known great sorrow in your life, Cara Wynsur.” It was a statement more than a question from Strong Wind.

      “Indeed,” Cara replied softly. “First, my mother, then my brother and father, then Golden Wind, Rainbow, Scamper, and others. Beloved comrades of my people and yours that fell in combat, and I mourned over afterward.”

      Cara drew in a deep, halting breath and slowly let it out. “And always, always, of course, there was Hooper and Tavin.”

      She motioned toward Adrian’s grave with a weak hand. “But this—this is almost more than I can bear. To lose a child. Not being there to protect him when the evil one came.”

      Her sobs shook her before she murmured, “When I learned of his death, I thought an arrow pierced my heart. My agony was so great, but to see his grave . . .”

      She slowly bent over at the waist, her face in her hands, until she almost touched the ground. Her body heaved in deep, agonizing sobs and moans.

      After several long moments, she slowly straightened. “Strong Wind, after this, how do I go on?”

      The giant dragon rumbled deep in his throat, his eyes sad and melancholy as he gazed at Cara. “The same as before when death touched you. You grieved and mourned, but then you realized your journey continued. There was life still to be lived. Children, friends, comrades who still depended on you.”

      His voice became firm, as did his eyes. “And an evil out there that still needed to be fought and conquered. The same evil that came for your Adrian could come for other children, mothers, and fathers. Unless we do all we can to stop it from taking life from the innocent.”

      His rumble grew into a low growl. “The same evil that took my Wind Grace.”

      “Yes,” Cara sighed, “and so many others.”

      “So many others,” Strong Wind agreed.

      Cara slowly rose to her feet and wiped at her tears. “You’re right, Strong Wind. I don’t know how, but we must push on. Fight this growing evil and find my Owen.”

      Her voice choked a little. “I only hope that I do not find him in a grave as well, or,” she swallowed and bit down on her lip, “that he has lost his way and fallen in with that scum.”

      “Without any idea of where he has gone,” Strong Wind pondered, “it will be challenging to trace him.”

      “Yes,” Cara nodded in agreement, “and it wouldn’t do for us to go from town to town asking if anyone has seen a lost prince. That would quickly bring out the brigands and outlaws, demanding a hefty ransom that I cannot even begin to pay.”

      “No, we must be discrete,” Strong Wind nodded, “but it’s not like I can fly over every nook and cranny looking for one, umm, small? Medium-sized? Or, large Drach?”

      “Medium-sized will do. Which,” she frowned, “fits just above every adult Drach in the realm or elsewhere for that matter."

      She lifted her head and studied the small stone tower that was Ivins Keep. It sat on a  bare knoll overlooking the Lorell River and was the smallest royal stronghold in the realm.

      She took several steps toward the tower, still studying the rounded structure. “Why here, Owen? Why did you seek refuge in this place?”

      With her mouth screwed to one side in puzzlement, she said over her shoulder, “Strong Wind, I’m going to look inside. My men have already searched the Keep and found nothing, but I’ve got to see for myself. See if perhaps, just perhaps, Owen left a clue or anything that would tell us where he went next.”

      Her footsteps carried her to the door before they faltered a little. Her face softened as memories of her time here with Tavin flooded her mind. This was their honeymoon “cottage” where they began their married life.

      A tiny smile lifted her lips as she recalled Tavin carrying her over the Keep’s threshold and then to the extremely modest first-floor living area.

      He’d struggled to carry her even those few steps, and Cara kept telling him to let her down, fearing that he’d drop her and both would tumble to the hard stone floor, which would not have been a good start to their honeymoon bliss.

      But he gamely pushed on, sweating, panting, groaning a little until he’d gotten them through the door before; with a loud whoosh of air, he sat her on the bed and spreadeagled himself on the hard floor.

      She’d been a little indignant, telling him she wasn’t that fat or heavy. He’d weakly waved a hand and said, “No, my love, you are perfect. You are, however, married to an imperfect and weak man both in mind and body.”

      How they had laughed about that and other things during their month stay. She bit down on her lip and murmured, “Golden days, yes, Tavin?”

      She opened the door with the hinges creaking a little and stepped inside the darkened anteroom. She closed her eyes and thought, for an instant, that she could hear Tavin’s laugh echoing through the keep. Her memories of their time together brought warmth to her mind and soul.

      She stayed that way for several moments before she opened her eyes and glanced around. Owen had come here to get away from Adrian after some silly fight between the two. But why here? She left the door open for light and glanced around the empty outer room.

      Slowly she climbed the brick stairway until she reached the first landing. She went to a shuttered window and opened it to let in the light. She went through the four small rooms that made up the guard’s quarters and the slightly larger room that served as the main bedroom for the officer-in-charge.

      The last room was a small kitchen and commissary, but it was barren of even the most rudimentary cooking utensils. Still, Cara carefully went through the rooms, opening the cupboards, glancing over the empty weapon racks, and even looking under the small beds.

      But except for the sparse furnishings, the Keep was empty, with no clue where Owen had gone from here.

      Next, she climbed the stairs to the covered lookout station at the very top. Gritty dirt crunched under her boots as she took several steps to the chest-high wall. Bird droppings covered a few segments of the high blocks, which she avoided, and stopped to where she could look at the Lorell River that flowed below the Keep.

      She slowly surveyed the wide river. At this point in its journey, its brown water flowed calmly through a broad curve of high riverbanks. As she watched, a trading sloop swept around the far bend, the wind filling its sails and pushing it smartly down the river.

      She and Tavin decided some years ago to only station a few troops here at a time and only for short periods. The river and its valley were peaceful, and there was little to guard against, so sending troops here didn’t make sense other than to do maintenance and upkeep.

      A small smile lifted her lips as she remembered how Tavin took Adrian and Owen on a months-long inspection trip of all the Keeps and strongholds within the realm. It had been a “men-only” trip, and Tavin had enjoyed the time immensely with his sons.

      She supposed that’s how Owen remembered this place. Her eyebrows rose a little in thought. Did something special happen here between Tavin and his sons? Maybe that’s why Owen came here instead of anywhere else.

      She shook her head. Tavin never mentioned anything, but maybe that’s because the three wanted it to be a secret, special time between them.

      “Oh, Tavin,” she sighed, “I found our daughter, but I need help finding Owen. I have absolutely no idea where to look.”

      Cara waited expectantly, hoping to hear or feel something that would give her a clue. But the blue sky never opened; the breeze sighed against her face, but no voice called on the wind, and no magical letters appeared on the river’s calm surface.

      Disappointed, she turned and went down to where Strong Wind waited at the Keep’s rounded bottom. She closed the door behind her and shook her head at him. “Nothing. It’s empty, and if he left a clue or a message, I can’t find or see it.”

      Cara walked a few steps away, turned, and stood staring for so long that Strong Wind said, “Cara, you stare at that building as if you think its walls could tell you something about your son.”

      “Indeed. At this point, I’m so frustrated that I wish to wrap my hands around its stony sides and wring its secrets out.”

      She frowned and added, “Bosh and bunkum wishing, I know.”

      Her eyes narrowed in thought as she slowly said, “Owen was the child who thought with his emotions. Oh, he was smart, quick, but his emotions often got the better of him. He was swift to react without thinking the situation through.”

      “You think that is what brought him here?”

      Cara blinked several times before saying, “I would have thought that after his fight with Adrian, if he were going to go off somewhere, he would have gone to one of his friends. Donnal, son of Duke Henfry, or Alon, son of Duke Grentson.”

      “Perhaps he did?”

      “No,” Cara answered with a shake of her head, “my guards checked already. They said he hadn’t been there.”

      “Hmmm,” Strong Wind rumbled low, “just because he hadn’t shown up there doesn’t necessarily mean that his friends didn’t know where he was or his intentions.”

      Cara straightened and turned to gaze at Strong Wind. “You’re right,” she softly said, “my men only asked if they had seen him since he left Wynsur.”

      “Good friends,” Strong Wind said, “are usually good at keeping secrets.”

      “They are,” Cara replied slowly, thoughtfully, “indeed they are.”

      She bit down on her lip. “We have a saying about finding something that is lost. We say that finding the thing, or person, is ‘like finding a needle in a haystack.’ A needle is tiny, and most haystacks are huge. So, the idiom is that to find something as tiny as a needle is almost—”

      “Impossible,” Strong Wind interjected.

      “Yes, exactly,” Cara returned. “However, we have another saying, ‘hell hath no fury like a mama bear who’s lost one of her cubs.’ Which means that this mama bear is going to tear that haystack apart until she finds her—”

      “Tiny needle?” Strong Wind asked.

      “Yes,” Cara growled, “and the first haystacks we’re going look into are at Duke Henfry’s and Duke Grentson’s estates.”

      Her face turned grim and stern. “And heaven help them if they’ve done something to Owen or try to hide where he’s gone from me.”
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      “You seem unusually quiet, Cara Wynsur,” Strong Wind observed. “Lost in thought over Owen again?” He dipped his enormous green wings a few times, filling them with the wind. His efforts pushed them forward while keeping them high above the rolling hills and pastoral pastures, fields, and farms that swept below them. The quiet, rustic scene wasn’t lost on him, remembering how it wasn’t long ago that the Great War raged across this land, turning bucolic scenes like those below into raging infernos of death and destruction.

      “It would seem,” Cara replied in low tones, “that I am ‘unusually quiet’ often these days. Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. These difficult times require a certain amount of contemplative stillness that accompanies deep and meditative thinking.”

      “‘Meditative thinking,’” she repeated. “Indeed. No, my thoughts weren’t on Owen this time. Though, I admit he seems to occupy my mind a great deal. I was thinking about Tavin and how he would never have let this happen to our family—to Owen. He must be so disappointed in me.”

      “May I remind Her Majesty,” Strong Wind formally returned, “that while this  particular ‘happening’ occurred, she was lying in chains in the middle of the beast’s lair? I’m unsure how you can blame yourself for Owen’s decision if he did indeed leave on his own, without coercion.”

      “If I had but taught him better,” she softly replied, “perhaps given him more self-confidence, shown him more love and affection, then he wouldn’t have left.”

      “Cara,” Strong Wind answered softly, “I am certain that his leaving had nothing to do with a lack of affection on your part. I’ve seen you with your daughter, Reyna. There was certainly no lack of warmth there, and I know it’s not within you to give affection to one child and not the other.”

      “Then, why?” she snapped. “I don’t understand. I really don’t.”

      “A question that you and he will have time to explore when you next meet, which I’m sure will be soon.”

      Cara was quiet for some time as Strong Wind powered them through the sky before asking, “Strong Wind, did you ever have trouble with your children?”

      “None,” Strong Wind stoically replied, “they were perfect sprogs.”

      “I can hear in your voice that you’re teasing me.”

      “Yes,” Strong Wind chuckled, “I am. But no, I’ve never had any trouble with my children, besides my youngest being the Dragon Ring Maker and facing Dark Masters and their dangerous minions. Not to mention that my other son is off somewhere in the hinterlands doing who-knows-what. No, no trouble at all.”

      Cara bit down on her lip. “I’m sorry, Strong Wind. I’m being rather self-centered, aren’t I, forgetting what your own family is going through?”

      “No, Cara, you’re not being self-centered. One’s family always comes first, which is one thing I truly understand.”

      “Wind Storm and Wind Soar must be on your mind continually.”

      The big emerald was quiet through a few more wing beats before replying, “Honestly? I worry more about Wind Storm than Soar. I know Soar is relatively safe, but Storm, on the other hand, is in—”

      “Constant danger.”

      “Yes,” Strong Wind sighed deeply.

      “Yet, you are here, helping me, and not there with him.”

      Again, Strong Wind was silent as he flapped his wings in a rustling up-and-down motion. “My father,” he began slowly, thoughtfully, “has always had an uncanny ability to see beyond the present.”

      “The gift of foresight,” Cara stated.

      “Umm,” Strong Wind rumbled, “I suppose you could call it that. There are times when he has feelings, thoughts, and inclinations toward specific actions that I’ve come to respect and heed. This is one of those times.

      “My natural desire was to stay with Wind Storm, of course. But my father thought I could do more to protect him by going with you than staying.”

      Cara’s eyebrows deeply furrowed. “Really? I don’t see how my search for Owen is tied to Wind Storm’s quest to acquire the dragon rings of power.”

      Strong Wind lightly snorted. “You are not alone in your observation, Cara, as I said something similar to my father. Nevertheless, he thought my journey lay with you, not Wind Storm.”

      He hesitated and added, “Frankly, I was not that eager to leave my son, but my father assured me that he would watch over Storm as if I were there—which I know he will do. As well as Elise Silverstrand.”

      “Yes,” Cara mused, “Elise Silverstrand. She is one of the oddest people I’ve ever met.”

      Strong Wind chuckled. “That she is, but do not let her odd nature fool you. She holds great power but is judicious in how and when she brings it forth.”

      “Oh, then you know her too?”

      “Only through my father. They go back quite a few years to before the Great War when he was one of the Three Watchers over Hooper.”

      “Really? Did she know Hooper or his family?”

      “Umm, let’s just say she knew of them, but they never met.”

      “Interesting. Elise sounds somewhat like Phineas Phigby, where looks can be deceiving as to what really lays underneath the outward appearance.”

      “Indeed. I find it a great comfort knowing that she watches over Wind Storm as a protector, friend, and guide.”

      Cara drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry, Strong Wind. I’ve been selfish. I failed to realize how deeply this must affect your emotions, your thoughts to be away from your son—especially with the trials he faces.”

      Strong Wind nodded and said, “Thank you, Cara, though I must be honest and say, if my father and Elise were not with Wind Storm, I would not have made this journey with you.”

      “Oh no, I fully understand, and I am so very, very grateful for your help.”

      She sighed inwardly. “I guess for the both of us, it just shows that you really never know what path your child will take in life.”

      “How true,” Strong Wind replied. “I can still picture my sons as sprogs. I could see more of Wind Grace in them than me. As they grew, it became more evident each year how much their mother influenced them in so many good ways.”

      “I’m sure you played a part in making them who they are and will become.”

      “Thank you, but I don’t think as much as she. Wind Grace was our family's heart and soul, and I was blessed beyond measure when she chose me as her mate. My sons may not realize it now, but they will come to know just how blessed they are now and for all their lives for having her as their mother.”

      Cara reached down from Strong Wind’s neck saddle with one hand to gently caress his neck scales. “What a beautiful sentiment, Strong Wind. I can only hope that my children feel the same toward their parents.”

      She glanced ahead and straightened to point. “There, that large house set back in the woods, that’s Duke Grentson’s estate.”

      Strong Wind dipped his right wing slightly and lifted his left to turn them in a wide bank to the right. Below them, black and white cows and chestnut-colored horses with shiny coats grazed contentedly on lush grass rimmed by rock-walled paddocks.

      Off to one side, a line of workers slowly worked through an apple orchard, pulling off ripe apples to place in straw baskets. Further on, toward the River Lorell, a trading scow was tying up at the Grentson’s wharf. On the dock were baskets of newly picked apples and barrels of apple cider waiting for the trader to load.

      Set on the high riverbank was the village of Grentson. Its white-painted cottages with thatched roofs seemed tidy as they straddled the town’s one long lane. Good-sized and well-tended gardens typically formed the backyards of each house. Gray-white smoke tendrils from one chimney spoke to a bakery, while black smoke from another said it was a blacksmith’s shop.

      Cara took in the signs of a healthy estate with its fields of corn and wheat, farm animals, orchards, and its well-established neighboring village and nodded in satisfaction. She had seen the same scene several times in their quick flight from Wynsur. Knowing what befell Wynsur had not come to other parts of the realm was comforting to her.

      Strong Wind swooped low over the pastures and orchards. The workers stopped to gape and point fingers. As he neared the manor, a half-dozen archers and mounted pikemen came from one side. The archers had arrows strung, pulling back on their bowstrings as if to let loose a volley of bolts at Cara and Strong Wind.

      “Strong Wind!” Cara hurriedly exclaimed. “Go higher, out of those arrows’ range. I’d forgotten it’s been some time since we’ve had dragons in our skies.”

      Strong Wind lifted his head and, with several powerful wing strokes, had them skying higher and higher until he leveled off.

      Cara looked down and said, “That’s good. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. The last time we had dragons over this part of the Lorell, they were crimson and carrying Wilder riders.”

      “Hmm,” Strong Wind caustically rumbled, “I hadn’t realized that my green scales had a scarlet tint.”

      “They don’t,” Cara replied, “it’s just that you’re a dragon, and I’m someone carrying a bow. The two together seem to have made them a bit skittish. Let’s hover here for a bit and see if we can’t spot Duke Grentson.”

      As Strong Wind made large circles over the manor and its fields, Cara scanned the immediate surrounding area until she saw a trio of horses pounding down a narrow country lane. Following closely behind the frontrunners was another set of horse-mounted archers.

      She studied them for several moments before she nodded to herself, “Good. That’s Duke Grentson, and Alon, his son, alongside. It’s not hard to spot Duke Grentson.”

      “How so?”

      “He lost his left eye in the Great War and wears a dark patch over it. When Grentson visited Wynsur, he would tell Tavin that if his estate ever failed, he would take to the seas and be a pirate as he already had the eye patch.

      “Plus, that flowing black mane of hair that he has is a dead giveaway too. Don’t worry; he'll call off his troops when he sees me.”

      A minute or so later, the duke’s party swept around several outlying houses and came to a skidding halt. Everyone had their eyes skyward at Strong Wind. Cara leaned over, waved an arm, and shouted as loud as she could, “Duke Grentson! Hold your fire. It’s me, Queen Cara Wynsur!”

      Duke Grentson’s eyes grew wide for an instant before he waved back and yelled, “Your Majesty! My apologies!”

      “No apologies needed. May we land as I wish to speak with you and Alon, your son?”

      “Of course, Your Majesty!”

      A moment later, Strong Wind set his back claws to the ground in front of the manor before settling completely to all fours. Cara slid off the emerald and stood as Duke Grentson and Alon trotted up. Both kneeled as the duke said, “Your Majesty, please, accept my profound apologies again. My men did not recognize you and the dragon—”

      “Rise, Your Grace, you too, Alon. No need for further apologies. I’m sure seeing a dragon in our skies was a bit unnerving.”

      She turned to Strong Wind with an outstretched hand and said, “Duke Grentson, Alon, may I introduce Strong Wind, son of Wind Walker, and both are Princes of the Forest within the noble emerald dragon clan.”

      Duke Grentson and Alon bowed as Grentson said, “You honor us, noble one.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” Strong Wind returned, “and please, it is just Strong Wind.”

      “Thank you,” the duke replied and turned to Cara. “Your Majesty, we heard that you safely returned, but we did not expect a visit so soon nor received word of your coming.”

      “This is not a state visit, Your Grace,” Cara returned, “but a personal matter.”

      She took a step to put herself in front of Alon. “I’ll come straight to the point. You and Prince Owen are friends. You stayed with us at Wynsur, and we treated you as part of our family. Likewise, he stayed with you and your family.

      “Now, Alon, I need you to be his best friend and do what is right for him and his family. Do you know that he is missing?”

      The slim, tall, sandy-haired young man showed instant surprise before his face grew concerned, and he lowered his eyes. “Missing, Your Majesty?” he stammered, “I, uh, did not know that.”

      “Have you seen him? Heard from him recently?”

      Alon wet his lips and shook his head. “No, Your Majesty, not since before the attack on Wynsur.”

      Cara couldn’t help but notice that Alon kept his eyes averted, staring at the ground or off to one side. “Please, Alon, this is important. Prince Owen was staying at Ivins Keep at the time of the attack. Princess Reyna saw him there, as did others, but sometime later, he left, but no one knows where he went or why.”

      She took a breath and slowly let it out, trying to calm herself. “Alon, King Tavin, and I worked hard after the Great War to restore this land. We shared our wealth so that your family and others could rebuild not just your homes and such but your lives as well.

      “The only thing that we asked in return was that if the realm or our family ever had need from your family, you would come to our aid.

      “Alon, my family has just such a need now. Prince Owen may be in great danger, but I don’t know how to help him if I don’t know where he is. Help me, Alon, please.”

      Alon stood there with his head down, his eyes never looking at Cara. After a moment, his father, a burly man with raven-black hair, leaned toward him and firmly said, “Alon, the Wynsur’s sacrificed much so that our family, and others, might have a good life.

      “If you know anything about His Highnesses’ disappearance, then we—you owe it to Her Majesty to tell her. We repay our debts, son, no matter how hard the counting might be.”

      The young man raised a hand to pinch at his mouth. He was just old enough to wear a scruffy, stubby beard. His hand rasped across the brittle hairs, and Cara could tell Alon was torn with himself.

      It was clear to her that Alon knew something, and she wanted to scream at him to tell her, but she restrained herself. Threatening might get her part of the truth, but letting the young man work this out with himself would most likely get her the whole truth.

      “Alon?” Grentson murmured. “Out with it, son, for it’s obvious that you know something about the prince’s disappearance.”

      “I—I,” Alon stammered, “I’m not sure that I do, Father. It’s just something O—I mean Prince Owen said once. I thought it was an odd jest at the time, and for some reason stuck with me. But now . . .” his voice trailed off as he looked uncomfortable and unsure of himself.

      “But now, what?” Cara gently pressed, trying to keep her tone steady and not shrill. “What was this odd jest that stuck with you?”

      Alon swallowed and said, “Prince Owen once said that if he were ever in a position to become king, that, before he wore the crown, he wanted a lark first; a big lark.”

      “A big lark?” Cara sputtered.

      “Yes, ma’am. He said that he wanted to do something,  um, ‘unkingly’ so that he could say he had at least one great adventure in his otherwise boring life later in his years.”

      “And did he say,” Cara asked weakly, “what this one great adventure would be?”

      Alon hesitated and looked to his father, who nodded encouragingly. “He said,” Alon swallowed, causing his neck apple to bob up and down, “that he had heard of this group of fighters who fought only with carved obsidian knives. Supposedly, they were so good that they could take on five fully-armed knights and defeat them using only their knives.

      “He said that if he could learn to do that and have a few good fights where he won only using a knife or two, what king would ever be able to match that feat?”

      “He said that?” Cara asked weakly.

      “Yes, ma’am, he did,” Alon replied, then shrugged. “If he’s gone, Your Majesty, I think that’s where he went, to find whomever it is that could teach him how to fight like that. But he never said who or where those fighters were, ma’am, so I can’t help you there. Sorry.”

      Cara could feel her heart pounding, her chest constricting. Her legs trembled under her. She stared at the ground, which seemed to spin under her as if her feet were in a whirlpool. No matter how hard she tried, the world kept spinning, and she couldn’t make it stop.

      Duke Grentson, seeing Cara’s dazed expression and that she seemed to wobble on her feet, bellowed, “A chair for Her Majesty!”

      With a swift but gentle hand, he reached out to grasp Cara’s arm and help her stand. “Your Majesty, please forgive me, but I fear you are about to collapse.”

      Cara’s hand went up to grab onto Grentson’s arm. “Thank you,” she replied faintly, “Your fear is well-grounded, I’m afraid.”

      A moment later, one of the house workers came rushing out with a wooden chair. Grentson gently helped her sink into the chair, where she slumped forward with one hand to her face.

      To the servant, Grentson ordered, “A cup of water for the queen, hurry!”

      The housemaid scurried away as Strong Wind eased up and said to Grentson and Alon, “Please, a private moment with Her Majesty?”

      They both bowed their heads and strode several steps away, out of earshot.

      Strong Wind stretched out his neck so that his muzzle was close to Cara. “Cara, what is it? Are you feeling ill?”

      Cara took several deep breaths before saying, “Strong Wind, in my youth, I faced Vay and her powerful minions. I knew real fear: how one’s heart pounds in the chest, how the mouth goes dry, and how the mind goes numb for an instant.

      “However, each time, I was able to regain my senses, wield my weapons as I was trained, and seize upon the thought to face Vay and to die bravely if that were my lot.”

      She raised her head to Strong Wind, her eyes full of tears, her body feeling as if it were without life. “But this, this is beyond my comprehension, my understanding. I don’t know how to fight this, Strong Wind. I am an utter, complete failure. Life has defeated me.”

      Strong Wind put his face close to Cara, his eyes concerned and questioning. “What it is, Cara Wynsur? What has brought you to these depths of sorrow?”

      Cara’s face was slack, her eyes dull as if she had no feeling left in mind or spirit. “My son,” she weakly replied, “my beloved Owen has gone to join the Black Blades.”

      She lifted her face to Strong Wind. “Oh, Strong Wind, what if they find out he’s Prince Owen? What will they do to him?”

      Strong Wind met her eyes and softly said, “Not just what they will do to him, Your Majesty, but what will they be able to do to you and Princess Reyna, your daughter?”
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      “Well?” Wind Taurus demanded, thrusting his monstrous head toward Wind Burn. “Is it done?” At the moment, his head, horns, and most of his body shone crimson, while his legs and talons held a bluish tint and his tail a dull green.

      “Yes,” Wind Burn firmly nodded, “it is done. I delivered the message, and,” his scaled lips drew back in a grotesque smile, “shall we say, they enthusiastically received the message.”

      He snorted a raspy laugh which caused most of his body to shine sapphire, his actual color, but his talons held a faint crimson hue.

      The Dark Master’s misshapen lips pulled back in a satisfied leer. “Enthusiastic, you say? Good. I like it when our servants accept our wishes so readily.”

      “How could they not?” Burn scoffed. “Considering our promise to destroy their land and people completely.”

      “Yes,” Taurus nodded, “but don’t forget we’ve known some who doubted our abilities, Burn.”

      “And they no longer exist!” Burn growled. “Those that doubt grow fewer and fewer with each passing day.”

      “Indeed, Burn, indeed,” Taurus replied.

      His cat’s eyes narrowed as he said, “Our plan will soon bear fruit, Burn; just wait and see.”

      Burn rumbled low, his malformed head slowly swinging side to side as if he were nervous and anxious. “This won’t work unless we convince the others to join us, Taurus. You, me, and Scar can’t take on the others and Vyn and expect to win.”

      “We will convince them,” Taurus soothingly replied. “Once we have the sprogger and his power rings in our possession, the others will join us before Vyn has an inkling of what’s happening.”

      He lumbered to the edge of his lair, a large, dark cave carved into a cliffside set hundreds of feet over a stark, barren valley. He stared at the valley’s far cliffs, a kaleidoscope of striped colors, purple, pink, gray, white, soft red, and muted green. While Vyn had his mountain lair with its flowing streams of molten rock, fire, and flame, Taurus had this quiet obscure place of solitude.

      He much preferred it over the constant, grating noise of Vyn’s haunt. Here, he could sit, ponder, and plan on how to remove Vyn as the Grand Master. While his fellow Dark Masters scurried about doing Vyn’s will on what Taurus considered to be menial tasks, he conspired of how he would bring down their vain, incompetent leader.

      Oh, he seemingly carried out Vyn’s orders, but the truth was that he made sure that the assignment fully fitted in with his scheme and desires.

      Vyn had his pieces in the game, but soon he would learn they were no match for Taurus’s. The day would soon come when Vyn would find he had two choices. To give up his role as Grand Master and live for the moment or refuse to step down and die a gruesome, agonizing death.

      Taurus’s scaled lips drew back in a sneer. He didn’t care which Vyn chose. Either way, at some point, Vyn would have to die. Taurus would make sure he would have no competitors, current or future.

      “Anything else?” Burn called out.

      Taurus turned and said, “Find Scar; let him know. In the meantime, I’ll pay the Wilder Emira another visit, make sure she’s not stalling or wavering.”

      Burn snorted. “And risk our wrath after what you did after your last visit? She’s not that stupid.”

      “All Drachs are stupid,” Taurus snarled, “some more than others. Once you find Scar, we’ll meet at Hidden Valley.”

      “And the others, Taurus? When do we bring them into the plan?”

      “I already told you!” Taurus snapped. “Once we have Wind Storm, we give them a choice, just like we’ll give Vyn a choice.”

      “Some choice,” Burn grunted. “Die now or die later.”

      Taurus drew back his lips in a ragged grin. “We all have to die, Burn. It all depends on how and where.”

      His grin broadened. “And with Vyn, I want to make sure the how is the most excruciating death imaginable.”
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      Shane and Ty were hard-pressed to keep up with Laron as the man rode as if a devil was riding a fire-breathing demon horse that chased the three of them. The blazing sun was just past midday in a cloudless, blue sky as they rode pell-mell in their haste to escape. Their horses’ hooves beat a pounding staccato over the hard ground. White foam speckled their horse’s mouths. Their flanks glistened with sweat, as did their rider’s taut, determined faces.

      As the trio rode abreast down an oblong, grassy meadow, Ty called to Shane, “He’s pushing these horses so hard that they’re going to fold under us if he doesn’t let up soon.”

      “I know,” Shane said, “but with those riders behind us, do you want to slow up?”

      “No, but if these horses give out,” Ty replied, “we’re going down with them, and it’s going to be a lot easier to pick us off if we’re on foot.”

      It wasn’t long before Ty’s horse began to lag, his breath coming in hard, raspy wheezes. “That’s it,” Ty growled, “I’m pulling up. My horse is about done in.”

      He gently pulled back on the reins to slowly bring his horse to a stop. He quickly stepped down from his saddle. His horse’s head drooped, and its flanks and legs trembled in fatigue. Its black coat shone from the glistening wetness that covered its front quarters.

      He watched as Shane and Laron quickly circled back. He shook his head and pointed at his mount as they trotted up. “My horse can’t go on; he’s spent.”

      “Then,” Laron growled, “ride double with your sister.”

      “No good, Laron,” Shane responded, “my horse has about had it too. She wouldn’t go a quarter league with the two of us. We either slow down to a walk or give these horses a breather.”

      “We can’t!” Laron barked. “Don’t you understand? If Motas and his riders catch us, he’ll—”

      “You don’t have to tell us what Motas will do,” Shane snapped, “we’ve seen his butchery. Or had you forgotten?”

      She pointed at Ty’s horse. “But his mount can’t go on at this pace, and neither can mine. If we lose the horses, we have no chance to outrun Motas on foot. However, if we give the horses even a little time to recover, we may have a chance.”

      “A slim one,” Laron muttered.

      “A slim one is better than a none one,” Ty replied.

      Laron stared at the two with a hard, grim face before he glanced around, studying their immediate surroundings. After a moment, he muttered, “Alright, we’ll rest the horses, but we can’t stop here. We’re out in the open and too exposed.”

      He ran a hand over his dark, gray-streaked beard and pulled at it slightly as if thinking. Then, he motioned to one side toward a woodland full of birch trees with a hand.

      “Years ago, I came through this area with a small party. We passed by a small canyon whose opening was almost hidden from view. I was curious, so I rode a little way in while the others kept going.”

      His eyes narrowed as he mused, “It was very narrow and seemed to go quite a ways back, but if we can find it again, maybe we can hide until dark. Give the horses a long rest and then ride on.”

      “But you don’t know what’s in that canyon,” Shane said.

      “No,” Laron admitted, “but it would be better than the woods or out in the open like we are now.”

      Ty and Shane gave each other a look. “He’s right, sis,” Ty nodded. “Out here, we’re not only easy to see but easy to pick off. They’d slice and dice and feed us to whatever pet monster Motas keeps.”

      Shane chewed on her lip before bleakly nodding, “Not much choice, is there? Alright, let’s go.”

      Shane and Laron stepped down out of their saddles. By the reins, the three led their horses into the birch forest. It didn’t take long for the trees to close in behind them and shield them from the view of anyone who rode down the oblong meadow.

      They wound single-file through the woods, hurrying as fast as they could. After a bit, the trail widened a little between the trees, and Shane hurried to walk alongside Laron.

      He glanced questioningly at her as she stepped next to him. “Laron,” she quietly asked, “do you know how Motas found us in Bradenton?”

      Laron wiped away the sweat on his forehead, and his eyes became sad. “I only wish I had,” he answered, “then I might have been able to send word to them. I—” he replied haltingly, “only found out what happened some weeks later.”

      “So, you don’t know who ratted us out?”

      Laron shook his head. “No. Motas had a network of spies in some of the surrounding realms. Obviously, he must have had some in Tremont and somehow found you in Bradenton.”

      They walked on a few more steps before Laron furrowed his brow in thought and said, “If I were to guess, I would suspect that he employed the Black Blades as they have their own network of informants.”

      “The Black Blades,” Shane murmured before she shook her head questioningly, “but I don’t recall any Black Blades ever showing up in Bradenton, or rather their work showing up there.”

      She screwed her mouth to one side in consternation. “Then again, Bradenton was pretty small and poor. Not much call for assassin-type work there.”

      “Perhaps,” Laron acknowledged, “but if the reward for information were high enough, it might entice the Blades to pay for a local snoop.”

      Shane looked at Laron sharply. “Wait, Motas had a reward out for us?”

      “Yes, he—”

      Laron abruptly stopped with his head up and slowly turned from side to side as if intently listening.

      “Laron—?” Shane began, but Laron abruptly held up a hand to silence her.

      Shane turned to Ty and motioned for him to be quiet and listen. For several long moments, they didn’t move or make a sound. Shane tried to hear what caused Laron to stop so abruptly, but whatever caused Laron to halt was beyond her hearing.

      Then, Laron motioned for them to remain quiet and led them to one side, away from the trail they were on. He picked up the pace until they trotted through the trees, leading their horses by the reins.

      They hurried up a small knoll which led them to the edge of the woods and peered out. Below them was a sizeable grass-filled meadow. In the center was a small pond dotted with lily pads.

      Laron quickly led them down the gentle slope and through the knee-high grass to the water. “Let the horses drink only a little. Then we need to ride. We’ve got riders on our tail.”

      Ty and Shane shared a quick, anxious look before they hurriedly knelt and cupped up a few drinks of water themselves. After the horses took a few gulps of water, they let them grab a few bites of grass, and then all three mounted up.

      As they settled into their saddles, Shane asked, “Laron, just where are you taking us? We don’t know this country at all.”

      Laron snorted at her question and replied, “Back to your people, of course.”

      “Our people?” Ty questioned. “You mean the company?”

      “Who else?” Laron said. “If we’re going to get any help, it’s them.”

      He shook his head. “You should never have left them. They gave you more safety and protection than you could ever hope for alone.”

      Laron led them away from the meadow pond at a trot. Riding alongside Shane, Ty said, “He’s right. It was a big mistake to leave. Maybe we’re not as smart as we think we are.”

      “My fault,” she replied. “I admit, I panicked and led us right to the Demon Riders, the very people we were trying to escape from.”

      Ty shrugged. “Hey, it’s not like I dug in my heels against going.”

      Shane leaned toward Ty. “You know what I’m afraid of? That the company’s given up on us and kept going. I mean, why search for a couple of stupid deserters?”

      Ty’s eyes widened at her sobering words. “You think that they would just leave us behind?”

      “We left them, Ty, without even saying goodbye or giving a reason. We slipped away like a couple of thieves in the night.”

      Ty sighed and scratched at his tangled hair. “We did at that, didn’t we? Yeah, I can see why they would just give up on us and move on.”

      Shane’s words were low enough that only Ty could hear. “The company is probably long gone by now; only Laron doesn’t know it.”

      Ty glanced ahead at Laron, who had just reached the tree line.“Do we tell him?”

      “What good would it do?”

      “Maybe if he knows, he can think of some—”

      Suddenly, a flight of birds erupted from the woodlands behind them. Laron whirled around, took one look, and snapped, “Move! They’ve found our trail!”

      They kicked their horses into a canter, and Laron wove them through the thick birch stands until they finally broke through the trees onto a long stretch of open ground. To one side rose high, sharp hills, almost clifflike in their appearance. Behind them was the dense woods that they had just traversed.

      “No choice now,” Laron spit out, staring at the slightly rolling expanse, “ride your horse until it drops or find yourself shackled at Motas’s feet.”

      “What about your hidden canyon?” Shane called out.

      Laron motioned toward the high cliffs. “Somewhere in those cliffs, but I don’t recall exactly where.”

      Ty and Shane urged their mounts to greater speed as the three sped down the center between the dense forest on one side and the imposing chalky white and black cliffs on the other.

      They hadn’t gone far when ahead, a phalanx of dark-clad riders burst through the woodlands, cutting them off.

      The three brought their horses to a skidding halt. They hesitated only for an instant before whirling their mounts around and speeding off in the opposite direction.

      Ty and Shane sat low on their mounts, their hands intertwined in their horse’s manes, their knees clamped hard on their horse’s barrel as their bodies rocked with the horse’s motion.

      Down the grassland they thundered at breakneck speed only to again bring their steeds to a sliding, skidding halt that tore up chunks of sod. Just to their front, a company of Demon Riders, their steed’s eyes flashing red, bore down on them.

      “Trapped!” Ty bawled.

      Laron desperately looked around before his eyes widened. “There! That break in the cliffs! It’s the opening to the canyon.”

      The three spun their horses to the right and sped away. They shot through the narrow gap, barely wide enough for the three of them, into the gorge’s shadow. Their horse’s hooves thudded over the dry creek bed’s gravel and sand.

      The gorge twisted and turned a bit before it straightened out. Shane looked upward at the high, smooth walls and knew there would be no way they could climb out of the chasm.

      “Does this go all the way through the hills?” Shane called out to Laron.

      “I don’t know,” Laron answered. “But you better pray that it does.”

      The ravine twisted to the left again and abruptly widened. They kicked their horses to a higher speed and sped down the sandy arroyo. The gorge did a sharp right, and the three horsemen almost lost their seating from their horses' abrupt and startling stop.

      The gorge ended in a sheer cliff wall.

      “No!” Laron snarled.

      They spun their horses around, seeking a way out, but there was only the way that they had entered. Without a word, they started to kick their mounts forward but stopped at the sound of thundering hooves echoing through the ravine.

      From around the bend came a company of Demon Riders. They brought their mounts to a sharp halt at the sight of the three. Leers of satisfaction split their pale faces as their horses snorted and danced nervously on their hooves.

      Each party stared at each other for the longest time until Ty leaned over and whispered to Laron, “What are they waiting for?’

      “Are you in a hurry to die?” he growled under his breath.

      “Not necessarily, but it’s kinda spooky the way they’re just staring at us.”

      There was a sudden stirring in the back ranks of the riders, and they started to part ranks. “I think,” Laron ground out, “you’re about to get your answer as to why they’ve waited.”

      Casually walking his horse to the front was Motas. The triangular crystal in his head caught what little light shone into the narrow canyon and dully glittered.

      Motas had a broad, satisfied sneer as he rode to the front of his Demon Riders and gazed at the three.

      “So, Laron,” he said, his voice echoing eerily in the gorge, “I always wondered how those two traitors, Padraig and Aine, were able to slip through my net.”

      He brought his short, thick staff up and pointed it at Laron. “It was you that helped them. And now, you would repay our people’s trust by aiding their scum offspring?”

      Motas sighed long and deep. “What am I to do with you?”

      He shrugged and began to lower the point of his staff at Laron. “The same as I’ve always done with traitors—kill them.”
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      The boiling red bolt, its lance-like point outlined in black, sped through the air straight at Laron. At the last possible instant, Laron swiveled in his saddle. The tiny lance caught Laron sideways, knocking him off his horse to the hard ground, where he lay motionless.

      Stunned, Shane sat unmoving, her mouth agape, her eyes staring in disbelief. But only for a second. “Murderer!” she screamed at Motas, who gazed at Laron’s still body with a satisfied smirk.

      “Murderer!” Shane yelled again, her face livid with rage. Her hand started to go for her sword. Only she instantly realized that she had no blade in her scabbard. Still, she yearned to slay this man who killed her parents and Laron.

      Motas whipped his staff around to point at Shane. “No, my dear, I’m not a murderer. I’m merely carrying out what justice demands of traitors and spies.”

      “Our parents weren’t traitors!” Ty shouted, his hands in tight, stiff fists around his horse’s reins. “You killed them for no reason!”

      “Oh, no,” Motas scoffed, “I never kill without a very good reason. Your parents broke our inviolate law, so naturally, they had to die. I was merely the instrument of the people’s will.”

      “What law was that?” Shane spat. “To be left alone and live out their lives in peace?”

      Motas’s eyes widened in astonishment as he leaned forward in his saddle to stare at the two. “You honestly do not know who your parents were, do you?”

      “I know exactly who our parents were,” Shane snapped. “Wonderful people who never hurt anyone and loved Ty,” her voice choked, and her lower lip quivered as she barely whispered, “and me.”

      “That’s right!” Ty growled. “They never hurt anyone or broke any stupid law of yours.”

      As Ty spoke, movement above and behind the Demon Riders caught Shane’s attention, and her eyes widened a little in sudden recognition.

      Brother and sister had their horses pressed against each other, so she gently nudged Ty with a knee to his knee. As she did, she glanced up before turning her attention back to Motas.

      Ty, catching her signal, glimpsed upward. Seeing what Shane saw, he acknowledged it with the same gentle push to the knee.

      Motas drew a breath, shrugged, and sighed long and deeply. “It doesn’t matter what you say or think. What matters now is that I execute the same justice with you two.”

      With a crooked leer, he said, “And that means, like the traitor Laron, you too must die.”

      He began to raise his weapon to aim when Shane yelled, “Before we die, Motas, tell us, tell Ty and me, just what law did we break that demands our death? We’re not citizens of your realm, so we’re not bound by your laws.”

      Motas shook his head. “Ah, but that’s the thing. Your parents were, and therefore by our hereditary laws, you are one of us. And, since you are their offspring, their transgression also falls upon your heads.”

      “That can’t be right,” Ty blurted out. “We can’t be one of you. You’re nasty and evil.”

      He turned to Shane. “Look at me, Sis. Do I look anything like them? I mean, how can they say that this handsome face, this muscular body looks anything like them.”

      “You’re right, Ty,” Shane nodded. “We don’t look anything like them. Though you must admit, even a horse’s butt looks better than they do.”

      She turned to Motas. “See? Obviously, we are not Demon Riders, and your law does not apply to us.”

      “Yeah, and about that so-called hereditary law,” Ty bit out, “you do realize that it’s about as stupid as throwing the baby out with the sour milk.”

      “It’s throwing the baby out,” Shane corrected, “with the dishwater.”

      “Are you sure?” Ty questioned. “I’m pretty sure it's sour milk.”

      “No, no,” Shane shook her head, “I think it’s don’t cry over spilled sour milk, and you don’t throw out the baby with the dishwater. But then again,” Shane slowly mused, “maybe it’s not the dishwater, maybe it’s the bathwa—”

      “Enough!” Motas bellowed and raised his weapon to point.

      “Now, Ty!” Shane screamed.

      The two jerked their horse’s heads and kicked them hard in the flanks. The horses dashed in opposite directions just as Motas fired his evil weapon.

      The red-hot bolt shot just between the two and hit the rock wall behind. Shards of rocks blasted outward. The enclosed space amplified the blast and sent the Demon Rider’s horses into a nervous prancing.

      Distracted by his own horse’s skittishness, Motas didn’t have time to re-aim his weapon at either Shane or Ty. However, as he brought his horse under control, he swung his staff around to point at Shane, but he was too late.

      The booming sound of wings of thunder suddenly filled the canyon.

      Wind Walker slammed to a halt above the Demon Riders and unleashed a torrent of dragon fire upon them. The riders tried to escape the fiery onslaught but had nowhere to flee in the tight quarters. Screams of pain and anguish filled the air from the riders and their horses.

      Wind Melody, leading the sproggers and sprites, swept over the canyon walls and dove on the horse riders. His voice pitched high in excitement; Kip called out, “Get that one, him too slow!”

      “No, that one,” Dim yelled back, “him slower!”

      “Is not!”

      “Is too!”

      The sproggers unleashed a stream of fireballs that caught the Demon Riders in the chest and head. More yells and shrieks filled the canyon, bouncing off the walls in waves of echoes that added to the tumult.

      Wind Storm, from atop Wind Walker, yelled, “Shane! Ty! Move away from the other riders. You’re too close.”

      “You’re darn tootin’ I’m close,” Ty shouted as he swung his horse around at a tight angle and kicked her into a wild gallop straight at Motas. “And I’m gonna get even closer!”

      Ty rode low on his horse’s back, urging her to a greater speed as they headed at Motas. The Demon Rider leader didn’t see him coming as he had jerked his horse around to bring his weapon to bear on Wind Walker.

      Only Ty wasn’t the first to reach Motas. A snarling she-bear of a young woman sprang from her galloping horse, hit Motas broadside, and carried him to the ground.

      Shane rolled away from Motas as the enraged Demon Rider leader struggled to his feet, only to be hit from behind by Ty. The two went down, entangled together until Motas pushed himself away and staggered to his feet.

      He ran a short distance away, spun, and swung his energy wand up just as Shane pulled Ty upright. The two, breathing heavily, stared at the black maw of Motas’s lethal weapon. He fiendishly grinned, aimed, and fired the death dealer.

      A fiery red bolt erupted from the short staff, then an instant later, another. The ebony-pointed darts sped through the air at Shane and Ty.

      Both raised their hands and shouted, “No!” just as the bolts reached them.

      The two darts stopped in midair just inches from their outstretched hands.

      The two held their palms out as if pushing at the short, flaming lances. A wavy, soft, lime-green radiance outlined their hands, the edge of which touched the lethal darts holding them in place in the air.

      Straining with all they had, both stared wide-eyed at the short lances that seemed to hover just in front of them but with the deadly points still aimed straight at them.

      Gritting his teeth, Ty growled, “Sis, how are we doing this?”

      “I don’t know,” Shane gasped, her voice on edge and labored, “but keep doing it, or we’re dead!”

      Motas stared wide-eyed, stunned at what he saw. “It can’t be! Impossible!” he screeched.

      He hesitated before springing forward with the weapon, and another two darts shot out. They joined with the first two in an instant, hovering just at the edge of the luminous green aura exuding from Shane’s and Ty’s hands.

      “No!” Motas screamed.

      He started to bring the weapon up again to fire.

      Without thinking, and as one, Shane and Ty lunged forward as if to push the bolts away. The four bolts flipped over and slashed through the air back at Motas.

      Motas shrieked just as the darts blasted into his body.

      A moment later, Shane and Ty stared unbelieving at a dead Motas, spreadeagled on the ground with several fist-sized holes, still red and smoking, through his chest.
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      Shane blinked several times, staring at her hands. The green aura was gone, and her hands now appeared normal, though dirty as usual. After swallowing several times, she found her voice and croaked, “Ty, what did we just do?”

      Ty, too, gazed at his grimy hands with the dirt under the fingernails and shook his head several times. “I—I, uh, I have no idea, Sis.”

      He stared at Motas’s lifeless body, where tiny wisps of smoke trailed up into the air from the jagged wounds in his chest. Ty looked down at his own chest and patted it several times as if disbelieving that he didn’t have the same injuries. “We’re alive, right? We’re not dead?”

      Shane again swallowed and tried to slow her racing, thudding heart. “No, we’re alive, but,” she pointed with a trembling finger at Motas, “by all rights, that should be us on the ground, not him.”

      They stood rigid and unmoving for several seconds, breathing in short, rapid breaths. They whirled at the sound of yelling and shouts to find that the rest of the company, on horseback, had swept around the canyon’s bend. With sword and bow, they were now in a desperate fight with the remaining Demon Riders.

      The black-clad riders sent flights of arrows skyward to keep the dragons somewhat at bay for the moment. However, the rest were in a melee with the company and heavily outnumbered them.

      “We need to help,” Shane stated. “Get in the fight with our company.”

      “Our company?” Ty questioned.

      The two gazed at each other briefly before Shane murmured, “Yeah, our company. We deserted them, but they didn’t desert us.”

      Ty held out empty hands. “I’m game, but fight with what? Bare hands?”

      “That’s what we used on Motas,” Shane pointed out and raised her hands as before to ward off the deadly darts. She pushed at the air, but nothing happened.

      “See any green around my hands?” she frantically asked Ty.

      “Green? Not a smidgen, Sis,” Ty replied. “Lots of brown and black from the dirt. Sorry, but whatever you did before, it ain’t working now.”

      “Maybe we need to do it together,” Shane suggested.

      She and Ty raised their hands and shoved them out like they were pushing at a wall.

      Nothing happened.

      Shane dropped her hands in frustration and, with a snarl, said, “So much for that idea.”

      She turned, looking at the ground for any discarded weapons. Her eyes widened as she stared at Motas. “Ty,” she quietly said as she pointed, “look.”

      Ty spun around and stared at where Shane pointed. “You don’t suppose?”

      Shane shrugged. “Can’t hurt to try, right?”

      “Right,” Ty answered and, alongside Shane, ran over to Motas.

      As Shane bent down and picked up Motas’s fire spitter, she shook her head. “It’s split in half. Whatever we did to those bolts must have hit this thing too.”

      “Well, one small club for you, one for me,” Ty quipped as he grasped a broken, blackened half of the staff. “Guess we’ll  have to get close enough to poke them in the eye.”

      He pointed one end at a group of Demon Riders who rode full-bore at Shap and Reyna. “Too bad these things don’t work anymore.”

      Suddenly, a half-dozen fiery bolts shot out from the staff's end. Each sped through the air, and a moment later, six Demon Riders lay dead in the grass with gaping holes in their bodies.

      “Uh,” Ty swallowed, “what just happened?”

      “What happened,” Shane sputtered, “is that your half worked. Good thing you pointed with the right end, you nitwit.”

      Ty’s knees almost buckled as he realized what could have happened had he not pointed the working end at the riders.

      “I wonder,” Shane mused, bringing her stubby, stick-life affair to study both ends. Satisfied she had the right half, she pointed it toward a small cluster of Demon Riders. Several bolts shot through the air and took down three Demon Riders.

      Sister and brother stared at each other with wide, amazed eyes. “I’m never going back to using a bow ever again,” Ty crowed.

      Just then, a chorus of, “Pax! Pax!” rose from the Demon Riders as they held their hands up high in surrender. The company held their fire though all held their weapons at the ready.

      Then, the Demon Riders dropped their weapons and slid off their horses to the ground. In a ragged group, they slowly came and stood looking at Shane and Ty. One hesitantly stepped forward and pointed at them. “Who are you that you can make the Enforcer obey your will? Be you wizard and witch?”

      In an aside, Ty murmured, “What’s happening?”

      “I’m not sure,” Shane replied, “but I much prefer them talking than fighting.”

      She licked her lips, met the man’s hard stare, and said, “We’re not either of those, rider.”

      “But you are not of the people!” the man exploded. “No one wields the Enforcer unless they are one of us.”

      “They are one of us, Elson,” a voice croaked from behind.

      Ty and Shane whirled to find Laron weakly standing, both hands clutched to his bloody chest. “They are of the people, for they are Padraig’s son and daughter.”

      “Padraig, the traitor!” Elson hissed.

      “No traitor, Elson,” Laron sighed, “just a man deeply in love.”

      Laron appeared ready to collapse, so Shane and Ty ran and grasped him under the arms. He coughed up blood, and the two were about to ease him to the ground, but he shook his head at them. Instead, he managed to stand straighter, and his voice became firmer.

      “I say they have committed no crime against the people; broken none of our laws. You saw with your eyes that Eunomia endowed them to wield the Judgement Lance and create The Guide Shield. Will you deny that and break the law of accepting succession.”

      He stared directly at Elson, who returned his gaze uneasily before, very slowly, he went to one knee and bowed his head. As he did, the other riders went to one knee with bowed heads.

      “Uh,” Ty swallowed, “what are they doing?”

      “Acknowledging who you are,” Laron whispered.

      In a voice Shane could barely hear, Laron said, “Command them as if you were a queen, but not unrighteously.”

      Shane hesitated, then muttered low, “But I’m not—”

      “But you are,” Laron interrupted. “Do not doubt even for an instant.”

      With his head, he nodded toward the kneeling riders. “Now, go on. Command them so that there is no doubt in their minds who and what you are.”

      Shane met Laron’s gaze for a moment more before she took in a deep breath, turned, and called out, “Elson, the rest of you, rise! Take your horses and stand over by that wall for now.”

      The riders slowly got to their feet, grabbed their horse’s reins, and retreated to the nearby rock wall to stand, staring sullenly at the company.

      Watching the riders gather by the wall, Dim on Wind Glow remarked, “Them not so big and scary looking now.”

      “Them never scared me,” Kip retorted.

      “They did too, scare you. You said so.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too.”

      At that, Laron’s strength gave out. Shane and Ty eased him to the ground. Elise hurried up, knelt, and with Shane’s help, pulled his garments open to reveal a gruesome wound that slashed across his chest.

      As Elise began pulling out several small, silver-tinted medicine bottles from her cloak, along with bandages, she said to Shane and Ty, “I’ll take care of him. You two have business with the company.”

      Shane bit down on her lip as she and Ty exchanged a look. “I guess we do,” she sighed.

      As they began to stand, Ty muttered to Shane, “Why does this feel worse than facing those Demon Riders?”

      “Because,” she replied, “we were wrong. So very wrong.”

      She hesitated before saying, “Don’t be surprised if they kick us out.”

      “Wouldn’t be,” Ty replied, “we deserve nothing less.”

      They turned to find Wind Storm alongside Wind Walker, and just behind Storm were the sproggers. Rafe led Gormon, Shap, and Reyna up, and they stepped down out of their horses to face the two.

      “Well,” Wind Walker rumbled, “we’re certainly glad to find you two safe and sound. You had us worried.”

      “Very worried,” Rafe pointedly added, staring straight at Shane.

      Ty nudged Shane. “Go ahead,” he whispered. “You’re the talker. I’m the listener, remember?”

      “Since when?” Shane snorted.

      She glared at him and firmly said, “I’ll start, but you need to apologize too.”

      Shane turned, keeping her head and eyes down, and murmured, “We—I panicked. After I saw what that scum did to our parents, I thought that they—”

      “Would do the same to you?” Wind Walker quietly asked.

      “Something like that,” Shane acknowledged, raising her head to meet the big emerald’s gaze. “Funny, we’ve faced worse than them in the Dark Masters and other vile creatures. But they just terrorized me for some reason, and I ran.”

      Shane motioned toward Ty. “I kind of made him go along, too.”

      “She didn’t make me,” Ty hurriedly said. “I got scared too. Besides, she’s always been a better thinker than me, so I thought her thinking must be right, and then I thought that—”

      “We get the idea, Ty,” Wind Walker grunted.

      “Oh. Good,” Ty mumbled

      Shane turned with misty eyes to Rafe. She stepped closer to him and whispered, “I am so, so sorry. Please forgive me and know that leaving you was almost unbearable.”

      “I understand,” Rafe gently answered. “What they did to your parents was personal. Way more personal than the Dark Masters. The Demon Riders struck at the deepest, most sensitive part of your heart, and that memory is seared into your soul and is still beyond painful.”

      He gave her a slight smile. “Believe me; I know what’s that like and how much it hurts. How it influences how you think.”

      Rafe stared tenderly into her eyes and said, “And act.”

      “Um, I’m sorry too,” Ty hastily said. “I should have never listened to my sister, even if she thinks better than me.”

      Shane elbowed Ty in the ribs. “Thanks a lot.”

      “You said I had to say something,” Ty replied, rubbing at his side, “so I did. Twice.”

      Wind Storm spoke up. “Shane, Ty, we still consider you a part of this company. That’s why we kept looking for you. But you have to decide whether you want to be a part of us.

      “We will never force anyone to stay in this company who doesn’t want to belong, doesn’t want to share the hardships together, and doesn’t want to go looking for one of us if they go missing. The Company of the Dragon Ring will never leave one of its own behind.”

      Wind Melody put her muzzle close to Wind Storm’s ear and whispered, “That’s quite the speech, Stormy. Nicely done.”

      “Thanks, Mel.”

      “I think my grandson speaks for all of us,” Wind Walker nodded. “Shane? Ty? Do we part ways here, or do you wish to continue with the company?”

      Ty and Shane gazed at each other before Ty said, “This time, I’m doing the thinking and making the decision, and you’re going along.”

      Shane gave Ty a bemused smile. “Go ahead, brother, whatever you say. I’ll just listen.”

      “Good,” Ty grunted and turned to the company. “We’re staying with you. As they say, it’s,” he started pointing at the company and counting aloud, “one, two, three—”

      “What are you doing?” Shane hissed.

      “Counting. Hold on, sis,” Ty said and finished his count. “Uh, that makes it twelve for all and all for twelve. Hey, wait, we’re missing two. Where’s Hamal and Adon?”

      Wind Walker sighed. “As you said, missing. We were looking for them and you when the sprites spotted you headed into the canyon’s mouth.”

      “They’re missing,” Shane meekly asked, “because of us?”

      “Yes, they went missing while we searched for you,” Wind Walker replied. “So, when we’re done here, the first order of business is to find them. In the meantime,” he raised a talon to point, “what is that you two have there?”

      Shane held up her blackened staff and pointed back at Motas’s dead body. “It’s some sort of weapon that Motas wielded. It shoots these fiery darts.”

      “So we saw,” Wind Walker responded.

      “Motas,” Shane replied, her voice choking a little, “used it on our parents and Laron.”

      She motioned toward Laron. “He helped us escape. But when Motas tried to use it on us, well,” she hurriedly explained what happened and ended with, “We have no idea how we made those darts turn around, or how we made these things work, but we did.”

      At a low moan of pain from Laron, Shane knelt beside the man. “Elise?” she whispered.

      Elise met Shane’s anxious eyes. “The wound is very deep. I’m trying to stop the bleeding, but I—”

      She hesitated and said, “If you have any questions, best to ask him now.”

      Shane nodded in understanding and motioned for Ty to join her. She bent over Laron and said, “Laron, Motas said to us before he died that we really didn’t know who our parents were. What did he mean by that?”

      Laron looked at her, tried to swallow, and weakly asked, “Water?”

      Shane looked at Elise, who shrugged, “It can’t hurt him any more than he already is.”

      She brought out a water flask and, as Shane gently supported Laron’s head, let him take several sips of water.

      Finished, Laron nodded his thanks and motioned to Shane and Ty to come closer. “Padraig, your father,” he whispered, “was next in line to stand as our people’s Decree Arbiter. It is our highest, most honored position. The Arbiter is the final authority and judge of our laws.”

      He choked, and spittle ran down his cheek. Shane took an edge of her tunic and wiped it away. “I was his mentor as well as several before him.”

      He choked again and said, “He was also to be the wielder of the Judgment Lance when it came his time to assume his rightful place.”

      “The Judgement Lance,” Shane said, holding up the blackened staff. “You mean this?”

      Laron’s eyes widened when he saw what she held. “Wha—?”

      “Happened?” Shane said and quickly explained.

      Laron shook his head slightly. “The lance was a gift to our people from Eunomia, the goddess of law. She knew our people craved order and law within our society. She must favor you both for the lance to work still though broken in half.”

      He wet his lips, and his eyebrows furrowed slightly. “To be able to turn the bolts back on Motas, you must have more of the gift in you than anyone has ever had.”

      “More of the gift?” Shane pressed.

      “The lance was only part of Eunomia’s gift,” Laron explained. “She had to endow each wielder for them to be able to fire the weapon. But it was rumored that anyone especially endowed by Eunomia could not only discharge the lance but shape the flight of the fiery darts.”

      He choked a little and said, “But until now, no one has ever done so.”

      “This endowment,” Elise asked as she worked on Laron’s ghastly wound, “it only came down through one lineage? One family?”

      “Yes,” Laron whispered, lifting a weak finger to point at Shane and Ty. “Their family.”

      “So,” Ty asked, “if our father was next in line, how did Motas get the lance?”

      Laron smiled wanly. “Your father met your mother.”

      Shane and Ty exchanged a look. “We don’t understand,” Shane said.

      “The law demands,” Laron said, “nothing can cloud the Arbiter’s judgment. They must remain above frivolities and cannot partake of anything that would impair their mental faculties.

      “It is a very demanding and focused life. Marriage is permitted, but the Arbiter has little time for the duties of marriage or family. The emphasis must be on studying the law, and through perfect, rational thought, make flawless decrees based on the law.”

      “More baby and sour milk,” Ty muttered.

      “Be quiet, Ty,” Shane said. “So, he met our mother, and then what happened?”

      “They fell in love,” Laron explained. “But your mother did not want to live the life of the Arbiter’s wife. Your father was torn between duty to his people and his consuming love for your mother and her desires.

      “After much soul-searching, your father told her that he would remove himself from the hereditary line of succession. Something not only unheard of but against our law. An act punishable by death.”

      “Like I said,” Ty growled, “baby and dishwater.”

      “Hush, Ty,” Shane snapped. “So, they would both be under the death penalty if they married and our father did not accept being the Arbiter?”

      “Correct,” Laron weakly nodded. “That left only one other option for them. To leave. But that too was an unforgivable act. One does not leave the people for any reason.”

      Shane’s eyes widened in sudden realization. “Of course. I understand now. You helped them escape. That’s why Motas called you a traitor.”

      “Yes,” Laron swallowed. “An act punishable by death, but I couldn’t bear to see your father and mother die just because they loved each other. Our laws provide order, but sometimes they go too far in hurting the innocent. There is too much strictness, not enough compassion and compromise, too much blind obedience, and not enough choosing to do good and be merciful.”

      “Hold on,” Ty said, “you said this Arbiter thing was hereditary. How did Motas get to play around with this wand thingee?”

      Laron looked at them sadly and whispered, “Motas and Padraig were brothers. Motas was next in line after your father.”

      Shane couldn’t help herself and sucked in a breath. “You mean that Motas was our uncle?”

      Laron nodded.

      “And he killed his own brother?” Shane gasped.

      “Yes.”

      “And we,” Ty swallowed, “killed our uncle.”

      He shook his head. “So much for love at home.”

      “If that’s true,” Shane asked, “do we have grandparents or any other family there?”

      “Your grandmother, Padraig’s mother, still lives,” Laron answered.

      “What about our mother?” Shane pressed. “What about her family?”

      “As far as I know, they’re all dead,” Laron replied.

      Shane’s eyes grew hard. “Did Motas kill them too?”

      Laron could barely shake his head. “Your mother was not born of the people. She was born elsewhere and brought to our land when she was young.”

      “What? Where was she born?” Shane asked.

      Laron struggled to breathe before murmuring, “In Balfour Castle in Tremont. Your mother was Princess Alene de Bois of Tremont. She was the daughter of King Mateus de Bois and Queen Pauline de Bois. They were the royal regents until Charl killed them and took their throne.”

      He looked from Shane’s shocked face to Ty’s stunned, unblinking eyes and said, “You are the proper heirs to the Tremont Crown and, with Motas dead, next in line to be our people’s Arbiter.”
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      Shane heard a low moan behind her and then a thump. She turned to find Ty spreadeagled on the ground, his eyes closed and mouth wide open. “Ty!” she yelled and started to go to him, but Shap and Reyna ran up and knelt beside Ty. Elise pulled at Shane. “They’ll help Ty. You best finish your conversation with Laron, as you might not get another chance.”

      Shane nodded her thanks and turned back to Laron. The man’s face was pasty and sweaty, but his breathing was easier. She looked at Elise questioningly. “I’ve managed to stop the bleeding,” she whispered, “so that’s working in his favor. But he’s lost a lot of his life fluid.”

      “Can I still talk to him?”

      Elise shrugged. “Go ahead, but he may not be able to answer.”

      Shane bent closer and murmured, “Laron?”

      After a moment, the man’s eyes fluttered open. “Are you absolutely positive about our mother?”

      Laron swallowed and took in several deep breaths before saying, “Yes. Before Charl killed your grandparents, the king, and queen, your mother’s young nanny, Lenore, was able to spirit her out of the castle. I do not know how.

      “However, Lenore lay dying from a grievous wound when I found her and the child. How she came that far, being hurt so badly, was a miracle or an act of sheer love. I could not save her, but she begged me to save your mother before she died. She claimed the child was hers and her injury happened during the fighting in Tremont.

      “The people normally do not take in strangers, but I knew of a childless couple who desperately wanted a child, so I took her to them, and they raised her as their own.”

      “Then,” Shane hurriedly asked, “how did you know she was of the royal family?”

      He coughed and motioned for more water. After he drank, he said, “Lenore made a mistake when she claimed that your mother was her daughter.”

      He fumbled inside his black tunic and pulled out a small silver ring. He handed it to Shane. “I’ve kept this hidden and on my person since that day. Your mother wore this. Do you recognize the emblem?”

      Shane took the ring and stared. “It looks like a lion with an eagle’s wing over a crown of some sort. But I don’t know what it means.”

      “Let me see,” Elise said.

      Shane handed her the ring, and Elise studied it briefly before nodding. “It is the family seal of the royal de Bois family,” she stated. “I’ve seen it in a few historical texts. If that young girl wore this, she could only be one of the royal family.”

      She turned it over to look at the band’s underside. “Look,” she said as she showed it to Shane. “See the initials? A. d. B.”

      “Alene de Bois,” Shane whispered.

      “Yes, exactly,” Laron said. “When I brought the child to Shanlin and Tyfyr, I did not tell them of her lineage. Instead, I told them her dying mother asked me to save the child.”

      “Shanlin and Tyfyr,” Shane murmured and then gasped. “Shane and Ty. We were named after them.”

      “Yes,” Laron weakly nodded. “I knew instantly who you were, as did Motas when he saw you.”

      “How?”

      “You, Shane, could be your mother’s twin, and Ty also has his father’s looks. When I heard your names, I knew for a certainty who you were.”

      “You were the only one that knew all this?” Shane asked.

      “Yes. Motas only knew about his brother and your mother as Padraig’s wife, nothing more. However, once he learned of where they had fled, he must have also learned of you. Hence, his search for you after he slew your parents.”

      At a sound behind her, she turned to find Ty sitting with his head between his knees. Shap gave Shane a rueful smile. “I think he’s going to be alright. I’m not sure being royal agrees with him. His royal stomach—”

      “Is royally queasy,” Ty groaned.

      “I’m not sure it agrees with me, either,” Shane dryly replied. “And I’m not sure I believe it.”

      “Believe it,” Laron said. “Everything I have told you is the truth.”

      Shane thought quickly and asked, “Are the couple that raised my mother still alive?”

      “No,” Laron sighed and lowered his gaze.

      Seeing his expression, Shane growled, “Motas killed them, didn’t he?”

      Laron nodded slightly, then grimaced in pain, clutching at his chest before he managed to whisper, “I couldn’t get to them in time. I’m sorry.”

      “Here,” Elise quietly said to Laron, “drink this; it will help with the pain.”

      She held a small black-tinted bottle to his lips. “Will it muddy my thoughts?” Laron coughed.

      “Only a little,” she answered, “it is not very potent. I can give you something stronger if you want.”

      Laron hesitated, then shook his head. “No, I need to answer their questions. I owe it to them.”

      Elise held the bottle until Laron drained the contents, and he lay his head back. After a moment, he whispered to Shane, “Go on; I know you have more questions.”

      Shane sighed and said, “My thoughts are buzzing in my head like a hive of bees. Where do I start?”

      Her face grew thoughtful. “Did my father know about my mother—that she was royal?”

      “I . . . I honestly don’t know. I never told him. Your mother was perhaps six or so when I found her.

      “Before I took her to Shanlin and Tyfyr, I made her promise never to reveal who she was or her real parents. Your mother was quite mature for her age. I think she immediately realized the gravity of her situation, so I don’t believe she ever shared that with her adoptive parents.”

      Shane nodded slowly, asking, “How did my parents end up in Bradenton, Tremont?”

      Laron’s eyebrows furrowed in thought. “That I don’t know. Perhaps your mother persuaded your father to return, thinking that perhaps, somehow, she could regain the throne.”

      “One thing I don’t understand. You said the people stay apart from others, then how did Motas—”

      “We do not associate with others as it suits us. Otherwise, and in this case, it didn’t suit Motas. I knew he searched for your parents, but I could do little to dissuade him.”

      Shane looked over at Ty, who sat gazing at the two. “You alright now?”

      “Not really,” he answered, “my stomach feels like it’s filled with churning lava.”

      “I know the feeling,” Shane sympathized.

      “Yeah, well,” Ty answered, “so what do we do now?”

      Shane turned back to Laron. “A good question. What do we do now?”

      “That’s easy enough,” Elise hurriedly said. “We build a litter for Laron here and take him with us while we search for Hamal and Adon.”

      She leaned toward Laron and said, “You need my help. I’ve got the bleeding stopped and a good, tight bandage over your wound, but you’re not out of the woods by a long shot. Frankly, that you still live is a bit of a miracle.”

      “I live,” Laron firmly replied, “because I must return to the people. I have a vital work to do.”

      “Laron, you’re too sick and hurt,” Elise protested.

      Laron scowled at her. “If I die, I die, but I must return and testify to the people of these two. In fact . . .” his voice trailed off as he turned his head and then called, “Elson, Taram, Marte, come here.”

      The three riders rose and hurried over to Laron. “Yes, Mentor?” Elson said.

      “Rig up a travois for me. I am returning to the people with you. And, you will instruct the others, using my authority, that when we return, they are to stand as witnesses that we now have two Arbiters.”

      At a nod from him, Shane and Ty stood. Laron was about to introduce them when in a quizzical tone, he asked, “What last name did you go by?”

      “Kellar,” Ty answered. “My full name is Tyson Kellar, and Shane is Shane Kellar.”

      “Kellar,” Laron whispered before his eyes noticeably widened, and he slowly shook his head as if to himself. “That is perhaps how Motas found you. If it was, it was a fatal mistake on your father’s part.”

      “I don’t understand,” Shane said.

      “The people are formally known as the Riders of Rallek—”

      “And in some circles,” Elise dryly remarked, “as the Demon Riders of Rallek.”

      Laron nodded and said, “Yes, that too. But Rallek is the family name of those who take up the authority of the Arbiter and the Lance of Judgement.”

      He looked at Shane and Ty. “You don’t see, do you?”

      Shane and Ty looked at each other before shaking their heads.

      “Your last name, Kellar,” Laron said quietly, “is Rallek spelled backward.”

      Shane stood as rigid as a stone pedestal while Ty slowly bent over and muttered, “I think I’m going to puke royally.”

      Laron gazed sadly at Shane. “I am so sorry. Perhaps your father thought you were so far from the people that no one would bother to search for them or catch the spelling.”

      Tears started to burn in Shane’s eyes. She felt a gentle hand on her shoulders and turned to find Rafe at her side. She whirled and buried her face against him. He put a hand around her waist to hold her and, with the other, reached up and lightly brushed at her hair.

      “Easy, Shane, easy,” he gently said.

      In a stuttering breath between sobs, she asked, “Why couldn’t Motas just leave us in peace? Let us live out our lives. How could he kill his own family over something so stupid?”

      “I don’t know,” Rafe replied sadly. “I don’t know why innocents suffer and die.”

      “Family or not,” Shane whispered, “I’m just glad he’ll never be able to hurt anyone again.”

      At that, she jerked back her head and stared at Rafe for an instant before she spun around to Laron. “You said Ty and I are now the Arbiters, right?”

      “Yes,” Laron replied, “though we’ve never had two before. However, that you both wielded the lance can only mean you two are indeed of the hereditary line.”

      “And you’re going back to tell the people who we are.”

      “That’s right.” Laron pointed at the three riders. “So are they and the other riders. There will be no question of your right to succession, for they have seen you both brandish the lance.”

      Ty raised himself, still looking a little green. Nevertheless, he saw the fire in Shane’s eyes and said, “I know that look. What’s on your mind, Sis?”

      “What’s on my mind?” she growled back. “For starters, there’s going to be some changes—big changes in how the people do business.”

      She stepped closer to Laron. “If we gave you orders to carry back to the people, would they be obeyed?”

      “Most certainly,” Laron answered.

      “Good,” Shane replied, her voice growing confident and firm.

      She turned to the three nearby riders and ordered, “Bring all the riders over here. I want them to hear this too.”

      Elson bowed his head slightly. “At once, Arbiter.”

      As the three riders hurried away, Ty gazed at Shane with a big grin before he lightly elbowed Shap. “Stick around. This is going to be good.”
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      Smiling at Elise, Shane glanced at the mounted riders and said, “The Riders of Rallek sounds so much better than the Demon Riders of Rallek, don’t you think?”

      “Absolutely,” Elise nodded but then mused, “though if they go up against the Dark Masters, the Demon Riders of Rallek might give those sulfur sniffers pause and second thoughts.”

      “Hmm,” Shane replied, screwing her mouth to one side. “You’re right, but we won’t use that name until the appropriate time.”

      “And when will that be?” Elise asked.

      Shane pointed at Wind Storm. “When he needs the help. Then, we’ll put a little fear into their nasty little Dark Master hearts.”

      Elise smiled. “I like it.”

      “Me too,” Shane smiled back and kneeled beside Laron’s horse-drawn litter. “Are you sure about this, Laron? Elise can’t go with you, and you’re still pretty sick. Still, it’s good that you turned at that last moment, or you’d be dead from that dart.”

      “I know, Arbiter,” Laron weakly replied, “believe me, I know that fortune smiled upon me.”

      “Arbiter,” Shane sighed. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to that name, so please, just Shane from now on.”

      “Of course, Mistress Shane,” Laron weakly smiled. “However, as to the matter of me going, I must do this, just as Elise must go with your company. No one else can ensure you and Master Ty can take your rightful place with our people. They know my voice, and they trust me.”

      Shane glanced at Ty, who stood on the litter’s other side. “Well, I’m not sure we’ll ever make proper Arbiters, but we will do our best to return and put things in order.”

      “Yeah,” Ty said, “once we make sure we put things in order for the rest of Erdron.”

      “With everyone else’s help, of course,” Shane sternly said to her brother.

      “Oh, of course,” he grinned.

      Laron motioned for them both to come closer. When they did, he said hoarsely, “You two have more than your parent’s looks. I see their spirit, their intelligence, their regal bearing in you.”

      “Whoa,” Shane hurriedly said. “Regal bearing? Are you sure you’re talking about my brother here? If you are, it must be Elise’s feel-good medicine that’s talking.”

      “Of course, he’s talking about me,” Ty shot back and postured himself grandly, head tilted back, lips tight, and open palm on his chest. “It is so obvious.”

      Laron’s lips twitched with a smile. “Not to mention their good-natured humor.”

      He turned to Shane. “With your first decrees to just these few riders, the changes you’ve demanded show great promise for our people to be far better than we are. Be assured that I and the riders will carry your message to the people, and they shall do exactly as you commanded.”

      He took in a breath, coughed, and clutched at his chest. He waited a moment to let the pain pass before saying, “Do not be apprehensive about our loyalties. We will answer as swiftly as possible when you call for us to come. They will follow you against even the most formidable foe.”

      Shane patted his hand warmly. “Thank you. Given our circumstances, that is reassuring to heart and mind.”

      Laron glanced over to where the company waited. “I may not understand all that this quest entails, but I understand that you are a part of it and can’t return to your home just yet.”

      Laron stretched out his hands and took one of Shane’s and Ty’s. “But know we will look forward to your returning with great anticipation.”

      Shane and Ty both nodded, with Shane murmuring, “As do we, Laron.”

      She nodded to Elson, who kneed his horse forward with the litter. In moments, the riders and Laron disappeared behind the first rock outcropping of the arroyo’s bend.

      Watching the riders disappear, Ty whispered to Shane, “Return home. Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it, Sis?”

      “Very much so, Ty,” Shane sighed. “Home and family always have a nice ring to them.”

      Ty looked at Shane and said, “You’ve changed, Sis.”

      “Changed? What are you talking about?”

      “Umm, you’ve always been sort of bossy—”

      “I have not.”

      “You have too, especially with me. But I was alright with it for the most part because I knew that one of us needed to be serious and make decisions. And, well, you know me, the original goof-off.”

      “On that, we can agree.”

      “Yeah, but now, well, you’re not completely bossy. It’s more like you’re being a leader, taking charge, especially with the Riders.”

      “I—I just did what needed to be done.”

      “Isn’t that being a leader? Doing instead of talking?”

      “I suppose so,” Shane answered slowly. “I’m not sure exactly what happened, but the moment Laron told us who we were, I felt different. As if for the first time, we have an identity and purpose.”

      “Different? Really?” Ty grunted. “Not me. I’m still hungry, wearing clothes that make a scarecrow’s rags look good, and still have lumps and bruises that ache and pain. But you’re right; you are different, and it’s a good different. I think this royalty business suits you.”

      He held up his charred piece of lance. “Or, maybe it’s these whatchamawizzits. Maybe they power up your doing abilities more.”

      “Whatchamawizzits, Ty? Really?”

      “I like it better than the Enforcer or Judgement Lance.”

      “You’re right,” Shane sighed, “both sound cruel. Especially when used on innocent people.”

      She held her broken piece of lance up. “We need a new name for these things.”

      “Yep.”

      Shane looked over at the waiting company. “But that’s going to have to wait. We have—”

      “Business to take care of,” Ty interjected.

      “That’s right.”

      They strode over to the waiting company, their new-found weapons tucked in their tunic belts. “Ready?” Elise asked.

      “Yes,” Shane replied. “Where to?”

      “Back to where we last set up camp,” Shap stated. “We’ll use it as a center point for our search.”

      “We’ve already got the sprites and sproggers out looking from aloft,” Wind Walker explained. “Once back to that campsite, we’ll try to pick up Adon’s and Hamal’s trail.”

      “And hope,” Elise murmured, “that nothing untoward has happened to them in the meantime.”

      As Shane and Ty stepped into their saddles, Rafe, riding Laron’s horse, approached Shane. “Mind if I ride alongside?”

      Shane dimpled slightly before murmuring, “Only if you swear you’ve forgiven me for my foolishness.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive,” Rafe replied. “As I know all too well, we do foolish things in the heat of the moment. Especially when our emotions rule us to the point where we wouldn’t recognize a logical thought if it were a bee going in one ear and out the other.”

      Shane chuckled. “Careful. You sound a little like Ty.”

      They smiled at other just as Ty butted in and said, “You two can talk about unimportant stuff all you want. Me, I’m going to ride with Reyna. I’ll need a few pointers on how to act like a royal. But only a few.”

      With that, he sent his horse forward to catch up with Reyna. Shane laughed lightly. “Right. Only a few.”

      She chewed on her lip for a moment while gazing at Rafe. Do I ask him? Dare I ask him? She could feel her cheeks turn warm as she pondered her thoughts. Better to get it straight out in the open than to dance around not knowing. Best to settle the matter now than have your hopes dashed later.

      As the company’s column moved forward, she leaned toward Rafe. “Um, now that we know, and you know who Ty and I are, does that change anything between us?”

      Rafe met her hopeful eyes. His slight smile lifted his beard a bit. “Always the straightforward one, aren’t you?”

      Shane shrugged slightly. “Sorry. I can’t help it. It’s my nature, I guess.”

      “It’s a good trait to have,” Rafe answered.

      He hesitated and said, “Honestly, I’m a little shocked, like the rest of the company. It’s a big change and a lot to take in.”

      Rafe lifted one shoulder in a slight shrug. “Before, you and Ty were this ragtag pair that had no home, no family, no—”

      “Anything,” Shane softly interjected.

      “Yes,” Rafe replied.

      “I know. I’m still trying to get it through my head that it’s real.”

      Rafe reached over and squeezed Shane’s hand. “Don’t doubt yourself. It’s real. Accept who you are and move forward.”

      His sigh was deep and a bit mournful. “Just as I’ve had to accept who I now am.”

      “Rafe,” she softly said, “you haven’t changed in my eyes.”

      “Thanks,” he murmured, “but we both know that’s not true.”

      He paused and said, “Look, we’ve become friends.”

      With a grin that lifted his beard, he added, “Though I still owe you for that melon you nailed me with back in Bradenton.”

      She felt a warmth at the touch of his hand on hers and smiled back. “That was a rather good throw, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he answered darkly, “it was. But like I said, I still owe you, so fair warning on that.”

      She laughed lightly. “If I see a melon patch, I’ll take your warning seriously. Otherwise, I feel quite safe.”

      “Yes, well,” he growled, “don’t get too complacent. I’ve been known to pull a prank or two in my time.”

      His face softened, and he gently squeezed her hand. “Look, I admit I didn’t treat you very well before, and I’m sorry for that. It was wrong—I was wrong. You deserved better. To me, it doesn’t matter if you’re someone who has nothing or royalty.

      “So, what do you say that we are comfortable with our friendship for now and see where this leads? Fair enough?”

      She squeezed his hand back. “Fair enough.”

      Shane took in a deep breath of satisfaction as Rafe withdrew his hand. Fair enough; indeed, she thought.

      The sun was lowering toward the horizon when the company entered the small clearing that was their former night camp. Wind Storm lifted his head and said, “I can hear Melody and the others. They’re coming our way.”

      In moments, high-pitched squeaking voices announced the sprites and sproggers arrival.

      “Me saw’em first!” Kip trumpeted.

      “No! Me saw’em first!” Dim countered.

      “Did not!”

      “Did too!”

      “Please tell me,” Wind Walker rumbled, “that ‘me saw’em’ means you found Hamal and Adon.”

      “It does,” Wind Melody nodded and pointed with a talon. “They’re over there, coming this way slowly. Grand Wind is leading them. Hamal is hurt. He’s holding his head, and it looks bloody.”

      “Let’s go,” Elise immediately announced, spurring White Flame forward.

      The company pushed hard through the forest until they found Grand Wind leading Adon and a slumped-over Hamal through the woods.

      Hamal held a bit of cloth to his bloodied head with one hand while his other clutched his reins. Shap helped Hamal down from his horse when Elise and the others reached them. With Shap’s help, Hamal stumbled over to a stump and sat.

      “What happened?” Elise asked as she hurriedly pulled tiny medicine bottles from her cloak.

      Adon stepped down from his saddle and, in a frustrated voice, snarled, “In the dark, we somehow got separated. Apparently, he ran headlong into a tree branch and knocked himself out.”

      “How did you find him?” Wind Storm asked.

      “Sheer luck,” Adon retorted. “I picked up our backtrail this morning and found where we separated. I followed it for a bit before I heard him moaning.”

      He scowled at Hamal, adding, “I stayed with him until I could get him back on his horse, but it’s been slow going. He could barely ride.”

      “Hurt too bad,” Hamal whispered. “Dizzy. The world’s spinning, and I can’t make it stop.”

      “Here,” Elise offered, holding a tiny, blue-tinted bottle. “This will help with the pain.”

      Hamal slowly tilted his head back and gulped down the contents. “Now,” Elise ordered, “close your eyes so that the sunlight doesn’t bother you, and let me look at that wound.”

      She gently removed the makeshift bandage to reveal a deep gash and a large walnut-sized knot on Hamal’s bald head.

      “Ouch,” Ty observed. “That must hurt. Hate to see what he did to the branch.”

      “Probably busted it in half,” Adon snorted, then, eyeing Ty and Shane, said, “So, our two runaways return, I see.”

      He hooked a thumb toward the two, saying, “Hey, Hamal, you can blame these two for that giant-sized headache you’ve got.”

      “Lay off, Adon,” Ty growled, “you’re talking to royalty now.”

      “Royalty?” Adon scornfully laughed. “What? The king and queen of lice and mud?”

      “Stop it, Adon,” Reyna snapped. “Just so happens Ty is right.”

      She quickly explained about Shane and Ty. Adon’s eyes flicked between brother and sister as she talked while his eyebrows crevassed in a deep furrow. When Reyna finished, Adon grunted, “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, she’s not,” Wind Storm hurriedly said. “But even if that wasn’t the case, you shouldn’t be calling them names or making fun of them.”

      There was an uncomfortable silence as Adon and Wind Storm stared at each other with hard eyes before Adon shrugged and pointed at Shane and Ty. “You can actually shoot death-dealing darts with those broken sticks?”

      Ty drew out his weapon and glared. “Care for me to demonstrate? It does an excellent job on loud-mouthed louts.”

      “Put it away, Ty!” Shane barked.

      She put her face close to Ty’s and growled, “They risked their lives to find us, remember? Is this how we repay them, with threats?”

      Ty met his sister’s stony stare before he dropped his gaze and muttered, “You’re right. Sorry.” He shoved his weapon under his belt and folded his arms across his chest.

      Shane turned to Adon and took a step to face him fully. “As for you, keep your nasty, small-minded comments to yourself, or you’ll find yourself sword-dancing with me.”

      She slapped her weapon, adding, “And I won’t need this to put you in your place.”

      With that, she stalked away. With a rueful smile, Rafe approached Adon and said, “If I were you, I’d listen to the lady. Take it from one who knows; you don’t want to get in a fight with her. Her bite is definitely worse than her bark. Much, much, worse.”

      He turned away and joined Shane and Ty as they tended their horses. Elise continued to work on Hamal, cleansing his wound. “How’s the head feeling?” she asked.

      “Better,” Hamal admitted. “Your potion eased the pain, and the dizziness is easing up. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now you and Shap can get into a good-natured argument over who had the biggest knot and biggest headache.”

      “Oh, I can tell you who was the biggest pain in the—” Reyna playfully began, only Shap interrupted her, saying, “Hey, at least I got my head split open by a Lurig and not a tree branch.”

      “You banged your head on a rock,” Reyna reminded him.

      “Yes, but the Lurig landed on me, which caused me to land on the rock.”

      “Speaking of the tree branch,” Elise said to Hamal, “how’d you manage to pull that stunt?”

      “Something,” Hamal explained, “spooked my horse. Before I could rein him in, he sent us right into a tree.”

      “Something?” Wind Storm asked.

      “Don’t know what it was,” Hamal replied, keeping his eyes closed against the bright sun. “Didn’t see anything, either.”

      “See?” Reyna said to Shap. “Maybe it was a Lurig that spooked Hamal’s horse. That would make you two pretty much even for being the biggest—”

      “If it was a Lurig,” Shap dryly remarked, “Hamal wouldn’t be sitting on that stump. He’d be inside that wolf’s stomach.”

      “Maybe it was a mouse,” Wind Melody suggested.

      “Big mouse,” Kip said. “Very scary.”

      “Very scary,” Dim agreed. “Big teeth. Big claws. Me scared already.”

      “No,” Shap said as he glanced at the woods uneasily, “mice usually don’t frighten a horse so much that they would bolt.”

      He slid his bow off his shoulder, prompting Wind Walker to ask, “Shap? What is it?”

      “I’m not sure,” Shap answered slowly. “But I suggest that while Elise patches Hamal up, we spread out and set a defensive perimeter.”

      His face and eyes grew hard. “Let’s not let Hamal’s ‘something’ catch us unawares, or we might all end up with something worse than a bloodied head.”
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      Cara stood beside Strong Wind, watching another small group of horsemen ride into the clearing stretching along the Lorell just below the town of Wynsur. “That’s Duke Almon, Duke Seemonn, and their sons,” she murmured to the big emerald. “Just a few more, and we’ll have everyone here. I hate to drag them away from their holdings and families, but it would be terribly wrong not to tell them what we know—of the danger we will surely face in the coming days.”

      “Indeed,” Strong Wind nodded, “though once they know that Vay’s malevolent power now runs through the Dark Masters, it may set them reeling. After all, most of Erdron believes that that evil one has no more influence on us.”

      “True,” Cara acknowledged, “but they can at least mount a strong defense against the Wilders and any other scum that ally themselves with that filth.”

      Strong Wind rumbled deep in his throat, “My father would say that even some preparation against the unknown or known danger tamps down the fear and gives the body, mind, and spirit some comfort.”

      “When you’re prepared,” Cara murmured, “you will not fear. Something that Tavin would say often.”

      “He was right,” Strong Wind replied, “and I can see you are heeding his wisdom in what you are doing here.”

      “Yes, well,” Cara sighed, “I’m not sure how much I can help prepare them, but I can’t just stand idly by and do nothing for my people.”

      She gazed at the assembly as her lips lifted in a wan smile. “Look at how everyone stares at you, especially the younger ones. After all, it has been some time since there was a dragon in the Northern Kingdom.”

      “Hmmm,” Strong Wind rumbled, “should I dance a jig for them or just belch dragon fire?”

      Cara turned amused eyes to Strong Wind. “Dragon fire I’ve seen, but for a dragon to dance a jig? Now, that’s something I would love to see.”

      “It was a rhetorical statement,” Strong Wind dryly answered.

      “Too bad. To see those talons of yours in stepping time would be something that generations would talk about for years and years.”

      She nudged him playfully with an elbow. “C’mon, show us a step or two. Maybe just a teensy little—”

      Her voice caught as her gaze focused on an enclosed carriage that had just drawn up. “Why, that’s Claudia DinBaern. What in the world is she doing here? Excuse me, Strong Wind, as much as I would like to stay and encourage you to do a jig, I must go and greet her personally; she’s a dear friend.”

      With that, she turned away and hurried over to where a footman was helping down an older, graying woman from the carriage. The woman stepped down from the last step and turned to stare in disbelief at the rubble that was once Wynsur Castle.

      “Claudia!” Cara called out.

      Duchess Claudia DinBaern turned and smiled as she saw Cara rushing toward her, then slightly bowed as Cara hurried up. Cara waited until she straightened before embracing her in a tight hug. “Claudia, Claudia, it is so good to see you!”

      Claudia returned Cara’s tight hug with her own, along with a tender smile. Cara drew slightly back but held onto Claudia’s arms. She searched the duchess’s face as she asked, “Angus?”

      Claudia sadly shook her head, and her eyes misted. “Thanks to your wonderful Reyna, he made it home alive. However, we only had him for a day before he passed.”

      Cara’s face became downcast. “Claudia, I am so sorry about Angus. Such an amazing, good man. The kingdom and I owe him and the DinBaern family so much.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Claudia replied. “He loved serving you and the realm. Next to his family, there was nothing he loved more.”

      Cara glanced at the carriage, saw it was empty, and asked, “You traveled alone? Your son? Daughter?”

      “Yes, I did the journey without them,” Claudia responded.

      She gestured to her driver and footman. “But Jacob and Patos took excellent care of me. Mary Margaret is at home with her husband and children. I asked them to stay and watch over  our holdings.”

      Cara’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. She could see in Claudia’s eyes that something else had deepened the mournful expression. Before she could ask, Claudia squeezed Cara’s hand and said, “As you, I mourn the loss not only of my husband but my son as well.”

      Cara gasped as her eyes glistened at Claudia’s news. “Oh, Claudia, no.”

      “Yes,” Claudia answered in a mournful voice. “A sickness that the Healer could do nothing about. He passed so quickly.”

      Her shoulders slumped, and her voice trembled a little as she said, “We buried him next to Angus.”

      Cara pulled Claudia to her. “I am so very sorry.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Claudia whispered. “But you mourn as well; perhaps we can comfort each other.”

      “Thank you. I would appreciate a shoulder to cry on.”

      There was a moment of silence before Cara pulled back and gently said, “Claudia, you did not have to attend this council. It is hard traveling even for young people.”

      “I felt the need to come,” Claudia answered. “With my husband and son gone, it did not feel right that there was no DinBaern voice in such a council. None in the family have experience in such matters, and I know you would not call for such a council unless it were imperative.”

      “It is important,” Cara acknowledged, “and your voice is very much needed.”

      “This meeting must be weighty,” Claudia observed as she motioned toward Strong Wind, “for a drake to be here.”

      “Strong Wind,” Cara replied. “My friend. Would you like to meet him?”

      “Of course. It has been so long since I’ve had the pleasure.”

      The two walked over to Strong Wind, who swung his head around to them as they approached. “Strong Wind,” Cara began, “may I present the Duchess Claudia DinBaern, a dear friend to my family and a valiant citizen of the kingdom.”

      Strong Wind bowed his head slightly. “My lady, an honor.”

      Claudia gave him a warm smile as she said, “The honor is mine, Strong Wind. My family and I have sorely missed our dragon friends. I look forward to hearing your wise counsel in this meeting.”

      “Thank you, the sentiment is appreciated.”

      Cara gently took Claudia’s elbow. “Come, let’s find you a suitable place to sit.”

      As they walked arm in arm, Claudia leaned close and whispered, “Your Majesty, why this realm-wide council? Your messenger did not give a reason why.”

      Cara whispered, “On purpose, Claudia.”

      She drew in a deep breath and murmured, “We are in trouble, Lady DinBaern. Vay is among us again, only in a different form, but with every bit of her powerful, evil magic. Once again, we must fight for our lives and our freedom.”

      Claudia shook her head and gestured slightly at the ruins. “We had heard, of course, of the destruction but not the how, other than rumors. It makes sense now, though it pierces the heart to know that evil stalks the land again.”

      She sighed deeply. “We sacrificed so much to rid our world of Vay.”

      The duchess turned to Cara and patted her hand. “As you, more than anyone knows full well.”

      “I keep thinking,” Cara murmured, “it doesn’t seem fair. As you said, so many, not just our people, sacrificed so much in the Great War.”

      Claudia smiled wanly. “Angus used to say, life is never fair, nor should we expect it to be, but it is worth it in the end.”

      Cara slightly nodded and replied, “An excellent saying to live by.”

      As they reached the edge of the royal gathering, the men bowed and parted ranks to let Cara and Claudia pass. The two came to a full-leafed oak tree with a chair under the spreading branches.

      “Here, you take this,” Cara said.

      “But Your Majesty,” Claudia protested, “this is your chair.”

      “I’ll have another fetched for me,” Cara replied. “Besides, I have not stood on my feet nearly as much as you over the years.”

      Claudia smiled thinly. “At my age, few have done much of anything more than I have.”

      Captain Wald hustled up a few moments later, leading two soldiers carrying an oversized, solid oak chair. They sat the chair down where Cara indicated, bowed, and hurried back through the crowd.

      “Ma’am,” Captain Wald said, addressing Cara, “Dukes Falson and Litton just arrived. All that you sent for are here.”

      “Thank you, Wald,” Cara replied. “Please help me up on the chair so the assembly can see and hear me. And I want you to stay as well, for what I have to say, you need to hear too.”

      Offering a hand, Wald helped Cara onto the chair and held it steady as she stood and turned to face the small crowd. “My lords,” Cara spoke strongly, quieting the murmuring.

      She turned and smiled at Claudia. “And my lady. Thank you for your prompt response to my call. Many of you traveled far and left your holdings, but I assure you that I would not have called you if it was not a matter of grave urgency.”

      She turned slightly and gestured toward Strong Wind. “May I present Strong Wind, son of Wind Walker, Prince of the Forest, and one of the Three Guardians. Strong Wind, like his father, is a Prince of the Forest and was a noble soldier in the Great War.”

      Cara stopped to deeply draw in a breath before saying, “And like me, until recently, a captive of the Dark Masters.”

      There was a stirring and muttering among the ranks at Cara’s statement. Cara held up a hand to quieten them before going on. “I did not gather you here to discuss my imprisonment. Rather, I called you here to tell you that the evilness and the power of Vay are back among us.”

      To their stricken faces and stunned silence, she added, “And yes, we are at war again.”
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      The mutterings within the assembly grew louder, with several strident conversations overriding the others. “War? Are we at war? I see no army marching upon us. No archers, no pikemen, or swordsmen. If we are to take up arms, where is the foe?”

      “Look to the castle ruins, Amos. Do you think a brisk wind took that down? And the destruction in the town as well. If that were your holdings at Black Ridge, would you be so doubting of Her Majesty’s statement?”

      An older man stepped to the forefront. “Your Majesty, may I speak?”

      “Of course, Duke LaMont,” Cara replied.

      “Are you calling upon us to take up arms to defend the realm?”

      Cara hesitated, then gestured toward Strong Wind. “Before I answer that, I would have you hear from my friend, Strong Wind, so you might know what we face.”

      Strong Wind lumbered forward, the gathering having to make a broad way for him to pass through. Once near Cara, he swung around to face the assembly.

      “Before her defeat,” he began, “Vay imbued one of my kind with a portion of her power; how much and why I cannot rightly say. However, that dragon shared some of his magical abilities with seven others. They call themselves the Dark Masters, with Vyn being their master.”

      “So,” Duke LaMont muttered, “we face eight dragons that carry Vay’s malevolence?”

      “Yes,” Strong Wind acknowledged, “eight, along with their numerous followers. I cannot name them all, but I can tell you that the Wilders now align themselves with the Dark Masters.”

      He paused and then growled, “And it may well be that, like Vay, Vyn can call to the nether regions and bring forth the hideous fiends that dwell in that dreadful place.”

      “How strong have the Wilders become?” another duke called out.

      “Do we know their numbers?” Cara quickly answered. “No. But we do know that somehow, perhaps from the Dark Masters, they’ve acquired a fiendish new weapon—Proga arrows.”

      An audible gasp came from Lady DinBaern. “Your Majesty, are you sure?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Cara replied. “These Proga-tipped arrows are sharp enough to penetrate even a dragon’s scales.”

      “Where did they come from?” Claudia asked. “Surely, the dwarves would not make them.”

      “No,” Cara replied, “they had to come from elsewhere, but where I do not know.”

      “The Miele armor,” Duke LaMont stated harshly. “Someone has refashioned the Meile armor we gave up.”

      “Yes,” Cara sighed. “The one thing that could withstand the hit of a Proga arrow and the one thing we don’t have anymore.”

      From the back, a younger voice called out, “Why not? Where is the armor?”

      “We sold it,” LaMont growled.

      “Sold it?” the younger man sputtered. “In the gods' names, why?”

      “To rebuild the realm after the Great War,” Cara replied. “Our homes, schools, libraries, all those and much more, came from the ducats we obtained through the sale.”

      “Seems very short-sighted to me,” the younger man retorted. “Not to mention a little on the foolish side.”

      “We thought we were done with Vay,” Cara crisply answered. “That what weapons we had were sufficient for our needs.”

      LaMont turned with a hard stare to face the younger man. “Easy to say for one who wasn’t born until after the Great War and the restoration of our country. I would say, young Joachim, it is you that is being short-sighted and foolish.”

      “Easy, LaMont,” an older, bearded man growled, standing close to Joachim, “that is my son you are addressing in a disrespectful tone.”

      “And if he is going to speak, Kellum,” LaMont spat back, “in a council of his elders, then he best be keeping a civil tongue in his head about matters that appear beyond his knowledge or experience.”

      “He knows our history,” Kellum sharply retorted, “so I say his voice is as valuable as any here.”

      “Knowing our history,” Claudia said sternly, “is one thing; living our history is another, as you should know, Kellum Monce. I will be the first to acknowledge that none of us thought we would be back to this state within our lifetimes, which is why the sale of the armor made sense at the time.

      “Besides,” she said, pointing a finger at Kellum, “your holdings were one of those that received quite a bit of help from the Wynsur treasury after the sale, was it not?”

      Duke Monce returned her gaze and shifted uncomfortably in his stance, recalling the sizeable gift of money from Tavin and Cara and knowing where it came from.

      She shrugged and said, “As it was with you, the DinBaerns, and most of you here, for that matter. We cannot undo what is done. The matter before us is what to do with the present.”

      “If that is the case,” Joachim said, “it sounds like this is a matter for the dragons, not us. After all, eight of them are bringing this war and not us Drachs.”

      He jabbed a finger at Strong Wind. “I say we send this one back to his kind with a decree that they deal with the situation in their own way and leave us in peace.”

      Joachim hesitated before adding, “If I understand rightly, they deserted us, so let this war be between them. I see no reason for us to spill our blood on behalf of dragons.”

      There was stunned silence at first before a swelling muttering broke the quiet. Before anyone could speak, Cara held up a hand to silence the assembly. Her eyes were stony as she stared straight at Joachim.

      “You,” she began in a voice that was as cold and hard as a winter’s gale, “will apologize to Strong Wind, who, in his own right, is of royal dragon lineage and was a noble warrior during the Great War. A great many dragons died in that war, and you, Joachim Monce, are the beneficiary of his and his family’s bravery, courage, and sacrifice.”

      Joachim stubbornly crossed his arms, his lips tight, with his eyes focused on the ground. His father nudged him forcefully, to which the young man muttered something unintelligible.

      “Louder!” Cara commanded. “So that we can all hear.”

      Joachim raised his head and said, “Your Majesty, Strong, Wind, I meant no offense. I apologize if what I said was perceived as such. However, I stand by what I said: I believe this is a dragon war, and we should not become involved.”

      “And when the Wilders,” LaMont dryly answered, “descend on your holdings, will you run out shouting, we have no dragons here, be off and leave us in peace?”

      “Aye,” another grizzled duke responded. “When Vay attacked, I don’t recall any of us saying this was a war between fairies and we’ll take no part. When a sword is at your throat, you don’t question if the person holding it is of your kind or not.”

      Strong Wind turned to Cara. “May I speak?”

      “Of course, please.”

      Strong Wind rose to all fours and surveyed the assembly. “This war is not just about dragons, Drachs, or whomever. This war is about all the innocent lives lost, whether dragon or Drach, if the Dark Masters are not stopped.

      “This time, there is no golden dragon, no rainbow dragon, and no Hooper Menvoran to face the evil. Instead, we have Wind Storm, a young sprogger emerald dragon, and my son, who has the almost impossible charge of creating the powerful, magical Dragon Ring to counter Vyn and his evil minions.”

      He raised a talon to point. “Out there, in the wilderness, a small company bravely forges ahead with Wind Storm to obtain the next power ring. They do not know where they shall obtain their next meal. They sleep on the ground, shivering in the cold.

      “They are few, whereas those they face are numerous. Wind Storm doesn’t have a dragon army or even a Drach army to protect and help him in what seems like a hopeless task.

      “Four times, this company has met and defeated a Dark Master. Yet, now those evil ones, and their allies, grow stronger. Who knows how many Dark Masters that little company will have to face next time. One or eight?

      “But my question to you is: where are the allies of the Company of the Dragon Ring?”

      He lowered his head slightly, and his eyes bore straight at Joachim. “It would seem that some would rather stay in their cozy homes, by their warm fires, sleep in their comfortable beds, and eat a full meal several times a day.”

      Strong Wind’s rumble was loud and low. “Be assured that we dragons will do our part, with or without you, just as we did in the Great War. But when this is over, will we dragons be able to say the same of you? That you did your part?”

      There was not a sound in the clearing. Not the sound of the breeze rustling the oak tree’s leaves, not the sound of clothing rustling when someone moved, not a cough, or the scraping of a boot against the soil.

      Then, Duke LaMont stepped forward. “The House of LaMont will answer the call, Your Majesty.” He turned and bowed to Strong Wind. “And to you, Prince of the Forest.”

      Another man, along with his two sons, stepped forward. “The House of Alsace is at your command, Your Majesty.”

      Then, as one, the whole group stepped forward, except for Duke Monce and his son. Those who stood before Cara pledged to accept the call to war and to defend House and realm.

      Cara looked over their heads to where Kellum and Joachim stood. The duke raised his head and said, “Your Majesty, if you command my House to take part, then we will obey. However, if this is a matter of choice, we choose not to accept the call.”

      Cara worked her mouth for a moment as all eyes were on her. After deliberation, she said, “Duke Monce, you may perceive that your House can be neutral in this matter, but I assure you that evil does not know, or honor, neutrality. In its eyes, you are either for or against it.

      “Nevertheless, I will not command you to acknowledge the call. However, be it known that we will not consider you part of the common defense. If war comes, and it will come, the Great Houses will not come to your aid until we are assured that we can do so without sacrificing our own.”

      She straightened and said, “You and your son are dismissed from this council.”

      Startled by Cara’s abrupt dismal, Duke Monce hesitated, unsure of himself, and opened his mouth as if to speak. However, Joachim tugged at him and snarled, “Let’s go, Father. They’re kicking us out. Our words and concerns mean nothing to them.”

      The duke set his mouth in a hard, straight line, giving Cara a curt bow. With Joachim alongside, he stomped across the grass to their horses. Moments later, they pounded away down the road that led out of town, with their small entourage of guards trailing just behind.

      Cara chewed on her lip, watching them go. Well, that didn’t go as I thought it would.

      Her eyebrows furrowed in deep thought. Still, can we use this to our advantage somehow?

      “Your Majesty?” Duke LaMont’s soft voice interrupted Cara’s thoughts.

      “Yes?” she replied.

      “I am not asking Her Majesty to revoke her command. But the men of Monce House were at my side during the Great War. I cannot speak for my fellow nobles but feel uncomfortable leaving them isolated from our joint forces.”

      He glanced at the road and shook his head. “Kellum has not been the same since Shara died. He relies too much on Joachim, who, as you saw, does not have a level head for these weighty matters.”

      Cara slowly nodded before she motioned the duke forward. She got down from the chair and led him next to Strong Wind for a private conversation. “I have an idea whereby we might accomplish several things, but I need your help as I won’t be here to see this through.”

      LaMont’s bushy eyebrows noticeably lifted at Cara’s statement. “I don’t understand, ma’am.”

      Cara hesitated and said, “You will keep this to yourself as I don’t want the others to know.”

      LaMont bowed his head slightly. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      Cara rapidly explained why she and Strong Wind would be leaving and then detailed her plan involving the House of Monce. Once finished, she asked, “Well? What do you think of my idea?”

      LaMont slowly nodded his head appreciatively. “Your plan is very clever, my queen, very clever indeed. It would accomplish several things and assuage my concerns regarding Kellum and his family.”

      “Then you will do it?”

      “Aye, Your Majesty, I will,” LaMont replied, then added, “but may I speak frankly for a moment regarding the other matter?”

      “Of course, Alron. You know that Tavin and I always appreciated your wise counsel.”

      “Thank you. Then may I say in the frankest terms possible that this notion of yours to go off by yourself is dangerous and borders on being foolish. Now, more than ever, the realm needs its queen.”

      “And my son needs his mother to rescue him from his foolishness.”

      “With respect, ma’am, I would say foolishness of his own making that endangers his mother and perhaps the realm if she leaves. Send Captain Wald and whatever men at arms we can muster to retrieve the prince while you ready the realm for this war we know is coming.”

      Cara shook her head. “Even if I agreed to send Wald, King Charl would most likely view their arrival as an invasion, and then we would have two wars on our hands. No, I believe my one chance at success is with myself and Strong Wind.”

      “You say these Black Blades are found in Tremont?” LaMont observed. “What if you appealed to King Charl?”

      Cara snorted a laugh. “That old alligator would more than likely find my son, hold him hostage, and use him as leverage against our people and me.”

      She laid a gentle hand on LaMont’s shoulders. “Alron, tell me truthfully, would you not do the same if this were one of your sons?”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” LaMont grunted. “But the difference is that I don’t sit on a throne and rule over an entire realm. One that is imminently threatened by a bloodthirsty evil that will not stop until we are all dead.”

      Cara bit down on her lip. The man was right. But I cannot just abandon Owen. I’m a mother first, a queen second. My duty lies with my family.

      Her heartbeat quickened as she suddenly caught on a thought she hadn’t ever considered before. What if I abdicate? With no royal obligations, I would be free to search for Owen.

      For a moment, a wave of guilt washed over her. She found herself thinking that Tavin would disapprove of her thinking, that she would be abandoning a kingdom that they had worked so hard to save and rebuild.

      Still, she couldn’t bring herself to abandon Owen. She searched for Reyna; could she do no less for Owen?

      Her mind made up; she was about to answer LaMont when a horse soldier pounded down the road. She took one look at the whitish lather on the horse’s flanks and withers and instantly knew something was wrong.

      The soldier pulled his horse off the way and rode pell-mell toward the assembly. Captain Wald hurried through the ranks to meet the sweaty horseman. The man all but jumped off his horse and, in an animated fashion, began speaking to Wald.

      Wald listened intently for a few seconds and then, with the soldier in tow, rushed back to where Cara stood. “Your Majesty,” Wald quickly said and motioned to the soldier who had gone to a knee, “this you must hear first-hand.”

      “Please, rise,” Cara commanded. “Report.”

      The man jumped to his feet and pointed westward. “Trolls, Your Majesty, an army of trolls crossing the border. They carry a weapon in each of their four hands: mace, sword, and clubs mostly.”

      He motioned slightly off to one side. “South of the trolls are large bands of Kai. Each band appears as a giant silver snake slithering over the grasslands.”

      “Their line of march?” Cara demanded.

      The soldier swallowed and uttered, “If they keep on their bearing, it will lead them here, my queen. They march toward Wynsur.”
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      Chaos erupted among the nobility with shouts and curses at the news that a troll and Kai army marched on the Northern Kingdom. It took Cara getting on Strong Wind’s back and shouting at the top of her lungs, “Quiet! I said quiet down!” before the nobles’ loud voices and mutterings finally subsided.

      “The war,” she began, “has come sooner than we expected. However, we can mount a solid defense now that we know who approaches our land and from where.”

      Her voice was almost a growl as she said, “They think we’re weak, but they’ll soon find out how wrong they are when our pikes slice their guts open and our arrows split their skulls.”

      She started to point. “Dellam, Rodney, Grange, your Great Houses are the first along their line of march, which will surely be through Yellowroot Valley. We shall make our stand and defeat the scum on the highlands leading to the valley.”

      Cara straightened, and there was a firmness in her voice as she commanded, “Each House is to send at least fifty men comprised of archers, pikemen, and swordsmen all on horseback to House Stuart. That will be our gathering point. If you do not have the fifty horses, borrow from your neighbor, or have your men ride double. But do not tarry; every second is precious to our cause.”

      She turned to Wald. “Send our fastest horsemen to House Terrel. From there, organize them into scout teams. They are to be our eyes and ears. I want every possible line of attack covered. From Wynsur, I want my legionnaires on the road to House Stuart within two hours.”

      “And Wynsur Township itself, Your Majesty?” Wald questioned.

      Cara sighed. “The townspeople will have to defend themselves just as the other Houses will have to.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Wald responded. “And where will Her Majesty be?”

      Cara hesitated, torn by her desire to search for Owen and her loyalty to her people. Wind Strong placed his muzzle near her and murmured, “You cannot be in two places, Cara Wynsur. Fight for your people first, and afterward; we shall find Owen.”

      She hesitated before saying, “I need more time to think on this, Strong Wind, please.”

      “Of course,” he replied and pulled back. As he did, Cara firmly said,  “Strong Wind and I will sky to the borders and take a look for ourselves. We will meet you at House Stuart. Now, off with you. I want the legion fully prepared for what they face and on the move within two hours.”

      Wald bowed and spun away, hurrying through the nobles’ ranks.

      Cara turned back to the assembly. “My lords, Lady DinBaern, is there anything more we should discuss? Or shall we get about the business at hand to defend our families and holdings against the filth that despoils our land?”

      Duke LaMont stepped forward. “A question, Your Majesty.”

      “Yes? Go on,” Cara replied.

      LaMont turned to Strong Wind and bowed slightly. “May we humbly ask that the Mighty One join us in this desperate battle? To have a dragon in our sky would give our men additional courage and strength.”

      Strong Wind returned LaMont’s courteous posture with his own slight head bow and said, “It would be my honor to join you in righteous battle against those fiends.”

      From the nobles erupted a shout and clapping.

      “Anything else, my lords and lady?” Cara asked.

      Getting no response, Cara nodded and said, “Then so be it; I will see you at House Stuart.”

      Before LaMont could turn, Cara called, “Alron, a word.”

      She waited until he was close before saying, “I will take the Lady DinBaern to her home on Strong Wind. I do not want her to bear that long carriage ride home. Would you send word to Duke Monce of the situation? He may have deserted us, but he is still one of our own and deserves to know.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty. Shall I ask him to send fifty to the battle?”

      “Yes,” Cara sighed. “Perhaps the imminence of battle will change his mind to add to the common defense.”

      “I will have my son see to it personally.”

      “Thank you.”

      Cara could see the hesitation in LaMont’s eyes, so she said, “Go on, Alron, I know that look. What is it?”

      LaMont’s lips twitched in a wan smile at Cara’s comment. “It sounds as if Her Majesty is staying with us. Commanding us in battle and not leaving to search for Prince Owen.”

      Cara’s face immediately fell, and her shoulders drooped slightly. She glanced to each side to ensure that no one was listening. “It’s not fair,” she fervently whispered, “to be torn between the love of one’s people and the love for a son, even a wayward one. I need to find my son, Alron.”

      “To protest life’s unfairness,” LaMont replied, “is like spitting into a gale. It does nothing except land back in one’s face.”

      Cara’s lips lifted in a slight smile. “You learned that from Tavin.”

      “Indeed, Your Majesty and I have taken it to heart. A word of counsel, ma’am?”

      “Of course.”

      “Stay and fight alongside your people. Once we defeat those monsters, your people will gladly follow you anywhere and do anything for you. Even to marching with you to Tremont to rescue that wayward son of yours.”

      Cara looked at Strong Wind, who was following the conversation. “Wise counsel, Cara,” he rumbled, “even on the second hearing of it.”

      Cara took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I can see,” she slowly said as she turned to Strong Wind, “you believe I’ve thought long enough on the matter.”

      She straightened and met LaMont’s frank gaze. “Alright, so be it. We will meet these fiends in battle, and once we dispatch them to Hades, we go for Owen.”

      Her face and voice firmed up. “And heaven help anyone who stands between my son and me.”
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      Irric was in a foul mood, and his subordinates were wise enough to stay away from him when his face was dark and scowling. His eyes, narrowed and menacing, stared at the fire that licked across the small, glowing logs. Tied to a nearby tree, his horse whinnied loudly and swished its tail at the buzzing flies. Irric paid no attention as his mind was set on the loss of the Northern Kingdom to him and his men.

      Morena and Jash sat across from him, sharing a broken tree trunk and slowly sipping from steaming mugs of berry cider. “A little bitter for my taste,” Morena murmured as she stared at the cup, “but it does warm the middle.”

      “Aye,” Jash grunted, “but,” he raised his eyes to the glowering Irric, “it does little to raise the spirits for some, I would say.”

      “So it would seem,” Morena returned softly as she, too, studied Irric’s sullen expression.

      She took another small sip before saying, “Well, Irric, are we to sit here all day and night staring into the fire, or shall we discuss our next steps?”

      Irric’s lips tightened almost into a pout before he gave Morena a sharp look. “Steps? What steps?” he derisively snorted.

      He swept a hand toward his men’s encampment a short distance away. “My men and I are figuratively trapped between a mountain Tyger on the one hand and Lurig wolves on the other. We can neither go forward nor back.”

      Irric spun toward Jash. “You are certain? The Dark Masters now control the Northern Kingdom?”

      His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How did you get this news? What is your source?”

      Jash took a slow sip from his steaming mug. “I pay good money for my information and never trust just one source. I also pay good money for them to keep their mouths shut about who and what I am, and I do the same about them.”

      He shrugged. “In my line of work, you don’t go around blabbing about such things, or you’ll never get a tip from anyone ever again.”

      Jash thinly smiled as he pointed at Morena. “And you’ll never receive a large payout of ducats from the likes of her, either.”

      “Which is,” Morena said to Irric, “a long-winded answer in saying that he’s not going to divulge who’s in his employ, which is exactly how I operate.”

      Irric’s scowl turned deeper before he ran a hand through his dark hair. “Alright,” he growled at Jash, “for now, I believe you. But why aren’t you headed back to get us more information so we can sort this out? Maybe it’s only rumors you heard, or—”

      “No rumors,” Jash retorted. “Fact.”

      “As to why he’s still here,” Morena hastily said, “it was because I told him to stay put until you and I determine our next steps.”

      “Our next step,” Irric sarcastically replied, “is quite simple; we can’t attack the Northern Kingdom. We can’t fight Dark Masters.”

      He snorted. “Not unless you’re a powerful sorceress that can match their dark magic.”

      “Maybe in my next life,” Morena dryly answered.

      She took her cup and tossed the cider to one side, where it splattered against the grass. “So, no Northern Kingdom, you say?”

      She eyed Irric. “If you still want your kingdom, your trail leads back south to Tremont, not north.”

      Irric jabbed a finger at Jash. “If his information is correct!”

      “It is!” Jash shot back.

      Irric worked his hands, tightening and releasing them in hard fists. After a few moments, he turned to stare toward his soldier’s encampment.

      Morena followed his stare, and a wan smile lifted her lips. I know exactly what he’s thinking.

      “You’re wondering how your men will react,” she murmured, “once you tell them that there’s no marching on the Northern Kingdom, no sacking, no plundering to be had. No gold, silver, jewels, or rich food for the belly. You’re questioning whether they will still follow you.”

      “My men,” Irric growled as he whipped back to glare at Morena, “are good soldiers who will do as I command.”

      Morena shrugged at his answer and, along with Jash, rose from her sitting spot. “In that case, we’ll take our leave and let you sort out your mind. We have a few things of our own to sort out, but I’ll be in touch.”

      She gestured to where she’d thrown her cider. “Thanks for your hospitality. See ya, Irric, and try to get things straight on your end wrapped up quickly.”

      Morena started to turn away, but Irric demanded, “Things? What things?”

      “Things,” she lightly laughed at him as she turned away.

      Moments later, she and Jash rode off. Once they were out of earshot, Jash said, “You think he bought it?”

      “Of course,” Morena replied. “He’s as gullible as they come. However, he has a predicament on his hands. He promised his men a lodestone of riches, and now he can’t deliver.”

      “What do you think will happen?”

      “They’ll kill him,” Morena sighed. “Which is too bad as he was quite the useful fool. However, there are more like him to gather in my net, and I eventually shall.”

      “What about us?”

      Morena frowned. “That’s another matter. But one step at a time, dear father, one step at a time. I haven’t given up, and neither should you. I’m going to be a queen someday. It’s just taking a little longer than I thought.”

      For several minutes, Irric watched them go through narrowed, suspicious eyes. “Things,” he snorted and then ran a hand over his grizzled chin. “Just what are you up to now, Morena? I trust you about as far as I could throw you and that big stallion you ride.”

      He turned away to stare into the fire and its flickering, dancing flames. He knew that his men were grumbling. His bravado toward Morena regarding his men was just that; bravado. To tell them they were turning away from the riches he promised was inviting severe trouble.

      But what choice did he have? He would use the news of the Dark Masters occupying the realm, of course. That might appease a few, but he feared not the majority.

      These were men drawn from the poorest of the poor. Hardscrabble and poverty were their lot in life. To have the wealth he promised them snatched away would flame the fires of rebellion. Once ignited, he doubted that he and his officers could quench the flames before his men aimed their swords and pikes straight at his head.

      He again ran a hand over his chin. When to tell them and how?

      Just for an instant, a dark thought wiggled its way into his mind. Run away? Escape the coming chaos and his potential death? He pinched his lips between his thumb and forefinger. He could give some excuse that he was out scouting and then keep going over the horizon as far as he could.

      He eyed his mare. Saddled, well-fed, and watered, she was ready to gallop long and hard. Where to go? Could he truly outrun his men, or would they find him and execute him as the usual punishment for deserters?

      He took several steps toward his horse when a shout stopped him. He hesitated before he turned to find Lieutenant Hild and two of his men pushing and shoving what appeared to be a small family toward him.

      As they came near, he barked, “Lieutenant, what’s the meaning of this?”

      “Sir, you might want to hear what they have to say. Two scouts caught them as they pulled a small handcart piled with their belongings through the pass.”

      Irric turned to the father, who stood with his hat in hand, his dirty face matching his dirty and messy clothes. To his left, looking frightened, was his wife, clutching what appeared to be a little boy-child in her arms while a young girl clung to her mother’s skirt and buried her head in the dark material.

      “Alight,” he snapped to the father, “I’m listening.”

      The man swallowed and, in a hoarse voice, said, “As I told your men, we lived on the outskirts of the Northern Kingdom. I’m a proud man and didn’t want to be beholden to some duke and his House.”

      He licked his lips and muttered, “That may have been a mistake, as we barely escaped with our lives from those monsters.”

      Irric instantly straightened. “Monsters? You ran from the Dark Masters?”

      The man shook his head. “Dark Masters? I know not what that be, sir. No, sir, not from Dark Masters. Trolls. A horde of them. Our closest neighbors said that they’d heard rumors of other monsters who were silvery in color, hissed like serpents, but ran on two feet like Drachs, though we saw none of them.”

      Stunned at the man’s pronouncement, Irric stood rooted in place for a moment before he demanded, “You say you’ve never heard of Dark Masters in the Northern Kingdom?”

      The man nervously kneaded his cap as he glanced at the nearby soldier who held a sword point close. “Sir, I am an honest man, and I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Please, sir,” the woman murmured, “my husband’s not lying.”

      “Alright,” Irric growled, “for now, I believe you. Go on.”

      The man nodded and said, “I know not about these Dark Masters. Though we only get scant news of the kingdom as we don’t live on the lands of a Great House, I would have heard if there be these Dark Masters within the realm.”

      Irric considered the man’s response, then demanded, “You’re sure that trolls and Kai were invading?”

      “I saw the trolls myself, good sir,” the man stammered, “but not these Kai if that’s what you call these serpent-men.”

      His eyes went blank  as he dully said, “From a hilltop, we saw the trolls, sir.”

      The man swallowed, choked, and then muttered, “They were butchering our neighbors.”

      He shook his head. “How we escaped such a fate, I do not know, sir.”

      The man hesitated for an instant as he again eyed the nearby soldier and his sword. “But I swear to you that what I say is the truth.”

      Irric studied the man’s face and saw the fear but no guile in his eyes or expression. Besides, what possible motive would he have to lie and risk his life and his family’s as well?

      Irric ran a tongue over his lips as his eyes turned hard. Morena, you lying witch, you and that scum with you. You did this to throw me off so that you could have the kingdom all to yourself.

      “Dark Masters,” he derisively snorted to himself.

      “Sir?” Hild asked.

      Irric waved a dismissive hand at the lieutenant and said, “Give them some food and send them on their way. They have done us an admirable service today.”

      The father appeared surprised for a moment before, and with noticeable relief, he said, “Thank you for your generosity, sir.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Irric replied, adding, “Where are you headed?”

      The man glanced at his wife and said, “We thought Tremont might be safe. We’ve not heard of any monsters there.”

      “No,” Irric grunted, “not of the sort you’re running from anyway.”

      At that, Hild motioned to the two soldiers who pulled the family away. “Orders, sir?” he asked.

      “Make ready to march,” Irric commanded. “North.”

      He began to turn away but stopped and said, “Tell the men that if they see a troll or Kai to hold off from killing them unless they attack first. We’ll let the people of the Northern Kingdom slaughter as many as they can before we move in and do our business.”

      Hild’s eyebrows rose slightly, but he quickly saluted and hurried away, shouting orders.

      Irric walked over to his horse and patted him on the neck. “It won’t be long,” he murmured, “before you carry a king on your back.”

      His eyes grew icy cold. “But first, we have a lying witch and her crony to kill.”
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      “From here,” Shap said, using a long stick to draw a line through the dirt, “we cross these highlands. They’re thick with trees and brambles, but we’ll spot the Dragon Spike mountains once out of the woods.”

      “Dragon Spike?” Wind Delight exclaimed. “Why are they called that?”

      “Because,” Shap explained, “their peaks are so sharp that from a distance, they look like your tail spikes; long and sharp.”

      “I’ve seen a few maps,” Elise mused, “that show this range called Dracon Spilch in Old Tongue, which translates to Dragon Spikes in the Common Tongue.”

      “They sound imposing,” Reyna offered with a frown.

      “They are,” Shap nodded. “Even more so than the Greenstorms.”

      “And there is a way through?” Brynn asked.

      “Yes,” Shap replied, “but not easily.”

      He used his stick to point at the upside-down V-shapes he had made in the ground to represent the mountains. “There is a pass here that we can cross.”

      He screwed his mouth to one side. “I’ve heard it called several names; Heartbreak Way, Turnaround Passage, and the Valley of Travails.”

      “Lovely, just lovely,” Reyna murmured.

      “Indeed,” Shap nodded, “but from what I know, it’s the only pass low enough that we can take. The others are so high that only those with wings could get through.”

      “Which leaves out more than half of us,” Adon observed.

      “Snow,” Gormon said in more of a statement than a question.

      “Oh, yes,” Shap replied, “and this time of year, it will be deep—very deep. But the pass is the shortest way to the River Serene and the only one low enough for us to cross.”

      He gestured at both ends of his diagram. “If we try to bypass the mountains on either end, it will add ten-twelve days to our journey. Maybe more.”

      “You’ve been to this pass?” Brynn asked, shifting her weight from her bad leg to her good.

      “No,” Shap admitted. “I’m sharing what I’ve learned from others.”

      “Others as in others found in local pubs?” Reyna dryly asked.

      “And around trail campfires,” Shap returned unabashed.

      “The snow,” Elise asked, “you said it’s deep. How deep?”

      Shap shrugged and frowned. “For certain? I’m not sure, but the winter snows were heavy this year, even more so in the mountains.”

      He motioned toward Brynn. “Perhaps as deep as she is tall.”

      Adon whistled low. “That’s not good. How are we supposed to get through that? We certainly can’t walk on top of it.”

      Elise pointed to Wind Walker. “By using our stout friend here to trail break for the rest of us.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Wind Walker rumbled. “Not something I aspire to, as even dragon scales can’t ward off the cold. However, for the good of the company, I’m happy to offer up numb talons and a frozen tail to get us through the ice and snow.”

      “In that case, Grandpa,” Wind Storm dully quipped, “our tails will match.”

      Wind Walker gazed at Wind Storm sadly. “Indeed, but both for the good of the company, yes?”

      “That high up with snow means cold,” Adon stated.

      “I’m afraid so,” Shap replied. Very cold.”

      He nodded toward Brynn. “Princess, we’ll need to fashion some sort of leggings and coverings for your feet. Bare skin will not do well in the ice and snow.”

      “I think we can manage something,” Elise mulled, “if we can find some furry critters willing to give up their outer coats.”

      “Mink,” Brynn sniffed. “Only mink will do for royals.”

      She lightly nudged Reyna, winked, and said, “Right, Your Highness?”

      “Oh, but of course,” Reyna replied in an aloof voice. “Why, my wardrobe at home is filled with mink coats, jackets, trousers, and boots lined in mink. I never used to go anywhere unless covered in mink.”

      The two princesses looked at each other with straight faces before both broke out wide grins.

      “Very amusing,” Elise replied. “You’ll be lucky if we don’t cover you two in some nice, itchy porcupine skin with the quills still attached.”

      “And if we don’t find suitable coverings for Brynn?” Wind Melody questioned.

      There was a silence for a moment before Grand Wind cleared his throat and stated,

      “If it comes to that, I’ll carry her.”

      Brynn turned her surprised eyes to the purple dragon. “You would?”

      Grand Wind bowed his head slightly. “If you would allow it, Your Highness.”

      “Just Brynn, please, and thank you, Grand Wind.”

      Ty nudged Shane and said, “A grand gesture on his part, don’t you think?”

      Grand Wind eyed Ty and dryly said, “How clever. As if I’d never heard that before.”

      Shane snorted and giggled lightly. “Ty, I think you were just grandly told off.”

      “Funny, Sis, very funny.”

      Shap again pointed at his diagram. “My thought is that we would climb to near the pass, wait for daylight and a full day, and then push through as quickly as we can. The air will be thin and frigid, but we want to spend as little time in the pass as possible.”

      “Storm,” Gormon stated.

      “Yes?” Wind Storm replied.

      Gormon shook his head. “Sorry, not you, Wind Storm. I’m worried about a storm catching us out in the open.”

      “Good thought,” Elise nodded. “We’ll have to pay close attention to the clouds and winds. We won’t chance the pass unless assured of good weather.”

      Adon pointed at Shap’s sketch. “You’re sure this is the shortest, fastest way to the river?”

      “I’m sure,” Shap returned. “A straight line makes for the shortest distance between two points, right?”

      “My father,” Hamal said thoughtfully, “recounted that he once visited the outer parts of the highlands when he was a Traveler. He called them the Bristle Thistles because of all the thorns and barbs.”

      “Sounds like an appropriate name,” Elise grunted.

      “Yes,” Hamal nodded, “and even though he didn’t go deep into the woods, he said that even the edges were a bad business to get through. Tangled undergrowth, steep ravines where you were constantly sliding down or trudging up. Little sunlight and Lurig wolves.”

      “Did you say Lurig wolves?” Reyna gasped.

      “Yes,” Hamal replied. “Packs of them.”

      Reyna cast a meaningful glance Shap’s way and swallowed. “Lovely, just lovely,” she muttered.

      Hamal stepped closer to Shap’s drawing. “However, he did say that a fellow Traveler told him of a narrow valley somewhere to the west that cut through the highlands. Supposedly, it was much easier going and followed a freshwater stream.”

      “Did your father ever go that way?” Shap asked.

      Hamal shook his head. “Not that I recall. But I say it would be worth our time to look for it instead of trying to beat through those infernal woods.”

      “Might cut our time down considerably,” Wind Walker mused.

      “If it’s there,” Shap pointed out. “If not, we would waste valuable time looking for it and still end up going through the highlands.”

      “My father believed it was a true shortcut,” Hamal replied.

      “But your father,” Shap replied, “said that he spoke to another Traveler about it, but he had never actually walked that trail. For all we know, neither had the other Traveler, and he was just passing along a rumor.”

      “I’m sure it’s there,” Hamal shot back. “Travelers weren’t known for telling tall tales, especially as they reported straight to the king.”

      He scowled a little. ‘If my father believed it was there, then that’s good enough for me.”

      “What if,” Adon said, turning to Wind Walker, “we send out a couple of you dragons to search from the sky? It should be easy to spot from up high.”

      “Sure,” Wind Storm retorted, “and have them run into those snakeheads that Shap spotted yesterday. I think not.”

      “To that, I agree,” Wind Walker answered. “None of us are skying until we’re sure the sky is clear of that scum.”

      “We don’t have to do extensive scouting,” Hamal insisted, “skyward or otherwise. That trail is there, I tell you, and it’s the way we need to go. Otherwise, we’ll spend days hacking our way through the highlands.”

      “I, for one,” Reyna said, “have had my fill of wolves, thorns, and thistles, for that matter, and in that order.”

      “Understandable,” Shap replied, “but from here, I can lead us on a straight course to the uplands. If we search for Hamal’s valley, I can’t guarantee as straight a course.”

      “But, if the valley is there,” Wind Storm pointed out, “we could avoid those packs of wolves. One less fight with wolves is worth the additional effort. So, I’m for searching for the valley.”

      “As am I,” Adon grunted.

      “And me,” Reyna said.

      Other murmurs of assent came from the company. Shap glanced around, frowned, and growled, “Alright, we search for the valley.”

      He jabbed a finger at Hamal. “Your idea, you point the way. I’ll cover our rear.”

      It took the company a few minutes to organize themselves into a line of march with Hamal, Wind Walker, and Elise in the vanguard. The sproggers came next, and then the remaining company.

      The sprites and pixies, who, naturally enough, had slept through the whole conversation on Wind Walker’s back, stayed asleep as the company began to slip through the forest.

      Reyna dropped back to ride alongside Shap, who initially kept his stony eyes straight ahead. “You’re pouting,” she softly declared.

      “Is this how you normally start a conversation,” Shap grumpily replied, “with insults?”

      “It’s not an insult but an observation. Your expression and the way you sit straight up in the saddle tell me you’re pouting.”

      “I always sit straight in the saddle. Better for the back.”

      “No, you don’t. You’re always relaxed, sit low, and move easily with Tam. Now she probably thinks she’s got a big rock sitting in the saddle.”

      She leaned toward him. “Just because Hamal got his way, and you didn’t, doesn’t mean you should be cross about it.”

      “Don’t care that he got his way. I have a bad feeling about this. Wolves and brambles shouldn’t stop us from taking the shortest route. We’re wasting valuable time.”

      “It could turn out that the valley is the shortest way and saves us time.”

      “If we find it.”

      “Hamal was taught by one of the best Travelers in the Northern Kingdom, Shap. Before the Great War, our Travelers were renowned for searching out lost trails and lands. If Hamal has even a tiny bit of his father’s instincts and abilities, he’ll find the valley.”

      Shap shrugged and asked, “And if he doesn’t? How long do we meander about searching?”

      He gestured ahead. “Reyna, look at Wind Walker. His steps lag; he has little spring left in his legs. Elise’s hair is turning more silver and whiter with each day from the stress. Gorman’s shoulders are starting to slump. Brynn’s bad leg forces her to stop frequently for rest and massage.

      “And don’t get me started on poor Wind Storm. He drags himself along, his face shows his pain, and have you noticed how often Wind Walker has to carry him?”

      Shap shook his head, almost in despair. “Reyna, the company is getting tired, physically and mentally. We don’t get enough to eat; our rest is sporadic and fitful, and we’re always on edge because of the constant dangers we face.”

      He turned concerned eyes to her. “I’m not pouting or mad because Hamal got his way. We’ve become like the last embers in a fire, Reyna. Slowly but surely, our fire is dying. When the last of our light goes out . . .” his voice trailed off to nothing.

      “What do you mean, the last of our light?” Reyna pressed.

      Shap drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “When that happens, we’ll have nothing left with which to fight the Dark Masters.”

      His face turned dark and hard. “They’ll swoop in like ravenous vultures coming to a feast and pick our bones clean.”
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      Wind Storm slowly made his way through the last of the trees to stand apart from the others. The small company stood at the edge of the tree line staring across a rising expanse of sagebrush. A breeze sighed through the trees, seemingly causing the aspen leaves to twirl on the branches. Other than the soft wind, there wasn’t a sound anywhere. It was as if the cold vista drained all noise from the sky and ground, leaving a feeling of desolate emptiness.

      Wind Storm followed the dusky sage to where it met a line of hills whose forest-blanketed slopes appeared dark and brooding. In the distance, beyond the hills, rose the stark, sharp spires of a forbidding mountain range.

      Wind Storm closed his eyes and bowed his head a bit. He felt his scales weighed as much as a Dragonheart tree for some reason. He’d never felt that his scales were too heavy for his body before, and it troubled him.

      After a moment, he shook his head to himself. No, it wasn’t his scales that were so heavy; it was the scaled rings around his neck. They were the weight that seemed to want to push him right to the ground and pin him there, unable to move another step.

      Why were they so heavy? After all, they’re just different colored scales around my neck. No, that’s not right. They’re not just any scales; they carry power, immense power. Is it the power that’s so heavy? Why? Why is the ring’s power so weighty?

      He opened his eyes to stare at the sagebrush that stretched out in front of him like knee-high clumps of auburn thistles. Wind-swept snow bunched up against the sage, like whitecaps topping a sea of brown.

      Maybe the power rings are so heavy is because I’m too weak to carry them. After all, I’m just a sprogger—a weak and pitiful sprogger.

      A sudden, sharp pain seemed to grab and twist his insides in knots. He shut his eyes, grimaced, and held perfectly still until the pain subsided. His breathing slowed as he gradually opened his eyes.

      That was a bad one. Are they coming more often? It feels like they are. Should I ask Elise for something to help with the pain? No, I need to keep my wits about me and—

      “Wind Storm?” Wind Melody’s soft voice interrupted his thoughts.

      He raised his head to glance sideways at her. “Hey,” he muttered low.

      “Hey yourself,” she smiled at him. “Are you alright? You looked like you were off in your own little world there.”

      “I suppose I was,” he acknowledged. “Just thinkin’.”

      “About?”

      He stared out across the brown and white expanse for a long moment before asking, “Mel, do you ever wonder how much further we have to go?”

      “To the River Serene? Heavens, I have no idea. Ask Shap; I suppose he would know.”

      “No, I mean how much further to the end—to the end of, well, what we’re trying to accomplish?”

      In a small voice, he added, “To when I don’t have to carry these stupid rings.”

      Melody’s eyebrows scales rose noticeably at his remark, and she eased herself around to where she could look him squarely in the eyes.

      “Alright, Stormy,” she asked, “what’s going on? Where did that come from?”

      Storm gave a little shrug. “Just wonderin’.”

      “Uh, huh.” Melody shook her head. “I’d say there was more to it than just wonderin’.”

      She stepped a little closer to where their muzzles almost touched. Her eyes became soft and sympathetic. “It’s getting harder, isn’t it?”

      Storm’s eyes showed a little surprise as he returned her gaze. “Yeah, it is. How did you know?”

      “Because I’m a girl, smart, and . . .” she smiled fondly, “I wouldn’t be much of a friend if I didn’t understand.”

      Her smile faded as she said, “What can I do to help, Stormy?”

      “You know there’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing anyone can do. It’s like I’m back in Emerald Haven in a fight with Rowdy Wind and Hardy Wind, and there’s no one around to help. I’m alone, and it’s all on me. No one else, just me.”

      “That’s not true, Wind Storm,” Melody earnestly replied. “I’m here for you, and so is your grandpa and the rest of the company.”

      Wind Storm derisively snorted. “Yeah, yeah. You’re here for me. Right.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’ll tell you what it means,” Storm snapped. “It means—”

      Wind Walker’s call interrupted Storm. “Hey, you two, come join us. We need to talk.”

      Storm and Melody glared at each other for a moment before Melody shook her head and growled, “You know, Stormy, sometimes you’re tough to stomach, even for your best friend!”

      With that, she whirled around, her tail slapping Storm on the shoulder as she lumbered away.

      Storm scowled as he watched her go. “Yeah, well, you’re hard to stomach too, Miss I’m-Always-Right.”

      With a sullen scowl, he slowly followed her to where the company gathered. Hamal pointed toward the towering, pinnacled mountains in the distance. “As you can see, those are the Dragon Spike mountains.

      “And that—” he lowered his hand toward the shadowy forest, “is my father’s so-called Bristle Thistle Forest.”

      “Looks thick and gloomy, indeed,” Reyna observed.

      “Not to mention hard going,” Ty remarked, “even for dragons. But I have an idea. How about the dragons just burn the forest down? Bristle Thistles would soon be nothing but charred ashles, and we’d have a clear trail.”

      “Ashles?” Shane sputtered. “That’s terrible, Ty, and so is your idea.”

      “Worse than terrible,” Elise grumbled, “and a non-starter.”

      She turned to Hamal. “So, which way from here?”

      Hamal pointed westward. “From my father’s description, the valley that cuts through the forest should be there.”

      Gazing at the sagebrush range, Wind Walker asked, “Is it your intention for our trail to be out there, in the open?”

      “No,” Hamal quickly answered. “We’re too exposed. We’ll hug the tree line for as long as possible, though I’m not sure how far these woodlands go.”

      “It’s been more than two days,” Adon offered, “since Shap spotted those snakeheads. Maybe the dragons could do a sky search?”

      Kip started hopping up and down atop Wind Walker with one hand raised high. “Me do sky search, me do sky search.”

      “Me too, me too,” Dim chimed in before saying to Kip, “Wait. What a sky search?”

      “We search sky, you nimwit.”

      “Search sky? What we search sky for?”

      “Anything in sky. Clouds, birds, butterflies.”

      “Them want to know about clouds?” Dim wondered. “But them see clouds. Just look up.”

      “No,” Wind Walker craned his neck toward the pixies and tiredly replied, “We do not want to know about clouds, birds, or butterflies. We’re looking for a certain valley that may be a shortcut through that forest.”

      The big emerald brought a talon up to scratch his chin scales as he mused, “Might not be a bad idea for us to take to the sky as long as we stuck reasonably close together.”

      “Could save quite a bit of time,” Elise nodded. “The question is: how safe is it for you winged ones to be up there?”

      Reyna glanced at Shap, who stood nearby, his arms folded across his chest, listening to the conversation but remaining mute. She stepped close and whispered, “Why aren’t you saying anything? This is a time for counsel, not silence.”

      He leaned slightly toward her and murmured, “This is Hamal’s show; I’ll let him do the talking.”

      “No, it’s not Hamal’s show, it’s all of ours, and we need your thoughts, too.”

      Instead of answering her, Shap shook his head and closed his arms even tighter across his chest.

      “Men,” Reyna growled, “and their stupid pride.”

      “Not being prideful,” Shap replied. “Too many voices confuse the issue. I choose not to cause confusion.”

      “Wise counsel never causes confusion,” Reyna countered.

      “And neither does silence.”

      He motioned over to Gormon. “Something I learned from the elf.”

      “Really? Elves are naturally reticent.”

      Shap gave her a playful smile. “Maybe Elise isn’t the only one who’s part elf. Maybe I have some elf blood that lends itself to my quiet nature.”

      Reyna growled under her breath. “Oh, bosh and bunkum.”

      She hesitated and then asked, “Alright, just for me, would you advise having the dragons sky?”

      Shap considered her question before saying, “Just for you?”

      “Just for me.”

      Shap shrugged. “Then, no, I wouldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Dragons in the air can be seen for a long way, especially one as big as Wind Walker. If those snakeheads are anywhere close and spot us first, the game’s up. Our one slight advantage is that we’re hard to spot in the woods. We shouldn’t give away that advantage unless we really have to, and right now, we don’t.”

      Reyna nodded at Shap for a moment before she spun around and called out, “I don’t think the dragons should sky. Too easy to spot from the air, and it would give away our advantage of staying hidden in the forest.”

      Under his breath, Shap muttered, “Nice trick.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?” Reyna coyly smiled.

      The company turned to her, and Adon quickly said, “Maybe they’ll be seen, and maybe they won’t. Besides, they probably won’t be up long before they spot the valley.”

      “I agree,” Hamal added.

      “Still too risky,” Reyna countered.

      There was a long moment of silence before Elise turned to Wind Walker. “It’s really your decision, but we need one quickly, as we’re wasting daylight.”

      “Wind Walker,” Reyna urged, “it’s not worth having you and the other dragons expose yourself to the danger. We’ll keep going. We’ll find the valley on foot.”

      “Which could take days,” Adon responded. “For all we know, the dragons could spot it in mere hours. Why, if they find it quickly enough, we could be to the mountains by this time tomorrow.”

      “Or, before we know it,” Reyna returned sternly, “we could be fighting for our lives with a pack of snakeheads, and the last thing on our minds will be finding that valley!”

      “You don’t know that!” Adon barked.

      “And neither do you!” Reyna countered.

      “Enough!” Wind Storm called out. “Your bickering is getting us nowhere and wasting time.”

      He motioned toward Wind Walker. “Let them decide whether to sky or not.”

      Wind Walker’s eyebrow scales rose noticeably. “‘Them’ Wind Storm? You make it sound as if you weren’t one of us dragons.”

      Wind Storm shrugged. “All of you can sky, I can’t, so it’s you that should decide whether you risk your necks. Not us ground-pounders.”

      “I see,” Wind Walker replied, eyeing his grandson with a concerned expression.

      After a moment, he rumbled, “Alright, we’ll do this. I’ll go aloft; if the sky is clear, I’ll come back, and the rest of you sky smashers can join me in the search.”

      “Sky smashers,” Wind Delight tittered. “I get it. Ground-pounders, sky smashers.”

      Wind Walker smiled. “I thought it was a bit on the clever side.”

      He nudged Wind Storm with a scaled elbow. “Get it, Wind Storm?”

      “Yeah, Grandpa,” Wind Storm tiredly replied, “I got it.”

      Seeing that his grandson wasn’t in the kidding mood, Wind Walker trundled into a small clearing, just big enough for him to spread his wings. “Everyone stay low until I return, but set lookouts and keep a sharp eye toward the sky. It would be just our luck that a couple of snakeheads are nearby, and they see me rise from this spot.”

      “Actually,” Ty grunted, “I hope a couple of snakeheads do come snooping around.” He raised his small, charred staff. “I’d like to see what this baby could do to that scum.”

      “Only you,” Shane sighed, “would go asking for trouble so that you could play with your new toy.”

      Ty shrugged. “Just a thought.”

      “Yeah, well,” Adon growled, “it’s a bad thought, so keep it to yourself. We don’t need any more trouble than we already have.”

      “Listen, Adon; I have as much right to express my thoughts when it’s thought expressing time just like anyone else in this company expresses their thoughts at thought expressing time.”

      Everyone stopped to stare at Ty before Adon shook his head and muttered, “Never mind,” and walked away.

      Elise standing next to Wind Walker, murmured, “Did you have this much bickering in Hooper’s company?”

      “We had a little,” Wind Walker admitted, “but nothing like this.”

      He frowned. “I get a little worried, Elise.”

      “So do I, but not about the bickering. That’s just tired, frustrated people talking.”

      “So what has you worried, if not the constant arguing?”

      “Your grandson. Have you looked into his eyes lately?”

      Wind Walker sighed. “I have. The sprogger zest for life runs low, very low.”

      “Yes, and not even Wind Melody seems able to lift his spirits.”

      She drew in a breath. “A candle’s light only remains as long as it has wick to burn.”

      Elise patted Wind Walker’s neck scales. “You best be off, old friend. We have a valley to find and mountains to climb.”

      “Yes,” Wind Walker nodded as he gazed toward Wind Storm, who had settled to all fours near a clump of purple-tinted bushes, laying his head on his forelegs. “We can climb this mountain range, but can Wind Storm?”

      He eyed Elise. “What if he can’t, or won’t, for that matter?”

      Elise lifted the corners of her mouth in a wan smile. “Let’s cross that mountain range when we get to it, shall we?”

      “Look who’s making the quips now. Stand back.”

      Elise took several steps away as Wind Walker spread his wings, crouched down, and sprang upward. With several mighty flaps of his wings, he sped away.

      Elise watched as the treetops swished back and forth from Wind Walker’s blast of wind. She turned to stare toward Wind Storm, who lay with his eyes closed. She reached up to brush at her wide swath of white hair absently.

      “Hold on, Wind Storm,” she whispered to herself, “hold on. This will all be over soon enough.”

      She drew in a deep breath. “For us both.”
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      Wind Walker sailed along the edge of Hamal’s Bristle Thistle Forest. Part of him concentrated on the surrounding sky, looking for the tell-tell black speck that would alert him to the presence of a nasty and lethal snakehead dragon. He wasn’t worried about running into one of the vile beasts. One he could handle. But taking on a pack of the things? If that were the case, he and the company could be in dire trouble.

      He sighed deeply to himself. Once, there weren’t any snakeheads on Erdron. Not until Vay unleashed them from the netherworld. Along with other horrible, nightmarish creatures that had wrought much terror across Erdon.

      The other part of his mind was on the company, particularly Wind Storm. Like Hooper, his grandson bore a terrible responsibility, and like Hooper, no one else could lift the weight off his shoulders.

      He had wracked his brain, trying to think of how he could help and relieve some of the pressure, only to realize that there was little he, or anyone, could do.

      Wind Walker knew all too well what it was like to carry a weighty responsibility. As one of the Three Guardians, he had felt the burden, the pressure to be ever vigilant in protecting Hooper and his family.

      When they failed in their task and felt the tremendous guilt descend, he had at least his two brothers to lean on to help ease the burden.

      Wind Storm did have him, Wind Melody, and the others as steadfast companions. However, it wasn’t quite the same, making it harder on his grandson.

      Wind Walker scowled to himself. Maybe sending Wind Soar away hadn’t been such a good thought. Storm and Soar had become close, even good friends of a sort.

      He shook his head. No, it was the right thing to do, though he admitted that at the time, he hadn’t considered all the effects it would have on Storm.

      Well, he sighed; it probably wouldn’t be long before circumstances united the two brothers. Though given Storm’s foul mood lately, would Storm even care about Wind Soar’s return?

      Wind Walker lifted his right wing and slightly dipped his left so that he swung in a great, slow circle, scanning in every direction as he sailed along. He smiled to himself. Not a black speck in the sky anywhere. Not even a lazy Crawven.

      That was good as he feared that he would find numerous black specks winging through the sky, or even crimson ones heralding a flight of Wilder dragons.

      He was about to turn and wing back to the others when something caught his eye. He slowed to get a better look. In the distance, the forest seemed to lift before it disappeared abruptly.

      “Hmmm,” he rumbled low in his throat, “that’s odd. I wonder . . .”

      Minutes later, he soared over the forest-crusted lip of a sand and red stone gorge and gazed below. A mellow stream meandered between high, smooth cliff walls. A few scraggly, gray bushes dotted the creek’s banks.

      Wind Walker hovered as he stared upstream with a satisfied smile. “It would appear, Amil Nomas, old comrade, that you were right after all. This appears to cut through your Bristle Thistle Forest toward the mountains.”

      He whirled in the air and furiously flapped away, his wings slashing the air as he headed back to the camp.

      Several minutes later, he dropped down to land with a thump in the same clearing from which he’d left. He smiled as the others approached. “Good news,” he said.

      “No snakeheads?” Elise asked.

      “Not a one, but there’s more.”

      “You found it,” Reyna stated. “The valley.”

      “Umm, more like a gorge,” Wind Walker nodded, “but yes. A half day’s march west of here.”

      Shap turned to bow his head toward Hamal slightly. “It would seem your father was right after all.”

      Hamal didn’t reply, only nodded as he folded his arms across his chest. Shap studied Hamal’s face, wondering why the man didn’t send a jibe back his way for being wrong.

      “This gorge,” Elise asked, her voice tinged with concern, “is it wide enough for us?”

      “Yes,” Wind Walker replied, “and easygoing. Water, but not much forage for the horses, or us for that matter. We might go hungry getting to the mountains.”

      “Nothing new there,” Ty snorted. “My stomach’s given up ever having food in it.”

      “Hey,” Shane remarked, “the Riders shared what they could with us.”

      “Yeah,” Ty sighed, “all three bites of it.”

      “Better than no bites,” Adon grunted.

      “Ty has a point,” Elise said thoughtfully, “maybe we should split up into hunting parties. See if we can’t bring in a few deer.”

      “I thought we were in a hurry,” Hamal hastily said, “to get to and through the mountains?”

      “We are,” Shap nodded, “but finding your valley shortcut does cut our travel time.”

      He shrugged. “Finding food wouldn’t be a waste of our time.”

      “Lack of food slows the mind and body,” Gormon murmured as if to himself.

      “An excellent thought,” Elise acknowledged. “With food in our belly, we’ll move much faster.”

      She glanced over at Wind Storm, who hadn’t displayed much interest in the conversation or the mention of food, which was decidedly odd for him. “Wind Storm? What do you think?”

      “Why ask me? Even with a full stomach, I won’t move any faster.”

      He scowled. “But if you really want to know what I think, I say the faster we get to that river, the better.”

      His scowl deepened as he muttered under his breath, “Especially for me.”

      The company members exchanged glances before Elise sighed, “Alright, we hunt as we go.”

      “That’s not going to work,” Adon argued. “We’re too big a group, too noisy as we move through the forest. We’ll scare off any game.”

      “Hear us long before they see us,” Brynn muttered.

      “Exactly,” Adon snapped.

      “Alright,” Wind Walker said, “two small hunting parties, one off to the left, the other to the right.”

      He motioned with a talon. “Gormon, you and Adon take the left flank. Shap, you and Reyna, off to the right. The rest of us will wait a few minutes to let you get out ahead of us.”

      He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe our stomping around will send some deer your way.”

      “Don’t get lost,” Elise instructed the hunters, “and we’ll meet you at the gorge.”

      “If not sooner,” Ty said, rubbing his stomach, “with about ten or twelve deer packed on your horses.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Wind Delight sighed. “Roasted venison. Yum.”

      “Indeed,” Elise returned and added, “If you’re not at the gorge when we get there, we won’t stop and wait for you. You’re just going to have to catch up.”

      “Since they’re going to haul,” Ty grinned, “ten or twelve deer, I’ll volunteer to stay behind at the valley and help with the venison.”

      “You mean,” Shane said darkly, “you’ll help eat the venison.”

      “I’ll save you a piece, Sis, honest.”

      “Surrre, you will.”

      “Enough yapping!” Wind Storm snarled. “We’re not getting any closer to that valley standing around here flapping our jaws.”

      At that, he turned and began to lumber away. Elise and Wind Walker exchanged a concerned glance before Wind Walker hurried after his grandson.

      “You hunting parties, get going,” Elise ordered. “The rest of you get ready to move out in a few minutes.”

      She drew Wind Melody aside and asked in a low voice, “What’s going on with Wind Storm?”

      Melody drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly, her eyes on Wind Storm. “He hurts, Elise, inside and out.”

      Elise gazed over to where Wind Walker now stood with Wind Storm. “I could give him something for the pain.”

      “Sure, you could help with the physical hurt, but what about the pain inside his mind? Can your medicine take away the anger? The frustration? The sting of not being like every other dragon on Erdron? It eats at him all the time.”

      She hesitated before saying, “And there’s . . .” her voice trailed off.

      When she didn’t go on, Elise prompted, “There’s what?”

      Melody shook her head. “The rings, Elise, the power rings. I don’t think Wind Storm wants to be the Ring Maker, and because he doesn’t, he’s constantly—”

      “At war with himself,” Elise finished.

      “Yes. On one talon, he feels guilty because he doesn’t want to carry the rings, and on the other, even guiltier because he knows how much everyone is counting on him.”

      Elise watched as Melody’s head drooped and asked softly, “Melody, what is it? Is there more?”

      Melody lifted her head to stare in Wind Storm’s direction, her eyes glistening and sad. “Elise, I think I—we might be losing him.”

      She hesitated and then added in a small voice, “For good this time.”
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      Elise lifted her head to study the high, massive gorge walls and let a long, soft sigh pass her lips. “Troubled that Adon and Gormon aren’t here?” Wind Walker asked. “They have fast horses; they’ll catch up soon enough.”

      His lip scales stretched in a thin smile. “Maybe, as Ty said, they’re late because they’re packing ten or twelve deer on their horses.”

      Elise slowly shook her head. “It’s not them that makes me uneasy.”

      She motioned with one hand upward. “I don’t know why, but this canyon worries me. It’s like I’ve got the itchies inside me, worrying at my innards.”

      “Itchies?” Wind Walker chuckled good-naturedly. “You’re starting to lose your eloquence, Elise.”

      Elise glanced at him before nodding to herself. Along with other things, Wind Walker, along with other things.

      Wind Walker lifted his head to stare at the sandstone walls. “We’ve been in gorges before.”

      “True,” Elise admitted, “but not with snakeheads skying nearby. They catch us in here, and we’d be hard-pressed to fight our way out.”

      “The sky’s clear, Elise,” Wind Walker reminded her.

      “For the moment,” she growled.

      “Want to turn around and hike through Hamal’s Bristle Thistle Forest?”

      Elise drew in a deep breath and scowled. “I do not.”

      Just then, Shap and Reyna walked up, their faces concerned. “Maybe I should go look for them,” Shap offered.

      “Sure, do that,” Reyna countered. “You don’t show up after a while, and we send someone looking for you. Pretty soon, we’re all out looking for each other.”

      “No,” Shap replied, “the company makes for the mountains, and once I find those two, we’ll ride full-bore to catch up with you.”

      “You’re our guide through the mountains, Shap,” Elise said, “so, no, you’re not going.”

      She stroked White Flame’s neck and mused, “This one could probably find Night Runner easily enough. Maybe I should go.”

      Hamal, overhearing the conversation, spoke up, “Maybe none of us should go. As Wind Walker said, they have fast horses; they’ll catch up.”

      “You’re right,” Elise acknowledged, “they’ll find us soon enough.”

      She met Wind Walker’s gaze. “We should go. The mountains aren’t going to march to us.”

      With a hand gesture, she said to Hamal, “You’re still in the lead.”

      As Shap started to step into Tam’s saddle, Elise said quietly to him, “Hang back, but not too far.”

      Shap gave her a curt nod in acknowledgment and swung into his saddle. In a few minutes, the company slowly wound its way through the narrow canyon. The gentle thud of the horse’s hooves reverberated softly off the walls. Besides the horse’s hooves, the only other sounds heard were the rustling of clothing and the dragon’s talons crunching on the sand.

      The company remained silent and vigilant, their eyes scanning the gorge’s shrub-lined edge.

      After a bit, Wind Melody eased up next to Wind Storm, who ponderously moved alongside the shallow, clear stream. His head was down, so low that his breath puffed up little fountains of sand. His eyes focused on the ground as he shuffled through the sand.

      With a bit of hesitation in her voice, she softly asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to ride on your grandfather’s back?”

      “No.”

      “It would ease the pain a little.”

      “No.”

      “It’s alright, you know. No one’s going to think the worse of you.”

      “No.”

      “Elise said she could give you something to help with the pain.”

      “No.”

      She waited a few moments before quietly asking, “Are you ever going to say anything to me other than ‘no’?”

      “No.”

      Melody started to retort sharply, but then her shoulders slumped, and she bit down on her lower scaled lip. After a moment, she murmured, “Alright, if that’s what you want.”

      Heartsick, she stopped and let him move ahead, watching him for a moment before she followed several paces behind.

      Reyna, riding alongside Shap, kept glancing over her shoulder at their backtrail. “This isn’t like Gormon,” she muttered. “Adon, maybe, but not Gormon.”

      “You mean,” Shap grunted, “that our lost elf no longer gets lost?”

      “Something like that, I suppose,” Reyna replied. “Have you noticed that lately, he doesn’t do that meek doe-eyed hat-in-hand business?”

      “I noticed.”

      “And it’s been days since he mentioned how he’s lost.”

      “Maybe he’s not.”

      “But he’s not back with his people.”

      “Maybe we’ve become his people, and that’s why he’s not lost.”

      Reyna seemed startled at his comment before she nodded slowly. “I think you’re right. Good for Gormon. It’s not good to be a lost elf.”

      They rode a bit further before, with a frown, Shap glanced back over his shoulder. “Could be that Ty’s right, and they’re having to hoof it on foot because they’re using their horses for pack animals. They would explain why they’re taking so long.”

      Reyna snorted a little. “You don’t believe your own words, do you?”

      Shap’s frown deepened. “Not a bit. But you heard Elise. I can't leave the company even if I wanted to go after them.”

      He raised his eyes to the bluff’s top. “Wind Walker’s right. If snakeheads catch us in this gorge, we’re in trouble.”

      “But he said he didn’t see any.”

      “I know. Still, being so confined in here makes me uneasy.”

      The company slowly wound its way through the canyon until they reached a spot where the gorge opened into a small meadow. Sparse yellow-green grass offered forage for the horses while the rest of the company gathered to drink at the stream’s edge.

      “How much further do we have to go, Hamal?” Elise asked.

      Hamal didn’t seem to hear as he stood slightly apart from the others, staring into the clear water. Elise waited a moment, but when he didn’t answer, she called again, “Hamal, did you hear me?”

      The man still didn’t answer, so Elise sharply called, “Hamal!”

      Hamal shook his head and blinked several times before muttering, “What? Sorry, what did you say?”

      “I asked,” Elise gruffly replied, “how much further do you think we have to go in this canyon?”

      “I—” he began before a stern voice called out, “You’ve gone as far as you’re going to go!”

      Instantly, the company was on its feet, reaching for weapons, but they were too late as the thunder of wings filled the canyon. Flashing over the gorge’s wall on both sides appeared dozens of Wilders.

      Each Wilder rider had his bow strung tight with an arrow pointed straight at the company. The Proga arrow tips glinted in the sunlight like tiny glittering stars.

      The Wilder horde parted slightly a moment later, and a leering Kalonda Kur appeared as he sat astride his enormous Wilder crimson dragon.

      He leaned forward, and his leer widened. “Greetings, traitor brother of mine. Mother doesn’t send her love.”

      His laughter boomed off the walls as he spread his arms wide. “Like fish in a barrel, or is it like rats caught in a trap?”

      “The only rat I see,” Elise growled, “is the one I’m looking at.”

      “Tsk, tsk, Elise Silverstrand,” Kalonda chided, “you really shouldn’t be calling names when death stares you in your face.”

      “Huh,” Ty quipped, “I thought it was a pretty apt description.”

      A red stain crept up Kalonda’s neck as he glared at Ty. “Keep talking, smart mouth, and I’ll feed you to my dragon, piece by piece.”

      “Actually,” Ty countered as he watched Shane almost imperceptibly pull her power weapon from her waist belt, “someone already beat you to that particular threat. So your threats need to get a little more original if you want to score any points with me.”

      From the corner of his eyes, Shap saw Reyna slowly bring her bow up. “Easy, Reyna,” he whispered out of the corner of his mouth, “you bring that bow up one more inch, and you’ll have a dozen arrows raining down on us both.”

      “They’re going to kill us anyway,” she ground out between clenched teeth.

      “They want something,” he muttered, “or they would have killed us when they jumped us. Patience. Let’s see how this plays out.”

      He leaned slightly forward and whispered, “That goes for you too, Shane.”

      Shane hesitated, her weapon almost entirely out of her belt. After a moment, she eased it completely out but held it close to her body, partially hidden by her saddle. “I hear you, but I don’t have to like it.”

      Reyna slowly lowered her bow. “Alright, Shap,” she growled, “I’ll go along. But I'll never forgive you if I get killed before getting even one shot off at that scum.”

      “Deal.”

      Elise stepped forward, using her staff as a walking stick. “Spit it out, Kalonda. What is it that you want?”

      “Only to be the richest and most powerful man ever. Oh, as well as being immortal.” Kalonda hilariously laughed as if he’d made some impressive joke. The whole of his Wilders joined in with raucous laughter.

      As the laughter died down, Kalonda leaned forward. “Can you give me all that, Elise?”

      He waited, but Elise didn’t answer. Instead, her eyes narrowed in a fierce glare. “No?” he laughed. “Alright, I suppose I’ll have to settle for my second wish.”

      He jabbed a finger at Wind Storm. “I’ll take him.”

      Wind Melody jumped between Wind Storm and Kalonda. “Over my dead body,” she snarled with fangs bared.

      “Fine,” Kalonda shrugged. “Have it your way.”

      He snapped his fingers. Instantly a Proga-pointed arrow sped downward. Before Wind Storm could even get a “No!’ out of his throat, the arrow pierced Melody’s scales, burying itself up to its feathers in her body.

      Wind Melody jerked back and seemed to hunch herself together before she reached out with a trembling talon toward Wind Storm. “Stormy?” Her voice quivered and shook as she stared at him.

      Wind Storm stood frozen as he watched the life leave her eyes as she lay crumpled and unmoving.

      For an instant more, he stood immobile in disbelief. Then, he brought his head back, and an enormous, thunderous roar erupted from his mouth that shook the gorge’s walls.

      NOOOO!

      His enraged bellow shook the air, pressing at the Wilder dragons as if a giant, invisible hand pushed at them. Their wings wobbled in the air as they fought to maintain their hovering over the gorge

      Wind Storm spun on his talons as he stared up at Kalonda Kur. Hate and fury filled his eyes like a raging inferno.

      He rose to stand on his back claws, balancing with his tail. He brought his fore talons upward and out as if reaching for Kalonda’s neck to squeeze the life out of him. His face turned into a dark, grotesque mask of sheer hatred.

      Storm whipped his head back and forth in rage as he bellowed, Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power!

      He closed his eyes and held them tightly shut for an instant before he thrust his talons forward.

      From his claws burst a milky, dark, powerful aura. The ebony cloud passed over the company and swept across the Wilder horde. Where it touched, Wilder rider and dragon screamed as they writhed in agonizing torment. They hung suspended in the air like puppets on a string, dancing, writhing, screaming, begging for mercy from the horrific ordeal.

      Wind Storm’s talons moved as if he were the master puppeteer causing the riders and dragons to jerk and thrash about. The crimson dragons bellowed in pain with every movement as they twisted and whirled.

      The Wilder rider’s screams and cries for mercy filled the air in a heart-wrenching crescendo. In answer, Wind Storm’s face turned into a cruel snarl. He leered in jest as he clenched his claws even tighter, causing the bones of his victims to break one by one.

      The Wilder dragon’s bellows became a hurricane of sound, drowning out their rider’s pitiful calls for mercy.

      After several more moments, Wind Walker whirled to his grandson and thundered, “Wind Storm! That’s enough! Stop!”

      Wind Storm languidly looked at his grandfather for a long moment before slashing a talon through the air with an almost lazy motion. Instantly, the aura sizzled like lightning. The sky filled with a searing fire. The company members turned away and covered their faces from the incredible, scorching heat.

      In mere moments, the flesh, scales, and bones of the Wilder dragons and riders burned until consumed to a fine ash that hung in the air like a hazy powder.

      The last of the deafening screams of agony and terror died into profound silence.

      When Storm dropped to all fours and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he found not a single Wilder dragon or rider remained in the sky. What was left of them was a thin, roiling layer of ash. A moment later, a breeze swept the residue from the sky and onto the nearby forest.

      He spun back to Wind Melody. As he did, he couldn’t help but notice that the company pulled back from him. Their mouths gaped at him, shocked, even terrified at what they had seen—at what he had done.

      His grandfather stared at him with a disbelieving expression before, in a stunned, almost frightened voice, asked, “Wind Storm, my grandson, what have you wrought upon us? Upon Erdron?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Wind Storm ignored his grandfather and hurried to Wind Melody. He reached her just as Elise knelt beside the emerald sprogger. She stared at Wind Storm for a moment, her eyes full of shock and questions, before she forced her attention back to Wind Melody. She grabbed the protruding arrow and yanked the evil thing from Melody’s chest. As she hurriedly brought out bottles and bandages from her cloak, Wind Storm demanded, “Elise, is she—is she . . .?”

      “Her heart barely beats,” Elise snapped. “Now, be quiet, and let me do my work.”

      The company gathered on the far side of Melody, away from Wind Storm, as if they were afraid to be near him.

      Shap brought his gaze away from Wind Storm and shook his head as if trying to clear his thoughts before saying to Wind Walker, “I suggest you, or the sproggers, sky to the gorge’s lip, see if there are any more Wilders around.”

      Wind Walker tore his eyes away from Wind Storm before nodding in agreement. “You’re right. We can’t take for granted that what Wind Storm did—”

      He worked his mouth as if he couldn’t speak before turning to the sproggers huddled nearby and ordering, “Wind Delight, scout the west lip, Fury, you take the east. Stay low. At the first sign of trouble, get back here.”

      Delight and Fury shuffled to one side, spread their wings, crouched, and then launched into the air. They swooped up the canyon walls and then sped over the lip, disappearing from view.

      “Since we won’t be leaving here anytime soon,” Shap muttered, “I’m going back down the trail to look for Gormon and Adon.”

      “I’m going with you,” Reyna declared.

      “No need,” Brynn declared. “Look.”

      Just coming into view were Gormon and Adon. Both led their horses by the reins as Night Runner and Black Orphan carried two deer apiece.

      Shap glanced at the somber group watching Elise work on Wind Melody. He turned to Reyna and softly said, “I’ll fill in Gormon and Adon on what happened. You want to see if you can help Elise?”

      Reyna turned to stare at where Wind Storm anxiously watched Elise tend to Wind Melody. Wind Walker stood near Wind Storm, gazing at his grandson with a mixed expression of uncertainty and concern.

      “I’ve never seen Wind Walker look so unsure of himself,” she murmured to Shap. “It’s as if he can’t quite bring himself to accept what happened, either with Wind Melody or Storm.”

      “That would make two of us,” Shap responded. “I’m still trying to sort it out myself. The way that Wind Storm killed those Wilders, well, it feels like something a—”

      “Dark Master would do?” Reyna whispered.

      “Exactly, and for some reason, I’m not sure I like it, either. I can’t explain it, but I feel unclean.”

      Reyna drew a deep breath and let it out, saying, “Me too.”

      She motioned with a hand toward Elise and Wind Melody. “I’ll go see what I can do.”

      As Shap turned Tam to meet Gormon and Adon, Reyna slid off Aiko and hurried over to kneel beside Elise. “Anything I can do to help?”

      Elise glanced at her as she desperately tried to stop Melody’s gushing green blood. “Not unless you know more about dragons than I do.”

      “Probably not.”

      Reyna hesitated, then said quietly, “Gormon and Adon just showed up. They’re alright.”

      Elise whipped her head around, her long white hair with its few black strands whipping across her shoulders. She took one look at where Shap spoke with Gormon and Adon and snapped, “Go get Gormon; tell him I need him now!”

      Reyna didn’t hesitate but jumped to her feet and dashed away. She waved a hand as she ran, shouting, “Gormon! Gormon!”

      The elf raised his head at Reyna’s shout. “It’s Wind Melody! Elise needs you now!” Reyna yelled.

      Gormon immediately sprinted toward Reyna and sped by her without a word. He slid in next to Elise and gave her a questioning look.

      “Proga arrow,” Elise ground out, “went deep. I got the shaft out, but I can’t stop the bleeding. Her heartbeat is getting fainter by the moment. I’m losing her.”

      She stared straight into Gormon’s striking blue eyes. “I can’t save her, but you can.”

      Gormon’s eyebrows noticeably rose as he studied Elise’s face, his eyes meeting her frank and knowing gaze. “You know?” he murmured.

      “Yes, Noble Weddi, I know,” she whispered.

      “How—” he began, but she cut him off, “Right now, that doesn’t matter. What matters is Wind Melody. She’s close to death.”

      Gormon hesitated, then intensely whispered, “Elise, it’s not time.”

      “What better time,” Elise firmly replied, “than to save a valiant member of the company.”

      She leaned even closer. “You know as well as I that she is as important to the Dragon Ring as Wind Storm. If we lose her, we may well lose him.”

      Her eyes glanced at Storm before she whispered, “If we haven’t already. Still, we need to do this for Wind Melody. She may be the key to changing his heart.”

      Gormon glanced up at Wind Storm, who stood a few feet away, his eyes on them. At Gormon’s gaze, Wind Storm stepped forward, demanding, “What are you two whispering about? Is it Melody? What’s wrong?”

      When neither Gormon nor Elise answered, his voice turned to a wrathful snarl, “Tell me what’s wrong!”

      Elise used her staff to push herself to her feet. She spun to face Wind Storm, her face hard, her eyes fiery and accusing. “What’s wrong is you, Wind Storm. Your heart and spirit are wrong.”

      She jabbed a finger at him. “Because of what you did, the rings on your neck fade, as does your power.”

      “I killed Wilders who tried to kill Wind Melody!” Storm spat back. “I did nothing wrong.”

      “Didn’t you? You had the power to hold those Wilders at bay, at worse, turn their own arrows on them. Instead, you used your power to bring the darkest of magic into this company. Malevolent magic that calls directly to the Dark Masters as if you had set a sun bright beacon shining on this company.

      “I did it to save this company!”

      “No! You did it to avenge Melody. And when you did, in your vengeful heart, you set aside your conscience, your morality to slay with unjustifiable brutality and viciousness. You committed the very thing that we fight against—acts of unspeakable cruelty.”

      

      “Elise,” Wind Walker spoke softly, “that’s enough. At the moment, Wind Melody needs your attention more than Wind Storm.”

      Elise shook her head, leaning on her staff for support, and sighed deeply. “I can’t save her. I don’t have the skill.”

      “You have to save her!” Wind Storm yelled. “You must!”

      “You save her!” Elise shot back. “Use your power!”

      “I will!” Storm growled.

      He roughly pushed Elise aside and stepped next to Wind Melody. He put a talon on her chest, above her heart. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and fervently cried, Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power!

      He opened his eyes and waited a few moments, but Wind Melody remained motionless and still. He pressed his talon firmer against her chest and growled, Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power!

      He kept his claw against her chest, waiting for her breathing to grow stronger, the bleeding to stop, and her wound to heal. But nothing happened. Melody remained still and cold as if death now rested upon her.

      “It didn’t work,” Wind Storm stated in disbelief.

      “No, it didn’t,” Elise muttered. “The Dragon Rings are meant for good, not for evil. Because of what you did, their power may have fled from you, perhaps never to return.”

      “Then—then, she’s going to die?” Storm piteously moaned.

      Elise turned to Gormon. Their eyes met, and she said to him, “Wind Storm deserves his fate, but does she deserve this?”

      Gormon slowly stood and turned gentle eyes on Wind Melody. “No, she doesn’t. But Elise, if I save her, then his reckless, ruthless action is rewarded.”

      “And she is punished through no fault of her own.”

      Wind Storm’s eyes grew round and full as he listened to the two. He took a hesitant step forward and asked, “Gormon, are you saying you can save her? Then please, please, save her. You’re right; she doesn’t deserve to die.”

      “And neither,” Gormon said calmly but coldly, “did those Wilders in such fashion at your hand.”

      “Alright,” Wind Storm snarled, “I’m sorry. I lost my head. I’m sorry.”

      “It is easy to apologize for when the deed is done,” Gormon replied, “but for this, words alone are not enough. There must be recompense, a sacrifice to pay for the wrong.”

      Gormon straightened, and slowly, a light, silvery aura built up to surround him. His features changed to where he wasn’t the meek, lowly elf that the company knew, but a powerful, majestic figure, tall and confident. His turquoise eyes sparkled as he drew a gleaming sword from his glittering scabbard.

      He held the shimmering blade aloft and smiled slightly as he gazed at the sword. “This is Gliadem.”

      Gormon twisted it slightly to catch the sun’s rays in a blinding light. “It is kin to Hooper Menvoran’s great dragon sword, Galondraig.”

      He looked straight at Wind Storm. “It is an elvish sword of power, life, and death. With it, I can heal Wind Melody. But its use demands both mercy and justice. The mercy I give in saving Wind Melody. But in this case, what can I give for justice?”

      Wind Storm hesitated, but then in sudden understanding, he realized what Gormon asked of him. The full weight of the measure required of him caused his heart to pound and his breathing to quicken. What he, and only he, could do to save Wind Melody.

      He swallowed, took a deep breath, and said, “My life.”

      “Wind Storm, no,” Reyna gasped.

      “It was my blind hatred,” Wind Storm growled, “that drove my powers away so that I couldn’t save Melody. If your blade accepts my life as the payment for justice to right the wrong, I am willing to offer it.”

      “Grandson, I can’t let you do this,” Wind Walker said gruffly.

      “Grandfather,” Wind Storm replied firmly, “this is not for you to let me do. My actions showed that I am no longer a sprogger. Nor did I think or act as a sprogger. I have passed beyond being a child, Grandfather. That makes this my decision, my choice.”

      He stepped forward. “Save her, Gormon. That’s all I ask, and this is all I can give, but I give it freely for Wind Melody’s sake and my—”

      Storm stopped, gazed lovingly at Wind Melody, and then raised his head, exposing his neck scales to Gormon. “I’m ready.”

      “Then so be it,” Gormon said as he brought Gliadem back, and, in one swift, cutting motion, the glittering blade slashed through the air straight at Wind Storm’s neck.
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      Wind Storm? Wind Storm?

      Whoever spoke his name, Wind Storm thought, her tone was light and lilting, like soft wind chimes tinkling from a gentle breeze. He didn’t recognize the voice, but he liked how she gently called to him. It was soothing, relaxing, and pleasant on the ears and the mind. Pleasant and soothing was not something he had felt lately.

      He slowly opened his eyes. He blinked several times at the soft radiance that filled the air. Standing before him were two figures, both seemingly bathed in light—one he recognized as a Drach male, the other appeared to be a Drach female.

      However, the more he stared, the more he realized that some subtle differences suggested they weren’t entirely Drach. Both had golden-brown hair, and the woman’s hair fell gracefully over her shoulders. Both wore ankle-length, silvery, robe-like affairs with a golden belt at their waist.

      Their pale faces held solemn expressions, and he couldn’t tell if their eyes were blue or turquoise, but he could see they sparkled with an inner light.

      He pushed himself to all fours, blinked again, and glanced around. He was in a beautiful forest of tall, stately trees whose canopy seemed to brush against the azure sky. Their leaves glistened as if recently washed by a gentle rain.

      A tall cliff rose to one side, with a small but majestic waterfall spilling over its edge. The white, sparkling water spun down the cliffside like angel hair.

      The grass underfoot was lush, soft, and velvety, but he had to look twice as he’d never seen silver-tinted grass before.

      He brought his head back to the two figures and said, “Hello. Um, I guess I must be dead. Is this dragon heaven? It’s too beautiful to be Hades.”

      Wind Storm sighed deeply and murmured, “Though, I’m not sure I deserve to be in heaven.”

      Both figures smiled at his statement. The beautiful woman even laughed lightly, her laughter a sweet melody.

      Wind Storm looked at them closely again and, as the woman brushed back her hair from one ear, realized they weren’t Drachs. “Hold on. You’re elves!”

      “Yes, Wind Storm, we’re elves,” the beautiful lady elf replied. “I am Shalana Galandel and this is Eljin Shazorwyn. And no Wind Storm, you are not in dragon heaven.”

      She raised her arms and gestured outward. “This is our Naimadah, or what you might call a haven for elves. You dragons have your dragon havens, and this is similar for us.”

      “An elven haven,” Wind Storm muttered incredulously. “How did I get here?”

      “We brought you here,” Eljiin explained. “Or rather, we brought your spirit here. With a little help from the gods.”

      “Eljiin, try to be humble,” Shalana lightly chided, “as you well know, it was with a lot of help from the gods.”

      Wind Storm raised a claw and stared. It looked and felt like his fleshly talon, as did the rest of him. After a moment, he sputtered, “My—my spirit? Then I am dead.”

      “No, Wind Storm,” Eljiin shook his head slightly, “you’re not dead. Not unless you choose to be.”

      “Huh? What do you mean if I choose to be?”

      “When Gormon touched you with Gliadem,” Shalana explained, “he opened the portal between life and death. It gave us the opportunity to draw you here.”

      Her face turned melancholy and sad. “You see, we must decide whether you can continue with your quest or have another take your place. If you cannot, or will not, go on, we will return you to your body, and you will slip over to death’s side.”

      Her voice turned thoughtful. “For now, you are the chosen Ring Maker, but there is a grave question now as to whether you can continue as such or whether we must raise up someone else to take your place.”

      “If we have time to raise up another,” Eljiin added in a firm voice. “As you experienced in your last encounter, Wind Storm, the Dark Masters grow ever more powerful. To bring forth another to be able to withstand their power in the short time we have left, well . . .” his voice trailed off, his expression turning dour.

      To Wind Storm, Eljiin’s unsaid but dire meaning was clear.

      “Seems like I’ve heard this before,” Wind Storm sighed. “I really do mess things up, don’t I? But at least I saved Wind Melody, right? I mean, that was the deal, my life for hers.”

      Shalana and Eljiin exchanged glances, to which Wind Storm demanded, “Wait, that look you’re giving each other. Tell me she is alive. Gormon healed her, just like he said he would if I gave my life for hers. That’s what happened, yes?”

      Shalana nodded and softly said, “Yes, Wind Storm, Wind Melody is alive and well. Gliadem fulfilled its purpose.”

      Wind Storm let out a long, deep sigh of relief. “Thank you. That’s all that mattered.”

      “No, Wind Storm,” Eljiin said sternly, “that’s not all that mattered. You chose poorly and caused the power of the dragon rings to flee from your presence when you slew those Wilders.

      “It was warranted that you slay those murderers to defend the company. The power of the rings did not flee from you for that, but for was what was in your heart.”

      He jabbed a finger at Wind Storm. “You lusted for their suffering. You reveled in their pain and agony. You delighted in what you could do to them. In that moment, you became as evil as they.”

      His frown was almost a scowl. “You came close to being as wicked in your actions as the Dark Masters. The inherent goodness in the rings could not, nay, would not stay with someone who gloried in such vileness.”

      Wind Storm sagged so that his hindquarters sank under him, and he sat. “I—I thought they killed Wind Melody. When I saw that arrow in her, I guess I snapped. All the anger and hatred just poured out—on them.”

      Shalana took a step forward. “Tell me, Wind Storm, when were you the happiest?”

      “Huh? What has that got to do with anything? We’re talking bad here, not happy.”

      “Please. Consider my question. When were, or are, the happiest?”

      Wind Storm scrunched his eye scales together as he thought. “Happy?” he grunted. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been happy.”

      “Really?” Shalana murmured. “Are you sure? Think about it.”

      Wind Storm searched his memories and realized that he had, in fact, many happy times in his life. “Umm, I guess I have experienced a few moments of happiness, after all.”

      “More than a few, I suspect,” she replied. “However, we often forget the good in our lives and only see the bad. We let the bad memories overwhelm the good, which kindles our pain and anger.”

      “It’s kinda hard to remember or feel good,” Wind Storm said in a small voice, “when you hurt inside and out.”

      “I know, Wind Storm,” Shalana said understandingly. “At times, it can be very hard. But think of it this way. It’s like taking a bite of a wonderfully sweet, delicious apple and then biting into a sour lemon. We remember the sour more than the sweet though both are strong tastes to our palate.”

      Wind Storm nodded and said, “You’re right. I do seem to think more of the sour than the sweet.”

      “And lately, you think you’ve been tasting more sour than sweet, yes?”

      “Oh, yes. Much more.”

      “And absolutely no sweetness?”

      Wind Storm thought for a moment before a little smile played across his lip scales. “Well, though we have occasional spats, I like being around Wind Melody. She brings a sense of sweetness into my life.”

      “Yet, of your choosing, you pushed her away.”

      Wind Storm didn’t answer immediately but then said in a small voice, “I did, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did,” Shalana softly replied. “And what of Wind Walker? And Wind Soar, your father, Strong Wind, and your mother when she was alive? Did not your family bring a sense of sweetness to your life?”

      Wind Storm drew in a deep breath and nodded slowly. “They did, though I probably didn’t acknowledge it as much as I should or could have. However, Wind Soar tying my tail in knots definitely was not sweet.”

      Shalana chuckled lightly. “No, I suppose not. And what about the members of your company?”

      “Umm, I’d say it was a mixed bag of sweet and sour, but you’re right, mostly sweet.”

      Wind Storm shook his head. “I’m sorry, I still don’t understand what this is about. I’m dead, so what does it matter?”

      “It matters, Wind Storm,” Shalana said, “because you can return to the living.”

      Wind Storm’s eyes became big and round. “But—but, Gormon said that to save Melody, I had to give up my life.”

      “No, Wind Storm. Gormon said that mercy and justice must balance. The mercy he freely gave by using Gliadem for good. It was you that volunteered your life as payment for justice.”

      Storm blinked several times in sudden understanding. “You’re right,” he softly said, “Gormon never asked for my life.”

      “Yes,” Eljiin said, “and because you freely offered, justice was met.”

      “But I remember Gormon’s blade at my throat and then . . . and then . . .” Storm’s voice trailed off for a moment before he said, “I don’t remember anything after that.”

      “Gormon barely nicked you,” Eljiin explained, “and when he did, the portal opened, and we drew your spirit out.”

      “Oh,” Wind Storm murmured before his head jerked up, and he said, “Oh! Then I’m not really dead.”

      “No, Wind Storm, you’re not,” Shalana replied, “though we face a most difficult decision.”

      Wind Storm nodded in understanding. “Whether to send me back or not, and if you do, will the power of the rings return?”

      “Yes, those are considerations,” Shalana softly returned.

      Wind Storm looked at them and, from the expressions on their faces, asked, “There’s more, isn’t there?”

      “I’m afraid so, Wind Storm. The real question is whether you will again act as you did with the Wilders if the power rings return. Because if you do, there is the very real chance that the rings will leave and not return for perhaps several epochs, if ever.”

      “You’re saying,” Wind Storm swallowed, “that you can’t trust me.”

      He shrugged slightly. “I understand. I truly do. I’m not sure I would trust me either.”

      Storm lowered his head in thought. After a few moments, he said slowly, “I would love more time with Melody. To experience more of that sweetness you talked about.”

      He hesitated for a long moment before choking, “But you’re right; you can’t trust me.”

      Storm raised his head to meet their eyes. “If you can, give the rings to Wind Soar. He won’t make the stupid mistakes that I have. He’ll bear up under the pain and weight and eventually become a great Dragon Ring Maker. He’ll teach those Dark Masters not to mess with our family or hurt innocent people.”

      “Is that your answer?” Shalana asked softly. “You’ll walk death’s path, give up the rings to Wind Soar, knowing you’ll never see Wind Melody or any of your family again?”

      Wind Storm swallowed deeply, and his eyes turned mournful. “That’s my answer,” he whispered.

      Eljiin and Shalana traded a look before stepping forward and reaching out a hand. “Then so be it. Goodbye, Wind Storm.”

      As they touched his head scales, Wind Storm felt a blackness growing in his mind. He fought it for an instant, but it was too much, and he succumbed to the darkness.
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      Wind Storm struggled to open his eyes. He felt like he’d been in a deep, long sleep, and waking was hard. For a few moments, he blinked and tried to get his bearings. His thoughts were fuzzy and disjointed until they abruptly became sharp and clear. He sucked in a tiny breath. Had that been real? Did he really speak with two elves in their Naimadah, their haven? His eyes suddenly popped wide open in sudden realization. Wait! I’m alive! But I’m supposed to be dead!

      He was staring at the smooth gorge wall. With some effort, as all his strength seemed gone, he turned and rolled himself to a shaky sitting position. The company was a little ways off in a ragged semi-circle around Wind Walker and Wind Melody. Their heads and wings drooped in profound sadness, and tears ran down Wind Melody’s scaled cheeks.

      A smile crossed his face at seeing her alive and seemingly well, though, for some reason, she was in deep sorrow. He furrowed his eyebrow scales together. Why was she so forlorn? Had someone in the company died?

      His head jerked slightly back in abrupt understanding. That’s right. It’s me. They think I’m dead.

      Huh, how about that? he thought. Even after what I did, they’re still sad that I died.

      For the briefest moment, he considered slinking away, leaving them thinking he was dead. Then, he realized that wouldn’t work as there would be no body left behind, and besides, he would leave tracks in the sand.

      He abruptly realized that someone was looking at him. Gormon. The elf stared but didn’t say anything, though he had a slightly amused look on his face. With his head, he motioned for Storm to join the group.

      Wind Storm got the message. Gormon wasn’t going to say anything. It was up to Storm to alert the company.

      Wind Storm took in a deep breath. To face the company after his cruel, sadistic act was going to be supremely hard. What was he going to say? What could he say? Sorry?

      Sorry just didn’t seem enough.

      He took in another breath. There was only one thing to do. He would leave the company. He had no right to be a part of them. His cruelty had tainted the company. By expelling him, they could redeem themselves.

      He nodded to himself. To leave was the right decision. He wished he could slink away, but he knew he had to face them first. After that, he could skulk away.

      Storm blew out a breath and weakly called out, “Uh, hi, everyone.”

      The company whirled around, some going to a fighting crouch with their hands on their sword hilts. Once they saw who it was, they straightened with astonished expressions and wide eyes.

      Wind Melody and Wind Walker stood with mouths gaping before both lumbered toward Storm. Wind Walker came to a halt a few steps away, but Wind Melody bowled into Wind Storm, almost knocking him off his feet.

      “Storm. Stormy! You’re not dead,” she blubbered, with her cheek scales glistening from tears. “But how are you not—not—?”

      “Dead?” Storm murmured as he stood on shaky talons, still a little woozy from whatever the elves had done to return him to his body.

      He met her eyes as a smile lifted his lip scales. “And neither are you.”

      “No,” Wind Melody replied, gently pressing her head to his. “I’m good. A little weak, but I’m alright. Thanks to Elise and Gormon.”

      Her muzzle came close to his. “And you, Stormy. They told me what you did to save my life.”

      A tear ran down her cheek to stop at her jaw’s edge as a tiny, sparkling silver orb. It hung long before it seemed to float down through the air before landing softly in the sand.

      Storm hung his head. “It was nuthin’. I—I’m just glad you’re alright.”

      “Nothing? Stormy, how can you say that? To give your life for someone else is the greatest act anyone can ever do.”

      He lifted his head. “You should know. You were going to do the same for me.”

      A little smile crept across her face. “Then I guess we’re even.”

      Storm started to smile back, but then he felt a heavy weight descend on his heart. He hesitated, then slowly said, “Did they tell you about what I did to the—”

      “Wilders? Yes, Wind Storm, they did.” Her eyes held sincere sadness. “Oh, Stormy, how could you do—”

      “Something like that?” Wind Storm finished. He shook his head as his head drooped. “I don’t know, Melody,” he whispered. “I was just so enraged at what they did to you that I—”

      “Could have stopped,” Wind Walker interrupted.

      Storm raised his head and saw that the company had come closer but stayed back as if uncertain about approaching him. To him, the company’s expressions ranged from deep apprehension to anxious puzzlement. Worse, he could tell they weren’t sure to consider him a friend, a comrade in arms, a companion in their midst.

      He was now someone to fear, distrust, and perhaps even loathe.

      He brought his gaze to his grandfather, who looked at him with a mixture of gratitude that he was alive, but also bewilderment and hurt.

      Wind Walker took a step closer. He lowered his head, and Storm saw a glistening in his eyes. “I thought you were dead, Wind Storm. When Gormon barely touched you with his sword, you went down as if all life had left you.”

      “Barely touched me?” Storm sputtered as he brought a claw to his neck. “I thought he—”

      Storm ran his talon over his neck scales but found them whole, whereas he thought he would find a bloody wound. He turned to stare at Gormon, who stood a short distance away. He was back to his plain old elf self, not the grand figure who wielded the magical Gliadem.

      Gormon met his eyes and cocked his head slightly to one side with a questioning expression.

      Wind Storm slightly nodded at him, to which Gormon gave him a nod of understanding in return.

      He looked at his grandfather.“How long was I—?”

      “Dead, or whatever it was?” Wind Walker replied. “Not long. Just long enough for us to begin grieving for you.”

      “Wind Storm,” Melody gasped. “Your—your rings. They’re gone!”

      Several of the company stepped forward to stare at Wind Storm’s bare neck. “Whoa, that’s not good,” Ty said. “Not good at all. You not having your rings is like me running around without any clothes.”

      “Eww, Ty,” Reyna grimaced, “that’s gross.”

      “You have no idea how gross,” Shane muttered.

      “Storm,” Wind Walker asked, concern etched deep in his voice, “what happened to the rings? Do you know?”

      “I—I think so,” Storm hesitantly replied.

      “Out with it,” Adon sharply said. “More importantly, how do you get them back?”

      “I don’t,” Storm meekly answered.

      There was an uncomfortable muttering and shifting among the company. “You don’t?” Wind Melody murmured. “I don’t understand. You’re the Ring Maker. How can you create the Dragon Ring without the rings?”

      Wind Storm inhaled deeply and somberly replied, “I won’t. They took the rings away from me. I’m no longer the Ring Maker. I’m back to being just me, Wind Storm the Puny.”

      “They?” Rafe asked. “Who’s they?”

      He glanced over at Gormon, who shook his head imperceptibly from side to side. “Uh,” Wind Storm stammered, “it’s better that I not say. Just accept the fact that they have some sort of power to give and take away the rings. I suppose you can call it a partnership with the gods.”

      “But why, Wind Storm?” Melody asked. “Why did they take the rings from you?”

      Wind Storm’s head drooped, and he quietly answered, “Because I used them for evil and not good.”

      “What you did to the Wilders,” Brynn stated.

      “Yes,” Storm acknowledged. “How I enjoyed torturing them. For a moment there, I became as bad as a—”

      “Dark Master,” Elise finished for him. “We noticed.”

      “And because of that,” Storm said, “they will give the rings to someone else.”

      “What?” Adon said. “Who?”

      “I think,” Storm began before turning to Wind Walker, “it will be Wind Soar.”

      Wind Walker’s head jerked up, staring at Storm for a long moment. “Are you sure, Wind Storm?”

      “I’m pretty sure,” Storm answered. “The rings are supposed to stay within our family, and they told me he was the next in line to carry them.”

      Wind Walker slowly turned his head and looked toward the west. “Wind Soar,” he murmured to himself.

      “Well,” Ty quipped, “that could be good for us if you think about it. The rings won’t call to the Dark Masters, and that gets us off the hook for having to deal with them and having to march from who knows where to who knows where and—”

      “Be quiet, Ty,” Shane said. “This is not necessarily a good thing at all.”

      “I think it is,” Ty grumbled.

      “Storm,” Wind Melody asked, “is there any way you can get the rings back?”

      Storm shook his head. “No. They’re gone. I mean, at least, from me.”

      “How does that make you feel, Wind Storm?” Reyna asked gently.

      Storm considered her question before thoughtfully saying, “I suppose I should be relieved that I don’t have the responsibility anymore.”

      “But you’re not,” Elise stated.

      Wind Storm shook his head. “No. The truth is, I feel ashamed that I failed so miserably. I failed the company, my family,” he drew in a halting breath, “me,” and he turned to Wind Melody, “most of all, you.”

      He tried to joke, “After all, you put so much work into me, and I flopped.”

      “Stormy,” Melody softly replied, “what you did was awful. I admit, for a while there, I was ashamed of you. I didn’t know who you were, worse, what you had become. But now I know, I truly do, that what you did wasn’t the real you. I’m not exactly sure why you did what you did, but I know you’re better than that.”

      Wind Storm’s head drooped as he whispered, “Thanks, Mel.”

      Melody put her muzzle close to Storm to whisper, “And for your information, sir, I’m not done with you yet.”

      Wind Walker rumbled low, “Storm, Melody is right on all counts. It might take some doing, but be strong, grandson and we’ll get through this.”

      Storm nodded his thanks just as Adon spoke up. “I guess this means the company is done. Without the rings, we really have no purpose. We were the Company of the Dragon Rings. Now we have no rings, so no company.”

      “Yeah, well,” Ty said darkly, “before we go bustin’ up this outfit, I want some answers.”

      He turned to Gormon and stabbed a finger at him. “I knew all along you weren’t some lost elf. Just who are you really?”

      Gormon stood with his arms folded across his chest, returning Ty’s glare with a frank gaze. “We’re all lost at times in our lives, Ty, wouldn’t you agree? Perhaps I needed to feel lost and alone to truly appreciate what I had before I became lost—and to learn some much-needed lessons.”

      He looked over at Shane. “Wouldn’t you agree that’s what you two feel now that the pieces of your story have fallen into place? Appreciation for what you have now and gratitude for the lessons learned along the way—hard though they were?”

      Brother and sister shared a gaze before Shane nodded, “I guess that’s true.”

      “What about that glowing sword of yours?” Ty pressed. “Where is it? Where did it go?”

      “Gliadem,” Gormon patiently answered, “will return when needed.”

      Ty shook his head. “Elves sure are strange and getting stranger by the moment.”

      A smile twitched at the corners of Gormon’s mouth. “Says the man who can shoot fire and power out of a broken stick.”

      Ty opened his mouth to retort before he grunted a chuckle. “S’pose that’s true.”

      “Speaking of strange,” Shap said, “I will tell you something I find very disquieting. Those Wilders. I can’t shake the feeling that they were waiting for us as if they knew we’d show up in this gorge.”

      Reyna spun to Shap. “What are you saying?”

      “Just that,” Shap returned. “I think those Wilders knew our trail. Knew exactly where we’d be the most vulnerable, and that’s where they hit us.”

      Everyone turned to stare. “That’s a dangerous accusation, Shap,” Elise said.

      “We’re in a dangerous business,” Shap returned, “that’s getting more dangerous with each passing day.”

      “It could be,” Wind Walker mused, “that they spotted us and set up that ambush before we arrived.”

      “And we didn’t hear almost a hundred Wilder wings skying?” Shap pointed out. “Especially you, dragons. You can sometimes hear one of your kind’s wings a quarter league away.”

      He shook his head. “We weren’t in that gorge that long. No, they were waiting for us before we got here.”

      “Shap,” Reyna said with angst in her voice, “do you know what you’re suggesting?”

      Shap’s face turned grim. “I’m not ‘suggesting’ Reyna; I’m telling.”

      He straightened and faced the company. “One of us tipped off the Wilders. Whoever it was told them where to find us.”

      His voice was almost a snarl as he finished. “And the gorge made a perfect place for an ambush; for a killing ground.”
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      “Oh, Shap, no,” Reyna protested. “None in this company would do such a thing!”

      “Are you sure, Reyna?” Shap returned softly. He turned slightly to stare, unblinking, at Adon.

      “Why you, dirty—” Adon huffed, his face turning red, “I would never do that! You all know my feelings about Wilders.”

      “Uh, huh,” Ty mused, as he assumed a thoughtful pose, “and a sheep never changes its wool, either.”

      “It’s a leopard,” Shane tiredly told Ty, “that can’t change its spots.”

      “Right. That too,” Ty responded.

      “Besides,” Adon argued, “how would I even do something like that? I’ve been right here with the rest of you the whole time.”

      “That’s not quite true,” Shap said. “As I recall, you and Hamal became separated for some time back there, remember? Easy enough to rendezvous with a lone Wilder and tell them of our plans.”

      Adon whirled to point at Hamal. “He was alone too. Maybe he told the Wilders!”

      “Really?” Shap snorted. “You’re trying to blame Hamal, who, by the way, was unconscious, or did you forget? Besides, what possible reason would Hamal have to conspire with Wilders? You, on the other hand, have a motive.”

      “Motive?” Adon snarled. “What possible motive would I have?”

      “To get back in the good graces of your family,” Shap declared.

      “Good graces,” Adon shrilly laughed. “You want to know how I can return to my family's good graces? By slitting my throat, that’s how.”

      “Really?” Shap said. “Your brother seemed very friendly when he greeted you.”

      “Enough!” Adon shrieked and whipped out his sword. “I didn’t lead those Wilders to the gorge. For all you know, a Wilder scout spotted us, and they set the ambush.”

      He pointed his sword at Shap. “You’re doing this just to get back at me!”

      “No,” Shap snapped as he went for his sword. “I’m doing this because we have a traitor in this company that almost got us all killed.”

      His eyes turned hard, and his voice was like ice. “Your brother greeted you as his ‘traitor brother.’ Maybe that traitor part was that you led the Wilders to us.”

      “I am no traitor!” Adon screamed as he hefted his blade, ready to lunge toward Shap.

      “Enough, you two!” Elise commanded as she stepped between them.

      She turned to Shap. “Do you have proof of your accusations against Adon?”

      “Yes,” Shap promptly replied. “He’s a former Wilder, still is for all we know, and his brother greeted him in a friendly fashion.”

      Elise snorted. “That’s hardly proof, Shap.”

      “Proof enough for me,” Shap retorted.

      “As far as that friendly greeting,” Elise responded, “I took it that Kalonda was calling Adon a traitor to the Wilder people. So no, that’s not proof in my book.”

      “Nor in mine,” Reyna softly said. “Sorry, Shap, but your proof is paper thin.”

      “Paper thin?” Rafe grunted. “More like see-through paper if you ask me.”

      He turned to Adon. “Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t like you even a little. You have enough hubris for a hundred men, and your attitude is that of a spoiled child. You’re good in a fight, but I’m not sure I can trust you covering my back.

      “I don’t know if you led those Wilders here, but I’m not going to take Shap’s side just on what he presented.”

      His face grew dark and hard, and his leather bands creaked as he faced Adon. “But if you did, even the gods won’t be able to protect you from the wrath of this company if you sold us out.”

      “That goes for me as well,” Brynn stepped forward to say. “Shap, unless you have real proof against Adon, then it's your word against his, and that is not enough to press judgment against a fellow company member.”

      “Fellow company member?” Adon snapped as he straightened from his fighting crouch. “What company, Amazos? This company is finished, and so am I. I’ve had enough.”

      He slammed his blade into his scabbard and straightened to face Shap. “Know this, Orsini. The next time we meet, it won’t be a social one, and you’d best have your sword in hand because I’ll have mine out and ready to spill your guts!”

      He spun around and took several steps toward his horse when Wind Storm called out, “Wait! Adon, wait. Please.”

      Adon hesitated a moment before slowly turning around to face Wind Storm. “I’m listening, but make it fast.”

      Wind Storm took several steps to face the company’s ragged semi-circle. “I—I made a terrible blunder, and it cost me, you—this company dearly. I can’t go back and change things, but I think we’d be making a horrible mistake if the company disbanded.”

      “Why stay together?” Shane asked. “You said it yourself that the rings aren’t coming back.”

      “True, not to me,” Wind Storm sadly acknowledged, “but Wind Soar will need help. He will need this company around him, just like you surrounded me. You can’t just go off and desert my brother.”

      He inhaled deeply and said, “Please, do this, not for me, but for Wind Soar and for those who fight against the Dark Masters. If you don’t, think of the destruction and all the innocents who will die because you weren’t there to stand between them and the evil ones.”

      Storm looked around at his companions. “Each of you is unique and special in your own way. In your own right, you have so much to offer, courage, tenacity, determination, and strength of character.

      “Yes, we have our differences, and sometimes, like now, they’ve spilled over into harsh words and more. However, when you come together and unite as a company, you are a fierce and courageous band that knows no equal. The Dark Ones see that, and I honestly believe they fear you as much as they fear the power rings.”

      He raised his head and stood as tall as he could. “If this company disbands, it will give the Dark Masters a victory I don’t believe they could ever achieve on their own. Please don’t give them that win.

      “Instead, give Wind Soar and those others he will draw to this company that triumph, which is what you and he will so richly deserve at the final battle.”

      A solemn quiet settled over the company as each member stared at Wind Storm for a long time. Finally, Shap murmured, “If we decide to remain together, and I’m not saying we will, how do we find Wind Soar? We don’t even know where he is.”

      Storm pointed a talon at Wind Walker. “He does.”

      Reyna turned and asked, “Is that right, Wind Walker?”

      Wind Walker took a claw and scratched thoughtfully at his chin. “Umm, not exactly. He could be in one of several different places. But where he is exactly, that I can’t tell you.”

      Another moment of silence descended upon the company until Elise leaned on her staff and said, “I think that the first question is not where Soar is but whether we keep the company together or not. Wind Storm is quite right. If the rings are to go to Wind Soar, he will need us as his comrades in arms. The fight continues, and we need to stay in it.”

      “True,” Wind Walker gravely agreed.

      He stepped forward and drew a jagged line in the ground with the tip of one talon. “Those who wish to stay in the company cross this line and join me as I vote to keep the company intact. As my grandson so eloquently stated, united, we are a fierce group who still can do much good for Erdron.”

      He hooked a talon toward his back where, as usual, the pixies and sprites slept. “I voted for them,” he said dryly, “and they said keep the company intact.”

      Elise stepped over the line without hesitation, followed by Shap, Reyna, and Brynn. In a rush, all the dragons crossed together except Wind Storm. Shane first eyed Ty, who nodded, then Rafe, who nodded too. The three of them firmly stepped over the line.

      Gormon was right behind them, though it appeared that Hamal reluctantly joined the group. That left Adon and Wind Storm.

      Reyna elbowed Shap and jerked her head toward Adon. He scowled at her before she nudged him, harder this time, and nodded toward Adon. She threw in a determined glare for good measure.

      He shook his head firmly at her. “No,” he whispered. “I’m not going to ask. I know what the man is, and that’s all there is to it.”

      “You’re impossible,” she growled, “and wrong.”

      She took a step forward and called, “Adon, for the company's sake, put your’s and Shap’s differences aside. As Wind Storm said, together we’re stronger; without you, we’ll be weaker.”

      “Join us, Adon,” Elise called. “Prove your dead brother wrong.”

      “He’s not dead,” Adon snorted.

      “What?” Elise exclaimed.

      “He must have sensed something,” Adon said, “because just as Wind Storm reared back, his dragon dove down and away, moving as fast as the wind.”

      He drew in a deep breath. “I didn’t see him among the Wilders when Wind Storm began to slay them.”

      Adon’s icy eyes fixed on Shap. “I guess I need to prove my living brother wrong and some in this company, too.” He hesitated but slowly crossed the line with heavy footsteps, though he stood away from the company.

      “Hey, Stormy,” Wind Melody playfully called, “you’re standing on the wrong side of the line. Get over here.”

      “No,” Wind Storm firmly replied. “For me, I’m on the right side of the line.”

      Wind Melody’s smile instantly fell. “Don’t talk like that. You’re as much a member of this company as any of us.”

      “No, I’m not, Mel. My wings don’t work, I have no dragon fire, and now I don’t have the power rings. Don’t you see? I would be a burden on the company. You’d have to spend half your time watching over me like I’m some newborn sprog.”

      His face scales broke into a slight smile. “But I am happy you’ve decided to keep the company intact. Wind Soar will be so lucky to have you as his comrades. Look out, Dark Masters, you won’t know what hit you.”

      Wind Melody started to retort when she felt a heavy talon on her shoulder scales that stopped her. “And while we’re out finding Soar,” Wind Walker rumbled, “what will you be doing, my grandson?”

      “Uh, I haven’t quite thought that one through yet.”

      “Not only,” Wind Walker growled, “have you not thought that one out, but you aren’t thoughting out anything clearly.”

      “And I thought I mangled words,” Ty said in a hushed voice.

      “Grandpa—” Wind Storm began, only to have Wind Walker interrupt him. “No, pup, you listen to me. You go off wandering by yourself; what happens when the Dark Masters find you and find you they will, with or without the rings.”

      Wind Storm swallowed and weakly said, “I guess they’ll kill me.”

      “Wrong,” Wind Walker snapped. “They’re not going to kill you. They’re going to torture you, and then they’ll bring your half-dead, tortured body to Wind Soar and me and blackmail us. And what do you think they’ll threaten us with if we don’t give in to their demands?

      “Any clue as to what, Wind Storm? Do you really want to put us in that situation, knowing that we can’t give in and watching them slowly torture you to death? To hear your screams of pain and agony?”

      Wind Storm’s mouth slowly dropped open, and he stared at Wind Walker for a long moment before stammering, “I, uh, hadn’t thought about that.”

      “As I said,” Wind Walker snorted, “you aren’t thoughting clearly at all, youngster. Now, get your tail over here with the rest of us where you belong, and stop this woe-is-me attitude. This company is putting the past behind us and moving forward. Understand?”

      Wind Storm saw the fire in his grandfather’s eyes and slowly joined the rest of the company.

      “Good,” Wind Walker said, taking several steps to stand before the company. “Next question is, what’s our trail?”

      “You said that Wind Soar is west of here?” Shap asked.

      “That’s right,” Wind Walker replied.

      “Well,” Shap said slowly, “the headwaters of the River Serene are in that range of mountains to the west. We could—”

      “Make for the River Serene and turn west?” Wind Walker said.

      “Yes,” Shap nodded.

      “Then,” Wind Walker said, “I propose we continue in our original direction; only once we reach the River Serene, we turn west.”

      As no one opposed Wind Walker’s suggestion, Shap ordered, “You heard the dragon. Let’s mount up. If we hurry, we can make the base of the mountains by nightfall.”

      “What about the deer?” Brynn asked.

      “We’ll eat when we make night camp,” Shap directed.

      “I can carry two,” Grand Wind offered.

      “I’ll carry the other two,” Wind Walker said.

      “Just make sure,” Elise said to Wind Walker, “that you don’t let those pixies get to them, or there’ll be nothing left but skin and bones for the rest of us.”

      In short order, the company was winding its way through the gorge, only this time, Hamal and Shap were out front while Adon took up the rear.

      Wind Storm ponderously made his way behind his grandfather, his head down, staring at the hard ground. He was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t even notice Wind Melody ease up beside him.

      “Hey,” she softly said.

      “Oh, hey,” he returned, avoiding her gaze.

      “That was a brave thing you were willing to do, Stormy, leaving the company and going off alone.”

      “Bravery born of necessity,” he answered, “though it didn’t matter as here I am.”

      “And I’m so glad you are.”

      They walked on for a bit before Wind Storm said, “Mel, listen, I appreciate what you did back there, getting between those Wilders and me. But you’ve really got to stop doing that. That’s the second time you’ve gotten hurt, almost killed. So, please, stop.”

      “Never.”

      “I’m not worth it.”

      “Nonsense. To me, you are.”

      “You don’t understand. I’m the male dragon. I’m the one who’s supposed to be big and brave and protect girl dragons.”

      “Who says?”

      “They do.”

      “Who’s they?”

      “Everybody.”

      “Well, everybody’s wrong. A girl dragon can be just as brave as a boy dragon.”

      “Says who?”

      “Everybody.”

      “You’re just being stubborn again.”

      “Maybe.”

      She swung her head closer to him and murmured, “Do you want to know how I learned to be brave?”

      “How?”

      “By watching your mother,” she softly replied, “and mine.”

      Wind Storm silently walked on before quietly saying, “You had great teachers.”

      “The best,” she nodded.

      “Can’t argue with you there.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      Wind Storm took a few more steps before saying, “Alright, let’s make a deal. Next time, I take the Proga arrow.”

      “That’s not funny, Stormy. That thing really, really hurts.”

      “I’m not trying to be funny.”

      She swung her head to stare at him. “You’re serious.”

      “As serious as a Proga arrow.”

      She blinked several times before murmuring, “You’d do that for me?”

      He turned to her and softly said, “For you, Mel, anytime, anywhere.”

      He stopped and held up a talon tip. “Pinky talon promise.”

      Melody gazed at him fondly before wrapping the tip of her talon around his. “Pinky talon promise right back at you.”
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      After climbing over and around a series of higher and higher foothills, the company finally reached the mountain’s base. Night’s Curtain swept toward the far horizon as dusky darkness settled over the land. For a moment, they stopped to gaze up at the snow-laden peaks that seemed to pierce the sky. “We’re going to climb that tomorrow?” Ty gulped.

      “Unless you’re riding a horse,” Shane dryly returned, “that can sprout wings and fly you up and over, then yes, we’re climbing that tomorrow.”

      “I don’t think,” Reyna murmured, craning her backward to stare upward, “I’ve ever seen mountains that high or with peaks that look like knife points.”

      “Some say,” Shap returned, “that they’re the highest in the world.”

      He turned to look at Elise with a questioning expression. She returned his look with a shrug. “I’ve never made a study of mountains, so I wouldn’t know. But I will say that they’ll be the highest in the world to us once we've passed over them.”

      Shap smiled and then gestured toward some nearby woods. “Let’s see if we can find something suitable for a camp. Preferably shielded from prying eyes.”

      He led them into the woods to a tiny meadow surrounded by white-trunked birch trees. He halted Tam, looked around, and announced in a satisfied tone, “We’ll make camp here. No fires and no noise, everyone.”

      As the pixies slid off Wind Walker’s outstretched leg, he jabbed a finger at them. “That goes especially for you two jabbers.”

      “Jabbers?” Dim sputtered and turned to Kip. “What be jabbers?”

      “You know, jabbers,” Kip replied and started poking Dim with a finger. “Jab here, jab there.”

      “That be jabbers?” Dim retorted as he swatted Kip’s finger away and started furiously poking him with a finger. “I show you jabbers!”

      The two were at each other instantly, poking away with fingers at faces and stomachs. Brynn bent over and growled with a deep sigh, “Keep it up, and no venison for either of you.”

      Immediately, the two looked at each other, squeaked, and stopped poking. With a broad smile, they threw an arm around each other’s shoulder. “See?” Kip said. “We stop.”

      “We stop,” Dim echoed. “No more jabbers.”

      Shap shook his head at the two, grumbled something under his breath, and ordered, “Form a perimeter in twos. One sleeps, and the other stays awake on watch. Remember, no sound. Sound carries farther on the night air, and we don’t want to alert anyone to our presence here.”

      He turned and pointed at Brynn, Hamal, and Rafe. “You three, with me to cut up the deer and pass the meat out. The rest of you find your spots.”

      “Shap,” Reyna protested, “you’re not going to make us eat raw meat, are you?”

      “This high,” he explained, “you can see a fire for ten leagues or more. The wrong people see it, and they’ll want to know who made it.”

      “Blah,” Reyna grimaced, “raw meat. Give my piece to someone else.”

      “Mine too,” Adon said. “I’m hungry, but I’d rather chew on my belt than eat raw venison.”

      “Maybe,” Storm slowly said, “we can cook the meat, at least a little. I have an idea.”

      “Let’s hear it, pup,” Wind Walker rumbled.

      Storm quickly explained his notion. When he finished, he turned to Shap. “Well, what do you think?”

      Shap looked toward the looming mountains and slowly nodded. “I think it might work.”

      Wind Walker had his big body curled almost muzzle to tail in a few moments, facing the mountains. Standing on his back with their wings outstretched and drooping over the open space he made were Melody, Fury, and Delight. Grand Wind and Storm went to all fours opposite Wind Walker with their backs to the mountains.

      With the dragons settled, Reyna looked them over and giggled, “Almost looks like a tent made of dragon scales.”

      “A small tent,” Shap admitted and began to walk around studying the scene.

      Once he completed the circle, he sighed, saying, “Most of the light will leak towards the mountains, but I’m not that worried as it’s doubtful there would be anyone watching from up there.”

      He turned away from the peaks and said, “With the trees and your wings blocking this way, a little light might escape, but not much, I think.”

      “Well?” Elise demanded. “Will it work?”

      Shap looked things over one more time before he nodded. “Well enough, I would say.”

      He turned and motioned with a hand. “Alright, get those deer carcasses in here.” Brynn, Reyna, Hamal, and Rafe, used logs to prop the field-dressed deer up as best as they could in the open space between Wind Walker and Grand Wind.

      Once done, they stepped outside the dragon circle. Shap took one more look and said, “Looks good to me. What does everyone else think?”

      Muttered assents filled the air, so Shap said, “Alright, Wind Walker, Grand Wind, let’s see how fast you can roast four deer. Oh, and if you please, you dragons might like charcoal-flavored venison, but not the rest of us.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Wind Walker grunted, “but here goes.”

      Moments later, the covered space flared brightly with dragon fire from Wind Walker and Grand Wind. They held their fire for just a few moments before stopping.

      Reyna and Shap let the smoke clear and the air cool before entering the circle to inspect the deer. They took their knives and made several slits in the haunches and forequarters to see how well-cooked the meat was.

      After a moment, a wide grin split Reyna’s face, and she turned to Wind Walker and Grand Wind. “My compliments to our two chefs. Perfect. No charcoal and nicely well-done.”

      Reyna, Shap, Brynn, and Rafe made short work of cutting up the deer. Those meat eaters with two legs received the equivalent of a handful of meat, while the four-legged variety got twice that amount, plus the bones. It wasn’t nearly enough, but at least they wouldn’t go to bed hungry.

      Once done eating, Shap ordered, “Alright, pair off, and remember, no noise.”

      Wind Melody immediately jerked Storm to one side. “You’re with me.”

      “Uh, are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. Besides, I know how loud you snore. I’ll be ready to bop you on the snout the instant you make a sound. Remember what Shap said, no noise.”

      “I don’t snore.”

      “And the sun doesn’t rise in the east either.”

      The two found a clump of bushes with a slight depression on the meadow side and plopped down. “I’ll take the first watch,” Storm announced. “You sleep.”

      “Thanks, Stormy. I’m still on the tired side from, well, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Storm softly replied. “Now, go to sleep and dream of more roasted venison.”

      “More roasted venison,” Melody yawned. “Wouldn’t that be just lovely?”

      In a moment, Melody was deeply asleep. Wind Storm stared at her face and murmured, “Yes, indeed. Lovely, just lovely.”

      As dawn’s pale fingers spread a golden sunrise upon the company, Wind Storm gently prodded Melody awake. “Hey, Mel, it’s time to get up.”

      “Hmm,” Wind Melody said as she stretched and said, “is it my turn to take watch already?”

      “Yep, it’s your turn, alright.”

      Wind Melody blinked her eyes open, saw the soft light of dawn, and growled. “Why, you little—” she thumped Storm with a balled-up talon. “You let me sleep all night.”

      Rubbing his shoulder, Storm said, “Hey, you said you were tired, so I let you sleep. Besides, I already had a, uh, good, long nap earlier.”

      Wind Melody was about to punch him again when Shap came striding up. “Let’s go, you two. We don’t want to waste the daylight.”

      The company quickly gathered in marching order and began to traverse the steep, rocky mountainside. They followed the trees as it made for easier going, but they hadn’t gone far when Shap abruptly spun Tam around and yelped, “Everyone, get under cover! Snakehead!”

      Wind Storm and Wind Melody leaped for a rock outcropping and scrunched behind it as the other company members scrambled to find suitable cover. Wind Storm worried that his grandfather, with his great bulk, wouldn’t find anything to hide behind.

      However, he watched with some amusement as Wind Walker practically dove into a sharp ravine and pulled nearby bushes on top of him.

      He looked around and asked Melody, “See anyone still out in the open? Everyone seems to be hiding pretty well.”

      “To distant eyes, at least,” she softly replied, “but if that brute comes over us . . .”

      Her voice trailed off, to which Storm nodded. “Yeah, he’ll spot us for sure.”

      Both scrunched tighter against the rock, their scales making a soft scraping sound. They waited, using their ears to listen for any approaching wings.

      After a bit, he asked, “Hear anything?”

      Melody shook her head. “No.”

      Shortly, they both tensed when they heard Shap hiss, “Nobody move, it’s drifting upslope, coming clos—uh oh, there’s a second one farther down.”

      Storm and Melody exchanged a look, with Storm whispering, “Where’s there’s two, there’s usually more.”

      She nodded and murmured, “Maybe we should attack now before the rest show up.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Storm agreed, turning his head to softly call out, “Shap, Melody, and I agree; if you see two, there’s probably more nearby. We need to take out those two we can see before the others show up.”

      “Or,” Adon muttered, “we stay hidden and hope those two pass us by.”

      No one spoke until Shap said, “I don’t think hiding will work. Those two are working in tandem, going higher up the mountainside with each pass. It won’t be long until they’re over us.”

      “Shap’s right,” Elise said and then asked, “Wind Storm, do you have an idea of how we take them on?”

      “I think so. Where are the sprites and pixies?”

      “We over here,” Kip called excitedly, jumping up and down behind a large tree trunk.

      “We hide good,” Dim said, hopping around. “Look just like tree.”

      “We no look like tree,” Kip snapped. “We look like pretty rocks on ground.”

      “Pretty rocks on ground?” Dim said. “I thought we be trees.”

      “Dimwit, we not—”

      “Hey, you two, knock it off,” Storm ordered, “and listen. Dandy? Glitter? Are you listening?”

      “Go ahead, Wind Storm,” Dandy replied, “we hear you.”

      “Good. This is what I want you to do.”

      Quickly, Storm laid out his plan and asked, “Can you do that?”

      “Oh sure,” Kip said, “we do easy.”

      “So easy,” Dim added, “that nobody know how easy it was.”

      “We know how easy it be,” Kip retorted.

      “We know—?” Dim began, but Storm cut him off. “That’s enough, Kip, Dim. We’re wasting time. Did everyone else hear the plan? Is everyone alright with it?”

      Soft assents met Storm’s question, but Shap said, “There’s only one problem.”

      “What’s that?” Storm asked.

      “There’s four more now, and they’re at the mountain’s base, though casting about slowly.”

      “What about the first two?”

      “Farther up than they were and moving our way.”

      Shap hesitated before saying, “It’s doubtful they wouldn’t spot us with that many.”

      “So,” Storm sighed, “we fight six instead of four.”

      “If we can take out those first two quickly,” Shap replied, “we’ll have better odds. Fighting four rather than six.”

      Storm looked to Melody, who said, “He’s right. Let’s take down those first two and then worry about the rest.”

      Storm nodded and softly called out, “You know the plan. Is everyone ready?”

      Again, murmured assents came to his ears. “Alright,” he said, “Dandy, Glitter, Kip, Dim, go!”

      The sprites sprang from behind the tree with the pixies aboard a moment later. They flashed alongside the mountainside between the trees for some distance before they turned downslope.

      Shap watched for a moment before he said, “The snakeheads see them; they’re turning.”

      He waited a bit before shaking his head, “I don’t know if it’s the pixies or the sprites, but they’re almost making a game of it, bouncing and weaving around in front of those beasts.”

      “That would be the pixies,” Elise stated.

      “Oh,” Shap said, a bit surprised. “They’re doing that fiery flame thing of theirs. It’s causing the snakeheads to slow, but they’re still following them.”

      A long moment passed before Shap growled, “Get ready, here they come.”

      “Remember,” Storm hastily said, “just archers. Shane and Ty, hold off unless you absolutely must fire.”

      “Got it,” Ty called back.

      Seconds later came the pixies laughing voices on the air. “Whee, can’t catch us,” Kip’s voice rang out, “you stupid snakehead.”

      Then he called louder, “Here we come, ready or not. They be right behind us.”

      “Wait,” Dim said, “why they not be ready? If they not be ready, then why we fly this way?”

      “They ready, dim brain.”

      “But you said—”

      The rush of small fluttering wings and the crackle of fire announced the sprite’s arrival. Like sparkling meteors rushing across the sky, they flashed overhead to pass into the trees. Stronger, snakehead wings were right behind as Shap yelled, “Now!”

      The company’s archers suddenly appeared from behind trees and rocks. Their arrows were like a dark wall that sprang up in front of the snakeheads.

      The winged beasts tried to stop, but their momentum carried them directly into the bolt’s path as razor-sharp arrow tips sliced through necks and heads. A moment later, the snakehead’s lifeless bodies cartwheeled through the sky to smash into the mountainside.

      “Alright, you dragons,” Shap called out, “the other four saw what happened. Here they come.”

      As Wind Walker rose from the ravine, he said, “Shane, Ty, just remember when you use those weapons, don’t hit one of us.”

      “No promises,” Ty returned, “we’re still kinda new at this, you know.”

      “That’s comforting,” Melody sighed as she stepped away from the rock to spread her wings. “See you in a bit, Stormy.”

      “Be careful, Mel,” Storm urged.

      “You know it,” she smiled, crouching and then launching upward.

      With Wind Walker in the lead, the company’s brave dragons charged down the mountainside, seemingly right at the four snakeheads. At the last instant, just as the snakeheads reared back to spray their venomous concoction, the dragons parted their ranks, with half going to the right and the others to the left.

      The snakehead’s poison shot through the sky but completely missed Wind Walker and the others.

      In moments though, the sky was filled with twisting, diving, barrel-rolling dragons, their gyrations a death dance in the sky.

      The company’s dragons tried to get close enough to spew dragon fire while the snakeheads kept them at bay with short bursts of their acidic venom. However, the snakeheads didn’t realize that the company’s dragons pulled them closer and closer to those on the ground, specifically Shane and Ty.

      Wind Storm kept his eyes on the dragons as they whirled and spun, dashing away from the snakeheads before they made a tight turn and sped back into the fight.

      Over his shoulder, he said, “Shane, Ty. Are they close enough yet?”

      “Uh, maybe?” Shane answered. “We’ve never shot at anything this far before.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Ty growled and aimed his power weapon.

      “Be careful, Ty,” Shane implored. “Don’t hit one of ours.”

      “Don’t worry, Sis,” Ty answered. “That’s why they called me ol’ sure-shot Ty back home.”

      “Nobody ever called you that,” Shane snorted. “You couldn’t even throw a melon straight.”

      “Well, after this,” Ty muttered, “that will be my new name. Sure-shot Ty, fastest fire wand in the realm.”

      Ty crooked his arm in front of him and aimed, using his forearm to steady his weapon.

      A moment later, the charred wand shot a sizzling, fiery bolt. It sped through the air right at the dragons. If Wind Walker hadn’t whipped to the right that instant, the sun-hot projectile would have skewered him.

      “Uh oh,” Ty muttered.

      “You do know the difference,” Wind Storm shouted, “between an emerald dragon and a black one, right?”

      “Uh, right,” Ty stammered.

      “Here,” Shane growled, “let me do it.”

      Shane held her broken wand straight out, took aim, and fired. The red-hot bolt zipped through the sky and sliced through a snakehead before the thing could pivot away.

      “Nice shootin’, Sis!” Ty crowed.

      Shane lined up her weapon and fired again. The flaming arrow sliced through a snakehead’s neck, and the headless body spiraled down to crash through the trees.

      Wind Melody swung around in a tight circle only to realize she’d turned straight into the sights of an oncoming snakehead. She frantically spun around and furiously flapped her wings, trying to escape the monster.

      As she sped away, she looked over her shoulder and groaned. The thing was catching up to her. It would be close enough to spray her with its flesh-melting acid in a few moments.

      Melody whipped her head back and forth, looking for help, but no one was close enough. Wind Walker spotted her, saw she was in dire trouble, and took off after Wind Melody, but he was too far away.

      Wind Melody did the only thing she could think of and dove for the trees, hoping that either Shane or Ty would blast the thing out of the sky.

      Wind Storm saw her predicament at the same time as Wind Walker and spun around to Shane. “Shane! Wind Melody! She’s in trouble!”

      Shane ran into the open, where she could get a better shot. She tracked the snakehead for a moment before she fired. Only the snakehead saw her, waited for her to fire, and then sky-braked in the air. The scorching bolt zipped just past its muzzle, missing by mere inches.

      The thing gathered itself and tore after Wind Melody. Shane tried to fire again, but the large branches of a tree got in the way. Before she could get a clear shot, Melody and the snakehead were in the trees.

      Wind Storm didn’t hesitate. As fast as his legs could carry him, he lumbered through the trees in the last direction he saw Melody. Over his shoulder, he called out, “Everyone, stay ready! She might lead the thing back this way!”

      He rounded a tree and stopped to listen. In seconds, he heard her wings and then, an instant later, saw her. She was twisting and turning, trying to escape from the snakehead beast. Suddenly, the thing shot a stream of venom at her.

      At the last instant, she twisted away but hit headfirst into a large tree trunk as she did. Dazed, she slid down to the ground and lay there, trying to get up, but she was too stunned.

      Wind Storm charged toward her, fearing he would get to Melody too late.

      The snakehead hovered over her for a moment. However, instead of spraying her with its acid poison, it settled to the ground and began to stalk toward her. Its head bobbed in delight as its serpent-like tongue flicked in and out. Green, slimelike drool dripped from its mouth.

      Wind Storm saw a slight incline off to his right, like a small ramp that ended just above where Melody lay. He dug in his talons with all his strength, trundled up the rocky dirt ramp, and with fangs bared, launched himself right at the slobbering snakehead.
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      Wind Storm sailed through the air with his foreclaws outstretched toward the snakehead. He feared that his strength was such that he couldn’t leap far enough. But even if he didn’t, he hoped his landing would distract the snakehead long enough for Melody to rouse and evade the vicious monster. To Wind Storm, all that mattered was Melody escaping; his death didn’t.

      He didn’t even try to open his wings to help lengthen his jump, as he knew that was a fruitless effort. Instead, he stretched himself out as far as possible, a low growl rumbling in his throat.

      Storm kept his eyes on the prize—the beast’s sinewy but vulnerable neck. If he was to stop the beast, that was the only possible answer.

      To his utter surprise, Storm found he wasn’t short in his leap. Instead, he came down perfectly onto the vile creature. With a savage snarl, he wrapped his mouth around the monster’s neck and bit down with all his might.

      Wind Storm’s weight and impetus carried them both to the ground, where they skidded along the rocky ground. The thing shrieked as Storm’s fangs sank into its fleshy neck. It staggered to its feet, whirled, thrashed, and flailed its wings as it tried to throw Storm off.

      Storm held on for dear life, knowing that if he let go, he and Melody would die seconds later under a stream of toxic poison.

      The snakehead went to the ground and began to roll over and over, trying to dislodge Wind Storm. The beast craned his head as far back as he could, trying to spray Storm with its acid. Still, Storm held on, his fangs sinking deeper and deeper into the beast’s flesh.

      The monster all but curled up on itself, using its front and back talons to claw at Wind Storm, but Storm wouldn’t let go.

      Then, Storm heard above the snakehead’s squealing, “Hold on, Stormy, I’m coming!”

      A second later, Wind Melody slammed her mouth over the beast’s neck right next to Wind Storm and bit down as hard as she could.

      The monster’s neck ripped apart a moment later, sending Storm and Melody stumbling backward. Storm hurriedly pushed himself to his feet and spat out fleshy fragments from the snakehead.

      “Yuck!” Melody said as she did the same. “That is the foulest taste ever!”

      “Whaaa—?” Storm mumbled as he used a claw to pull out a bit of snakehead caught in his fangs. “Don’t care to dine on some nice, juicy snakehead roast?”

      “Funny dragon. I’m no cannibal.”

      “Snakeheads aren’t real dragons.”

      “No? Then what are they?”

      “They’re—they’re stinkin’ vermin; that’s what they are.”

      “Then, I’m no stinkin' vermin eater, either.”

      Melody came over to him as a softness entered her eyes. “You saved me, Storm. Again. You took a Proga arrow for me.”

      Storm shrugged a little shyly. “Wasn’t a Proga arrow. It was a scummy snakehead.”

      “Same idea,” she murmured. “Thank you.”

      “Welcome,” he answered and then said, “you best get back to the company; they may still need you. I’ll catch up.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Wind Melody hurried from under the tree, spread her wings, crouched, and sprang into the air. Moments later, she furiously flapped away.

      Storm watched her until she disappeared beyond the trees before sighing, “What I wouldn’t give to be able to wing alongside you, Wind Melody.”

      His mouth scales turned into a deep frown. “As if that’s ever going to happen.”

      He tried to push out his wings but could barely get them to move an inch away from his body. “You would think,” he sighed, “without the rings, these things would start to work now, but no such luck.”

      He dug his talons in the ground and trundled toward where he’d left the company. When he arrived, the battle was over. He eased up to his grandfather and asked, “Anyone hurt, Grandpa?”

      “There you are, Storm. We were about to go looking for you.”

      Wind Melody settled to the ground next to Storm and used a claw to point. “You’ll find another dead snakehead over there. Wind Storm killed it, saving me.”

      “That’s not exactly true, Mel,” Storm hastily said. “You had a share in the kill.”

      “And that’s not exactly true, either,” Melody firmly said. She explained what happened and how Storm came to her rescue.

      Wind Walker nodded approvingly. “Good work, Storm, and no, none of us are hurt, though it sounds like we came close to losing Wind Melody if not for you.”

      Shap motioned for the rest of the company to join him and Hamal. As the company gathered, Shap motioned up the mountainside and said, “There’s our trail.”

      “Trail? What trail?” Shane questioned as she gazed upward at where Shap pointed.

      Shap used his finger to sweep back and forth across the vista. “You can barely see the outlines of the path. But it traverses the mountainside along a series of switchbacks.”

      “Barely see?” Adon snorted. “I must be blind because I see nothing that marks a trail.”

      “You don’t have the woodsmen’s eye,” Rafe returned as he studied the mountainside, “because I see what Shap sees. A narrow, steep, and unforgiving track if anyone makes a misstep.”

      “Unforgiving?” Ty said. “What do you mean, unforgiving?”

      “He means,” Shap answered, “that if you slip off the trail in certain places, you will fall to your death.”

      “Lovely,” Reyna murmured, “just lovely.”

      Shap studied the mountainside for a moment before turning to the group. “We have two choices; we can wait until dark before we tackle the trail, making it harder for anyone below to see us. However, that makes it more dangerous for us as it would be—”

      “More unforgiving to fall off the trail,” Ty grunted.

      “Something like that,” Shap replied.

      “Or,” he motioned with a hand toward the mountains, “we go up during daylight which makes it easier for someone to spot us, but less—”

      “Forgiving to fall off,” Ty interjected.

      Shap shook his head and looked at Shane. “You want to interpret that for the rest of us?”

      “You interpret it,” she snorted. “I don’t have any more idea of what he said than you do.”

      “I vote day,” Rafe said. “We might be easier to see, but it would be easier to see snakeheads in the daylight than in the dark.”

      “I agree,” Elise said.

      There was a muttering of assents, so Shap nodded and said, “Day it is then.”

      “How long will it take to get to the pass?” Reyna asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Shap replied. “I’m hoping we can get to the top by evening.”

      He once again gestured up at the steep, traversing trail. “I’m going to walk Tam up the mountain. I feel it’s safer for her and me. The rest of you can make your own choice.”

      Ty patted his horse’s neck and said, “How I wish you were a sure-footed mountain goat about now.”

      “Maybe,” Brynn quipped, “you can catch one on the way up and ride it.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Ty retorted.

      “Find one with big horns,” Shane said. “Better to hold on as it tries to buck you off.”

      Shap turned to Wind Walker. “Might I suggest you and the other dragons wait until it’s dark too and then sky up? The trail’s pretty narrow. I’m not sure you have enough room to squeeze around the switchbacks.”

      “Skying at night,” Rafe added, “will make it harder for snakeheads to spot you, too.”

      Under his breath, Shap muttered, “I don’t think we need to worry about snakeheads these days as much as Wilders.”

      Adon swung around to Shap, his face hard, his lips tight across his face. Before he could say anything, Wind Walker hurriedly said, “We dragons will stay with the company. We’ll just have to take our chances of being seen—by anyone.”

      Elise hurriedly added, “We have our plan, so let’s take a few minutes to prepare ourselves to march.”

      As the company began to split up, Reyna sharply pulled Shap aside and growled low, “Hey, what are you doing? That comment about Wilders was unnecessary. This company is barely holding together. We don’t need the snarky comments.”

      “Snarky? What’s snarky?”

      “Try rude, sarcastic, sardonic, mocking for starters.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess it was snarky, but I still think he—”

      “Stop it, Shap. You don’t have proof of anything. I understand you mistrust Adon and still hold a grudge against him for how he treated you. But right now, this company is about bigger things than this petty dispute between you two.”

      “Petty?” he sputtered, “but he—”

      “But he nothing, Shap!”

      Reyna drew in a deep breath, exhaled, and in a calmer tone, said, “Shap, I—we need for you to put your dislike for Adon aside, at least for now. Once we’re finished and know Erdron is safe, you two can go at each other’s throats for all I care.

      “But for now, please, work to keep this company together. Put your focus on getting us to the River Serene and beyond to find Wind Soar.”

      Shap and Reyna locked eyes before Shap worked his mouth before saying, “So you don’t really care that once this is over, we can go at each other’s throats, huh?”

      Reyna started to retort but held herself before muttering, “No, I didn’t mean that. I don’t want you two trying to kill each other. What I do want, though, is for you to stop digging at him and getting him and the company all riled up.”

      “I’m getting the whole company riled up?”

      “Yes, you are!”

      Shap looked around and noted how most of the company was either checking saddles, resting, or softly talking among themselves. “Oh yes,” he nodded, “I can see how riled up they are. I mean, they’ve got their swords out, or in Hamal’s case, his axe, sharpening them to begin fighting amongst ourselves.

      “And the dragons? Well, just look at them. They’re snorting, pawing at the ground, and tearing up huge chunks with their talons. And, oh look, Elise is waving her staff around as if she’s about to ignite the trees on fire.

      “Yeah . . . “he slowly drawled with exaggerated nods of his head, “I really, really stirred them up, didn’t I?”

      “Oh, you, you,” Reyna growled. “Bosh and bunkum. You’re impossible, Shap Orsini! You know that, right?”

      “I think you’ve mentioned that once, or maybe it’s a dozen times now, so, yeah, I get that I’m impossible.”

      “You—you,” Reyna snarled, stomped a foot on the ground, and whirled away as she headed for Aiko.

      Shap watched her go and scratched at his scraggly beard as a slow smile built up on his face. “I know I’m impossible,” he murmured, “and I'd do the impossible for you, Reyna Wynsur. Anywhere. Anytime.”

      It wasn’t long before the company took up the march again but found the going slower and harder as the mountainside became steeper and steeper. They reached a point where the slope wasn’t quite a straight-up cliff but far too extreme to traverse.

      “We certainly can’t go up that,” Elise observed.

      “And the trail has sort of petered out,” Shap growled.

      “And so are the trees,” Brynn added. “Won’t be long until someone can easily spot us out in the open.”

      “Yeah,” Shap nodded and looked to his right and left. “I can’t see which way would be better to get around this, and we don’t want to split up.”

      “What if,” Reyna suggested, “the sprites and pixies split up and scout to each side? They’re small enough that it would be hard to see them from below and much faster than us on foot.”

      “That fight with the snakeheads pooped them out,” Wind Walker rumbled, “they’re still sleeping.”

      “So wake them up,” Adon snapped. “We can’t just stand here debating all day.”

      “I could,” Wind Walker slowly answered, “but I’m not. Pixies and sprites burn a lot of energy and can’t go as long as you and me, especially when they do their fireball thing.

      “We could send them out, but as likely as not, they’d go out a ways before finding a spot to take a nap, and we’d be standing here waiting for them to return. So, no, we’ll let them sleep.”

      “What about the sproggers?” Rafe asked. “Could we chance them scouting?”

      There was a long silence before Elise, leaning on her staff, said, “I don’t think we have much choice.”

      Wind Walker nodded slightly before sighing, “I suppose we don’t. Alright, Wind Fury, you and Delight head that way. Grand Wind and Melody go the opposite. Try to stay as low as you can and use what trees there are to lower the chance that certain eyes don’t see you.”

      Elise quickly spoke up. “If you go for a while and don’t see anything promising, turn around. No need to waste your energy. We’ll backtrack and wait for you in that last little stand of trees.”

      Fury and Delight quickly spread their wings and skyed away. Melody smiled at Storm and murmured, “See you in a bit, Stormy.” With that, she and Grand Wind were off.

      The company settled in among the sparse, thin trees a few minutes later. Storm purposefully found a place apart from the others and eased down on his belly with his head on his foreclaws.

      His thoughts went to the rings and Wind Soar. Did he now wear them? How did he feel knowing that Wind Storm failed as the Ring Maker, causing him to assume the title? Did he even know? Maybe he thought Wind Storm was dead. Perhaps he thought everyone in the company had died, including his grandfather.

      Maybe—

      “Wind Storm?”

      He jerked his head up when he heard his name called. “Sorry,” Elise murmured, “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Oh, it’s alright. I was just thinking.”

      “Something we’re all doing a lot of these days. That and arguing among ourselves.”

      “We’re certainly good at arguing, aren’t we?”

      “Yes,” she nodded, “but that’s what companies sometimes do.”

      “They do?”

      “Indeed. Your grandfather mentioned several times that Hooper’s and Golden Wind’s company would get into heated arguments.”

      She shrugged a little. “Even to drawing swords on each other.”

      Her eyebrows arched at that as she asked him, “Sound familiar?”

      “Yeah, unfortunately.”

      “So maybe we’re not so different than they in that regard.”

      “Well, they had a golden dragon, and now we have . . .” Storm’s voice trailed off until, in a whisper, he said, “nothing.”

      “Oh, Storm, that’s not true. We may not have the rings, but we’re still together, still have the company, thanks to you.”

      She laid a gentle hand on his shoulder scales. “Storm, that was a courageous thing you did back there.”

      “I wasn’t going to let that snakehead—”

      “I wasn’t talking about that, though that was incredibly brave, too. No, I was speaking about how you were willing to leave the company and go out alone because you thought we didn’t want you with us anymore. That we were better off without you.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be brave. I was trying to help the company, or so I thought.”

      “You may not have thought you were brave, but I did, and I suspect many others had the same idea.”

      Her eyes became a little distant as if in thought before a slight smile crossed her face. “A wise philosopher once said that anyone can outwardly display bravery, but the inner, quiet, unseen courage is what moves and shakes the world. It’s the real fire that gives a person the faith and belief that they can move mountains, hold back the tides, and calm the storms.”

      She paused before saying, “That’s what I saw back there, Wind Storm. An act of quiet, steadfast courage that came from an inner fire that burns within you.”

      “I’m a dragon. I’m supposed to have an inner fire, remember?”

      She chuckled. “I know. But this is a different kind of inner fire. It burns within the mind and spirit and not in the belly. “

      Elise put one hand on her hip while the other grasped her staff. “So, Storm, are you going to lay around moping when there’s work to be done? Or will you get off your hindquarters and get back in the fight?”

      “What with?” Storm snorted. “I lost the rings, remember?”

      She stepped to one side and, with her staff, thumped him on the head. “Hey,” Storm protested, reaching up to rub at his scales.

      “Hey, yourself,” she promptly returned. “You have a brain under those head scales, do you not?”

      “Uh, yes.”

      “And a good one, as shown by that plan you devised to defeat the snakeheads without any of us getting hurt or worse.”

      With the butt end of her staff, she poked him in the ribs. “Got a heart in there, too, right?”

      “Yes, so?”

      Her sigh was long and deep. “Wind Storm, almost every great achievement I can think of was done without someone having power rings in their lives. But you have the exact same thing they did; a wonderful brain, a great heart, and a willing spirit.”

      She stepped around so that she could face him. With a gentle hand, she lifted his muzzle so she could meet his eyes. “Wind Storm, you made a mistake. There’s no dragon, Drach, elf, Amazos, or whatnot who hasn’t. But right now, you’re making another mistake.”

      “I am? What?”

      “You’re letting it rule your heart, mind, and soul. Trust me when I say that if you let that error do that, there is one power you will certainly know how to wield.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The power of discouragement, despair, dejection, gloom, giving up, hopelessness, want me to continue?”

      “No,” Storm sighed, “I get the idea.”

      “Well, I’m going to add two more words to that list: what if. Or maybe just the one word: if.”

      She paused before saying, “If is a powerful two-letter word, Wind Storm. With just two letters, it sometimes contains a world of hurt, misery, and anguish. How often have you heard, ‘if only’ or ‘what if’?”

      Storm nodded. “I’ve said it a lot recently.”

      “As we’ve all, I suspect. ‘If only’ and ‘what if’ can put a lot of doubt in our minds, Wind Storm. I suppose it’s alright to dwell on them a little, as that’s our nature. However, when we focus on them continually to the point that they lead us down in a spiral of gloom and anguish, they become self-destructive.”

      She drew in a breath, looked thoughtful, and said, “Storm, have you ever wondered about the words that energize the rings? Have you ever given any thought to what they mean?”

      Storm hesitated, then shrugged, “Not really. I understand the last part, From Belief Comes Power, but I have no idea what the first part means.”

      Elise nodded briefly before softly saying, “Vomm Glau Komm Macht is Danean Elvish. It’s a little hard to translate, and while close to the second stanza of the power words, it’s slightly different. Vomm Glau Komm Macht means From One’s Belief Comes One’s Power.”

      Storm nodded slowly before saying, “Huh.”

      “So put the two verses together: From One’s Belief Comes One’s Power. From Belief Comes Power.”

      Storm thought for a few seconds before saying, “I see what you mean. They are almost the same but a little different.”

      “Yes, but the point is the same, believe, and there is power. Believe in yourself, believe in others, believe in something grander than yourself, a greater good, and a power to do marvelous things comes from that belief.”

      “I see,” Storm nodded slowly, “but why is the first part in elvish and the second in Common Tongue?”

      “You’ll have to ask the elves that,” Elise answered dryly, “they have their ways.”

      Elise grew thoughtful, her eyes a little distant. Storm studied her face for a moment and couldn’t help but notice that she had very few dark hairs left in her strands of white. He felt sorry for her. Obviously, their quest was taking its toll on her.

      Elise roused herself and said, “Storm, the message in the power words is simple. Our beliefs power us forward through trials and tribulations, fortune, and misfortune. They give us strength and fortitude to face dangers and challenges and, most importantly, accomplish great tasks we never thought possible.

      “Storm, I believe this company will someday move those mountains and subdue even the strongest tempest, rings or no rings.”

      Elise placed a gentle hand on his muzzle. “The question for you to settle, once and for all, is, do you believe? Because once you truly believe comes the real power from within.”
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      Cara leaned forward and felt the wind caress her face and cause her hair to flail about in all sorts of arrangements on her head. Strong Wind’s sturdy wings pushed them through the sky, each stroke a powerful beat against the air. They sailed just under a billowing gray-white cloud layer. She smiled, thinking how riding upon a dragon’s back seemed to bring her peace in the moment. All the worry, and the hurts, seemed to melt away when she was this close to the top of the sky. She sighed inwardly, knowing that this feeling wouldn’t last long, of course, but for now, she would treasure the moment.

      She settled herself a little more on Strong Wind’s scales, thinking that Strong Wind’s neck saddle was a bit deeper and broader than Wind Song’s. At the thought, she turned a little melancholy as she still missed the wonderful dragon friend of her youth. She couldn’t help but wonder if they’d ever see each other again or once more feel like this as they took a sky ride.

      “That was a long sigh, Cara,” Strong Wind chuckled. “Your thoughts must be elsewhere.”

      “They are,” she smiled. “I was just thinking of the joy I found in sky riding with Wind Song. What a dear, dear friend she was to me. And,” she smiled wider, “I was thinking that I might be the only person on Erdron right now who has the honor of riding upon a wondrous dragon.”

      Strong Wind chuckled. “I don’t know about that wondrous part. However, as far as riding upon a dragon, aren’t you forgetting the Wilders?”

      Cara’s face turned dark. “You’re right. I did forget about those scoundrels. What a shame that that scum still enslaves your crimson brethren.”

      “Umm,” Strong Wind rumbled, “maybe there are a few enslaved scarlets, but a good many aren’t as they choose that life.”

      “What?”

      “You wouldn’t think so, right? But scarlets love battle and warfare, bloodletting, and the like. Within the Wilders, they get their fill of such experiences.”

      “I never,” Cara returned softly, “thought of it that way.”

      “Of all the dragons,” Strong Wind continued, “who fought in the Great War, only a few scarlets withdrew to seek a sanctuary. Those that didn’t have no qualms about fighting and slaying other dragons.

      “They sought out the Wilders and willingly joined forces with them to gain more battle scars. To most scarlets, a battle scar is the greatest honor and achievement.”

      Cara breathed in deeply and let it out slowly. “Revelation upon revelation. Strong Wind, you’ve given me insight into a dragon world I never dreamed of. You opened my eyes to see dragons in a different light. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But for now, Cara Wynsur, I suggest you use your opened eyes and see what I see on the horizon.”

      “What?” she stammered and leaned forward to gaze at the rolling hills on the horizon.

      A moment later, she sucked in a breath. “Smoke!”

      “And from the way it’s beginning to billow high into the sky,” Strong Wind observed, “I would say that is no small campfire.”

      Cara brought a hand to her mouth. “Strong Wind, that has to be Duke Falston’s estate!”

      She bit down on her lip. “We’re too late to warn them.”

      “Keep going or go on to the next estate?”

      Sharp memories of when Hooper and the company found the DinBaern estate in flames flooded her mind for a moment.

      “No,” Cara replied. “Keep going. There might be survivors.”

      Strong Wind pushed his wings harder, forcing Cara to hunch forward against the wind’s force. Strong Wind lowered them until they barely swept over the treetops. They cleared the last trees a minute later, and the burning manor house and outbuildings came into view.

      Movement off to one side caught Cara’s eyes, and she pointed. “Strong Wind over there, trolls!”

      Cara’s jaw suddenly dropped as she realized what the trolls were doing. Her stomach revolted at the sight, and she had to swallow hard to keep her breakfast down.

      Strong Wind wheeled sharply to the left, gained a little speed, and blasted them with dragon fire before the trolls realized he was upon them. He sped past the charred corpses growling, “That will be the last Drach flesh they ever feast upon.”

      Cara had her bow out and an arrow strung as they turned around toward the main house. “See any more?”

      Strong Wind swung his head back and forth. “No. You?”

      “The same. Swing around the manor and the outbuildings, but take it slow.”

      Strong Wind’s wings slowed in their pace, and in-between flaps, they glided along. Cara’s head constantly moved from side to side as she looked for the slightest movement. They circled the burning manor, the barn, and several smaller structures before Cara leaned back and muttered, “I don’t see anyone.”

      She bit down on her lip. “Strong Wind, I fear they either became trapped in that blazing inferno or the trolls carried them off.”

      “Perhaps,” Strong Wind returned before hovering upwind from the fire and smoke. He turned his gaze toward the forest. “Or perhaps if there were survivors, they escaped into the woodlands.”

      “A risky endeavor, considering,” Cara replied.

      “Yes, but if your choice was burning alive or being eaten alive by trolls, would you not take the risk?”

      “You’re right,” Cara nodded. “But do we have the time to look? If we stay here too long, we might be too late again in warning the next manor stead.”

      “Then I shall have to fly that much faster to make up the time.”

      “Alright then, but stay high. Those survivors might have bows and be a bit antsy to let loose a few arrows.”

      “Indeed.”

      Strong Wind winged upward and slowly circled along the tree line. His circles grew wider as he and Cara scoured the ground and forest, looking for survivors.

      After a bit, Cara said, “Either they manage to flee from the trolls, or they’re very good at hiding.”

      “Or,” Strong Wind said grimly, “the trolls carried them off.”

      Cara shook her head. “I was afraid to say or think that, but you’re right. I do know they weren’t in those that we saw the trolls . . .” she choked for a moment before she firmed her voice and said, “because the estate should have had three or four times the number we saw.”

      “Should we go on to the next estate? The day grows short.”

      Cara started to answer when she saw a rocky hill off to one side in the distance. It looked strangely familiar. She blinked several times and sat upright as a sudden memory flooded her mind.

      “I remember that place! Strong Wind, see that rocky knoll? Head for it, and I think we may find our survivors.”

      Strong Wind heeled over and flapped vigorously toward the boulder-strewn knoll. As they approached, he asked, “Do you wish me to land?”

      “Yes,” Cara answered and pointed. “There.”

      Strong Wind eased down into a small space among the high rocks, and Cara hurriedly slid to the ground. She glanced around for a moment before she said to herself, “Let’s see, it should be just over there if I remember correctly.”

      She hurried forward but then slowed, using the boulders to shield herself before she came to a spot and called loudly, “In the cave, it’s Queen Cara and my friend, Strong Wind, an emerald dragon. We just came from the manor. Is anyone in there?”

      After a few moments, Cara saw a stirring at the dark cave’s entrance. A voice called out, “Queen Cara?”

      “Yes, it's me,” Cara answered.

      Three figures appeared at the cavern's entrance. A tall, handsome woman wielding a sword, a man of similar age also holding a sword, and a younger man carrying a bow with a notched arrow stepped into the light.

      “Ma’am, is that really you?” the woman called.

      Cara took one look and ran forward to embrace the middle-aged woman. “Sara, oh Sara, after all these years!”

      Sara’s eyes misted as she grasped Cara firmly before she stepped back and bowed. “My apologies, Your Majesty, forgive me for my poor manners.”

      She chuckled and waved a hand at the cave. “But at least I didn’t punch you and knock you to the ground in this place as I did poor Hooper.”

      “Poor manners, bosh, and bunkum,” Cara lightly laughed. “It was I that embraced you. Besides, if you hadn’t hugged me back, that would have offended me.”

      She laid a hand on Sara’s arm. “It is so good to see you, and your fight with Hooper is one of my favorite memories, though as I recall, he did knock you a little dizzy.”

      “And well-deserved,” Sara chuckled.

      Cara drew in a deep breath and sighed. “It is good to see you, but it seems we meet again under unfortunate circumstances.”

      Sara’s face fell a bit. “I’m afraid so, ma’am.”

      She turned to the man and said, “Your Majesty, I believe you know my husband, Jon.”

      Jon bowed and said, “Your Majesty, a pleasure.”

      “Of course,” Cara nodded. “It is good to see you, Jon.”

      “Ma’am. did you say you’d just come from the manor?” Jon asked.

      “Yes,” Cara returned. “The manor house and the outbuildings were all burning.”

      “And Duke Falston and his men-at-arms?”

      Cara shook her head. “Dead. But Strong Wind slew the trolls that killed the duke and his men.”

      “What a brave soul the duke was,” Sara murmured, putting a hand to her mouth.

      “That he was,” Jon agreed and then explained, “He ordered the other farmhands and me to take everyone up to this hill. He hoped we could fight off the trolls among the rocks once we arrived. He and his men stayed behind to hold them as long as possible to give us enough time to get here.”

      He shook his head. “I should have stayed and fought alongside him.”

      “No,” Cara said, “you did the right thing. There’s little you could have done. As it is, you’ve saved many.”

      Cara turned to the third man, who had remained quiet and listening. She stared for a moment before she gasped and said, “Eric? Eric, is that you?”

      Eric smiled and bowed his head. “Yes, ma’am, it is, and it is good to see you again, Your Majesty.”

      “And you as well,” Cara smiled before asking, “how long has it been? Ten? Fifteen years?”

      “About,” Sara nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” Cara said, “I should have visited more often. Especially,” she smiled as she turned to Eric, “to tease you about sucking on my honey-coated thumb when you were but a babe.”

      “Not to worry, ma’am,” Eric replied, “Sara never misses an opportunity to tease me about that.”

      “Your Majesty,” Sara said, “please don’t feel bad about not visiting. You did so much for us orphans. You made sure we had good homes and families after the Great War. You and King Tavin were so kind and generous.”

      Her eyes became sad. “We were so sorry to hear about His Majesty. What a good, good man.”

      She hesitated, then sorrowfully added, “And Prince Adrian. We’re so, so sorry.”

      “Thank you, Sara,” Cara quietly replied. “It’s—it’s been a difficult time. But Tavin would not want me to wallow in my sorrow but be about helping our people.”

      Cara shook herself from her melancholy mood as she saw a stirring behind the three and said, “Speaking of helping, how many did you save?”

      “Over forty,” Jon said.

      At a sound, Cara smiled and said, “I hear a baby.”

      “Several, actually,” Sara nodded. “And the young ones have been so good at staying quiet and not crying.”

      “Just like another group of children, as I recall,” Cara fondly returned.

      “Your Majesty,” Eric said, pointing, “is that a dragon?”

      Cara turned and smiled as Strong Wind quietly eased around several nearby large boulders. “I didn’t know you could move so silently.”

      “Then it appears,” Strong Wind chuckled, “that there are a few things about us dragons that you’ve yet to learn.”

      “Not a few things,” Cara sighed, “many things.”

      She turned and said, “Everyone, come out and meet my friend, Strong Wind. He’s the son of Wind Walker, a Prince of the Forest.”

      Moments later, Strong Wind had a small crowd gathered before him, murmuring in awe at seeing a dragon in their midst.

      “Your Majesty,” Sara said, “it’s been so long since we’ve seen dragons in our skies. Does this mean they’re returning? I still vividly remember that sky ride we had to take after you, Hooper, and Rainbow found us. I was so scared, but even so, it was thrilling.”

      “Well,” Cara slowly replied, “as far as returning, let’s just say they have a reason to return to our skies, though I wish it weren’t such a dire one.”

      “You mean the trolls?” Jon asked.

      “Unfortunately, not just them.”

      “But I thought,” a woman said, coming up to clutch at Eric’s arm, “that after the Great War, those dreadful things were gone.”

      “Your Majesty,” Eric said, “this outspoken one is my wife, Lisa.”

      Lisa bowed her head to Cara. “Your Majesty,” and then elbowed Eric while murmuring, “I’m not that outspoken.”

      “Lisa,” Cara returned and said, “no, I’m afraid there is a new, awful evil spreading across Erdron. They’re called the Dark Masters and wield dark magic similar to Vay. That’s how they destroyed Wynsur. I’m afraid its destruction will not be the last we see until we defeat them as we defeated Vay.”

      “Oh no,” Sara said, shaking her head. “After all we went through during the Great War. So many innocent lives lost.”

      “I know,” Cara replied, then added, “however, the good news is that the dragons are leaving their havens and joining us in the fight. Even now, a new, powerful magic for good is coming forth. It’s called the Dragon Ring. Once completely formed, it will be a force for good to counter and ultimately defeat the evil ones.”

      She raised her head and her voice so that all could hear. “Make your way eastward to the nearest manor. The women and children will stay there while those men among you who can wield a weapon will join with the other Great Houses at Black Ridge.”

      Her face and tone became firm and forceful. “We shall teach the trolls and whoever else would invade our realm that all they’ve accomplished is their deaths!”
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      Morena eyed the old, bedraggled couple, who each clutched a cloth bundle in their arms and huddled against each other. The woman’s gray-streaked hair straggled in strands down the side of her face. Like her companion, her craggy, dirty, and crinkled look spoke of a lifetime of hard work in all sorts of weather. Her blue eyes held fear and shock as the two cowered before Morena. “Tell me your story again,” Morena sharply commanded. “Where did you see trolls, and how many?”

      The older man pointed a trembling, crooked finger over his shoulder. “There, ma’am. Maybe ten leagues back. They attacked the House of Falston. Me missus and I were collecting firewood from a hillside when we saw them.”

      The woman buried her face against the man’s shoulder, pulling her bundle tighter to her chest as if it somehow protected her.

      “Hideous things,” the elderly man said. “We were so scared that we collected what we could from our home and ran.”

      Morena’s mouth worked for a moment before asking, “How many trolls did you see?”

      The man hesitated as if thinking before saying, “Maybe,” he held up one hand, his bony fingers spread apart, “five times this many.”

      Morena glanced over at Jash, who stood beside his horse, holding its reins. He was the one that first saw the elderly couple trundling along the forest trail. Finding it odd to find them out here in the wilderness, he’d brought them to Morena once he heard their story.

      Jash met Morena’s gaze and gave her a little shrug as if saying he believed the man’s story.

      At a thought, Morena leaned forward and asked, “By chance did you happen to see creatures, silver in color, which run on two hooved legs and hiss like serpents.”

      The man’s eyes became big and round, and he quickly shook his head. “No, ma’am, and may the gods help us if such monsters roam the countryside.”

      “Indeed,” Morena dryly replied.

      She eyed the two momentarily before jerking her head toward the trail. “Be on your way.”

      The man ducked his head and said, “Thank you, ma’am, sir.”

      Clutching his bag with one hand, he wrapped the other around his wife’s waist and urged her forward.

      Morena watched them trundle down the leaf-strewn forest trail for a bit before she shook her head and snorted, “They won’t last three days. Not with only a carving knife as their only weapon.”

      “Three days?” Jash grunted. “I give them two at the most—if that.”

      He ran a hand over his grizzled face and said, “I don’t understand why they didn’t head south, deeper into the Northern Kingdom. Probably a better chance of surviving there than out here.”

      “The trolls must have been south of their cottage,” Morena mused, “and they thought the trolls were between them and the realm’s safety.”

      “You’re probably right.” He shrugged and added, “As they say, desperate times call for desperate measures, and they certainly were desperate.”

      “Yes, well, there will be even more desperate people soon.”

      She turned to Jash and stated, “The trolls are attacking the Northern Kingdom.”

      “So I deduced,” Jash grunted. “Why is what I don’t get? I thought you said Blude was going his own way and not carrying out your orders.”

      “That’s what I thought too.”

      Jash scratched at his cheek with one finger as he mused, “You don’t suppose that he still thinks—”

      “I’m in charge,” she interjected.

      “If he does,” Jash said, “you’re still in the game.”

      One side of his face lifted in a leer. “And me too.”

      He took his finger and shook it at her. “If, and that’s a big if, that’s the case, and I’m not saying it is.”

      “Maybe,” Morena admitted. “But something’s a little off in the old man’s story.”

      “What? Sounded plausible to me.”

      “You wouldn’t attack a Great House with just twenty-five trolls. You’d want three, maybe four times that number.”

      “Maybe Blude is being stupid, or maybe those oldsters didn’t see all the trolls.”

      “Maybe to both,” Morena replied as she stepped down from her horse. “Or, maybe Blude is no longer troll king, and one of the other chiefs is the head troll.”

      “Or maybe,” Jash said, “Blude is dead, and the trolls are leaderless and rampaging on their own.”

      Morena shook her head. “Too many questions, not enough answers.”

      “Yeah, well,” Jash returned, “I have one question for you that I think you know the answer to.”

      “What’s that?”

      “What if your pal Irric hears that the trolls and Kai are attacking the Northern Kingdom?”

      Morena’s lips turned down in a deep scowl as she stared straight ahead.

      “Yeah,” Jash nodded. “You get it. He’s going to think you’ve betrayed him, and what do you think he will do about it?”

      Morena wet her lips with her tongue. “He’ll be after our heads, of course.”

      “And right quick, daughter of mine. So, let’s be smart about this and get while the gettin’s good.”

      Morena gently stroked War Rage’s neck as the horse grazed on the short grass. “For a vaunted Black Blade, you’re getting more skittish by the day.”

      “I know when to cut my losses, Morena, and this is one of those times. If we’re not careful, we’ll be caught between the trolls and Kai in front of us and Irric at our backs.”

      Morena took a deep breath and slowly exhaled as she thought. He’s probably right, but what if the trolls and Kai would answer to my voice and do my bidding? Irric’s puny force would be no match for a troll, and Kai army pitted against them.

      She again licked her lips. However, if I show my face to the trolls and they no longer obey me, my death at their hands could be long and cruel.

      Morena stepped away from her horse. She focused her eyes on the nearby woodlands. She and Shap were done; she knew that. So, what was her future?  Was it constantly running, looking over her shoulder at every turn, seeing a troll, or a Kai, or worse, in every shadow that crossed her path?

      But what if, she thought, what if the trolls and Kai were to obey her? Would the reward be worth the risk?

      Was sitting on an emerald and ruby-lined throne worth the gamble that if she failed, she’d end up either in a dirt grave with the worms eating her dead flesh or in a troll’s or Kai's stomach?

      She drew in a deep breath and exhaled it sharply. Yes, it was.

      Morena turned to Jash. “No. I’m not running.”

      She hooked a thumb down the trail and said, “If you wish to join our two scared mice, go ahead. Me, I’m going to find some troll or Kai, or both and—”

      “Morena!” Jash said sharply. “You’re talking nonsense. Those monsters will slice and dice you up and throw you in the stew pot. They’re not going to listen to you.”

      “The fact that they’re warring against the Northern Kingdom tells me they’re carrying out my plan. No, I don’t think I’m going into the stewpot just yet.”

      She shook her head firmly, her long, black hair softly swishing about her shoulders. She put her hands on her hips and faced her father squarely. “There’s a crown and a throne in my future. It’s my destiny, and I will not turn aside from what I know is mine!”
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      Sky Blood settled to the ground, his back talons reaching for the hard pack before his foreclaws found the ground. Once down, Kalonda Kur wearily slid off his dragon to the hard soil. He patted Sky Blood’s neck scales and murmured, “Thank you, Sky Blood. You saved our lives. Once I finish with Mother, I promise you a feast of goat and bullock to fill your belly. You’ve truly earned it.”

      The crimson dragon bowed its head slightly in acknowledgment before it settled to its belly, closing its eyes for much-needed rest.

      Kalonda slowly turned to stare at the giant tent wherein resided the Golden Throne on which his mother, Balonda Kur, the Wilders Grand Emira, sat. He nervously ran his tongue over his dry lips. His plan to capture Wind Storm had almost worked to perfection.

      But that it hadn’t been her plan, but his that he carried out, plus that he had lost almost a hundred of her warriors, would throw her into a volcanic rage. She would direct her fury straight at him, and he couldn’t help but wonder what painful punishment would be his reward.

      He took a deep breath and trudged toward the tent’s open flap. He knew in his heart that, as her firstborn, his mother wouldn’t kill him outright. Though if he were anyone else in the clan, after what happened, these steps he took might be the last of his mortal life.

      Nevertheless, Balonda Kur was never the one to spare the rod on the child, as he knew all too well from the scars on his back.

      Kalonda ran a hand over his short beard. Tell her the truth or lie? If I lie, how do I explain the hundred dead warriors? Tell her that I sent them on a raid in a neighboring realm?

      And what about returning empty-handed? How can I spin a tale that would explain away my clumsy attempt at capturing Wind Storm and failing?

      He stopped several steps before the open flap and the two Wilder guards that stood outside. Kalonda shook his head to himself. No matter how many stories he concocted, he knew his mother would realize the falsehood.

      No, better to tell her a version of the truth and endure her wrath than to have her catch him in a lie.

      He drew in a deeper breath and stepped toward the break in the tent. As he did, the two guards bowed their heads and brought an arm across their chest in a salute. Kalonda returned the greeting and stepped inside.

      A dozen torches sputtered in their slim, head-high bronze holders, giving the interior a hazy, dimly lit appearance. At the tent’s far end, his mother sat on the Golden Throne in conversation with Lavan and Temuel, two Wilder clan leaders.

      He scowled at that. He’d hoped to find his mother alone. If those two overheard what he had to say to her, then the news would spread through the camp like wildfire. He quickly thought. He would have to get Lavan and Temuel out of the tent on some pretense.

      Still thinking, Kalonda slowly drew his scimitar sword out of its sheath, turned, and handed it to the emira’s burly armorer. Once the man locked Kalonda’s sword in the jewel-encrusted chest, Kalonda slowly strode forward. Each step felt as if he were knee-high in thick, sucking muck.

      This was the second time he had to face his mother as a defeated warrior. The first was when Adon somehow vanquished him in combat. That Adon used deception to gain victory had softened the defeat somewhat. Nevertheless, he had not come out victorious, which still stung him and his mother.

      This time though, he knew how it would look to the clan leaders. Not only would they question his competency in leading their warriors, but they would also seriously wonder if he were fit to succeed his mother once she crossed the veil.

      Kalonda slowly strode forward until he was ten paces away from the gilded chair where his mother sat. He eased down to one knee, bowed his head, and softly called, “Mother, I am here.”

      Balonda raised her head and smiled at her son. “Ah, Kalonda, you’ve returned with good news, no doubt.”

      He raised his head, stood, glanced at the two men, and said, “The news I have is for your ears only, my Mother.”

      Balonda gave him a puzzled stare before she shrugged and then dismissively waved a hand at Lavan and Temuel. “We will continue this at a later time.”

      The two bowed their heads and murmured, “Yes, Emira.”

      As they stepped off the rounded dais on which the Golden Throne sat, they bowed slightly to Kalonda. He turned to watch them go and waited until they retrieved their scimitars and stepped outside.

      Swallowing, he turned to face his mother, who gazed at him with a questioning expression. “Mother, I failed—again.”

      He rapidly explained how he pounced upon an opportunity within Wind Storm’s company to ensnare them, but when he sprang the trap, Wind Storm used his power to destroy Kalonda’s contingent of Wilders.

      Kalonda licked his lips and said, “My dragon and I only survived because Sky Blood must have sensed something because he dove away at the last possible instant.

      “He skyed so fast that the wind’s force almost ripped me from my seat. When I managed to look back, all that was left of my men, and their dragons was a haze of dust hanging in the air.”

      He stopped speaking, took a deep breath, and bowed his head. He clasped his hands at his waist, waiting for his mother to unleash her fury upon him.

      Instead, there was a long, drawn-out silence, with only the sputtering torches breaking the quiet. When he finally dared to look up, Balonda’s fingers drummed on her throne's smooth, carved hand rests while her eyes gazed off to one side as if in deep thought.

      Kalonda stood there, not wishing nor daring to interrupt his mother’s thoughts. That she hadn’t unleashed her well-known volcanic fury on him was a miracle in itself. He stayed silent as he did not want to jeopardize his fantastic luck.

      After a long moment, she frowned and turned back to Kalonda. “Your plan,” she said slowly, and Kalonda tensed himself for the verbal onslaught she was about to unleash, “was actually quite excellent. Perhaps even better than my original idea.”

      She shook her head. “Your one mistake was sending that Proga arrow into the female sprogger.”

      Balonda shrugged and said, “But in the same situation, I suspect I would have done the same.”

      “I wonder,” she mused, “if the sprogger survived? Probably not, but obviously, Wind Storm must have some strong feelings for the female, or he wouldn’t have reacted that way.”

      Seeing his mother in this temperate, thoughtful mood, Kalonda hesitantly said, “You don’t think he would have done the same if we had killed another member of his company?”

      Balonda screwed her mouth to one side and said, “Umm, perhaps. But consider this my son. From what you described, Wind Storm has become even more powerful than we thought. To attack that company now would cost us many times what you lost at that canyon.

      “However, what if that female emerald survived that arrow and is someone very special to Wind Storm? Consider her and your accomplice. Does that give you any ideas?”

      Kalonda thought for a long moment before he slowly nodded, “If we could capture the female sprogger, we might be able to—”

      “Pull Wind Storm to us,” Balonda finished.

      Her eyes turned hard and icy. “With Wind Storm in our hands, we use him to lure Wind Taurus to a place where we—”

      “Kill him!” Kalonda snapped.

      “With a hundred Proga arrows,” Balanda snarled, “slicing into that hideous body of his. And the last thing he will ever hear is your father's name, over and over in sweet revenge!”
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      The company slowly made its way in a ragged line across the mountain’s face. Earlier, Grand Wind and Wind Melody had found the trail, but it was a bare trace across the loose, black rock. They had long since left the sparse woods behind and were far above the tree line. The sun was just past mid-morning when they reached a long, flattened, and slightly wider stretch of the trail. Shap turned and called out, “We’ll rest here for a few minutes before we push on.”

      Wind Walker settled to all fours as Elise led White Flame beside him. “It’s getting colder,” she sighed. “Wouldn’t be surprised if it snowed on us.”

      “Don’t let the others hear that,” Wind Walker mildly admonished. “The going is tough enough without the thought of snow blowing in our faces.”

      He grew silent as he toiled over several troubling thoughts. Elise seeing his worried expression, asked, “Are you alright, Wind Walker? Is the climb too much for you?”

      “The climb? No,” he softly replied, glancing around to ensure no one was within earshot before muttering, “But do you not feel it? There is tension within the company and not because of danger, our constant companion. It’s as if a storm is brewing, waiting to unleash the tempest upon us, and there will be no shelter from its wrath.”

      “Yes,” Elise deeply sighed, “I feel it too. I fear for our little company, Wind Walker. Your grandson barely pulled us back from disbanding back there, but I’m not sure he or his words will be enough.”

      “It was the rings,” Wind Walker stated, “or rather, the promise of what the rings could do that kept us together before. But without them . . .” he hesitated and said, “I’m not sure what or who will take their place.”

      “Indeed,” Elise agreed, “we are all strong personalities, but I don’t think at this point that we have someone strong enough to meld us together.”

      She eyed Wind Walker and said, “That includes you and me.”

      “I know,” Wind Walker replied. “The dragons would listen to me, but not all of the Drachs, and the opposite for you.”

      Elise looked back over her shoulder at Wind Storm, who lay on the trail alongside Wind Melody. “For a while, I thought that Storm would emerge as our leader, but he has withdrawn with the loss of the rings.”

      “Yes,” Wind Walker agreed, “I see it too. His spirit and heart are broken. Guilt weighs him down.”

      He shook his head. “Of all the things I imagined that could happen to us, the loss of the rings was not one I expected.”

      “Nor I,” Elise murmured. “Not without Storm’s death, and ours for that matter.”

      She grasped her staff tighter. “Wind Walker, Storm had best be right that the rings will now pass to Wind Soar, or our fight to save Erdron is all but lost.”

      Wind Walker didn’t reply but stared at the ground at his feet as if lost in thought. After several minutes of silence, Elise pressed, “Have you nothing to say about Wind Soar receiving the rings?”

      Wind Walker raised his head slightly, hesitated, and said, “Elise, I know Wind Soar. He has a good heart and a brave soul. But what if he doesn’t accept the rings? What then?”

      Elise blinked several times as she stared at Wind Walker. “I—I never considered that he wouldn’t.”

      “Wind Soar knows the Dragon Ring ode and what it forebodes. Because of his growing feelings for Charity, he may hesitate to accept the rings and all they entail. He will have seen what they did—what they were doing to Storm. To be inclined to take that upon yourself . . .” his voice trailed off before he quietly said, “I’m not sure even I would willingly accept the rings.”

      Elise slowly stroked White Flame’s neck for several moments before saying, “If he doesn’t take the rings, that certainly complicates things, doesn’t it?”

      “I would say,” Wind Walker rumbled, “that complicate is an understatement. The question is: what can we do about it, if anything?”

      “Get to him as fast as possible,” Elise replied, “and hope he’s accepted the rings. He will need all the help he can get.”

      “Indeed.”

      Wind Walker grew quiet again, but seeing his expression, Elise asked, “There is something else troubling you, isn’t there?”

      Wind Walker’s lip scales curled back in a slight scowl. “Yes. There is one other thing that deeply troubles me.”

      “Only one other thing?” Elise snorted. “I wish that’s all I worried about, but go on, you were saying?”

      “The gorge,” Wind Walker replied. “I cannot get what happened there off my mind. It is both disconcerting and puzzling. But I suspect that I’m not the only one troubled.”

      Elise nodded slightly. “I would say your suspicions are spot on. It’s not just what Wind Storm did that’s upsetting the company, but how the Wilders found us, too.”

      Wind Walker gazed ahead to where Shap lay outstretched on the ground, holding Tam’s reins loosely in his hands. He swung his head closer to Elise and White Flame and said in a low tone, “You think Shap is correct that we have a traitor in our midst?”

      Elise screwed her mouth to one side in a sideways frown. “It’s hard to think that after all we’ve been through that, anyone would deal with Wilders to set a trap for us, but . . .” her voice trailed off for a moment before she said, “I can’t help but think that those Wilders were waiting at the exact spot where—”

      “The whole company would be together,” Wind Walker interjected, “in that open meadow and not strung out through the narrow gorge.”

      “Exactly,” Elise replied. “So, either one of two things happened. Either a Wilder scout spotted us and informed Kalonda, or—”

      “Someone within the company told them our route.”

      The two exchanged a glance. “I can see from your look,” Elise slowly said, “that you’re not buying the Wilder scout notion.”

      Wind Walker slowly shook his head no. “I want to, but it’s just that I’m all but certain that I would have heard that many Wilder wings skying up to the gorge.”

      “Even deep within that canyon?”

      “Even deep within that canyon,” Wind Walker asserted.

      He hesitated and then said, “No, they were settled in place long before we arrived, which lends itself to the thought that they knew beforehand where to catch us.”

      Elise blew out a breath. “A chilling thought, Wind Walker. It puts us in a difficult position of what we can say within the company.”

      “Indeed, and there is the question of who it could be. Shap is convinced it’s Adon because he and Hamal were apart for a long time.”

      “And because of his Wilder heritage,” Elise pointed out. “However, Shap is overlooking something crucial.”

      “What is that?”

      “He’s assuming it’s one person. What if it’s two? We had several pairs out searching for Wind Storm, away from the rest of the company.”

      Wind Walker stared unblinking at Elise, his face set hard. “That,” he rumbled low, “is something I had not considered and an awful thought, Elise. It’s bad enough to think we have one turncoat in the company, but to have two?”

      “I know, my friend, I know,” Elise sighed, “and I’ve tried to convince myself that it couldn’t possibly be true. Nevertheless, if we believe the Wilders knew when and where we would be and were waiting for us, then we must entertain all possibilities.”

      At a hail from Shap, they both raised their heads. “Let’s go,” he ordered.

      “How much farther?” Adon asked.

      Shap raised his head to stare upward before he shook his head. “I’m not sure. We may wind up spending the night on the mountainside.”

      “Well,” Elise sighed, “as Reyna would say, lovely, just lovely.”

      Shap’s words were prophetic. Though the company kept up the best pace they could, the trail's rising steepness slowed them down considerably. Even the dragons, with their sharp talons dug into the ground, couldn’t move all that fast.

      For Wind Storm, each step was an agonizing, painful moment as he labored up the rising incline. His breath became raspy and uneven as he struggled for air and fought to take the next step and the next.

      Brynn suffered, too, having to stop to catch her breath before she dragged her lame leg farther up the trail. Those with horses had to coax and sometimes pull their nervous mounts up the steepest portions.

      But as the sun cast a golden glow across the sky as it began to lower toward the horizon, it became evident that the company wouldn’t reach the crest before night fell.

      When the trail thankfully opened into a somewhat lengthy, flat place, Shap halted them. He waited until the last member, Wind Storm, trudged up to the group before holding a quick discussion.

      Breathing deeply from his exertion, Shap spoke unevenly as he took in a breath between his words. “It’s obvious  . . . that . . . we’re not going . . . to reach the top . . . today.”

      He motioned at the open space. “This might . . . be the best place . . . we can find . . . to stop for the night.”

      “I . . . agree,” Elise replied.

      Panting from the strenuous climb, Wind Walker said, “And I. We need to rest.”

      He looked around and offered, “Unless someone thinks we should continue into the night.”

      “I say no,” Ty answered. “Don’t forget this trail doesn’t forgive.”

      “Especially at night,” Shane added.

      As there were no dissenters to stopping, Shap said, “Use the shoulder to block the wind and get close to each other. Body heat is all we have to warm ourselves.”

      “Not true,” Wind Storm softly said. “We can cook some rocks.”

      “That’s right,” Wind Delight said. “We’ve done it before using our dragon fire.”

      “But they’ll see your fire from down below,” Adon pointed out.

      “Not if,” Wind Walker smiled as he turned to his grandson, “we use Wind Storm’s deer cooking method.”

      “That’s right,” Melody excitedly said. “If Wind Walker can lay across the edge here, and some of us sproggers stand on him to block the light with our wings, then—”

      “It should create enough of a shield,” Shap pronounced.

      “Alright,” Wind Walker nodded, “but who will cook the rocks? My flame would be much too bright.”

      “We can! We can!” Kip excitedly said, dancing up and down on Wind Walker’s back.

      “Yes, we can,” Dim echoed, then turned to Kip. “We can what?”

      “Cook rocks, silly.”

      “Cook rocks? Why cook rocks? No eat rocks.”

      “Not to eat, dimwit. Keep everyone warm.”

      “Oh.”

      The two sprites leaned over next to the pixies, and Glitter said, “We can help too, Wind Walker.”

      “Excellent,” he replied. “We’ll have you light up just after sundown; use what’s left of the sun’s glow to cover our light.”

      “How long will the heated rocks last?” Brynn asked.

      “Not long enough,” Reyna replied. “Enjoy it while it lasts.”

      “If it becomes too cold,” Wind Walker rumbled, “we’ll just have to do it again. Alright, let’s get some likely-looking rocks together in a pile.”

      Wind Walker and the others were in place when the sun slipped below the western horizon and Night’s Curtain swept up from the eastern skyline. He glanced around and ordered, “Everyone stand back from the pile of rocks. Once those pixies light up, you don’t want to get too close, or you’ll have singed eyebrows for a few days.”

      He looked over and said, “Shap, Gormon, hold tight onto those horses; they’re skittish enough as it is.”

      Seeing everyone was set, he ordered, “Alright, you pixies and sprites, fire it up.”

      With a yip, the pixies came running, bounded into the air, burst into a bright flame, and bounced across the rocks. Where they touched, the rocks immediately began to glow hotly.

      The sprites hovered over the pile and issued a tiny but potent stream of dragon fire onto the large stones. In seconds, heat radiated outward, warming the air and the group.

      “Oh, wow,” Ty gushed, holding his hands to the warm radiance, “that sure feels good.”

      “Doesn’t it, though,” Shane murmured and then jerked her head up. “Hey, I just thought of something.”

      She retrieved her energy weapon from her waistbelt and stared at it questioningly. She turned at a nudge from Ty, who looked at her and said, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Ty,” Shane replied, shaking her head, “no one ever really knows what you’re thinking. But I’m wondering if we could use these in some way to provide heat.”

      “See? You do know what I’m thinking,” Ty guffawed.

      “If you could, that would be good,” Brynn grunted as she gently picked up Kip and Dim, who were fast asleep on the ground, “as I think that one go around with these two is about all we’re going to get.”

      As the night deepened and dark shadows fell upon the company, Shap said, “I’ll take the first watch on this end. I need a second.”

      “Me,” Reyna hurriedly said.

      “Fury and I will take the other end,” Wind Delight offered.

      Shap pointed at Adon and Hamal, saying, “We’ll wake you two in about four hours for the second watch.”

      “Stormy and I,” Melody said, “will relieve Fury and Delight.”

      “Good,” Shap nodded. “Everyone, try and get some sleep if you can.”

      The company settled in next to the radiant rocks, and it wasn’t long before everyone but the watchstanders were asleep.

      “Long, tough day,” Reyna whispered to Shap as the two stood in the shadows, away from the company, to let their eyes adjust to the darkness.

      “Day?” Shap muttered back. “How about days?”

      “It doesn't seem to be getting any easier, either.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      They stayed quiet for a long time, looking and listening. The wind kicked up a bit, flowing up the mountain into their faces. “That’s good,” Shap said.

      “What’s good?”

      “The wind in our face. Means our scents won’t be flowing down for someone to pick up.”

      “Oh.”

      “But that will change come later in the night.”

      “It will?”

      Shap nodded. “The cold air from high up on the mountain will begin to flow downward, carrying our scents down to the mountain’s base.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “No, but I don’t think any meat-eating four-footers from below would make an effort to climb up here. But . . .” his voice trailed off as he glanced around.

      “But what?” Reyna pressed.

      When Shap didn’t answer, Reyna nudged him. “But what?”

      “Well,” Shap murmured slowly, “there is the Legend of the Birna Beast that supposedly roams the high mountains.”

      “Birna Beast?”

      “Yeah, a giant female bear, bigger than a dragon, that’s part mountain goat. She has the particularly nasty habit of killing and eating her male mate after mating. That’s why there are so few of them around. Still, meeting up with one would be just our luck.”

      Reyna blinked several times at him before stammering, “You’re making that up.”

      “No, I’m not; it’s—”

      He abruptly stopped as, just then, Wind Walker softly called, “Shap, we’ve got company.”

      Shap and Reyna hurried to where Wind Walker, still lying down, had his head turned to where he stared down the mountainside.

      “What is it?” Shap asked.

      “Wings,” Wind Walker replied. “Snakehead wings.”

      Reyna gasped. “Oh no. Are they headed our way?”

      “Not yet,” Wind Walker answered. “Reyna, quietly wake up the company. Shap, get Fury and Delight.”

      Minutes later, the company, assembled with bows notched and swords at the ready, silently stared down the jagged mountainside. Gormon and Elise stood with the horses, quietly soothing them.

      Gormon brought White Flame’s and Night Runner’s heads to him and whispered, “My friends, you must keep your friends quiet as there is danger in the air. We neither want to be heard nor seen.”

      The two horses turned to the other horses and nickered softly once. Immediately, the other horses stopped their uneasy movement and became quiet and still.

      “They’ll be quiet now,” Gormon whispered to Elise.

      “Good,” Elise murmured. “Go help Wind Walker to hear and see.”

      Gormon nodded and softly padded away to stand near Wind Walker. After a few moments, Wind Walker rumbled low to Gormon, “Do you see them? There are four.”

      “Yes. Low over the far hills.”

      “Indeed. They’re circling, but I can’t see or hear why.”

      “Neither can I.”

      After a bit, Wind Walker murmured, “They’ve dropped down into the woods.”

      “Are they after someone?” Shap asked.

      “Those poor souls, if they are,” Reyna whispered.

      Several moments later, Wind Walker hissed low, “No, they aren’t after anyone. I can hear flesh tearing, bones breaking.”

      Melody sucked in a breath. “They’re eating their dead comrades.”

      “Indeed, Wind Melody,” Wind Walker grimly replied, “indeed.”

      Wind Storm nudged Melody. “See? Cannibals.”

      Wind Melody shook her head. “And here I thought they couldn’t get any more evil.”

      “Another one,” Ty sighed, “who’s thoughting wrong.”
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      Dawn’s Pale Fingers pushed Night’s Curtain back with slender, brilliant rays of yellow and orange as the little company woke to a clear and frosty morning. They had spent the night huddled together, sometimes violently shivering, trying to ward off the intense cold. With the snakeheads below, they decided not to heat the rocks again, which meant a tortuously freezing night. They began slowly moving about, readying for the day’s arduous struggle up the mountainside.

      Ty tapped Shane on the shoulder. She turned, and he pointed to his teeth. “Do I have any left?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “My teeth. I shivered and chattered so hard last night; I swear I knocked all of them out of my head.”

      Shane snorted. “Don’t worry. They’re still there. C’mon, let’s get the horses ready.”

      Wind Melody nudged Wind Storm as they unlimbered and said, “Stormy, you should ask your grandfather if you can ride on his back today.”

      “No.”

      “C’mon, I saw how much the climb hurt you yesterday.”

      “I said no.”

      “As usual, you’re being stubborn.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      “Not.”

      “Too.”

      They looked at each other and broke out in grins. “We sound like the pixies,” Melody smiled. “But seriously, Stormy, get on your grandfather’s back.”

      “Look, Mel, I told my grandfather that I wasn’t a sprogger any longer, and I meant it. Sprogs and sproggers ride their parent’s backs. No more of that for me.”

      Melody’s sigh was deep. “Alright, Stormy. But let me ask if I walk behind you and push you every now and then, are you okay with that?”

      “Yeah,” Storm grinned, “I’m okay with that.”

      Gormon and Wind Walker stood together, staring down the mountainside. “I heard them leave late in the night,” Wind Walker said.

      “As did I,” Gormon agreed, “and I don’t hear them now.”

      “Same here,” Wind Walker replied, gazing up into the crystal-clear azure sky. He swung his head back and forth for several moments, peering intently. “No sign of them above.”

      “No.”

      Shap strode over and asked, “Is it safe to move?”

      “I think so,” Wind Walker answered, “but we need to keep a sharp eye on the sky. They could return.”

      Shap leaned closer to Wind Walker. “I’m worried about Wind Storm,” he murmured. “Yesterday, Brynn could barely keep up, but Storm lagged far behind her. If the same thing happened today and the snakeheads appeared, he would be—”

      “A sitting duck, or in this case, a sitting dragon,” Wind Walker growled.

      “Exactly.”

      “I’ll put him on my back,” Wind Walker stated.

      “Won’t work,” Shap replied, “I overheard him and Wind Melody arguing over that very thing. Storm won’t do it—says he’s not a sprogger anymore.”

      “He did say that,” Wind Walker sighed. “Alright, what do we do?”

      “We put him at the front and go at his pace.”

      Wind Walker slowly nodded while musing, “Being the pack's leader might give him the incentive to move a bit faster. Good thought, but you approach him with the idea. Better it comes from you than me.”

      Shap shrugged and said, “Alright,” and strode away.

      When the company began their march, Wind Storm led them, with Wind Melody just behind and Shap and Tam behind her.

      As they tackled the trail, Wind Walker mused, “I wonder how Shap got Storm to take the lead?”

      “I can tell you,” Elise said from behind him. “He told Wind Storm that if he wanted to get back in the good graces of this company, he was to get his behind from behind and upfront and lead. He was quite forceful. Shap got right in Wind Storm’s face, which was pretty courageous when you think about it. Storm may not have dragon fire, but his fangs are quite formidable.”

      “I seriously doubt,” Wind Walker chuckled, “that Storm would bite Shap’s head off—literally.”

      “Sure,” Elise returned. “But Shap doesn’t know that.”

      Wind Walker blinked several times before murmuring, “Come to think of it, no, he doesn’t.”

      By midday, a warm, humid wind began to build, flowing upward against the mountain’s flanks. Hearing Elise grumbling from behind, Wind Walker said over his shoulder, “What are you muttering about, Elise?”

      “This breeze,” she replied. “I’ve seen this before. Cold mornings quickly followed by heavy, dank warmth. It portends a storm, Wind Walker, and from what I can see, we will be caught out in the open without any shelter.”

      Wind Walker sighed, “As Ty would say, this just keeps getting better and better.”

      The company continued to trudge up the mountain, but by early afternoon, dark, forbidding, swirling storm clouds began to form over the peaks. As the trail rounded a curve and the brewing tempest came fully into view, Wind Storm slowed as he gazed at the menacing clouds.

      “Shap,” he called, “are you seeing this?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Shap growled as he crowded against Storm and Melody.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Melody added.

      Storm stretched his neck around to look back at Shap. “If that storm breaks and we’re out in the open—”

      “I know,” Shap interjected, “even cooked, glowing rocks won’t be enough. We’ve got to find shelter of some sort.”

      “Where?” Melody questioned. “There’s nothing but rocks and more rocks.”

      “A cave,” Storm stated.

      Shap nodded. “Yes, a cave, big enough, would be nice. But—”

      “No,” Storm insisted. “Look, up there, at the base of that high cliff, doesn’t that look like a cave opening?”

      Melody and Shap craned their necks to stare. After a moment, Shap nodded vigorously. “Good eyes, Wind Storm. That’s gotta be a cave opening.”

      “But is it big enough and deep enough?” Storm wondered.

      “Only one way to find out,” Melody said, spreading her wings slightly as if about to launch but waiting for approval.

      Storm and Shap shared a look. “We don’t have much choice, Shap,” Wind Storm said. “And that storm isn’t going to wait for us to climb up there and find out.”

      Shap gave him a curt nod and said, “Alright, Wind Melody, but make it quick.”

      “I’ll be up and back before you know it,” she grinned.

      She sprang upward, caught the strong breeze, and furiously flapped away. Shap turned and backed Tam down a little so that he could explain what was going on to Wind Walker. Wind Walker, in turn, passed the message along to those behind.

      The company anxiously waited on the trail, unable to go forward or back. Shap stood close to Storm, his eyes squinting upward towards the cave and then at the storm. “Did she reach the cave?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Wind Storm said. “I saw her duck inside.”

      A moment later, Shap muttered, “That’s not good.”

      “What’s not good? That she went inside?”

      “No. The wind. It’s really starting to pick up.”

      “Sure, but they always do with storms.”

      “Yes, but this wind is blowing into the storm.”

      “So?”

      “So, when the wind blows into a storm, it means that the storm is building, growing, becoming even more powerful and nasty.”

      Wind Storm stared at the building clouds before saying, “And it’s getting stronger, heading right into the storm.”

      “I know,” Shap grimly said. “That cave best be deep enough for all of us, or we’re going to get blown right off this mountain.”

      A moment later, as they watched, Wind Melody shot out of the cave and sped down the short distance, gliding all the way.

      As she landed on the narrow trail, Wind Storm and Shap said simultaneously, “Well?”

      Shap hurriedly added, “Is it wide enough for Wind Walker and deep enough to fit us all in?”

      “Yes, to both,” she answered, “but you need to know something.”

      “What?” Storm asked.

      “It has a funny smell. I can’t quite put my talon on what it is, but I’ve been in caves before, and none smelled like this one.”

      Storm and Shap exchanged a long look before Wind Storm said, “Do we have a choice? We can’t try and fight the storm standing on this trail.”

      “You’re right, we can’t,” Shap agreed. He glanced up again and asked Melody, “Is there any sort of trail to get up there?”

      “No,” Melody answered, shaking her head, “but this one curves around and gets you closer, but it’s still a steep climb up.”

      She hesitated, and when she didn’t go on, Shap pressed, “What it is, Melody?”

      “The horses,” she stated. “I don’t think they can climb such a steep grade.”

      Shap stared at her for a moment before he firmly shook his head. “We can’t leave the horses behind. We’ll need them once we get up the pass and beyond.”

      “But Shap—” Melody began, but Shap quickly interjected, “We’re not leaving them behind!”

      He held up Tam’s reins to Wind Storm. “Hold onto her while I go back and talk to Wind Walker.”

      A few moments later, Shap finished explaining to Wind Walker their predicament. “It’s a short flight up and back, Wind Walker. You can carry two horses, right? While you’re ferrying the horses up, the rest of us will scramble up the best we can.”

      Wind Walker thought quickly and said, “You’ll need someone up there to bring the horses into the cave and hold them once they’re there. Otherwise, they might bolt out of the cave and break their necks in the fall. I can take two horses and one person at a time.”

      “Great,” Shap said, raising his voice over the rising wind. “Gormon goes up first, and White Flame and Night Runner. He and they are good at soothing the other horses down.”

      “Good idea! Get moving; we don’t have much time!”

      Before Shap knew what was happening, Wind Walker dove off the trail. A moment later, with his wings fully spread, he soared back around to face the company.

      He rapidly explained the situation, ending with, “Gormon, you first on my back!”

      Gormon nodded, turned to Night Runner to say something, and then whirled to take two running steps and leaped off the trail. Wind Walker side-slipped slightly to get under Gormon. The elf deftly landed on Wind Walker’s back with both feet and hurried to sit in the big emerald’s neck saddle.

      Wind Walker swept up to the trail, hovered over Night Runner, and slowly descended until he gently wrapped his enormous talons around the horse. Night Runner stayed calm as if having a dragon holding him in his claws was an everyday thing.

      Next, Wind Walker backed up slightly and reached down to grasp White Flame. The silvery-white mare was as calm as Night Runner. A moment later, Wind Walker was winging his way up the mountainside toward the cave.

      “Everyone!” Shap called loudly. “Keep moving. The trail bends closer to the cave farther up. It will shorten Wind Walker’s flight!”

      The company started moving again up the trail. Ty muttered loudly to his sister as they did, “If they think I’m going to jump out into the air like that crazy elf to ride Wind Walker, they gotta another thought coming.”

      “It’s they gotta another thing coming,” Shane replied, “and no, I don’t believe we’re going to have to jump off the cliff. At least, I hope not.”

      A few minutes later, Wind Walker was back. This time, he took Rafe’s and Hamal’s horses from the back of the company, though neither Rafe nor Hamal accepted the invitation to ride on Wind Walker’s back.

      “I’ll do it!” Brynn called, and a moment later, she sailed off the trail. Wind Walker was under her in an instant, but unlike Gormon, Brynn landed in a bit of a heap. Straightening herself out took her a moment before she hurriedly limped forward to settle into Wind Walker’s neck saddle.

      The company continued up the trail until they reached the closest point to the cave entrance. Rafe and Hamal began the climb toward the cave as the others waited for Wind Walker.

      Shap turned and called out, “You sproggers get up there.”

      Fury, Delight, and Grand Wind took flight, but Melody told Wind Storm, “I’ll wait with you.”

      “No,” Storm said. “There’s no reason for you to stay.” He gazed at the oncoming tempest and said, “Go—before you get caught in the storm.”

      “A little rain and wind never hurt anyone.”

      “Mel, what’s coming is not some little rain and wind. That’s a bad storm brewing, and it will be here any minute.”

      “Alright, it’s a bad storm. Still not going.”

      “Stubborn dragon.”

      “Takes one to know one.”

      “Well, I’m not waiting around. I’m climbing.”

      Just then, Wind Walker came skying up. The wind blew harder and harder, causing him to fight the rising gusts. As he hovered over Aiko, Reyna caressed the mare’s soft muzzle, “Easy girl, easy.”

      A moment later, Wind Walker had her off the trail. Aiko struggled some in his grasp, but Wind Walker quickly put himself over Tam and grasped her. As he lifted, he swung off to the side and called, “Anyone want a ride up?”

      “This old woman,” Elise called.

      “Hold on,” Wind Walker said, “I have an idea.” He swung around until he had his head pressed against the ledge just below the narrow trail.

      “Hurry,” he yelled, “I can’t hold this for long.”

      Elise skipped across Wind Walker’s head, scooted between his enormous horns, and then deftly set herself in his neck saddle as if nimbly stepping across stones set in a creek. A second later, Wind Walker had them winging upward.

      Two more trips and Wind Walker had all the horses up to the cave. The remaining Drachs, Wind Storm, and Melody waited on the trail, watching the storm grow darker and more menacing.

      Lightning seared its innards. Sizzling lightning strokes flashed through the air. The crash of thunder filled the air. The wind was a full-blown gale, pushing and pulling at the tiny group as they huddled against the rocky shoulder.

      Then, as if a giant dumped a gigantic pail of water on them, the rain came. Huge, stinging drops pelted the skin like a swarm of bees stung them. The wind was a crescendo of sound so loud that they didn’t hear Wind Walker until he was upon them.

      His wings jerked and twisted as he tried to keep them level. He managed to push his head against the rock at the trail’s edge as if he were a bridge.

      “Hurry!” he bawled. “I can’t keep this up for long, and be careful!”

      Ty, Shane, Rafe, and Hamal gingerly pushed themselves across, crouching and reaching for his horns to grip. Once across, they huddled behind his carapace as the wind blasted at them.

      “Go!” Shap yelled at Reyna and Adon.

      Adon went first, with Reyna just behind. Adon had just pushed past Wind Walker’s horns when a shrieking blast of wind hit. Reyna screamed as the powerful gust all but carried her off Wind Walker’s head.

      Shap dove from the trail’s edge to grab Reyna’s hand as she began to slip off Wind Walker’s scales. With his other hand, Shap dug into Wind Walker’s scales, desperately trying to keep both from sliding off.

      At Reyna’s scream, Adon spun, leaped, and grabbed her other hand while wrapping one leg around a horn to brace himself.

      Reyna dangled off Wind Walker’s head with a hundred-foot drop below her.

      “Wind Walker!” Shap thundered. “Reyna’s slipping off, and we’re barely holding on!”

      Beating his wings furiously, Wind Walker rose and moved slightly forward to where Reyna was just over the trail. “Now!” Shap yelled to Adon, and the two let her drop.

      Reyna landed with a thud on the trail and fell to her side in the muck. A moment later, Shap landed beside her and scooped her in his arms. “Are you hurt?” he asked as he held her tight.

      “No,” she half-sobbed as she buried her face into his shoulder. “Just scared witless.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      He pushed her gently back to look into her wet face. “As much as I’d like to continue this, we need to get on Wind Walker and get up to the cave. Can you manage that without pretending to be a dragon and flying off?”

      “Only if you hold my hand and promise not to let go.”

      He smiled at her. “That I can do.”

      Shap waved to Wind Walker that they were ready to try again. The giant emerald eased himself down and pushed his face against the rock. A moment later, Shap holding tightly to Reyna’s hand, led her across Wind Walker’s head scales. Once at his head tusks, they sat down, and their arms wrapped around his horns.

      “We’re on!” Shap yelled. “Let’s go!”

      Watching Wind Walker sail over his head, Storm’s breath was a whoosh as he said to Melody, “That was close. If those two hadn’t grabbed Reyna—”

      “Don’t say it, Stormy,” Melody returned, “I don’t want to think about what might have happened.”

      With thundering lightning, the storm unleashed its fury and might. The wind blasted at the two. In seconds, the rain was so heavy, the sky so dark, that they could barely make each other out as they huddled together.

      “Your grandfather will never be able to find us in this!” Melody shouted, trying to make herself heard over the crescendo.

      “You should have left with the other sproggers!” Storm shouted.

      “You want me to go now?”

      “What? And have the wind blow you all the way back to emerald haven?”

      “So what do we do?”

      “Scrunch as close as you can next to the rock wall. I’ll slide in next to you. Dig your claws as deep into the ground as you can and make yourself as small as possible.”

      The two sproggers fastened their talons into the rocky soil and hunkered down. Around them, the raging tempest roared like an angry, wounded animal. The rain turned the trail into a flood that pushed against Storm and Melody.

      “If this gets any worse,” Melody yelled, “it’s going to wash us right over the cliff.”

      In answer, Storm leaned into Melody, digging with his claws to keep her from sliding away.

      The rain grew heavier still. Raindrops, seemingly as big as dragon scales, pounded at the two. Storm and Melody fought against the gushing water that threatened to push them off the trail. The water ate at the ground, slicing away the soil and gravel they desperately clung to with their talons.

      Suddenly, ever so slowly, the two began to slide backward, even with their attempts to dig their claws into the muck. Wind Storm looked over his shoulder, and his eyes grew wide.

      “The flood!” he called to Melody. “It’s taking us over the edge!”

      “Get those claws moving, Stormy!” she yelled. “Dig in! Dig in!”

      Melody and Storm dug their talon tips into the ground, trying to stop them from being pushed back toward the precipice, but it wasn’t working. Closer and closer, they came to the edge, now a gushing waterfall.

      Suddenly, above the thunderous clash of lightning strokes, Storm faintly heard, “Wiiinnnd Stoooorrrm!”

      He jerked his head up. “Grandpa! He came back for us!”

      With everything he had, Storm bellowed, “Grandpa! Over here!”

      A surge from the raging torrent hit Wind Storm and Wind Melody, ripping their talons out of the crumbling soil. “Stormy!” Melody yelled. He reached for her, and she stretched for him, but both missed.

      As the deluge swept them to the precipice, Storm managed to grab Wind Melody’s front talon with a back claw at the last instant. Storm wrapped his front claws around an outthrust of rock just as they were about to go over. They dangled over the edge, the gushing water pummeling them both.

      Abruptly, Storm felt the rock begin to give way. “No—no—no!” he bawled as he frantically tried to find another jutting stone to latch onto.

      The rock gave way.

      Like a battering ram, the water punched Melody out of Wind Storm’s grasp.

      The last thing Wind Storm heard as both plummeted downward was Melody’s cry, “Stormy!”
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      “Gotcha!”

      Wind Walker’s booming voice split the air as his back claw latched onto Storm’s tail and plucked him from the plunging torrent.

      Upside down and choking on a mouth and throat full of water, Stormy gasped, “Grandpa, do you have Wind Melody?”

      When Wind Walker didn’t answer, Storm demanded, “Grandpa, where’s Wind Melody? Where is she!”

      “I—I don’t know, Storm,” Wind Walker answered. “I didn’t see her, only you. Now be quiet. It’s hard enough hanging onto you and flying in this blasted wind.”

      “Put me on the ground!” Wind Storm demanded. “I’ve got to look for her.”

      “I’ll look from up here,” Wind Walker answered. “You look from down there.”

      Fighting the fierce gusts, Wind Walker slowly made a small circuit around where the waterfall formed a small pool before the water rushed down a narrow channel. Sizzling lightning bolts lit up the area, giving them just enough light to see by.

      Both Wind Walker and Wind Storm scanned the area, but all they saw in the garish light was water and rocks.

      “She has to be down there somewhere,” Wind Storm stated. “Go around again. We might have missed her.”

      “Listen, pup, I know you won’t like what I say next, but I’ve got to get us up to the cave.”

      “No!”

      “Yes. I don’t have much strength left, and this storm isn’t letting up. If anything, it feels like it’s getting worse. At this point, I’m not sure I have enough energy to get us there.”

      “But Wind Melody—”

      “Would understand and want both of us safe.”

      “Grandpa, please, set me down. I’ll search for her on the ground. You get up to the cave.”

      “Ain’t happenin’, youngster. Now, be still! You’re as slippery as a slimy lizard taking a mud bath in this rain and wind.”

      As Wind Walker turned away from the waterfall to head for the cave’s safety, Wind Storm set his jaw and began to twist and squirm with all his might, trying to break his grandfather’s grip.

      “Storm! Stop! I told you, I can barely hold you without all this lurching around.”

      “Exactly,” Storm growled under his breath. Wind Storm freed his tail with all his might in one last jerk.

      As he fell, he heard Wind Walker yell, “Wind Storm!”

      Storm tumbled for a moment until a blast of wind caught him and spun him into the plunging waterfall. Down he went until, with a head-wrenching jar, he hit the pool of water formed by the cascade. Before he knew what was happening, the powerful current swept him into a narrow channel filled with muddy water.

      Storm was like a bobbing log as the water’s force carried him down the narrow channel. He would stay on top of the water for a second or two, but then the current would pull him under and shove him along the bottom.

      The water soon became a series of full-fledged rapids that Storm fought against as he tried to stay on top and not under the torrent. When the water pushed him below the surface, he could hear himself gurgling, and when he popped to the top, he gasped for air.

      Above him, the storm still raged with constant lightning and crackling thunder. The wind howled and roared as the flood carried Wind Storm down the mountainside he had recently fought so hard to climb.

      Storm would bob to the surface every few seconds, flailing and battling the deluge. Then down he would go again, fighting to get to the top and the air he desperately needed.

      Then, to his ears and above the sky’s thunder came another deep, roaring sound. Storm’s eyes became big and round as he realized what it was.

      Another waterfall. Only this one had to be higher and more powerful to make a sound so deep and resounding.

      He managed to turn himself and fought the current, trying to reach the channel’s bank. He pushed and reached with his claws as far and hard as possible. He knew he only had one chance. Find the bank and hopefully a way to escape this death trap.

      Storm lunged out his foreclaws, stretching as far as he could, but the powerful flow swept him along. Suddenly, he felt the current become stronger and faster.

      He knew exactly what it meant.

      In desperation, he lunged for the bank but came up short. A second later, he felt himself swept over the abyss and falling into the dark, churning water.

      Only, this time, there was no Wind Walker to save him from death’s hand reaching up to grab him from far below.
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      Wind Storm hit something solid and rock hard. For an instant, the small, stony ledge held him in place from falling farther. But a moment later, the force of the water pushed him over the rocky outthrust, and once again, he fell. Down he went, only to meet another rock outcrop that stopped his momentum for a few seconds. Again, the rushing water pushed him off the small ledge, and down he went.

      With a heavy thud, he smashed into the water-soaked muddy ground. Stunned by the long fall, he lay there for several moments with the water pounding on his scales and a steady stream of rocks and mud.

      After several moments, his dazed mind grasped that the rocks and muck were burying him, and if he didn’t move, he would find himself entombed.

      In a stupor, he began to crawl away from the pounding slurry. However, he was too weak and hurt and only managed less than half a body length before he collapsed. In his confused and stunned state, it took him several moments to realize the sludge was building up around him, encasing him in thick goo.

      He tried to drag himself out of the heavy mud one last time, but he didn’t have the strength to pull his legs out of the heavy, clinging mud. He wallowed from side to side, trying to free up his legs, but it was useless. The wet slurry was like quicksand, holding him fast.

      Storm lifted his head as high as he could, but in his heart, he knew it was just a matter of time before the muck completely buried him and he suffocated.

      His last thoughts were on Wind Melody and that she had survived the waterfall. If she were alive and safe, that’s all that mattered.

      That’s all that would ever matter.
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        * * *

      

      Wind Walker fought with all his might against the howling winds, searching for Storm and Melody. The swirling gusts caused his wings to tilt and bounce. It seemed at times that for every few feet he gained going forward, the wind pushed him back half of that.

      Several times, blasts of wind pushed Wind Walker almost to the ground, and for an instant, his talons scraped the rock before he could lift again. After what seemed like an hours-long battle and fruitless search, Wind Walker finally convinced himself that he needed help.

      With his energy almost spent, he fought his way to the cave and landed on the small ledge that extended just past the cavern’s opening.

      He stepped inside, out of the raging wind and drenching rainfall. He found the company staring at him expectantly in the soft radiance of several glowing rocks.

      “Storm? Melody?” Elise was quick to ask.

      With a sad shake of his head, Wind Walker hurriedly explained what had happened. His head drooped as he said, “I fought with everything I had, Elise, but the wind is too powerful. It drained my energy to where I almost didn’t make it back here. I need help finding them.”

      He turned to the sproggers and asked, “Do you think you three could sky in this wind and search for those two?”

      Grand Wind pushed forward. “I’ll go.”

      “And me,” Wind Delight said.

      “You can count me in,” Wind Fury added.

      “Thank you,” Wind Walker replied, “let’s—”

      “No.” Elise’s statement was firm and blunt. “If that gale is too much for you, Wind Walker, what do you think will happen the second these three launch into that maelstrom?”

      Wind Walker didn’t reply, but his face and eyes were set hard and grim as he met Elise’s gaze. “Since you won’t answer,” Elise spat, “I’ll tell you. The wind will likely smash these sproggers into the mountain or carry them so far off we’ll never see them again.”

      Her face and voice softened as she added, “I know what you’re feeling, Wind Walker, but stop thinking with your heart and listen to your head. You know what it’s telling you.”

      There was a long, drawn-out moment of silence which Wind Delight broke by saying, “We can do it. We’ll be alright.”

      Wind Walker drew in a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. “No. You three are staying put.”

      “But—” Wind Delight began, but Wind Walker immediately interjected, “No buts. Elise is right. It’s too dangerous. We will have to wait out the storm and hope those two can do the same.”

      Just then, there was a deep rumbling sound, and the ground shook a little. “What’s happening?” Delight squealed.

      With sudden understanding, Elise yelled, “Landslide! Wind Walker, get away from the opening!”

      The big emerald leaped away from the cavern’s front just as chunks of rock and boulders swept down and across the hole. The growling rumble of the slide-out lasted several more seconds, filling the anteroom with a thin, hazy layer of dust.

      After a few moments, it grew quiet as the landslide passed. Elise mumbled something low in the darkness, and her staff’s burl gave off a soft light.

      Ty pointed to where huge boulders blocked the cave’s opening and, coughing a little from the dust, said, “This just keeps getting better and better. But look at it this way, that definitely solves the question of whether you dragons are skying out of here.”

      “Yeah,” Shap dryly replied, “but it begs the question of whether any of us are getting out of here.” He drew in a breath and blew it out. “Or not.”

      Shane elbowed Ty’s side and muttered, “Sort of forgot about that, didn’t you, brother?”

      Ty screwed his mouth to one side, staring at the blocked entrance. “I guess I wasn’t thoughting very clearly again.”
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      Wind Melody tried to rouse herself, but the world was spinning under her, and no matter how hard to tried to make it stop, it kept spinning. Her head pounded in pain as she tried to focus her eyes, but they didn’t seem to work. She blinked several times until a large, gray, craggy shape materialized before her. The boulder she crashed into during her wild ride in the sky!

      Her memories began to return sluggishly. First, somehow being thrown out of the waterfall—spreading her wings just before she hit the ground—a violent gust of wind catching her and catapulting her into the air—bouncing around in the sky as if a titan swatted her from one side to the other.

      Updrafts. Downdrafts. Unable to control her flight no matter how hard she fought. Lightning seared the air around her, coming so close that her scales seemed to crackle. She knew the wind was blowing her farther and farther away from Wind Storm and the company, but she couldn’t fight its ferocious power.

      Then, a fierce downdraft caught her. It was as if some giant reached into the sky, snatched her, and threw her toward the ground with all his might. She managed to veer slightly at the last instant, but her speed was such that she violently collided with a massive boulder.

      That was the last thing she remembered—until now.

      To her surprise, her ears picked up a familiar sound and nearby, too. A fire! A crackling blaze where the embers softly popped amid an underlying sizzling sound. She blinked her eyes a few more times as a tiny smile cracked her lip scales.

      Had the company somehow found her?

      She started to stir when she instinctively froze at the sound of an unfamiliar voice. “The dragon is rousing.”

      Melody heard the shuffling of a shod foot as a bit of fear ran through her. Where was she, and who were these people? Enemies or friends? She didn’t know and dared not assume that they were friendly.

      It wasn’t her nature to cower before the unknown, so she gathered herself and sprang to her feet. She whirled with her lip scales drawn back in a fierce snarl as she bared her fangs.

      Standing a short distance from her were two Drach-appearing figures. Both were young, one a male but the other decidedly female, as Drach women usually wore long hair.

      Each wore a gray-white tunic of coarse material with fitted pants of the same color that ended at their ankles. Over their tunics were brown, furred vests and leather-looking sandals shod their feet.

      The male had a curved bow fitted with an arrow aimed straight at Wind Melody, but what caught her eye was that on each side of the Drach were two strange-looking beasts. Each had the head and body of a massive lion, but tight against their torsos were enormous wings.

      Each of the animals had their eyes intently on Wind Melody as if watching her every move. She had the feeling that if she attacked, not only would that arrow be immediately in flight, but charging right behind would be these fearsome creatures.

      Melody returned her eyes to the two Drachs, who gazed at her with narrowed and suspicious eyes.

      After a moment, the female took a step forward. Only then did Melody realize her bow was on her back over her quiver of arrows. Instead, she carried in one hand, across her body, a spear of some type. The metal gleamed as bright as the sun. The middle was a bit fuller, allowing for a hand grip, but from there, the spear flowed out to finely-honed tips on each end.

      She held the lance naturally, easily, as if it weighed nothing in her hand. With her eyes as wary as her companion, she pointed the spear at Melody and said firmly, “You are a dragon. We have heard of such, but you are the first we’ve ever seen.”

      The Drach seemed to study Wind Melody suspiciously for a few seconds before demanding, “Do not move, dragon, or you shall feel the bite of my lance, and it shall be as if you burned in a lava pit.”

      She took another step forward. “We were warned that we might meet evil dragons who bring death and destruction to the innocent. If you are one of those, we should kill you on the spot.”

      “I am not an evil dragon,” Wind Melody huffed. “The very idea.”

      “You expect us to take your word for it, dragon?”

      “Of course. Besides, am I to take your word regarding a lance that produces fire that can burn through my scales?”

      The male Drach leaned toward the female and whispered for several moments. The female’s mouth twitched at something he said. “Devlin says it’s easy to prove our claim. I merely have to touch your scales with my lance, and you’ll know I do not lie. On the other hand, what way do you have to prove to us that you are not a wicked dragon?”

      The female lowered her lance menacingly. “Well, dragon?”

      “I could burn you to a crisp with my dragon fire,” Melody sniffed. “Though that wouldn’t prove if I were evil or good. However, unlike you, I don’t go around threatening people. That’s not what we do in the company.”

      The young woman stiffened at Melody’s words and then demanded. “Company? What company, dragon?”

      “Quit calling me dragon!” Melody spat out. “I have a name. It’s Wind Melody, and I’m a member of the Company of the Dragon Ring if that means anything to you.”

      The male and female quickly looked at each other before the male stammered, “You’re a member of the Dragon Ring company?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Then,” the female asked slowly, questioningly, “where is the rest of your company?”

      Melody turned and stared toward the mountains. The ferocious storm was over, but slow-swirling dark clouds still draped the peaks. The clouds slightly parted as she watched, letting her see the distant peaks. The two mountain tops farthest away appeared familiar.

      She pointed. “See those mountains at the far end? The ones with the really sharp peaks? There’s a cave on the side of the one to the left. The company should be there, waiting for the storm to subside.”

      She turned and, at their puzzled expressions, explained what happened to the company and to her and Wind Storm.

      After listening to Melody’s story, the young woman turned to the lion-eagle next to her and stared into its eyes. They locked eyes for a long moment, and when she turned back to her male companion, she said, “Atimba feels no guile in her or her words. Neither do I.”

      The man lowered his bow. “As do I.”

      The young woman turned to Melody, her lance now crossed across her body. “We meant no offense, Wind Melody. We’ve had no dealings with dragons for many years, which made us quite wary when we found you.”

      She slightly bowed her head. “I am Askoriia Pamlyn, daughter of Askoriia Pymlin, Chief of the Three Judges.”

      She paused and then lifted her chin a little as she added, “We are of the Dyrfolken and—”

      At the word, ‘Dyrfolken’ Wind Melody’s ears pricked up, and her eyes widened noticeably. She blurted out, “Wait. Did you say Dyrfolken?”

      “Yes, I did,” Pamlyn replied.

      “Why,” Melody stammered, “I’ve heard of you. You fought in the Great War with Hooper Menvoran and Rainbow, the great war dragon birthed by Golden Wind.”

      Pamlyn nodded. “Indeed. My mother was a member of Hooper Menvoran’s company and rode the sapphire dragon Wind Sparkle into battle.”

      She motioned to her companion. “This is Devlin Asor, and,” turning to the lion-appearing beasts, said, “this is Atimba, who allows me to ride him, and his companion is Ciko, who allows Devlin to ride her.”

      She turned back to Melody and said, “We’ve been searching for your company and only had vague directions of where to look.”

      “Directions?” Melody asked. “Directions from whom?”

      Pamlyn hesitated before murmuring, “From two old Drachs who appeared to my mother in a dream.”

      Wind Melody cocked her head to one side in puzzlement. “Two old Drachs?”

      “Yes, one was a man, the other a woman. Neither gave a name, only that I was to carry this,” she held up the spear, “the Lance of Gae DeBuide, and with one other companion of my choosing, find the Company of the Dragon Ring somewhere near the River Serene.”

      Wind Melody swallowed and asked, “Did they say why?”

      Pamlyn became very somber and replied, “They said the Dragon Ring company is the hope of Erdron to defeat the Dark Masters and that if we did not find the company in time, destruction awaited them.”
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      As the soft radiance from the burl of Elise’s staff lit up the jagged rock slide that blocked the cave’s opening, several of the company coughed from the lingering dust that swirled in the anteroom. The two sprites swung back and forth over the rocks, their eyes searching for any crack in the solid face. “Well?” Elise demanded. “Any opening at all?”

      “No,” Glitter called back. “None that we can see, Elise.”

      “Move aside,” Wind Walker commanded. “Let me see if I can push these rocks away.”

      Elise cautioned as the company moved further back, “Easy, Wind Walker, you don’t want those boulders to come crashing down on you. Some are big enough to squish even you.”

      “Haven’t you ever noticed how nimble I am?” Wind Walker rumbled. “Light on my talons and quick as a striking viper.”

      “No,” Elise dryly replied, “I never noticed.”

      “You just weren’t paying attention. Now, move back with the others.”

      Wind Walker glanced over his shoulder to assure himself that the company was at a safe distance, then reared back on his haunches. Using his big tail to balance himself, he smashed his foreclaws down on the rocks.

      His heavy talons hit with a loud thud and scraping noise against the rocks, but the giant stones didn’t budge a gnat’s whisker.

      Wind Walker reared again, held steady for a second, and then hit the boulders with all his might.

      Nothing.

      Wind Walker shook his head and muttered, “Looks like we need something a mite bigger and stronger than me.”

      “I have an idea,” Adon called out. “Let’s use Ty’s head as a battering ram. Won’t do any damage to him, after all.”

      “Funny, funny man,” Ty groused as Shane snickered beside him.

      “Well,” Shap mused, “obviously, we can’t go out the way we came in, so that means we better hope that this cave has a back door as big as the front.”

      Elise pushed through the company to stand at the entrance to the tunnel that led outward from the anteroom. She held her burl high as she studied the passageway. “Looks big enough for you, Wind Walker, at least for a while.”

      “Then, move aside. I’ll lead. We need to get out of here and find those two sproggers.”

      “Not so fast. Since when can you see in the dark?”

      “My night sight is better than yours.”

      “Sure, when there’s star or moonlight to see by. Otherwise, you’ll stumble around in the dark as badly as the rest of us.”

      Elise turned and called, “You two sprites, get up here.”

      Dandy and Glitter whipped over the company’s heads and came to a hover near Elise and Wind Walker.

      “Dandy,” Elise instructed, “you’ll be out front. Glitter, stay toward the company’s middle. Give us some light to see by.”

      Immediately, the two sprite’s bodies began to glow until a gentle radiance spread into the tunnel.

      “Very good,” Elise commended as the light from her burl faded to nothing. “Alright, now let’s go.”

      Wind Walker lowered his head beside Elise’s and murmured, “Thanks. I guess I’m so worried about Storm and Melody that I’m not thinking straight.”

      Elise patted Wind Walker’s neck scales. “It’s alright, old friend. We all have our moments of not thinking straight.”

      Her mouth turned down in a slight frown. “Which seems to be happening to me more often these days.”

      She shook her head and growled, “Enough of that. Let’s get going and hopefully find that back door, and afterward, we’ll find those two sproggers—safe and sound.”

      Slowly, by the sprite’s light, the company moved forward down the wide passageway.

      The corridor’s floor was of hard, dark rock, as were the sides. If it weren’t for the sprites, the way would be pitch-black.

      Except for the tapping of the dragon’s nails on the rocks, the soft clop-clop from the horse’s hooves, and the shuffling of boots on the ground, the tunnel was utterly silent. The walls seemed to absorb all sound, making what little noise there was muffled and dull. The air was devoid of aroma and felt cool on exposed skin.

      Reyna walking alongside Shap, heard him whispering to himself occasionally and asked, “What are you saying?”

      “I’m counting paces. I need something to keep my mind occupied in this place.”

      “I know what you mean. I feel like time’s stopped, and we’re marching down an endless tunnel with no end.”

      “I feel the same. This place dulls the senses and the mind.”

      Reyna nodded and then asked, “How far have we come?”

      “Not far. A bit shy of four-hundred paces.”

      “Four-hundred? Is that all? I thought it must be at least a thousand or more.”

      “That’s what being in a completely dark and strange place does to you. It warps your senses. You—”

      Abruptly, Elise snapped, “Quiet!”

      Dimly, Shap and Reyna could see her hold a hand in the air. A moment later, she smiled and said, “Feel that?”

      “Fresh air,” Wind Walker replied, “moving against us.”

      “A good sign,” Shap said, “that there’s an opening ahead.”

      “Indeed.”

      The company took a few more steps when Wind Walker suddenly slowed and murmured, “The tunnel’s ending.”

      In Dandy’s light, those in front could see the passageway widen dramatically as if it opened into a vast room. In a few moments, the company stood in an enormous cavern. The roof was so high that neither Dandy nor Glitter’s radiance reached the ceiling.

      Wind Walker raised his head high and sniffed deeply. He did so twice more before Elise asked, “What do you smell?”

      “I’m not sure,” Wind Walker slowly answered. “But whatever it is makes me uneasy.”

      “Smells like skunk to me,” Ty grumbled. “Oh, wait, maybe that’s Adon I’m smelling.”

      “Not funny,” Adon snarled. “it’s you you’re smelling, as I doubt you’ve ever come close to having a bath.”

      “Not true,” Ty retorted, “I had one just last year, or was it the year before?”

      “Uh, everyone,” Reyna muttered, pointing at a nearby rock wall, “we may not be alone.”

      By the sprites’ light, the company stared at enormous slash marks in the rock. The claw marks started twice as high as Wind Walker’s head and went clear to the floor.

      “If what we smell is skunk aroma,” Shane swallowed as she stared at the scored wall, “that’s one gigantic skunk.”

      “One spray from a skunk that big,” Shap observed, “would probably kill a person.”

      “From how deep and large those cuts are,” Elise observed, “whatever made them would be bigger than a dragon.”

      She turned to Wind Walker. “Those don’t look like talon cuts, do they?”

      “No, they’re too wide,” Wind Walker answered, slowly shaking his head as he studied the marks. “You’re right; whatever made those would be much bigger than me.”

      “Oh, great,” Ty sighed, “this just keeps getting better and better.”

      “To that, I agree,” Shap said. “Everyone, look over there, at the far end.”

      Everyone turned to stare. “Light,” Gormon stated.

      “The way out,” Adon added.

      “Like I said,” Ty gushed, “this is getting better and better.”
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      Wind Storm was swaying, rocking back and forth. In his dazed state, he smiled. This reminded him of when he was a sprog. Wind Grace, his mother, would place him in their home tree, where two or three boughs came together to form a nest of leaves. Then, she would gently rock him back and forth until he fell asleep. Sometimes, she let the breeze sway him, watching him as his eyes grew drowsy and he dropped off. It was one of his loveliest memories of his mother and her gentle, loving touch.

      He sighed to himself. He could stay like this forever. Suddenly, he stirred. Was this real or a dream? Wait. Was he dead or alive?

      A stark memory invaded his heretofore pleasant thoughts. The mud. The heavy, suffocating mud. He desperately tried to escape the thick goo but wasn’t strong enough. It flowed over him until he couldn’t breathe. Things became dark and darker until . . .

      Now.

      He was alive. He was sure of that now. But where was he? What was this strange moving sensation? He tried to open his eyes, but the mud had caked his eyelids shut. His ears seemed clogged, too, though he could vaguely hear an odd sound like grunting and huffing. The wet dirt in his nose seemed to have drained away as he breathed alright.

      Abruptly, the swaying stopped, and he felt a hard jar like he had hit the hard ground. Hit? No. Dropped. Something or someone had dropped him to the ground.

      Storm suddenly realized that whoever or whatever held him now dragged him over the ground because he could feel himself bumping along the rocks, especially his head.

      Backward! He was being dragged backward—and by his tail!

      Not only that, Storm was positive they were going up a steep incline. But who dragged him and why?

      He had to see what was happening, as he didn’t know if he were in the clutches of a friend or foe. Slowly, ever so slowly, so as to not alert whoever dragged him, he brought one of his fore talons up to one eye. Carefully and deliberately, he used the tip of one talon to push away the mud that caked his eye scales.

      When most of the mud was off, Storm used a series of quick, hard blinks to open one eye—only to discover that it was the wrong eye. All it showed him was they were indeed climbing up a mountainside, but not who held him captive.

      Again, carefully and slowly, he brought his other talon to his eye and began removing the hardened muck. A few seconds later, he could open that eye—and wished he hadn’t.

      Wind Storm was in the clutches of a monstrous bear that would easily dwarf his grandfather in size. The bear easily climbed the steep mountain, dragging Storm by a gigantic paw.

      His mind feverishly raced as to how to get away from the bear. Storm knew there was no way he could break the bear’s grasp. He also knew that, realistically, without the power rings, he had no weapons to fight off the monster.

      Storm also knew without a doubt where the beast was taking him—to his lair, where he would be its next meal.

      A few moments later, Storm’s worst fears came true. The bear climbed up on a large ledge, and by turning his head slightly, Storm could see where they were going—into the monster’s dark den of death.
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      As Wind Glitter and Wind Dandy floated above the company, giving off a pale radiance to see by, the company hurried toward the brighter light of the cave’s hole and the promise of escaping the gloomy darkness. “That breach is definitely wide enough for you, Wind Walker,” Elise observed. “For a while there, I worried it wouldn’t be.”

      “Even if it wasn’t,” Wind Walker growled, “I would soon make it so I could squeeze through. We emeralds don’t like being under the ground. We much prefer being on it or above it.”

      He paused and then somberly added, “Besides that, nothing’s going to stop me from finding those two sproggers.”

      “We’ll soon find them, Wind Walker,” Reyna replied firmly.

      From the rear of the company’s file, Ty leaned close to Shane and whispered, “Yeah, but alive or dead?”

      “Voices carry a long way in a cave, Ty,” Elise called out from where she and Wind Walker walked at the head of the company’s line.

      “Whoops,” Ty sheepishly said.

      “Maybe, Ty,” Rafe chuckled from the other side of Shane, “you might want to keep your whoops to yourself.”

      “Indeed,” Shane murmured. “I doubt Wind Walker would actually eat a member of the company for saying such things about his grandson, but then again, you never know.”

      “That’s right, Ty,” Wind Walker called over his shoulder, “you never know.”

      As the company hurried toward the growing light, Reyna noticed that Shap kept looking to each side and occasionally behind. “You’re nervous. What’s wrong?”

      “Still thinking about those marks on the rock wall,” he replied.

      “Right,” Reyna nodded, “but we haven’t heard or seen anything. Besides, the horses are calm, especially Night Runner and White Flame.”

      “I can see that,” he admitted. “I guess it’s my cautious nature. I’ve had to look over my shoulder for so many years now. It’s become a habit, I suppose.”

      “It’s not a bad habit to have,” Adon dryly said, “for an Or—”

      “Adon!” Reyna snapped.

      Adon hesitated, then muttered, “Sorry, as they say, old habits die hard.”

      “Yeah,” Shap retorted, “you should know.”

      Abruptly, as the company grew closer to the opening, White Flame and Night Runner started snorting and dancing on their hooves.

      Elise turned to Gormon. “What’s wrong?”

      “We need to stop,” Gormon replied, staring at the opening. “Something’s coming; whatever it is, it’s enormous.”

      “You hear it?” Elise demanded.

      “Yes,” Gormon responded. “Claws. Huge claws scrabbling over the rock and headed this way.”

      “Dragon claws?” Elise asked.

      “No,” Wind Walker replied. “It’s not a dragon.”

      “You hear it, too?” Elise asked.

      “Yes, and Gormon is right. Whatever it is, it’s even bigger than me.”

      He turned his head and commanded, “Get back, everyone. Glitter, Dandy, wake up the pixies. We may need them.”

      “Weapons at the ready,” Elise ordered.

      “Looks like,” Shap said to Reyna as he unlimbered his bow, “we’re about to find out what made those scratches back there and if it’s friend or foe.”

      “I could have gone my whole lifetime,” Reyna sighed, “and been satisfied not knowing.”

      The company slowly backed away with their eyes locked on the lighted hole. Suddenly, an enormous shadow fell across the opening, and a moment later, a gigantic shape filled the breach.

      Reyna gasped. “Shap, is that your Birna Beast?”

      “I was making that up,” Shap gurgled, “joking. Just to tease you.”

      “Some tease,” Reyna spit out as she swung her bow around with an arrow notched in the bowstring. “Next time, keep your jokes to yourself.”

      The monster bear barreled into the enormous cavern and immediately stopped as it swung its head up to sniff. Its ferocious growl filled the grotto a moment later as it swung around to face the company.

      “Wind Walker!” Elise shouted. “Its rear claw—”

      “I see!” Wind Walker snarled. “Everyone! It’s got Wind Storm in its back claws!”

      Wind Walker lumbered forward to face the beast. “Bear, I am Buolungrstorr Viorvindr, Prince of the Forest. That is my grandson you hold. Release him! Now!”

      The bear slowly lowered its head, its red eyes staring at Wind Walker. The enormous green dragon and the monstrous black-as-night bear were practically nose to nose for a moment.

      Locked and unblinking, their eyes were as hard as a stone. Then, the bear huffed at Wind Walker, and as quick as a striking viper, one of its gigantic claws caught Wind Walker in the head and sent him reeling and tumbling to one side.

      “I take it that means no,” Shap rasped. “Open fire!”

      “Watch out for Wind Storm!” Elise quickly added.

      A flight of arrows swished through the air, true to their target. The arrow points struck the hairy beast, but its fur seemed to swallow the shafts. A second flight immediately followed the second, with the same result.

      “No good!” Shap bellowed. “Its fur is too thick. Aim for its eyes!”

      “Dandy! Glitter!” Elise called out. “You and the pixies hit it with your fire.” At that, she ran over to Wind Walker, who struggled to regain his footing.

      Aboard Wind Dandy, Kip called out, “We teach that big meanie that we be bigger than him!”

      “We bigger than him?” Dim asked. “I thought we be smaller.”

      “Him big but we much bigger.”

      “How we—

      “Enough, you two!” Brynn yelled as she unleashed an arrow toward the towering bear’s eyes. “Get in the fight.”

      Kip pointed with a finger and said, “Up, up, to the sky and beyond!”

      “To the beyond beyond!” Dim added.

      The sprites sped upward toward the roaring, growling monster, and as they streaked higher, they burst into fiery flames. Like glowing, spitting embers, they darted around the beast’s head. The thing swatted at them as if they were buzzing, irritating bees.

      Twice the sprites sliced across the monster’s glistening nose. Each time they did, a tiny puff of smoke and the sizzling sound of burning flesh erupted. The bear reared back and roared in pain.

      “You sproggers,” Shap bellowed, “get up there, help them out!”

      Fury, Delight, and Grand Wind spread their wings and sprung upward. Fiercely flapping their wings, they rushed to join the attack on the giant beast. Seconds later, small streams of dragon fire rained down on the beast’s head. With enormous growls that seemed to beat at the company, the beast continuously swiped at the sproggers and sprites.

      “No good,” Reyna says to Shap, “they’re only knocking off small bits of fur but not doing any real damage to that thing.”

      Shap spun on the balls of his feet and called, “Elise! What about Wind Walker?”

      “He’s still down!” she yelled back.

      Shap turned to Ty and Shane. “Your weapons? Think they can work against that beast? We’ve got to get Storm loose!”

      “Only one way to find out,” Shane replied as she whipped out her energy wand. She motioned toward Ty. “C’mon, brother, let’s find out just how good these things are.”

      “Against that,” Ty swallowed, “they better be better than good, or it will flatten us.”

      As the two started toward the beast, Shane was surprised to find Rafe beside her. “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked.

      “With you, where else?” he responded.

      “Your bow won’t work against that thing, remember?”

      Rafe shrugged and softly said, “Not worried about the bear, worried about the girl.”

      The two stared at each other briefly before Ty tugged at Shane. “Let’s go. You two can make goo-goo eyes later. We’ve got a gigantous, enormous, very big bear to take down.”

      With ear-shattering roars pounding at their ears, the three ran toward the massive beast. They skidded to a stop as Shane and Ty lifted their weapons, aimed, and bolts of fire shot upward an instant later. The fiery darts struck the bear’s massive chest and, for a moment, seemed to glow and sharply flare.

      Bits of skin and fur rained down, and the bear roared as if in pain. He turned his red, devil eyes from the flitting sprites and sproggers at his head to the three tiny Drachs at his feet.

      “Uh oh,” Ty gulped, “I think all we did was to bring his attention to us.”

      “I think you’re right!” Shane grunted. “Give him another dose.”

      “Wait for me,” Elise said from behind, “maybe the three of us together can bring him down.”

      “Wind Walker?” Rafe demanded.

      “That thing knocked all his marbles loose,” Elise grunted. “He’s still trying to collect them and himself.”

      She raised her staff alongside Shane’s and Ty’s force weapons and shouted, “Now!”

      A column of fire raced upward and smashed into the monster’s body. Again, the thing bawled in pain and rage, twisting its head back and forth.

      After a moment, it snapped its head around to glare at the four below. The thing brought its enormous right paw back as if to aim a smashing blow at the Drachs below.

      “Look out!” Rafe yelled and pulled Shane back with him just as the beast brought its massive paw down. It hit with a thundering crash, sending a shudder through the cave.

      As the four sprinted toward the company, Shap yelled, “Shoot for its eyes; try to distract it!”

      A flight of arrows sped upward, but as before, they bounced off the enormous creature. Elise rushed up to Shap and growled, “We don’t have any way to stop that thing.”

      Shap turned to Gormon. “Your sword?”

      Gormon shook his head in answer.

      Adon grabbed Shap’s arm. “Retreat into the other room. It can’t get through the tunnel.”

      “And leave Storm and Wind Walker?” Reyna gasped.

      Adon shrugged. “Lose two, save the rest of the company.”

      “No!” Shap snapped. “There’s got to be a way!”

      “Well,” Ty gurgled, “you better think of a way fast, look!”

      The company spun to stare at where Ty pointed. The sprites’ and pixies’ flames were dying, and the sproggers were out of dragon fire.

      Sensing that his little adversaries were out of the fight, the bear swung its attention to the company.

      “Uh oh,” Ty gulped. “Maybe Adon is right, and retreating is the better part of valor.”

      “You retreat and take your valor with you,” Shap growled, “I’m not leaving Storm or Wind Walker to that thing.”

      Reyna swung her bow up. “Neither am I.”

      “Right beside you,” Brynn said as she strung another arrow next to Reyna.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Elise grunted as she raised her staff.

      Shane gazed at Ty. “You can leave if you want. I’m staying.”

      Gormon stepped forward, as did Hamal leaving Adon and Ty behind the others. The two stared at each other briefly before Ty gestured at the others and said as he stepped forward, “Methinks I like their company better than yours.”

      Adon shook his head and muttered as he stepped forward, “We’re all going to get killed by that thing. You know that, right?”

      “Then we’ll die in good company,” Shap returned out of the side of his mouth.

      He took a deep breath, turned to Reyna, who gave him a gentle smile and whispered, “The best company ever.”

      Shap turned, strung an arrow, and said, “Alright, everyone, he’s getting ready to come at us. Arrows first, then Elise, Ty, and Shane; give him all you’ve got.”

      With a pounding, snarling roar, the bear charged.
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      The monstrous creature reared up on its hind legs, its massive paws ready to smash into the brave little company. A final flight of arrows from the archers and fire like lightning from Elise's staff and Shane's and Ty's force weapons arced upward. The bolts and the fiery streams of fire crashed into the beast, but they didn't stop the monster.

      Just as it started to land its death-dealing blow, Wind Melody, Pamlyn, and Devlin, who rode their Praetors, swooped through the cave's opening. They swerved in a tight curve to come to a hover in front of the bear as Pamlyn pointed her lance straight at the growling beast.

      Before Pamlyn could unleash the lance's massive power, the monster reached down and grabbed Wind Storm with a foreclaw. With a snarl, he brought Storm to his chest as if using him as a shield against Pamlyn's lance.

      "Don’t shoot!” Wind Melody screamed. “You’ll hit Wind Storm!”

      Pamlyn and the creature locked eyes as the thing started to shuffle backward, away from the three.

      “Beast!” Pamlyn shouted. “Your life in exchange for Wind Storm. My word as Askoriia Pamlyn of the Dyrfolken.”

      The two locked eyes for long seconds before the thing viciously roared and dropped Storm. With a muffled thud, Wind Storm hit the hard stone head first and lay there, dazed. The beast spun on his hindquarters to charge out the cave’s opening.

      Pamlyn lowered her lance as Wind Melody dove to land next to Wind Storm. “Stormy?” she worriedly asked.

      Storm slowly blinked his eyes open, saw Melody, and let a smile play about his scaled lips. “You do love your grand entrances, don’t you?”

      “It worked, didn’t it?” she smiled back. “Are you hurt?”

      “Of course not,” he weakly answered as he gathered his legs under him. “I landed on my head, didn’t I?”

      Heavy talons rapidly tapping on the stone announced Wind Walker’s hurried arrival. “Storm! Melody! Are you two alright?”

      “I’m fine, Wind Walker,” Melody replied, motioning to Wind Storm. “Stormy landed on his head, so he’s fine too.”

      Wind Walker chuckled. “I can see that.”

      “What about you, Grandpa?” Storm asked. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes, I’m fine, and it’s a good thing hard noggins run in the family. That bear almost knocked my head scales off.”

      At the sound of eagle wings lowering to the ground, the three turned as the Praetors landed nearby. Wind Walker smiled broadly as he said to Pamlyn, “Thank you for saving my grandson.”

      As Pamlyn gave Wind Walker a slight head bow, she said, “You are welcome. You are Wind Walker, are you not?”

      “Indeed,” Wind Walker replied. “And you are . . .”

      “I am Askoriia Pamlyn, daughter of Askoriia Pymlin. My mother sends her warmest greetings.”

      She turned to motion toward Devlin. “This is Devlin Asor, my companion. And these,” she gestured to the two Praetors, “are our friends, Atimba, who allows me to ride him, and Malkat, who allows Devlin to ride her.”

      “An honor to meet you all,” Wind Walker replied, “and I must say, Pamlyn, you are the spittin’ image of your mother.”

      “Thank you,” the young woman replied with a wan smile as she brushed at her long, brown hair. “An oft-repeated compliment.”

      As the company gathered around, Wind Walker made the introductions. As he finished, he lifted a talon and pointed toward Pamlyn. “And that is the famed Lance of Gae DeBuide she holds.”

      His expression turned puzzled as he said, “But I am amazed that your mother allowed it to leave the Dyrfolken.”

      “Yes, well,” Pamlyn slowly replied, “under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t.”

      She then explained the vision dream that Pymlin experienced and added, “My mother said that the dream was so vivid, and the message so commanding that she could not ignore it. Nor could she ignore the second part.”

      “The second part?” Melody said. “I don’t recall you mentioning a second part.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t because, it is for,” she stopped and then pointed at Elise, Gormon, and Wind Walker, “their ears only.”

      “Well,” Ty sniffed, “I guess the rest of us aren’t in the hooty-snooty club.”

      “Stop it, Ty . . .” Shane muttered.

      “Just sayin’,” Ty shrugged.

      Pamlyn turned to Ty with hard eyes and said, “It is my mother’s wish that the message I carry is for their ears only as it is for your safety.”

      “Our safety?” Shap asked.

      “Yes,” Pamlyn replied. “Consider if the Dark Masters captured you. They would torture you with every evil means they could think of to get you to divulge what you know.”

      “Oh,” Ty replied with wide eyes. “Never mind. Message away with those three all you want. I’m good not knowing anything.”

      “That you know nothing is obvious,” Adon muttered under his breath.

      “Hey—” Ty muttered darkly, but Adon quickly held up a hand as if to ward him off. “Sorry. Couldn’t help myself.”

      A few moments later, Pamlyn, Wind Walker, Elise, and Gormon were off to one side, speaking in hushed tones.

      Shap eased up to Devlin. “You wouldn’t know what they’re talking about, would you?”

      The tall young man shook his head. “No, and considering what Pamlyn said, I do not wish to know.”

      His brown eyes held a mischievous twinkle as, in an aside, he added, “I’m one of those non-hooty-snooty people too.”

      Shap smiled back and then motioned to Devlin’s Praetor. “What a wondrous friend. It must be incredible riding her among the clouds.”

      “It is more than incredible,” Devlin replied, stroking Malkat’s short neck hair with a tanned hand. “But we can only do so when they allow us. Otherwise, they are free agents to do as they please.”

      Shap motioned toward Pamlyn and, speaking low, said, “She seems to be a bit on the—”

      “Serious side?” Devlin finished. “With good reason. It is a tremendous responsibility to carry the lance and ensure it returns to our people in one piece.”

      He gazed at Pamlyn before saying, “And other than her mother, no one else could carry out this task.”

      “Why is that?” Shap asked.

      “Because,” Reyna replied as she walked up to the two, “the lance’s powers are hereditary. Am I right, Devlin?”

      “That you are,” Devlin answered, “and Askoriia Pamlyn is the only child of Askoriia Pymlin and her consort.”

      Just then, the group came walking back. Wind Walker waited until Pamlyn stood with Devlin and the Praetors before saying, “We cannot share much of the message Pamlyn delivered. Except it is the wish of Askoriia Pymlin that Pamlyn, her daughter, and Devlin, Atimba, and Malkat join the Company of the Dragon Ring.”

      He stopped to let the company digest the news before saying. “What say ye?”

      A loud resounding “Aye” rang in the cavern.

      “Excellent,” Wind Walker nodded. “Now, as it is late, I suggest we spend the night here and tackle the mountain pass in the morning.”

      “What about that bear beast?” Adon called out.

      “I suspect he’s still running,” Elise replied, her eyes gazing at Pamlyn’s spear. “He obviously didn’t want any part of Pamlyn’s lance.”

      “Let’s make what sort of night camp we can,” Wind Walker instructed.

      “Two guards at this entrance,” Shap ordered, “two watching the back door. I’ll take the first watch here.”

      “I’ll join you,” Reyna quickly volunteered.

      “Devlin and I will take the other post,” Pamlyn offered.

      “Very well,” Wind Walker said, “we’ll set the later watches amongst ourselves.”

      Devlin stepped forward and said, “We have some salt-cured meat and preserved fruit in our travel bags. It’s not much, but we’re happy to share.”

      “Thank you,” Elise slowly replied, noting the scowl on Pamlyn’s face at Devlin’s offering, “that’s very kind of you.”

      She reached down and held up a chunk of bear fur. “One good thing about this little soiree’ is that we can make leggings to protect against the snow.”

      “I know how,” Brynn offered. “I can help.”

      “Good,” Elise nodded, reaching inside her cloak and fumbling around, “I believe I have some scissors and stitching in here somewhere.”

      “Let’s gather some rocks in the middle here,” Wind Walker ordered, “when it starts getting colder, I’ll fire’em up for heat.”

      After a bit, Wind Walker lumbered over to where Wind Storm lay with his head on his forelegs, his eyes half-closed. “How are you doing, pup?”

      “I’m good, Grandpa, and glad everyone is alright.”

      “Indeed. We've had an interesting time between that storm and the bear.”

      Storm chuckled. “Interesting is how you’d describe almost getting eaten by a monster bear?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      The two were quiet for a little while before Storm said, “Grandpa, you don’t need to say anything. I can tell you’re a bit peeved at me for wiggling out of your grasp during the storm.”

      “No, Storm,” Wind Walker answered slowly, thoughtfully, “I wasn’t a little peeved at you. I was a lot peeved at you.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, Grandpa, but it was Wind Melody, you know?”

      Storm lifted his head slightly and gazed over to where Melody was helping push some rocks into a heap. “I couldn’t—I just couldn’t leave her.”

      Wind Walker hesitated, then laid a gentle talon on Wind Storm’s shoulder. “I was mad at you at first. I couldn’t understand why you did that, why you would put yourself in such danger.”

      He drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “But after a bit, I simmered down because I finally realized why you did it.”

      Wind Walker leaned closer and softly said, “I would have done the exact same thing for your grandmother.”

      Wind Storm raised his head and met his grandfather’s eyes. “Thanks for understanding, Grandpa.”

      Wind Walker smiled at him and said, “You bet. Get some rest. It’s going to be a tough slog tomorrow.”

      Storm nodded, laid his head on his foreclaws, and closed his eyes. With a fond gaze, Wind Walker watched for a few minutes until he saw Storm’s breathing become slow and regular in sleep.

      He quietly raised himself and padded over to where Elise stood near the cave entrance, gazing at the darkening sky and the first twinkling stars. “You seem deep in thought, Elise. Pondering over what Pamlyn told us?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “Actually mulling over another matter closer to home.”

      “Oh? And what is that?”

      Elise slowly turned to face the big emerald. “How that creature recognized the Lance of Gae Buide to the point that it ran from it as quickly as it could?”

      Wind Walker blinked several times at Elise before replying, “You’re not saying it, but you’re thinking that, once again, someone is unleashing netherworld creatures onto Erdron.”

      He paused, and his eyes and expression turned grim and stern. “If that is the case, it bodes ill for the company and those hidden.”

      Elise turned to stare outward at the darkness bleakly. “Indeed.”
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      Dawn’s pale pink fingers had begun to push back Night’s Curtain when the company gathered at the cavern’s entrance with weapons in hand. Wind Walker, Gormon, and Shap took several cautious steps to stand on the wide ledge that spread outward from the opening. Slowly, intently, they surveyed the ground in the brightening light in all directions. “Any sign of that thing?” Elise called from just behind, tightly grasping her burled staff.

      After a few minutes, Wind Walker shook his head and said over his shoulder, “No sign of him. I think he’s gone.”

      “Probably looking for a new home,” Shap added.

      “Hopefully, far, far away,” Gormon muttered.

      “Or looking for a meal,” Ty muttered. “Which is what I’d like to do about now.”

      “Oh, c’mon, Ty,” Shane replied, “you just had a morsel last night.”

      “Yeah. A morsel. But I’m still short about ninety full meals. Or more.”

      “Hey, when this is over, you can eat all day long.”

      Ty’s countenance brightened. “All day long? What about all night long?”

      “That too.”

      “All right, everyone,” Shap called, “let’s go. Single file and keep your eyes peeled. If you see a giant boulder resembling a giant bear, yell out.”

      “Wait,” Pamlyn called out, “are those of us who can fly not going to take flight? It doesn’t make sense for us to walk.”

      “It makes a lot of sense,” Elise replied, “when you’re trying to avoid snakeheads.”

      “Snakeheads?” Pamlyn questioned.

      Elise quickly described the acid-shooting serpent-like creatures and then said, “They’ll easily spot those skying, so we stick to the ground for now.”

      “But we keep a close watch on the sky as well,” Shap added.

      Pamlyn sharply frowned and looked doubtful for a moment before, with a shrug to Devlin, said, “I guess we walk.”

      Soon, traversing the mountainside, the company labored upward while carefully watching their rocky and treeless surroundings. Above them, the sharply pointed peaks loomed larger and larger, with their dark granite sides covered in a patchwork of snow.

      By mid-morning, small blotches of crusted snow pock-marked the trail and crunched under their footsteps. Soon the snow entirely blanketed the ground and began to deepen. When the snow almost reached calf-high on the Drachs, Shap had Wind Walker take the lead to tramp down the snow to make it easier for those following.

      It wasn’t long before Shap halted them for a brief break. “There it is,” he pointed out, “the pass.”

      Ahead of them, the ground began to level as it spread out under the towering, citadel-like mountains on each side. “Mount up,” he ordered, “we can ride from here.”

      “Good thing, too,” Ty muttered as he stepped into his saddle. “This snow is getting colder and colder, just like a Dark Master’s heart.”

      Grand Wind turned to Brynn. “I can carry you from here, Your Highness.”

      Brynn made a face at him. “You think I can’t beat my way through fluffy snow, dragon? I’m an Amazos warrior, you know.”

      “Fluffy snow, yes. Deep packed, no, Golian warrior. And my name is Grand Wind.”

      The two stared at each other as Reyna rode up on Aiko. “I would take the offer if I were you,” she told Brynn.

      Brynn pursed her lips briefly before giving Grand Wind a curt head bob. “Thank you. That is very kind of you, and it’s Brynn.”

      “You’re welcome, Brynn,” Grand Wind replied. “By the way, I’m just carrying you the first half. You can carry me the second half.”

      The two locked eyes briefly, with Grand Wind showing no expression. Slowly, a wry smile cracked his face. Brynn laughed and slapped his shoulder scales. “A dragon with a sense of humor,” she laughed again, “I like it, Grand Wind.”

      As the company started moving again, Ty pointed and said, “What is that?”

      Ahead of them, the snow was rising and doing a whirling dervish dance as it lifted in a cone shape into a dark cloud that hung over the valley. “Some people call them snow devils,” Elise replied, “some call them snow twisters.”

      “Is it dangerous?” Reyna asked.

      “Not particularly,” Elise mused, “but the snow and wind would probably sting a bit on open skin.”

      The snow devil pushed off, and the company moved on. It wasn’t long before the snow was almost to the horse’s bellies. Wind Walker plowed through the snow, clearing a path for the others to follow.

      Gormon noticed that Elise had her eyes on the high peaks constantly. “Looking for that giant bear up there?” he asked.

      “No,” she replied. “Those slopes are sharp enough that they’re ripe for an avalanche, and it would be just our luck to be caught in one.”

      The company moved as quickly as possible through the bone-chilling snow and had almost reached the halfway point when Wind Walker slowed the pace. “Wind Walker,” Elise called out, “why are you slowing? Is something wrong?”

      “Wrong?” the big emerald replied, “umm, no, just strange.”

      The company crowded up to look over the snowy expanse. No one said anything until Ty muttered, “Oddest-looking snowmen I’ve ever seen.”

      “What would you know about snowmen?” Shane asked.

      “I remember that time it snowed enough,” Ty replied, “that Da, you, and me built one.”

      Shane turned to gaze at her brother. “You remember that?” she fondly asked. “You were only two, maybe three years old.”

      “I don’t remember a lot from those years,” Ty softly replied, “but I remember that and how much laughing we did.”

      He paused before saying, “We didn’t do a whole lot of laughing, you know.”

      “No, we didn’t,” Shane agreed, “but there were times.”

      They grew quiet as with the rest of the company, they stared at an army of strange snow figures. Some were rounded like a typical snowman, while others stood straight like a tree trunk with odd-shaped tree branches. A few even appeared to have wing-like shapes from their rounded trunks. A few were as tall as Wind Walker, while others were short.

      “Who made these?” Reyna wondered.

      “Made?” Shap said. “You think someone made them?”

      “How else? It’s as though some artist sculpted them,” she replied.

      “A mad artist,” Adon stated. “They’re all strange-looking and weirdly shaped.”

      “Trees,” Brynn stated.

      “Trees?” Wind Delight asked.

      “Trees covered in snow,” Brynn nodded. “Somehow, a forest once grew here. The cold froze the trunks and branches; ice and snow covered them afterward. It probably happened years and years ago.”

      “Hmmm,” Elise nodded. “Makes as much sense as anything. But we can’t spend all day gawking. We need to get through this and on the back side before nightfall, and it gets even colder.”

      Wind Walker began plowing through the snow again, weaving through the strange snow figures. Wind Storm and Wind Melody were close behind, plodding along and looking at the weird snow-covered shapes as they passed.

      “What do you think, Stormy?” Melody asked. “Frozen trees under all that snow?”

      “Could be,” Storm admitted, looking around, “but it must have been a big forest as there’s a lot of these things.”

      “I wonder,” Melody mused and began to edge toward one tall shape with one branch reaching upward from its trunk.

      “Melody,” Storm warned, “what do you think you’re doing?”

      “Just gonna shake the snow off this one to see what’s underneath.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea—best you leave it alone and keep trudging.”

      “What? It’s just some snow and a frozen tree.”

      She reached out with a talon toward the thick branch. “And what if it isn’t?” Wind Storm demanded.

      “What if it isn’t what?” Melody said as she looked back at Storm while touching the branch with the tip of a talon.

      Instantly, the snow cascaded down around the shape.

      Storm’s eyes grew as big and round as watermelons as he stammered, “What if it isn’t a tree, but that!”

      Melody whipped her head around, took one look, and immediately backed away.

      Under the snow was a frozen ogre-like creature holding up an enormous ice-encrusted mace. The thing appeared as if an ice sculptor had perfectly chiseled its detailed features from an enormous ice block.

      Blue in color and almost as big as one of the sproggers, its fang-filled mouth split its ugly face. Its three eyes gazed outward as if blankly staring at nothing.

      Melody shook her head and growled, “Definitely not a tree.”

      The company stopped to stare at the frozen being for a moment before Shap said, “There must be hundreds of these things.”

      “Yeah,” Ty muttered, “and we’re standing in the middle of them.”

      “So what?” Adon half-laughed. “They’re frozen solid.”

      “Uh huh,” Ty said, “and I say let’s beat frozen feet out of here and leave them be. They give me the chilly willies.”

      “Chilly willies?” Shane sighed. “Really, brother?”

      “Just sayin’,” Ty replied.

      “I agree with Ty’s sentiments,” Elise said. “Let’s move on before we lose the daylight.”

      Wind Walker took up the pace again but hadn’t made twenty steps when there was an odd crackling sound in the air. The company stopped and glanced around, trying to find the noise’s source.

      Suddenly, Reyna shouted, “Look! On the mountainside!”

      The company whirled to stare up at the towering peak on one side. “I thought we had killed those three!” Shap groaned.

      “More wrong thoughting!” Ty bit out as the company stared at the three Skaldi Ice Maidens.

      The ghoulish wraiths floated high on the mountainside, their bodies a gleaming, brilliant white like new snow. Their pasty faces held sapphire eyes that were ice-cold in hate as they stared down at the company. They bared their crystal-clear ice fangs in a savage snarl, lifting long, thin ice spears in their claw-like hands.

      The three ghouls stared for a moment more before all three raised their spears and then jabbed them downward into the deep snow at their feet.

      A rumbling sound filled the air. It grew louder and louder until, abruptly, there was a cracking sound nearby that caused the company to whirl and stare.

      The goblin started to move.

      “Eek!” Kip squeaked from atop Wind Walker. “Him moving. Ice baddy moving!”

      “Baddy moving! Baddy moving!” Dim danced on Wind Walker while waving his arms above his head.

      The ice goblin’s arm slowly pulled back; its mace held high. The thing brought the scepter-like weapon behind its head and slung it with all its power. The mace flew through the air striking the snow off of its nearest neighbor, revealing a giant gargoyle-looking creature. Then, it flashed across the short distance to hit another figure, a four-armed troll, then another and another.

      Around the narrow pass the mace flew until it knocked the snow off every figure and returned to the goblin. Slowly, the ice-encrusted creatures turned to stare unblinkingly at the small company. Their gazes were hard, cold, and full of hate.

      The Skadi ghouls jabbed their spears down into the snow again, and as one, the ice army began to march on the encircled company, their weapons held high and their mouths pulled back in vicious snarls.

      Wind Storm looked at the oncoming ice creatures and said to Wind Melody, “I heard my grandpa say once that curiosity killed the cat. Thanks to you, curiosity might kill the dragon this time!”
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      “Form a ring!” Shap bellowed as he watched the ice creatures close on the company. “Close up. Weapons out. Move!”

      The little company hurriedly shaped a ragged ring as their horses whinnied and danced at the sight of the approaching netherworld beings. Shap and those with bows notched arrows, and moments later, a flight of shafts sped through the air.

      The arrow points struck with such force that the thing’s ice bodies began to crack and splinter. Brynn’s huge shaft blasted into a frozen troll’s body. Seconds later, its fractured body split in half and tumbled into the snow to lie motionless.

      More arrows exploded into the creatures, splintering their frozen bodies. The cracks widened as the things continued to move until there was a loud splintering noise from the fracturing ice.

      One by one, the ice beasts shattered ice bodies wavered and then toppled over to lay unmoving in the snow. Their comrades from behind pressed forward, stepping on the collapsed beasts and cracking them into smaller pieces.

      “Keep firing!” Shap ordered. “Wind Walker, sproggers, dragon fire! Ty, Shane, and Pamlyn, we need your weapons! Pixies and sprites, get up there!”

      Seconds later, Wind Walker, the four sproggers, and the pixies aboard the sprites launched into the air. Their wings beat furiously as they gained height and speed over the ice creatures.

      The Praetors leaped into the air with Pamlyn and Devlin holding tightly onto their flowing manes with one hand while their knees pressed against the flying lions' tawny bodies. They swept low as they joined the dragons in a wide circle over the fantastical beasts

      Ty and Shane whipped out their energy rods, took careful aim, and unleashed a brilliant bolt of force that cut through several ice creatures. The things toppled over and skidded through the snow before stopping in a jumbled mass.

      Wind Walker swooped down over the ice army before unleashing a torrent of dragon fire upon the things. His fire melted the creatures where they stood, turning them into steaming, bubbling water puddles.

      The three sproggers formed a line and dashed across the snowy field, shooting small blobs of dragon fire that burned holes through a crowd of ice trolls. Well-placed shots would take off an arm or sometimes a leg, causing the ice beast to fall over.

      The pixies and sprites erupted into balls of red-hot fire and began to bounce from one creature’s head to another. As they touched, there was a sizzling, scalding sound, and seconds later, the thing’s head melted.

      The headless troll or goblin would stand as if bewildered before stumbling around the field, barging into their companions and sometimes knocking them off their feet.

      Shap yelled out, “Aim at their feet. Knock them over, and they’re helpless!” Bows twanged as those on the ground unleashed another round of arrows at the advancing creatures. Under the impact of the bolts, ice legs cracked and then completely fractured in a shower of ice. Helpless to stand on one leg, the ice thing tumbled into the snow only to have its comrades stomp on it as they passed over.

      Wind Storm stood in the company's middle, watching anxiously as his comrades fought the ice creature army. His heart hung heavy as he realized he was powerless and practically useless in the battle without the rings.

      Suddenly he realized that a gargoyle creature had snuck up on the company without anyone seeing. In each clawed hand, it held an ice sword. It stared straight at Elise, who had her back turned to the thing.

      It trundled forward, raising its swords as if to strike. Without hesitation, Storm plowed ahead, his claws pushing him through the snow toward the frozen beast.

      The thing raised its swords and was about to strike when Storm plowed into the ice creature headfirst. For a moment, the gargoyle wavered before it regained its balance and turned to stare icily at Storm.

      Storm tried to backtrack, but his talons kept slipping in the icy snow. The thing reared back and brought its massive swords downward in a vicious slashing motion.

      Time stopped for Storm. He could see death in the glistening swords as they swept through the air at him. His heartbeat seemed to slow to a standstill as he realized he couldn’t get out of the way in time. The hard, cold blades would stab through his scales, letting his life fluid gush out to stain the ice a dull green color.

      In seconds, he would be dead.

      His only regret was not telling Wind Melody how much he—

      Suddenly, Hamal’s steed was skidding to a stop in front of Wind Storm. Hamal’s ax went up as if to block the beast’s murderous blades. The gargoyle’s swords slashed downward in a thundering blast. Both edges struck Hamal’s ax so violently that it flew out of his hand.

      The thing swung at Hamal’s head, but the young Jubian threw himself off his horse at the last second and landed face-first on the hard ice. Dazed, he lay there as the gargoyle raised its swords to deliver a death blow.

      Suddenly, a bolt of energy brighter than the sun lit up the snow-filled valley. The powerful energy from Pamlyn’s lance sliced into the gargoyle and carved him in half.

      The thing wavered upright for an instant before Wind Storm charged into it and toppled the creature to the ground. Enraged, Storm pounded the ice beast with his talons until it was little more than a hundred broken pieces of ice.

      With the gargoyle dead, Pamlyn turned her lance to rake its energy across the snow-topped landscape. Where it touched, it sliced through a creature with a sizzling sound. Wisps of steam floated upward from the scalding bolt as creature after creature tumbled into the snow.

      Elise had turned just in time to see Hamal leap from his horse and the end of the fight. She hurried over to Hamal and gently turned him over just as Wind Storm slid in next to the two of them.

      For a second, Wind Storm was afraid that Hamal was dead, but then the young Jubian blinked open his eyes, which seemed not to focus before he muttered, “Did I kill it?”

      “No, Hamal,” Elise chuckled, “you didn’t, but you might want to practice leaping from your horse. That was the most inelegant face plant I’ve seen in some time.”

      His head cleared, Hamal glared and said, “I’ll work on it.”

      Elise helped him up, pointed to where his ax lay and slapped him on the back. “Good, now let’s get back in the fight.”

      Glad to see that Hamal was alright, Storm turned and gazed up at the ice maidens. His eyes narrowed as he watched before they widened in sudden realization.

      “Elise! It’s the Skaldi; they’re controlling these creatures somehow. We need to go after them. Stop them, and we stop the creatures.”

      Elise whirled to stare up at the ice maidens. She watched the three weave their spears through the air before repeatedly plunging them into the snow. Nodding in agreement, she said, “You’re right, Wind Storm, you’re absolutely right.”

      She cupped her mouth and yelled, “Wind Walker! The Skaldi! They’re controlling these creatures! Go after them!”

      Wind Walker came to a hover and stared at the Skaldi for a moment before he sped toward Pamlyn and Devlin. “The Skaldi! Stop them, and we stop the attack! Follow me.”

      With Wind Walker leading, the Praetors winged upward toward the Skaldi. Behind them flew the sproggers, and right behind were the sprites.

      “What are those things?” Pamlyn called out, motioning toward the three sisters.

      “Ice Maidens,” Wind Walker dourly replied, “with netherworld powers. We met them before, and they almost killed several of us. They can control cold things like ice and snow.”

      “Like those ice creatures?” Devlin asked, pointing down.

      “Like those ice creatures,” Wind Walker affirmed.

      “Is that so?” Pamlyn huffed. “Well, they haven’t met the power of my ice-melting lance.”

      As the others winged toward the Skaldi, Shap ordered, “Alright, everyone, tighten the ring. We’ve got to hold on until Wind Walker and the others can beat off those witches!”

      The remaining company members pulled back a bit, squeezing their circle down and shortening the distance between each other.

      The ice creatures surged forward again. Their fanged mouths were open wide as if they were screaming angry war cries but not a savage snarl or grinding growl came forth.

      The things raised their longswords, maces, clubs, and war hammers high as they pushed through the snow, the hatred in their ice-cold eyes centered on the little group.

      “Arrows!” Shap commanded. “Take down the front ranks! Shane, Ty, slice through the leaders!”

      A flight of arrows flew from the small company just as Shane and Ty once again shot their energy wands. A cohort of ice creatures went down, their frozen bodies cracked and broken by the company’s sharply-honed bolts.

      Ty’s energy weapon hit a giant goblin in its bulbous stomach tearing open a big hole. The goblin stopped and bent its head down to stare at the cavity before abruptly, its whole midsection gave way, and it crumpled into jagged blocks.

      Shane used her wand as if she were using a knife to slice through ripe melons. She whipped her wand across those beasts in the front ranks with a sideways motion. Frozen heads and arms fell into the snow.

      Gormon shot one arrow after another rapidly. His action was almost mechanical as one bolt was barely gone before he had another notched. Every shaft cracked open an ice beast, felling them one by one.

      Brynn’s huge shafts blasted into the ice beasts, gouging huge holes that began to split and crack the ice until the things fell into the snow. As they lay there, helpless, their surging comrades stepped on them, pushing them further into the slush.

      Suddenly, an enormous ice goblin appeared behind her, wielding a giant war hammer. Seeing that Brynn didn’t see the creature, Wind Storm yelled out, “Brynn! Behind you!”

      Brynn whirled just as the goblin whipped its war hammer at her. At the last instant, she jumped back out of reach. The goblin followed her, swinging its enormous ice hammer. Brynn threw her bow to one side and whipped out her huge sword.

      The goblin slashed its war hammer sideways and caught Brynn’s sword full-on, slamming her around and down into the trampled snow. Seeing Brynn struggling to stand, Wind Storm rushed toward the beast.

      As he slid up to the thing’s leg, he opened his mouth wide and bit down with all his might. The ice leg shattered under his powerful fangs. For an instant, the goblin teetered unbalanced on one leg, flailing his arms about as he tried to stand upright.

      Brynn pushed herself up and swung her double-edged sword into the thing’s other leg with all her might. The frozen limb cracked in half, and the ice goblin fell face forward into the snow. A violent second blow by Brynn left it headless.

      Breathing heavily, Brynn turned to Wind Storm and gave him a quick salute with her sword. “You have my thanks, Storm,” she rasped before she ran for her bow.

      Wind Storm spit out jagged bits of ice and grimaced. “Even frozen, they still taste horrible.”

      Wind Walker swept up the mountainside, his eyes centered on the ice maidens. He turned to Pamlyn, whose Praetor matched him wingbeat for wingbeat. “Can you reach them with your lance from here?”

      “I think so,” she answered, bringing the Lance of Gae Debuide level as she aimed.

      A second later, a bolt of energy, dazzling bright like lightning, exploded from the lance’s tip. It flashed across the distance right at the Skaldi ice maidens.

      However, at the last instant, the three witches whipped their spear wands up. A massive shield of thick ice sprang up in front of the three.

      The bolt from Pamlyn’s lance blasted into the glistening shield squarely. Ice shards fountained outward, and a cloud of steam momentarily enveloped the Skaldi’s shelter. However, when the mist cleared, the Skaldi’s cracked shield still protected the three ice witches.

      Pamlyn and Wind Walker exchanged a glance. “Hit it again, Pamlyn,” Wind Walker urged.

      Pamlyn nodded, leveled the lance, and another energy bolt hit the Skaldi’s defense an instant later. Though fractured even further, the shield still held firm when the steam wafted away.

      “Impossible,” Pamlyn muttered. “Nothing stands against my lance.”

      “It would seem,” Wind Walker growled, “until now.”

      Wind Melody came alongside and said, “If Pamlyn’s lance can’t break through that shield, our dragon fire won’t fare any better, Wind Walker.”

      “So I surmised,” Wind Walker dryly replied.

      He glanced over his shoulder at those on the ground as he heard Devlin say, “They’re barely holding on down there.”

      “As long as those Skaldi,” Fury snarled, “hide behind their shield, those ice things will just keep coming.”

      Wind Walker curled his neck and head toward Pamlyn and said, “Does your lance have at least one more burst of energy?”

      “I—I think so,” she answered.

      “Stay here,” he said. “If those Skaldi show themselves, let’em have it. I’ve got an idea of how to break through that shield.”

      He turned and ordered, “You sprites and pixies, stay here. You sproggers, come with me.”

      Wind Walker spun in the air, pressed his wings tight against his body, and dove down toward those on the ground, picking up speed as he fell. Wind Melody, Delight, Fury, and Grand Wind followed right on his tail.

      Just as they reached the valley floor, Wind Walker and the sproggers spread their wings and flattened out. Their speed was such that as they passed over the ice creatures, they flung aside a whole row as if some Titan’s hand swatted at the things.

      Wind Walker roared up to the little group and thundered, “Shane! Ty! Get on my back. We need you up there.”

      With a muffled thump, he landed in the middle of the company. As he did, he shouted at Melody and the other sproggers who winged overhead, “You sproggers, stay here and help.”

      Wind Melody dove down and hovered over Wind Storm. “How ya doin’ Stormy?”

      He scowled as he said, “A word of warning. Don’t bite into one of these things. They taste like frozen putrid turnips.”

      “Eww,” she replied and called back as she winged after the other sproggers, “I’ll keep that in mind!”

      Shane and Ty galloped up, slid off their horses, and ran to Wind Walker. He extended his leg and flattened himself a little to make it easier for them to climb up to his neck saddle.

      As they did, he swung his head to Elise. “We need their weapons and Pamlyn’s lance to punch through that shield and see if we can’t reach the Skaldi.”

      He paused and then grimly said, “If it doesn’t work—”

      “It’ has to work,” she bleakly stated, “or we’ll end up like these creatures. Frozen corpses in the snow.”

      As Shane and Ty settled into Wind Walker’s neck saddle, Wind Storm hurried up to his grandfather and called, “What if you can’t reach the Skaldi? We’re not enough here to hold off these ice things.”

      Wind Walker quickly answered, “It’ll just have to work unless you have a better idea.”

      Wind Storm hesitated and then said, “I might have.”

      “Let’s hear it, pup. We don’t have much time.”

      Storm hurriedly explained his idea about the Skaldi and then turned to Elise. “Your amulet. We haven’t used it for a while, but could it work against these things?”

      Elise reached inside her shirt and pulled the amulet out by its chain. It held a dull shine, and no light shone in the tinted spaces nor the golden orb in the middle.

      She held it close to Wind Storm, and the amulet glowed faintly for a moment before dimming again. Elise’s eyebrows noticeably rose as she gazed at Wind Storm before a tiny smile lifted the corners of her mouth.

      “How interesting,” she murmured.

      “What’s interesting?” Wind Walker asked.

      “Nothing, nothing,” Elise hurriedly answered, “just an old woman babbling to herself.”

      She turned to stare at the advancing ice creatures and knew in her heart that they would face a cruel death if they didn’t have help. She mumbled low under her breath, “You knew it would come to this, Elise; you have no choice.”

      “What did you say?” Wind Walker asked.

      “I said,” Elise replied with a long sigh, “that I think it just might work, but your grandson and I must do it together.”

      “Me?” Storm stammered.

      “Yes, you,” Elise stated, then turned to Wind Walker. “Get back up there. Punch a hole in that ice shield, and when you do, Storm and I will take care of business down here.”

      “Hold tight,” Wind Walker ordered Shane and Ty. He spread his wings, crouched, and then sprang into the air. A moment later, he furiously flapped his wings as he rose in the sky and headed toward the Skaldi’s bulwark.

      Those on the ground desperately fought to hold on as the ice creatures surged forward in another attack. Reyna battled an ice goblin who pounded at her sword with its huge mace. As the thing struck at Reyna’s blade, chips of ice flew off its weapon, but not enough to weaken its blows. Each slashing strike from the goblin pushed Reyna and Aiko back as Reyna struggled to ward off the thing.

      For an instant, she considered whirling Aiko away from the thing. She quickly discounted that thought as it would open a hole in the company’s defenses and expose her comrades to an attack from the side.

      Reyna could feel her arm tiring from the constant blows from the goblin. Anxiously, she tried to find a way to escape or take the attack to the ice monster. However, nothing came to mind except keeping her sword between her and the thing’s deadly weapon.

      “Next time, Reyna,” she gasped as the beast landed a particularly vicious blow, “if you want to go on a quest to find yourself, try a library book.”

      Suddenly, the thing sideswiped Reyna, catching her off-guard. Its strike caught her in the side and almost flung her off Aiko. Still holding onto her reins, she pulled Aiko’s head around so hard that the animal floundered and went to the ground on its side.

      Reyna’s leg was caught under her horse as Aiko struggled to regain its footing. A shadow crossed Reyna’s eyes, and she looked up at the goblin towering over her. It raised its mace high triumphantly as a sneer cracked its fiendish face.

      Just as it was about to bring its mace down in a death-dealing blow, Reyna caught a flash of black out of the corner of her eye. Atop Tam, Shap’s blade whistled in the air as he delivered a ferocious slash into the goblin’s leg.

      The thing’s ice limb shattered into a hundred pieces. For a moment, the beast stood stunned, looking at its missing leg with a perplexed, confused stare. Then, it toppled over into the snow.

      As Aiko stood upright and freed Reyna’s leg, the young woman grabbed her sword from where it landed in the snow. Slipping on the snow, she stumbled to the prone goblin and blasted through its mace-carrying arm with a brutal strike.

      With a whinnying cry of anger, Aiko reared on her two hind legs and came down with her foreleg hooves on the thing's head, splitting it in half.

      With the ice beast dead, Reyna slid back into the saddle and, grinning, patted Aiko’s neck. “I never knew you had it in you, girl, but I like it!”

      Shap came riding up, breathing hard. “You alright?”

      “Thanks to you,” Reyna answered.

      He smiled and said, “I hit’em high, and you hit’em low. We make a pretty good team.”

      Reyna returned his smile with her own. “I’ve always thought so.”

      “You two,” Elise growled as she rode up, “can make with the starry eyes later. In case you hadn’t noticed, they’re coming at us again.”

      She looked to where Wind Walker had just joined with Pamlyn, Devlin, and the sprites and pixies. “We’ve got to hold on for a bit longer.”

      “If we can,” Shap muttered as he unleashed an arrow straight into a gargoyle’s face.

      Wind Walker hovered beside the Praetors and said, “Pamlyn, join your lance’s energy with Shane’s and Ty’s weapons. Burn a hole in that ice shield.”

      He turned to the sprites and pixies. “When you see that hole, this is what you do.”

      He hurriedly explained Wind Storm’s idea. “Got it?”

      “We make’em big slushy faces,” Dim declared, “all melty and squishy.”

      “No,” Kip retorted, “we make’em into teeny tiny slushy, melty, squishy faces.”

      “I don’t care if they’re big or small,” Wind Walker growled, “just get in there and distract them!”

      He turned to Pamlyn. “Ready?”

      She brought her lance to bear. “Ready.”

      “Alright, Shane, Ty,” Wind Walker ordered, “open fire!”

      Shane and Ty brought their energy wands up and aimed. A small pillar of fire hit the ice shield a moment later. With a burst of flaming force, Pamlyn’s lance joined with Shane’s and Ty’s weapons.

      The three held their weapons steady on one spot as a giant hissing sound filled the air. A cloud of roiling steam began to lift and swell as the ice started to dissolve.

      “That’s it!” Wind Walker exulted. “Keep at it. Burn all the way through. You sprites, get ready!”

      Seconds later, the Skaldi screeched in disbelief as a wide hole formed in their shield. “Now!” Wind Storm bellowed.

      Shane’s, Ty’s, and Pamlyn’s weapons instantly went silent. With Kip and Dim holding on, the two sprites zipped through the horse-sized hole. As they did, they burst into flames and dashed across the icy, pale faces of the Skaldi.

      The ice maidens shrieked in terror as they suddenly found themselves blinded by the sprites’ and pixies’ sun-hot fire. They brought their clawed hands to their pale, blue eyes, but the sprites whirled around and sliced across the Skaldi’s claws.

      The three Skaldi writhed and screamed in pain as the sprites whipped around to their backside and torched their backs.

      With their attention diverted away from their protective shield, its ice began to crack. Huge fissures showed in the bulwark as, from the bottom, enormous chunks fell away. Seconds later, with a deafening roar, the whole thing collapsed.

      Wind Walker whirled in the air and bellowed with all his might, “Elise! Now!”

      With that, he and the Praetors charged forward. Shane, Ty, and Pamlyn lowered their weapons, ready to strike the Skaldi with their full force.

      Sensing their danger, the Skaldi threw up their hands, and shards of ice shaped like sharp, tiny spears flew upward from the ice shield toward Wind Walker and the others.

      “Look out!” Wind Walker shouted and dove away with the Praetors winging alongside.

      On the ground, at Wind Walker’s shout, Elise jumped off White Flame and clutched the amulet tightly as she hurried to Wind Storm. “It’s time, Wind Storm,” she firmly announced.

      “For what?” Storm answered.

      “To melt these things,” she replied in a snarl.

      She held the amulet close to Wind Storm and said, “Concentrate; picture these things becoming nothing more than pools of water.”

      “Elise,” Wind Storm moaned, “I don’t have the rings, remember?”

      “I know that,” she snapped. “Concentrate anyway!”

      Storm shrugged, saying, “Won’t do any good, but if you say so.”

      He closed his eyes as Elise held the amulet close to Wind Storm. As it began to glow, she closed her eyes, raised her burled staff high, and fiercely chanted, Deigh gu uisge, deigh gu uisge.

      Her voice rose in volume and determination, Deigh gu uisge, deigh gu uisge, until in a loud commanding voice she cried out, Deigh gu uisge, deigh gu uisge!”

      The amulet flared as bright as the sun, and a wave of force and power exploded outward from it. Harmlessly, it passed through the company and struck the ice creatures’ army.

      There was silence in the valley for a moment as the frozen beasts stood immobilized. Then, they began to vibrate violently as if a Titan’s hand held them tightly in its grip and tried to shake them apart.

      Then, there was a whooshing, sizzling sound as if the Titan had thrown the ice creatures into a furnace. Instantly, with a loud gush, they melted into large pools of steaming water.

      At the sizzling sound, Wind Storm opened his eyes and grinned wide at the sight of the pools of water. “Elise, it worked!” he yelped. “You did it! They’re gone!”

      He turned to her, and instantly, his grin disappeared.

      Elise lay on the ground, her staff at her side. Her hair was completely white except for a tiny wisp of brown down the center.

      Storm sucked in a breath as he stared, for her face wore a frozen death mask.
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      “Elise? Elise?” Reyna called in a soft, tender voice. She gently lifted Elise’s head into her lap and caressed her cheek. “Elise, can you hear me?”

      “She still breathes,” Brynn announced as the giantess kneeled beside Elise, “but I see no wound marks or blood anywhere.”

      “It was whatever power she used,” Wind Storm said, “to melt those ice things. It must have affected her in some way.”

      The small group turned at the sound of wings and watched as Wind Walker and the sproggers landed nearby, followed by the Praetors. Aboard Wind Walker, the sprites and pixies slept, exhausted by their fire duel with the Skaldi.

      As Shane and Ty slid off Wind Walker, Shap hurriedly asked, “The Skaldi?”

      “Like before,” Wind Walker replied, “they up and disappeared.”

      He lumbered close to where Elise lay and mournfully asked, “Is she—”

      “No, she’s not dead,” Shap answered, “but we think that the power she used to melt those creatures rendered her unconscious.”

      He glanced around to ensure everyone else in the company was alright and said, “It appears she’s the only one hurt. Somehow the rest of us came through unscathed.”

      At just that moment, Elise coughed and struggled to open her eyes. She moaned and then slowly blinked her eyes open. She stared at the circle of concerned faces and muttered, “Interesting. I take it I’ve not died and climbed the Golden Stairs, as none of you remotely resemble any of the gods of the Parthenon.”

      “Well, except for me,” Ty quipped, “you take it right, Elise.”

      Reyna shook her head at Ty’s jest and said to Elise, “You were unconscious for a bit.”

      “Unconscious, eh?” Elise frowned.

      “Yes, and the power of your amulet worked,” Reyna said. “The ice beasts are gone. You turned those frozen creatures into puddles of water.”

      “The Skaldi are gone, too,” Wind Walker added.

      Elise moved slightly and grimaced as she said, “Puddles of water, eh? Of which I seem to be lying in one. My whole backside is soaked. Help me stand.”

      Concerned, Reyna asked, “Are you sure you’re well enough to get on your feet?”

      “Better than lying in cold water,” Elise snapped, “until I’m completely soaked through and through.”

      With Reyna’s and Brynn’s help, Elise stood on shaky legs. She slowly straightened and took a deep breath before turning to Wind Storm. “You may not have the rings, young dragon, but that hasn’t affected your brain. Your ideas probably saved us, Wind Storm.”

      “Indeed,” Wind Walker nodded approvingly.

      Wind Melody, standing next to Storm, nudged him with a shoulder. “Nice goin’, Stormy.”

      Wind Storm didn’t respond as he and most everyone else stared at Elise with puzzled expressions. Seeing the look on their faces, Elise growled, “What are you all staring at?”

      “Uh,” Ty stammered, “your hair—it’s completely white, except for a tiny strip of brown in the center. Did you freeze your hair in the snow or sumpin’?”

      “Ty,” Shane scoffed, “hair doesn’t turn white from freezing.”

      “Then it must have been sumpin’ else,” Ty remarked, “cause it looks like she’s wearing snowflakes.”

      Elise reached to her shoulders and brought strands of her snow-white hair in front of her to stare. She gazed at the strands for a long while before softly saying, “No, Ty, Shane is absolutely right. Hair doesn’t turn white from freezing, so yes, as you say, it was sumpin’ else.”

      She shook her head and dropped the strands. “But enough of that. We need to get off this mountain before we all freeze to death. Shap, get us going.”

      It didn’t take long for the company to form up and begin slogging through the shallow pools of water and mud.

      Wind Melody eased close to Wind Storm as they marched along and murmured, “You’re awfully quiet. What’s on your mind?”

      “Uh, I was thinking about the battle,” Storm replied, telling Melody how Hamal had saved Storm’s life but almost lost his life in the effort.

      “I’m glad Hamal was there,” Melody replied. “And so grateful for what he did for you.”

      Wind Storm hesitated before wondering, “Mel, how do you ever repay someone who almost died for you in saving your life?”

      They walked a little farther before Melody said, “I guess you repay them by making sure your life was worth saving.”

      Wind Storm stopped and gazed at Melody. “Yeah,” he murmured, “you’re right. That’s exactly what you do.”

      They walked on, not speaking for quite a while before Melody leaned toward Storm and whispered, “That’s kinda weird about Elise’s hair, isn’t it?”

      Wind Storm nodded and said, “I guess, but what do we know about Drach hair? As far as I know, it might be normal.”

      “Umm, maybe, but the other Drachs didn’t think so. I think whatever magical power was in the amulet turned it white.”

      Wind Storm was silent for a long moment before saying, “I don’t think anyone else heard this, but I did. Just before she used the amulet, she said to herself, ‘You knew it would come to this, Elise; you have no choice.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “What was she saying? What does it mean?”

      “I’m not sure, but it sounded like she knew that if she used the amulet as she did, it would hurt her.”

      “Hurt her? She seems fine now.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. The amulet changed her hair somehow. Maybe it did other things to her we can’t see.”

      They walked on before Wind Melody said, “I don’t like the sound of that, Stormy. We need Elise, now more than ever.”

      “I know, Mel,” Storm sighed, “how well I know.”

      A bit further in front of the group, Shap and Reyna had their horses side by side, walking slowly through the slop.

      Shap stared straight ahead with his eyebrows furrowed together as if he were in deep thought. Reyna glanced over at him, saw his stern expression, and asked, “I can see the wheels turning; you’ve got something on your mind.”

      “Several, actually,” he admitted, “but then again, you’d be surprised to know I can think of more than one thing at a time.”

      “Not surprised at all,” she replied.

      The two rode on, not speaking, but after a bit, Shap said, “You keep looking at me sideways. Is my profile on that side more handsome than the other side?”

      Reyna snorted. “Handsome? Sir, methinks you’ve not looked into a mirror in a while, or you wouldn’t be making such an error-filled statement.”

      “Ouch. And here I thought we were friends.”

      “We are. Good friends working on becoming best friends.”

      Shap’s lips twitched in a tiny smile, but he didn’t reply. A little later, he noticed Reyna glancing at him sideways again. A bit exasperated, he blurted, “Reyna, what in the world are you looking at or for?”

      “Not looking at or for,” she replied, “I was just waiting for your brain to explode from all that thinking you’re doing. Care to share what’s knocking about in that head of yours?”

      “Nothing’s knocking about in my head.”

      Reyna snorted. “Really? I know that look. You’re trying to wrap your thoughts around something, and it keeps slipping away. Why don’t you try it out on me? Maybe I can help you get a grip on that slippery notion of yours.”

      Shap turned slightly and met her serious eyes before looking over his shoulder to ensure no one was close enough to hear.

      “Alright, princess, try and wrap your head around this. How did the Skaldi find us and lay that trap we so conveniently walked into?”

      Reyna’s mouth dropped open slightly as she returned his stare. “Uh, well, I guess the same way they found us the first time.”

      Shap shrugged a little. “Maybe.”

      “Oh, no,” Reyna gasped slightly and spoke in hushed tones, “you think they knew we would come this way. Someone told them—someone within the company. You still think we have a turncoat among us.”

      “I don’t think,” Shap muttered darkly, “I’m sure of it.”

      “And, of course, if I asked you to point a finger at our supposed traitor, I know exactly to whom your finger would point.”

      “Not fair. You read my mind.”

      Reyna chuckled, “On some things, I don’t have to read your mind; it’s as obvious as the sun shining in the sky.”

      She shook her head and said, “Shap, if that were the case, why would Adon be fighting as hard as anyone else against those frozen beasts?”

      “To save his own skin.”

      “Really? It seems to me that if you’re going to lead the company into a trap, the least you would do is ensure that those creatures know you’re a friend and not a foe. From where I stood, it looked like they were trying as hard to kill him as any of us.”

      Shap frowned and said, “Reyna, you believe what you want. I know that our very own little Wilder is selling us out, and I will do everything I can to prove it!

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to scout ahead. Never know what trap he’s laid ahead of us on the off chance that we would manage to get out of his last one alive.”

      He squeezed his knees together, and Tam broke into a canter. Reyna watched him go, frowned, and then said to Aiko, “That man really should be riding a mule. He’s as stubborn as one, so they would make a perfect pair!”

      By late afternoon, as the sun started its slide toward nightfall, the company was well on their way down the mountainside. The mountain’s slope on this side was much gentler, and the company made good time in reaching the tree-carpeted surrounding foothills.

      When the company reached the first stream-crossed meadow, Shap called a halt. “This would make for a good night site. Water and forage for the horses.”

      He pointed at the surrounding woodlands and said, “We could send out some hunting parties and hopefully bring home some venison.”

      “I’m all for that,” Ty grunted. “My stomach’s so empty that I sound like a hollow drum every time I speak.”

      “Umm, I think that’s your head and not your stomach, brother,” Shane grinned.

      “Very funny, Sis,” Ty replied.

      Shap ignored the two and turned to Pamlyn and Devlin. “How do your Praetors normally hunt?”

      Pamlyn and Devlin exchanged glances before Pamlyn said, “Usually from the air, and they’re quite good at it.”

      She turned to Wind Walker and said, “If you would let them sky, they might be able to bring back enough for us all.”

      “We didn’t see any snakeheads coming down,” Adon pointed out.

      “Which doesn’t necessarily mean they’re not out there,” Shap retorted.

      “The hunted would be wise,” Gormon softly said, “to consider clear skies as a trap for the unwary.”

      “And no doubt for us on the ground a snare with every step?” Adon sneered.

      “Undoubtedly,” Gormon placidly replied.

      Before Adon could retort, Elise turned to Shap and asked, “How far to the River Serene?”

      Shap ran a hand through his hair and pursed his lips as he considered her question. “From what I remember, umm, at best, another two days, maybe three.”

      Seeing Elise’s eyebrows furrow in thought, Adon abruptly demanded, “You’re not considering that we travel farther today, are you? We need the rest, and this is a good campsite.”

      “Eh?” Elise replied. “No, no. I agree that this is a good stopping point. I was wondering if perhaps we should hunt until we have enough meat to help us push through to the river without having to hunt again.”

      “Something bothering you, Elise?” Wind Walker asked.

      Elise thoughtfully nodded. “For some reason, I feel an urgency to get to the river. That time is not on our side.”

      “Isn’t that how you always feel?” Adon grumped.

      “These days, I suppose so,” Elise sighed.

      “I agree with Elise,” Shap said, “let’s get some hunting parties out and try to get enough meat to last several days.”

      “Agreed,” Adon replied.

      “What about our Praetors?” Pamlyn asked. “They’re too big to stalk on the ground silently.”

      “She’s right,” Wind Walker admitted. “Notwithstanding Gormon’s wise observation, perhaps it would be best to allow them and the sproggers to take to the sky.”

      “Eyes in the sky and on the ground,” Reyna observed, “might make for a quicker hunt.”

      “Enough talk,” Adon urged, “let’s hunt. We’re wasting daylight.”

      “For once, he makes sense,” Shap muttered. “Alright, Pamlyn, you and Atimba, along with Gormon and Brynn, to the west. Devlin, you, and Malkat, along with Shane and Ty, to the northwest.

      “Wind Delight and Fury, along with Shane and Ty, take true north. Grand Wind along with Adon to the east, Wind Melody, along with myself and—”

      “Me,” Reyna hurriedly interjected.

      With a slight smile, Shap said, “Reyna, to the south. Let’s go.”

      As the hunters hurriedly checked bows and arrows, Reyna eased close to Shap and whispered, “Look at Elise; she looks so tired as if she’s aged a hundred years.”

      Shap turned to see past Tam’s sleek neck to where Elise sat slumped on a fallen tree. Her head was bent as if she stared at the ground, and her silky white hair seemed to flow almost to the ground. She loosely clasped her hands together, and her burled staff lay against one shoulder.

      She did look wearied, but Shap muttered, “Maybe so, but not so much than the rest of us.”

      “I still can’t get over what happened to her hair. I mean, it’s been changing a little bit since we’ve been together. But for it to suddenly become all white, well, it’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Really?” Shap snorted as he tightened Tam’s cinches. “You’ve seen Wind Storm’s power rings, dragons, pixies, Dark Masters, a mountain-sized bear, Ice Maidens, Fairyland, and a dozen or more fantastic things, and Elise’s white hair is the most incredible thing you’ve ever seen?”

      “Alright, alright,” Reyna huffed as she adjusted her bow across her bow. “Other than Storm’s power rings, I was talking about our company.”

      “I see,” Shap replied as he stepped into his stirrups and pulled himself into his saddle. “Want to know what’s the most incredible thing I’ve seen about our company?”

      “Of course,” Reyna replied as she settled into her saddle.

      Shap leaned close and whispered, “That we’re still alive.”
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      Master Vyn, leader of the Dark Masters, stared at the seven who sat with their heads bowed in a submissive posture. He rarely called all of them to council, but it was now needful as they grew closer to their ultimate goal. To seize Erdron and begin the eradication of those who did not belong. The gods created Erdron for dragons; only dragons would roam her forests, dales, mountains, and rills when he was through.

      He smiled thinly as his eyes went down the line and noted that their muzzles touched the cold stone floor showing total obedience. He stopped at the last one, and his eyes went hard.

      All had their muzzles to the floor but one.

      Vyn’s cat eyes narrowed in suspicion as he studied Wind Taurus, whose scaled muzzle almost touched the rock surface, but not quite. A snarl began to rumble deep in his throat. He started to raise his giant foreclaws to reach out and choke the life out of Taurus, but just as his talons slightly lifted off his raised rocky perch, he hesitated.

      As a lesson to the others, I could easily slay him here and now. But Taurus is smart, almost as intelligent as me. He is the ablest among this pitiful crew to accomplish even seemingly impossible tasks.

      I could raise another, but would I get one as adept as Taurus, or would I get another mediocre, spineless minion like the others?

      Vyn inhaled and exhaled, with the air rushing out as a deep rumbling sigh. No. Not now. At some point, I will kill him. Unfortunately, for now, I need him.

      “Taurus!”

      Taurus jerked his head up. “Yes, Sire?”

      “The Wilders?”

      Taurus straightened a little as he spoke. “I ensured they paid dearly for their grievous error in judgment. They won’t make that mistake again, nor anything like it.”

      “Excellent. What else?”

      “They now eagerly await your command to mount an attack against an enemy of your choosing. In the meantime, as you commanded, they search for Storm and his company.”

      “They know what to do if they capture him?”

      “They do Great One. There will be no mistakes this time. They know that another error will result in blood payment on their part.”

      Vyn rumbled low in his throat. “Do they understand that another foul-up means that I will slay every Wilder adult, every Wilder child, leaving their dragons under my domain?”

      “Yes, Master Vyn. I left no doubt in their mind as to the consequences.”

      “Very good.”

      He turned to Wind Sear. “What of the Dyrfolken’s lance of power? Do you have it?”

      Sear’s whole body seemed to sink so low it was as if he wanted to hide under the stone.

      When he didn’t answer, Vyn roared, “Well! Where is it?”

      “Great One,” Sear meekly began, “the lance is, well, it’s . . . it’s . . .”

      “It’s what?” Vyn bellowed.

      “It’s disappeared, Master, along with the Dyrfolken.”

      “What!” Vyn’s lip scales drew back in a snarl. “What do you mean they’ve disappeared?”

      “Just that, Master Vyn. They are not in their cloud home that floats above the sea. It is empty. There is no one there. I have searched and still search, but I haven’t found them or the lance yet.”

      He bobbed his head and hastily added, “But I will. Rest assured; I will.”

      Vyn extended his head and neck until he breathed on Wind Sear, who cowered under Vyn’s glare. “Rest?” he hissed in an icy cold tone, “Perhaps I should give you eternal rest for your ineptitude.”

      “Master, please,” Sear choked, “I will find the lance and place it in your talons.”

      “My talons?” Vyn crooned. “These talons?” he asked as he raised one massive claw over Sear. Then, like a striking viper, the claw smashed into Sear, sending him crashing into a sidewall.

      Dazed by the blow, the malformed scarlet lay there for a moment before he struggled to his feet. Limping a little, Sear dragged himself back into the line. “How did this happen?” Vyn demanded. “How did the Dyrfolken just disappear?”

      Sear swallowed and whispered, “Mighty One, I do not know.”

      Vyn’s purple face turned dark with rage as he curled and uncurled his foreclaws. A sudden thought caught his mind. Someone warned them that I was coming for the lance. And that caused them to flee.

      His narrowed in suspicion as he stared at the seven. Was it one of them? Would one of them dare such a thing?

      Vyn slowly shook his head to himself. No, not one of them. That did not feel right. Then who?

      A snarl grew in his throat and erupted in a brilliant, fiery flaming column of dragon fire that seared the stone roof high above.

      “Sear!” Vyn bellowed. “Find the Dyrfolken and find out who warned them to flee. Bring me the lance. You have one more chance to obey me. Fail, and there will be no place on Erdron that I can’t find you, you worthless scum. Do you understand me?”

      Sear meekly bowed as a tiny tremble shook his scales. The other six Dark Masters didn’t raise their heads or dare to look at him but kept their gazes fixed on the rock at their feet.

      “That goes for all of you!” Vyn shouted. “Do my will or do not return. But know I will hunt you down and end your miserable lives between my claws if you disappoint me.”

      He rapidly gave his orders to the other six and was about to turn away when a sudden thought stopped him. He swung his head to Taurus. “That worthless witch, Morena. Is she dead?”

      Taurus started as he realized he had forgotten all about Morena after his battle with Storm. He caught himself and smoothly answered. “Yes, Sire, she is dead.”

      “Good. What about her trolls and Kai?”

      “The last I saw, they had dispersed.”

      Vyn slowly shook his head and rumbled low, “That will not do. We need them to stay organized. They have their uses. Find someone to take Morena’s place as their leader.”

      He thought for a moment. “Perhaps that worm Jash could do the job.”

      “I will see to it, Sire.”

      “Good. Remember, both Tremont and the Northern Kingdom shall be mine. They have their uses—” he cracked a wide leer, “until I utterly destroy them.”

      “Of course. I understand and will set things in motion.”

      Vyn gave his underlings one last baleful glare and waved them off with a dismissive talon.

      Once the Dark Masters reached the exit of the massive tunnel that led from Vyn’s Great Room to the outside, one by one, they lifted off until only Taurus and Sear were left.

      Taurus gazed at Sear for a long moment. Sear’s eyes held a frightened stare.

      “You came close to death back there, my friend,” Taurus said.

      “I know,” Sear swallowed. “But he doesn’t understand that I don’t have the powers of Sight as he does. I searched for the lance—I did, Taurus!”

      “I know, I know,” Taurus soothingly replied. “He is a hard taskmaster and has little understanding of all that we do for him with our limited powers.”

      “He’s going to kill me, Taurus,” Sear lamented, “I know he will.”

      “Not if you find the Dyrfolken and the lance.”

      Sear looked over his shoulder and then swung his head close to Taurus. “I don’t know where to look anymore. He’s given me an impossible task, and I will die because of his unrealistic expectations. Why couldn’t he have done a Sight and told me where they were?”

      Taurus smiled to himself. Just the ripe opening that he needed. “Sear, have you noticed that Master Vyn rarely does Sights anymore? Why, for example, does he not do a Sight to tell us where Wind Storm is so that we can destroy him?”

      Sear’s brow scales came together as he considered Taurus’s question. After a moment, he stammered, “I—I hadn’t thought about it before, but now, yes, you’re right. He rarely uses his Sight to help us.”

      “And why is that?” Taurus asked smoothly.

      “I—I don’t know. Do you?”

      “I do,” Taurus nodded. “But don’t ask me a question unless you’re willing to hear the answer, no matter how uncomfortable it makes you.”

      Sear stared at Taurus for a long moment before he slowly nodded. “I’m listening.”

      “Master Vyn is losing his powers.”

      “What!”

      “He grows weaker. He’s unable to do Sights or project power as he once did. And you want to know who will pay for his weakness? You. Me. The rest of us, Dark Masters. Why do you think he was so angry with you? It wasn’t anything you did; it was his own inability to wield the power he once had to help you.”

      “I was his excuse for his own incompetence,” Sear stated.

      “Exactly. What’s worse, do you know where this will lead?”

      “Where?”

      “To our deaths, that’s where. Think about what I’ve said, Sear. Several of us have been considering our situation for a while now. In the meantime, I’ll help you look for the Dyrfolken and that infernal lance.”

      “You will? But what about—”

      “Don’t worry,” Taurus answered airily, “I can take care of what I need to do and help you at the same time.”

      Sear’s gaze turned hard. “And what do you want from me in exchange for your aid? I know you, Taurus; your assistance does not come without a price.”

      “My price?” Taurus replied. “Simple. I’ll help you, but if in the future, if I need your help, you’ll help me.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      Sear met Taurus’s frank look with his own questioning stare for a long moment before he slowly nodded. “Done. Where do we start?”

      “That’s easy enough, but Vyn was too stupid to see it.”

      “See what?”

      “Where would it naturally go if the lance does not come to us?”

      Sear’s mouth slowly dropped open before he growled, “To our enemies.”

      “Of course.”

      Taurus turned to look at the forest that led to the west. “Wind Storm is out there, and no doubt, the one who carries the lance searches for him. Just as we gather our army, Wind Storm is gathering his. As we know what is coming, so does Wind Storm and he knows that alone, he cannot stand against us. He needs allies.”

      He drew in a deep breath. “Find Storm, and you will find the lance. Find them and—”

      “We capture both of them,” Sear snarled, “and give them to Master Vyn.”

      “Of course,” Wind Taurus murmured and then thought to himself, or I keep them for myself, so I can kill Vyn and become the Master.

      He glanced sideways at Sear. And kill you, too, of course.
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      Cara leaned forward in Strong Wind’s neck saddle. She squinted, trying to see what moved on the yellow-brown rolling hills on the far horizon. Below her was a forest of small pines pockmarked by small meadows. The trees swept out until they thinned just before the knolls. But what moved on those prominences was what held her attention. Frustrated, she snarled, “Oh, bosh and bunkum, my puny eyes cannot make out what moves. What do your keen eyes see, Strong Wind?”

      “To our right,” Strong Wind rumbled, “in the far distance are silvery streams that seem to flow up and over the hills, though I know that water does not flow uphill.”

      “That would be the Kai,” Cara stated.

      “To our far left,” Strong Wind observed, “are what looks like green blobs that ooze over the countryside.”

      “Trolls,” Cara growled.

      “And . . .” Strong Wind’s deep voice momentarily faded as he stretched his neck out to see better.

      “And?” Cara pressed.

      “A distance beyond the last range of hills,” Strong Wind replied, “are horsemen that carry what appear to be long spears.”

      “Horsemen with pikes? Hussars?” Cara asked incredulously. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Strong Wind replied.

      “And they are not attacking the trolls or Kai or vice versa?”

      “No, though they are quite some distance behind the trolls and Kai. Still, I would think they must be aware of each other.”

      “Incredible,” Cara murmured. “Do you see anything else?”

      “I can make out archers behind the pikemen,” Strong Wind replied, “and there is something . . .” His voice trailed off as his wings slowed, and he almost came to a hover.

      Cara immediately sensed something was wrong. “Strong Wind, what is it?”

      The huge emerald took a moment before he all but snarled, “Past the archers are ballistae—dragon killers!”

      Cara sucked in a breath. “Ballistae!”

      “Yes,” Strong Wind spit out. “At least a dozen or more.”

      The snarl in his throat rose to an angry growl. “Too many of us went to the Final Sleep because of those infernal machines.”

      Cara’s sigh was long and deep. “I remember all too well.”

      As was her habit, she chewed on her lower lip as her eyes narrowed in thought. Neither said anything for long moments before Cara asked, “The horsemen, can you see the colors of their pennants, by any chance?”

      Strong Wind stretched out his neck again, and his eyes narrowed as he stared intently at the distant column of Hussars. “Umm, dark green in the center, and I believe there is a black bordering though it is difficult to make out.”

      “Dark green bordered in black,” Cara murmured before her eyes grew wide. “Are there figures of two tawny-colored Tygers in the pennant’s center?”

      “There is something brown in the middle,” Strong Wind acknowledged, “but its smallness and with the wind flapping the flags about, I cannot describe its shape.”

      “Green pennants bordered in black,” Cara all but snarled, “with two Tygers is the House emblem of King Charl of Tremont!”

      Strong Wind slightly swung his head to one side so that one eye gazed at Cara. “We’ve seen the nasty work of the trolls and Kai on your border’s edges. But does this mean that Tremont marches on your realm as well?”

      “It would seem so,” Cara mused, “but it doesn’t make sense.”

      She gazed toward the far horizon. Would Charl actually declare war? But why? He’s always shunned contact with other realms unless . . .

      She bit down on her lip. He must know we’re weakened. The death of Tavin and Adrian. The separation of our family. The destruction of Wynsur Castle.

      Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. He must also think I am still missing, perhaps even dead, and no one sits on the throne. How does he know? Spies? Paid informants?  Did one of them tell him what happened at Wynsur and me, and that is why he marches?

      She blinked several times as her thoughts swirled in her head. How does he control the trolls and Kai to the point they march practically alongside his men without coming to blows?

      Cara studied the far horizon for several long seconds. But why send only a small contingent of his army? Does he really think the trolls and Kai are sufficient to overwhelm the realm?

      Strong Wind’s deep rumble interrupted her deliberations. “You’re deep in your thoughts, Cara Wynsur.”

      She started at his voice and said, “Sorry. For years, the Tremont realm wanted nothing more than isolation from the outside world. Yet, now it appears Charl sends a force against us.”

      “It would appear he wants contact now,” Strong Wind dryly replied.

      “Yes, but why does he send such a small contingent of his men and not a larger force?”

      “Maybe,” Strong Wind mused, “he thinks the trolls, Kai, and those troops are enough. After all, they march on the same line as the trolls and Kai. That would indicate that they are—”

      “One army,” Cara stated. “Yes. Especially as they are so close together and not fighting each other. Which is—”

      “Unheard of?” Strong Wind replied.

      “I was going to say next to impossible, but unheard of works. But how could Charl bring those trolls and Kai together in such a way with his own men? From what I saw of trolls in the Great War, they were marauders and scavengers and killed everything in sight. And the Kai weren’t that much different. I just can’t believe that Charl would have that much power to—”

      She abruptly stopped as an alarming idea formed in her mind.

      “I take it,” Strong Wind rumbled, “that you have the same thought as I.”

      “The Dark Masters,” Cara stated.

      “Or, a Dark Master,” Strong Wind replied, adding, “The trolls’ and Kai’s fear of them, or the promised reward must be so great that they are willing to march together.”

      “Or both,” Cara replied, “and by their course, I can readily guess what their reward would be—my realm and people.”

      “Indeed, Your Majesty.”

      Cara turned in Strong Wind’s neck saddle and looked over her shoulder. Charl’s army was a day’s march, perhaps a bit more, to the YellowRoot Valley, the break in the high knolls that lead into the broad Lorell Valley. Just as she thought, they were making for the easiest route into the heart of the Northern Kingdom.

      She bit down on her lip. Her forces were still gathering on the highlands abutting the valley where they would make their stand. It was doubtful they could hold off the Kai and trolls with what she had now.

      She couldn’t help the outlying Great Houses, such as Lord Falstons, but to save the rest, they had to defeat the oncoming army at the YellowRoot.

      But they need more time! But how to slow them down? A thought came to her as she sat astride Strong Wind. Would the sight of an emerald dragon slow them up? Give her people a little extra time to prepare for the coming onslaught.

      “Strong Wind,” Cara thoughtfully asked as she turned back to gaze at the distant hills, “are those ballistae loaded?”

      “I’m afraid so, Cara,” Strong Wind sighed, “and yes, I had the same notion as you, but there’s too many of them and only one of me.”

      “Alright,” Cara nodded, “if we can’t hit the Hussars, how about we leave some crispy fried troll and Kai carcasses for them to consider? That and the sight of you might slow them down a bit. Perhaps even give them the thought that I have a mighty dragon army at my disposal.”

      Strong Wind’s wide grin stretched his mouth scales out of shape. “Crispy fried, you want; crispy fried, you get!”
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      The two scouts trotted their horses up to Captain Irric and delivered smart salutes. He only had to take one look at their faces to know it was bad news. “Well?” Irric demanded. “Any sign of that witch, Morena, and her companion? Please tell me you found them and made them beg for mercy before you killed them.”

      “Sorry, sir, but no. My scouts searched every vale, canyon, and woodland within two leagues, but—”

      “Nothing!” Irric spat out as he pounded a fist against his thigh. His lips were a thin line of anger in his face, and his eyes held a crazed look.

      “Tracks?” Irric asked.

      “None, sir, and in these hinterlands, there are so few travelers it would have been easy to pick up their trace but no sign of their hoofprints anywhere.”

      The scout lieutenant waited patiently, but when Irric didn’t speak, asked, “Orders, sir? Do you wish for us to scout out farther? We can, of course, but it will spread us very thin.”

      Irric ran his tongue over his lips and drew in a deep breath. He let the crisp air fill his lungs before exhaling slowly. Where could she have gone? Was she traveling with her trolls and Kai? Their prints may have covered up her horse’s hoofprints.

      He shook his head to himself. No, that didn’t feel right. Morena may command those brutes, but she didn’t trust them enough to stay around them very long.

      Irric caught on a wild thought. Could she have slipped into the Northern Kingdom, she and her scruffy companion? Were they scouting out likely targets to hit and somehow directing her army of monsters from there?

      His shoulders slumped slightly in resignation. If so, there was no way that my scouts would catch her.

      His lips tightened into a hard white line across his tanned face. Face it, Irric, you’ll have to bide your time before your day of reckoning with her.

      “Sir?” the scout lieutenant asked again. “Do you want us to search farther out?”

      “No,” Irric growled, shaking his head, “forget her. We’re right on the Northern Kingdom’s border, which means we must keep a close eye on those beasts in front of us.

      “Bring in the outer scouts. I want you tailing those trolls and Kai but stay back. I don’t want a confrontation. However, I want hourly reports on their activity. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll—”

      A scream of pure terror interrupted the man. “Dragon!”

      Irric and the others jerked their heads up. “Where!?” Irric demanded.

      “There, sir!” Lieutenant Hild yelled as he pointed with a finger.

      Irric’s eyes went round as saucers as he stared at an enormous emerald dragon that swept low and fast over the far hills. A second later, a stream of fiery, smoking dragon fire erupted from its mouth upon the ground below.

      Irric didn’t have to see where the flame hit to know that the dragon raked the trolls with its deadly flames. It only took him a second to swivel in his saddle and command, “Hild, get those ballistae up here. Spread them out and ensure they’re ready to fire! Place the archers behind the ballistae and the horsemen behind them!”

      “On it!” Hild acknowledged, wheeled his horse around, and was off in a gallop.

      Irric jabbed a finger at the scout lieutenant. “Gather up your scouts and report back to me here!”

      “Yes, sir!” the man replied, snapped a salute, and with his companion pounded away.

      Irric turned back to stare in the direction of where he had last seen the dragon before it dipped below the line of hills. Several minutes passed when suddenly, far to his left, the sky lit up as if a forest of trees erupted in flames.

      After a moment, the flare died away, and Irric frowned. “First,” he muttered, “the trolls and then the Kai.”

      He slowly scanned the horizon, expecting to see the dragon return or more of its vermin kind. Minutes passed before Hild galloped up, bringing his horse to a skidding halt. “All in place,” he reported.

      “Good,” Irric softly replied, his eyes still on the horizon. Both men waited tensely for long minutes. He slowly relaxed when neither the single dragon reappeared nor more of them.

      Irric’s eyes narrowed in deep thought. Was it only a single dragon? No more? But there had been something unusual about the beast. But what?

      After several moments he turned to Hild. “Lieutenant, did you see anything strange about that dragon?”

      Hild ran a tongue over his lip before slowly saying, “I’m not sure, sir, but I thought I saw . . .” his voice trailed off, but Irric pressed, saying, “Saw what?”

      Hild swallowed and said, “Well, sir, I thought I saw a rider on its back. But I could be mistaken. After all, it was quite a distance away.”

      Irric’s eyes went full in sudden realization. “No, lieutenant, you’re not mistaken. I was trying to put my finger on it but couldn’t. You’re right; that’s exactly what I saw too. That dragon had a rider aboard.”

      Irric turned to look northward. “So, the Northern Kingdom has dragon riders.”

      “Riders, sir?” Hild questioned. “We saw only one.”

      “Indeed, we only saw one,” Irric slowly nodded.

      His mind racing in thought, he continued to gaze at the horizon for several moments before asking, “Lieutenant, have you ever hunted a blue wolver?”

      Startled, Hild stammered, “Blue wolver, sir? I’ve heard of them, but I thought they were—”

      “A myth? Old wives’ tales? A scary story to tell around the campfire? No, lieutenant, they are quite real, quite scary, but few in numbers. However, their fur is worth a king’s ransom and much sought after by the ultra-wealthy.”

      “They are also incredibly intelligent animals. You’ll always find them in pairs, male and female. When they know you’re hunting them, they turn the tables by setting a trap. The female will expose herself. You, the hunter, will creep up on her thinking that you’ve got a clear shot and are about to become wealthy beyond belief.”

      Irric rolled back his left arm’s tunic sleeve to reveal three white puckered scars. “At that moment, the male, hidden and silent, strikes.”

      He sighed deeply. “Most hunters die under their savage attack. Maybe one among a thousand hunters gets lucky and lives.”

      Irric turned to Hild and waited. The young lieutenant slowly nodded as he said, “You think they only showed the one dragon to make us believe it’s the only one.”

      “Are you willing,” Irric asked, “to take the chance that you’ll be the one hunter among a thousand to live, lieutenant?”

      Hild turned to look toward the northern horizon for a moment before gazing back at the ballistae and the archers. When he swiveled back in his saddle to meet Irric’s eyes, he said, “If it meant there was a chance of a king’s ransom as the reward, then, yes, sir, I’m willing to take that chance.”

      Irric’s lips slowly lifted into a crooked smile. “Indeed, Hild, indeed.”

      “Orders, sir?” Hild queried.

      “We wait here for now,” Irric responded. “Let half the men eat and rest for one hour. Then the other half. After that, we march to snatch your king’s ransom.”

      Hild grinned as he said, “Yes, sir!”

      Irric watched his lieutenant ride off before he turned to stare at the hills again. “More than a king’s ransom, Hild,” he murmured. “After all, an emperor is worth more than a king’s ransom.”
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      Captain Trevel hurried down the castle's marbled hallway, his eyes grim, as was his attitude and demeanor. He had come as fast as he could at the king's bidding, even hastily throwing on his resplendent silver and purple dress uniform without checking if all the accouterments were in their proper place. That in itself was a sign of how troubled he had become over the past days. Typically, he ensured everything he did was precise and by the book. Not anymore.

      His long strides took him before the king's secretary, who waited outside the reception chamber. His rapid toe-tapping on the marble floor showed the man's impatience.

      The secretary glared at Trevel as he rushed up. His thin lips were a tight line in his face before he snapped, "You're late, and I have informed the king of your tardiness. He is most displeased. Prepare yourself for either a royal lambasting or—"

      "Or what?" Trevel snapped. "Off with my head? I don't think so. The king needs me, and he knows it."

      Trevel shoved his face close to the man and, in a soft, menacing tone, said, "And as far as you're concerned, you sniveling, mousey-eyed weasel, be very careful around me. Haven’t you heard? I'm Trevel the Terrible, and the king gave me unlimited license to ferret out and slay those disloyal to him."

      He poked a finger in the man's chest. "You appear increasingly disloyal to me with every second we stand here."

      The man's eyes suddenly grew round and full in fright. He swallowed several times, then spun around to knock on the white, ornately carved doors. To a growled, "Enter!" the man didn't even wait for the door attendants to swing open the doors but did it himself.

      He stepped inside and announced, "Captain Trevel, Your Majesty."

      "Yes, yes, come in!" Charl impatiently ordered.

      As Trevel passed the king's secretary, under his breath, he snarled, "You’ve had your first and only warning, little man.”

      The secretary swallowed again, beat a hasty retreat, and quickly closed the doors behind Trevel.

      As Trevel strode forward, Charl gruffly said, “You’re late, Trevel. I don’t like my subjects keeping me waiting.”

      “My apologies, Your Majesty,” Trevel tiredly replied, “but I have not yet learned to travel five leagues instantaneously. Perhaps if I were a sorcerer, I could do so, but I am merely a soldier with but his horse to cover those many leagues.”

      Charl eyed him suspiciously. “Five leagues, you say?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty, Duke Swanson’s estate.”

      Charl’s eyes lit up as he cackled, “That old warthog. I bet he was a bit miffed when you showed up and began to clean him out.”

      “If you consider clouds of arrows and three of my men dead, I would say he was a bit more than miffed, Sire.”

      Charl rose from his velvet-lined chair and took two shuffling steps toward Trevel. His voice was livid as he said, “He attacked you! Swanson dared attack the king’s men!”

      He jabbed a craggy finger at Trevel. “I want him dead—dead, do you hear me!”

      “Your Majesty, I cannot kill a corpse.”

      The king’s finger shook before he dropped his hand and grinned, showing yellow, cracked teeth. “Dead? You’ve already given him his due? Excellent, Trevel, excellent. You anticipated my wishes and commands. Excellent work.”

      “Sire,” Trevel sighed, “he is not the only one.”

      “Eh?”

      “Viscount Dolman is dead as well.”

      Charl shrugged. “He was of no consequence. A weak and sniveling personage.”

      The king rubbed his hands together in satisfaction. “You’re doing well, Captain. I see great things in your future.”

      Trevel’s lips twitched slightly. Really? All I see is death and destruction.

      “Thanks to you and my genius, Captain,” Charl said, “we will be ready for when those barbarians attack with their army.”

      Trevel slightly shook his head to himself. He needed to ask the question, though he knew it put him on dangerous ground. “Sire,” he began, keeping his manner as submissive as he could, “I must ask, what army? I’ve heard nothing of an army that marches on your realm.”

      “Of course, there is an army!” the king exploded as his face turned red in anger. “My spies tell me that they come closer every day. What’s more, they’re growing in size, thanks to that traitor, Irric.”

      Trevel blinked several times as he stared at Charl. Spies? What spies? And just where is this supposed army of Irric’s?

      The king scowled deeply. “Growing in size, I tell you, Trevel. Trolls, Kai, and who knows what other evil creatures he’s brought under his command. Why, he might even have dragons—wicked beasts.”

      “Your Majesty,” Trevel warily began, “it would greatly help me if I knew from what direction this army marched.”

      “Eh?” Charl stammered. “Why from all directions. We’re surrounded. I told you that before, and that’s why I need you to gather everything we’ll need to keep this stronghold safe. Keep me safe.

      “Nothing—nothing is more important than protecting the monarchy. Without me this . . .” the king’s voice trailed off as if he had lost his train of thought.

      While Trevel waited for the king to gather himself, he withdrew into his own thoughts as he watched the king shuffle around the room as if he were lost both in thought and in his chambers.

      From all directions? That doesn’t make sense. Such an army would be enormous. How would Irric feed and keep such an army supplied? And dragons? No one has seen a dragon in years.

      Trevel flicked his eyes toward Charl, who was still mumbling to himself about something or other. I’ve got to get my own scouts out there. Find out what’s really going on. If Charl’s spies are telling him that the realm is surrounded, they’re either incompetent or telling him what he wants to hear just for the ducats he tosses their way.

      He started slightly as the king whirled on him and demanded, “Do you understand me, Trevel? Did you hear what I said?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty, of course.”

      “Good. Now, I want you to continue going after the nobility.” He cackled as a bit of drool formed at both corners of his mouth. “They still have much to, uh, donate to the crown.”

      “Sire,” Trevel slowly and cautiously said, “actually, they don’t.”

      The king became as rigid as a statue, with his eyes stone cold. “What do you mean they don’t.”

      “Your Majesty,” Trevel began, drawing in a breath and letting it out slowly, “my Death Fists have raided every estate in the realm. Duke Swanson was the last.”

      “What! Preposterous. What about Earl Lanks, or Baron Harr, or—?”

      “Sire,” Trevel said, daring to interrupt, “we’ve been to every noble’s estate. For the occupied ones, we did as you ordered. Those that were not, we took what we could.”

      Charl’s mouth dropped open slightly. “What do you mean those not occupied?”

      Trevel shook his head to himself. Am I the only one in this castle that ever talks to this man to let him know what’s happening in his kingdom?

      “Your Majesty, many of the nobility have fled the realm.”

      “What?!” Charl burst out. He stood there working his mouth as if trying to get his words out, but they wouldn’t come.

      “You’re—you’re lying!” he stammered.

      Trevel sighed, thinking to himself that if any other man had accused him of that, he would run them through with his sword.

      “No, Your Majesty, I am not lying—Duke’s Collins, Darl, Becks, and Lerkin. Earl’s Schafer and Marcel, Baron’s Grebe and Hines, Viscount—”

      “Stop!” Charl roared. “I want them brought back! Bring them to me so that I can watch them hang for their disloyalty. Every one of them! Do you hear me, Trevel? Bring them back!”

      Trevel hesitated, then mentally shrugged in resignation. It would be doubtful that the king would listen in his crazed state, but he wasn’t about to take his troops out on a wild goose chase for nothing.

      “Sire, don’t you think that’s unnecessary? More than likely, they’re all dead or captured by Irric’s army that surrounds your realm. Remember?”

      Charl’s mouth worked like a fish out of water. He stayed that way for several seconds before he shook his head as if he couldn’t think of a response to Trevel. The king’s hands trembled, and his eyes flicked from side to side as if he were a trapped animal seeking escape.

      Finally, as if he had nothing more to say, he dismissed Trevel with a curt wave. Trevel snapped a salute, spun on his heels, and almost ran out of the king’s chambers.

      Outside, he flashed a glare at the king’s secretary. The man avoided Trevel’s eyes and backed away, clutching his thin appointment book to his chest as if to use it as a flimsy shield.

      Trevel hurriedly strode down the marble hallway. The king hadn’t given him any orders, which was good as Trevel had his own mission on his mind.

      Was there even a grain of truth in what the king had said? Was there an army out there preparing to attack Tremont? If there were, you would think there would be rumors swirling and people panicking. But there was none of that from what he could see.

      His expression took on a determined look. He needed to find out for himself.  If there was, he needed to know its exact location, how large, and from what direction it marched.

      Trevel’s steps slowed as a more chilling question came to mind: what if there wasn’t? If no enemy lurked on the realm’s borders, what did that imply about King Charl?

      Trevel could think of only one answer. King Charl had lost his sanity, and if that were true, what other horrible actions would he demand of Trevel?

      At that thought, Trevel came to a standstill as he realized he had his own question to answer. Would he obey or not?
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      Shap snapped his hand up to bring the company to a halt. His head swung warily from side to side as he stared into the thick woodlands that bracketed the company on each side. An expression of unease spread across his face as his hand went to his sword’s hilt, readying it to draw. Seeing Shap’s sudden apprehension, Reyna brought Aiko alongside Tam and murmured, “What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t you hear it?” he quietly asked.

      “Hear? Hear what?”

      “A rumbling sort of sound,” Shap returned.

      “I hear it,” Wind Walker said from just behind.

      “Me too,” Wind Storm said, his head up and his ears pricked forward. “It’s like a deep growl.”

      The company was following a narrow notch in the thick forest. The mixture of birchen and spruce was tight together and prevented seeing much past the first few rows of trees.

      “Should we go on?” Reyna nervously asked.

      Shap hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Whatever it is, I don’t think it’s close by. Let’s go.”

      Shap led the company a bit farther down the trace at a slower, cautious pace before Reyna gasped, “Oh, I hear it now. What is it?”

      “Yes,” Shane stammered, “what is that?”

      The company crowded up close, listening and glancing anxiously at the woods. Brynn went to a knee and pressed her hand against the leaf-strewn soil. “The ground trembles,” she announced.

      Gormon raised his hand, palm out as if he pushed against some invisible wall, and said, “As does the air.”

      “It’s that giant bear,” Ty choked.

      “He’s tracked us down,” Adon stated, “looking for revenge.”

      Without anyone having to order it, the company strung their bows with arrows in seconds, and swords flashed in the sunlight while Pamlyn, Shane, and Ty brought their energy weapons to the fore.

      From alongside Wind Walker, Elise said in a tired tone, “Put your weapons away. What you hear is no giant bear.”

      “Then what is it?” Adon snarled. “Before I put my weapon away, I want to know I’m not facing some giant beast.”

      “A giant, yes,” Elise replied, “but no beast.”

      She lifted her hand and pointed. “Just past that rise, you shall have your answer. And you shall find that no weapon you have will match the giant that lies just beyond.”

      Everyone glanced at each other nervously before Shap shrugged and put away his bow and arrows. All the others did the same, except Adon, who pointedly laid his sword across his lap.

      The company warily pushed forward through the thinning trees while the growling, rumbling noise grew louder.

      “There are no clouds in the sky,” Brynn muttered, “how can there be thunder?”

      “Whatever it is,” Shap said over his shoulder, “it’s just beyond this line of high bushes.”

      Shap dismounted off Tam, edged forward, reached out with one hand, and cautiously began to part the hedge.

      Suddenly, Elise was off White Flame as she sputtered, “Oh, for goodness sake.” She pushed Shap aside and led her horse through the thicket.

      Perplexed at Elise’s actions, Shap turned to the others with a shrug and led Tam behind White Flame.

      A minute later, the company stood on a wide ledge looking down into a deep, rocky chasm. Wide at the top but narrow at the bottom, the gorge’s sides were a series of small stone ledges that led down hundreds of feet.

      After staring for several minutes, Ty sputtered, “River Serene!? Did you lead us to the wrong river? Please tell me we’re in the wrong place.”

      “No, Ty,” Elise sighed, “we’re in the right place, and that is indeed the River Serene.”

      “If you say so,” Ty gulped, “but where’s the serene part?”

      “What? Are you blind, Ty?” Shap said as he pointed down. “Why, it’s right there.”

      Ty and Shane edged closer to look down at the churning, roiling, turquoise water far below. To one side of the roaring cataract was a tiny sliver of sand where small waves lapped against the brown grains.

      “See, brother,” Shane quipped, “as Shap said, it’s right there. An island of serenity.”

      Oh, right,” Ty snorted, “how did I ever miss that tranquil setting?”

      “Elise,” Reyna softly asked, “all kidding aside. Is this really the River Serene? I mean, the rapids, the boiling water—it’s anything but peaceful.”

      “Yes, child,” Elise replied, “this is the River Serene, though I admit that whoever named it had a sense of humor. However, this is not our stopping point.”

      She turned and pointed. “It’s beyond where the river curves around that high knoll.”

      The company turned to look. After a moment of staring, Adon said, “What is that? Smoke?”

      “No,” Gormon replied, looking sideways at Elise, “it’s mist.”

      “But it rises so above that hill,” Brynn observed. “Mist stays low to the ground.”

      “Unless,” Reyna mused, “something makes it rise that high.”

      “Like what?” Brynn asked.

      “Seeing is better than describing,” Elise said. “Our path lies along the cliffside. Mind your step.”

      “Mind your step, she says,” Ty snorted. “I’m not going to traipse along a cliff with the chance of falling hundreds of feet to a wet death.”

      He hooked a thumb. “My path goes through the woods, thank you very much.”

      “I wouldn’t if I were you,” Elise replied.

      “And why not?” Ty questioned.

      “Thorn thickets thicker than a dragon’s hide,” Elise muttered, “with thorns as long as a dragon’s spikes. However, if that’s your chosen path, be my guest.”

      Brother and sister exchanged a look. “I’ve had my fill of thorns,” Shane said. “But if you manage to push through, I’ll dig out the thorns for you with a dull knife.”

      “Such a sweet sister,” Ty sourly replied. “Never mind, I’ll do the cliffside jig with the rest of you. Just call me light foot Ty, easy on the eyes and feet.”

      Shane snorted, “If only.”

      “Hey—” Ty began, but Elise cut him off gruffly, “You two can tangle later. Time grows short. The giant awaits us.”

      Ty swallowed and mumbled to Shane, “Did she just say ‘giant’?”

      “That’s what the lady said,” Shane growled.

      Elise led White Flame along the flat, worn stone that lay in shallow levels alongside the cliff. The company fell in behind her, single file. Those on horseback led their horses by their reins. The horses’ hooves made a sharp clop-clop sound that echoed in the wedge-like river canyon below.

      The narrow stone trail they followed rose until, as the sun neared midday, they reached a high point just around the bend in the river and stopped to stare. No one spoke for several moments until Reyna shook her head in awe and said, “Incredible, just incredible.”

      “I would think,” Shap mused, “that incredible is an understatement. But I’m unsure what word would adequately describe what I’m seeing.”

      In the near distance, greenish-blue water gushed over a towering waterfall hundreds of feet high and a hundred feet across. As the water dropped, a rainbow arched across the precipice. Surging downward, the shimmering spray formed a dozen more rainbows that danced across the cascade.

      At the base, carved out by the falling water, was a huge, deep pool. Its water sparkled in an aquamarine color, and dozens of twinkling lights flickered in the water as if the pool caught and held stars in its depths.

      The water moved through the lake to where it met a narrowing in the gorge that caused it to churn and swirl through the canyon. The misty spray from the cascading water swirled high into the air and then fell to glisten the leaves of the nearby trees. An occasional puff of wind brought some of the mist onto the company to wet faces and clothing.

      “Elise,” Wind Storm asked, “does this place have a name?”

      “I know,” Ty quipped, “Whispering Falls. No, wait, Tinkling Falls.”

      Elise shook her head and sighed inwardly. “The man practically has to shout to be heard, and he comes up with Whispering Falls.”

      She shook her head and pointed. “The one map I saw named this the Stepping Stone of Te Hiupa, the god of thunder.”

      She hesitated as her eyes grew distant and a bit sad before saying. “Me, if I named it, I would call it the Footstep to Heaven.”

      Reyna nodded thoughtfully, “With the swirling mist, it does seem to ascend heavenward, doesn’t it?”

      Elise pointed at the pool and asked, “Care to guess the name of that?”

      She turned to Ty and cocked her head with an expectant expression. “Well?

      “Uh,” Ty muttered, “Green Lake?”

      Elise snorted. “How clever.”

      She pointed to Wind Walker. “It almost matches the color of his scales, don’t you think? It’s called the Emerald Grotto.”

      “Grotto?” Shap wondered. “Sort of an odd name for a pool of water.”

      Elise’s lips twitched slightly as she replied, “Perhaps.”

      “That is the biggest waterfall I’ve ever seen,” Wind Walker observed, eyeing the soaring falls. “But the turquoise water, where does it come from?”

      Shap pointed off to his right toward the high, towering peaks. “Must be coming from all that snow and ice up there.”

      “You’re almost right,” Elise replied. “The same map that depicted these falls showed the upper river course leading to a huge lake set in a bowl high in those mountains. I’m not sure what turns the lake’s water to that color, but the lake is the head source of this river.”

      “Alright,” Adon growled, “we’ve reached the river and the falls. Now what?”

      Everyone turned to Elise, who breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly before saying, “Now we rest.”

      She shuffled over to a flat rock, sat on its edge, and leaned her burled staff into her shoulder. She closed her eyes, and her head drooped forward.

      “Rest?” Adon asked with a note of sarcasm. “She pushes us to get here, saying all the while that time was not on our side, and now, she wants to rest?”

      “At times,” Gormon said, “rest is good for the body, the mind, and the soul.”

      He gave Adon a sideways glance. “Even yours.”

      Shap leaned close to Reyna and said, “Funny place to rest. I would prefer a drier spot.”

      Reyna gazed at Elise, who sat slumped over and said, “She looks so old. Maybe she’s so tired she can’t go on just yet.”

      “Go on?” Shap snorted. “Go where?”

      He pointed at the towering waterfall. “We certainly can’t climb that. So, if we’re going anywhere, it’s back downriver.”

      Reyna frowned a little. “But Shap, if that were so, why didn’t she have us turn downriver before? Instead, she led us here.”

      “Maybe,” Shap replied, “she wanted us to see this.”

      Reyna slowly shook her head in doubt. “No, I don’t think so. Elise does things for a reason. She was anxious that we get to this spot quickly.”

      She turned slowly to gaze about. “But why? What was her purpose?”

      Reyna gasped slightly in realization. “We’re waiting.”

      “Waiting?” Shap questioned. “For what?”

      Reyna hesitated as if she pondered Shap’s question before turning to meet Shap’s eyes and thoughtfully saying, “Maybe it’s not a what, maybe it’s a who.”
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      “Are you sure?” Jash tautly whispered to Morena as she stood beside War Rage and let her horse dip his muzzle into the tiny stream for another drink. She let one hand hold her mount’s reins while her other slowly edged toward her obsidian knives, readying to strike at those who secretly watched them.

      She stepped from her saddle and pretended to adjust her horse’s cinch strap. “I’m sure. They’re thirty feet to our left. I count no more than ten.”

      Jash’s lips tightened into a hard, thin line. “The way they move, they must be Blades.”

      “No doubt,” Morena answered. “Any idea who?”

      Jash was slow to answer, and when he did, it brought a jolt of surprise to Morena. “No, but it’s a good bet they’re after me.”

      Morena bent down to run a hand over her horse’s foreleg as if checking the leg. “Why?” she demanded.

      “Long story. So, run or talk? Too many to fight.”

      Morena’s mind raced for an answer, but before she could say anything, a gruff voice called, “Jash, Morena, we know you know we’re here. We just wanna talk.”

      Jash kept his horse between the voice and himself as he furrowed his forehead, trying to identify the speaker. Then, his mouth curled up at the corners as he called out, “Zee, is that you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Parley?”

      Jash glanced over at Morena, who nodded. “Alright, Zee, parley.”

      A moment later, two men parted the bushes and stepped into view. The taller of the two had a dusky, hard face covered in the stubble of a short, dark beard. Burly in stature, his nose was crooked as if broken at one time and never reset properly. His alert, cold eyes darted to the left and right, giving one the impression that he never missed a detail.

      Tucked into the waist of his full pants was a charcoal-colored tunic. His sword belt carried a dull scabbard with its sword tucked away. Though his hands were empty, they left the impression that either could be holding a blade in the blink of an eye.

      The other man was as tall as the first but younger and lithe in his body. Their comparable dress was the only thing similar between the two. While the first walked with deliberate, careful steps as if testing the ground he walked on, the second man walked with a jaunty step as if this was some sort of lark.

      His pale face held a pleasant smile, and his hands swung freely at his side. A knitted baca cap slightly hid a pale thatch of hair while what little facial hair he had seemed to match.

      The two stepped out until they were halfway to Jash and Morena before the first held out a hand and stopped the younger man. “Watch it, Morena,” Jash murmured, “I know Zee. He’s been friendly enough in the past, but I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw my horse.”

      “You watch yourself,” Morena growled low, “I can take care of myself.”

      Morena and Jash slid around their horses and warily strode forward. Their eyes flicked from side to side as each considered the possibility that they could be walking into an ambush.

      For a moment, Jash’s eyes caught the look on the younger man’s face, and he scowled slightly. The man’s eyes were wholly on Morena, and a slight, appraising leer raised one corner of his mouth.

      Jash had seen that hungry look before from men who gazed at his beautiful daughter—all except Shap. Shap had been different from other men from the first moment he’d met Morena. He hadn’t looked at Morena the way others did. He was good to her, kind, even gentle.

      For an instant, Jash remembered how Shap’s treatment of Morena shamed him, for it was far and above better than he’d ever acted toward Morena’s mother.

      He quickly returned his thoughts to the present, and his scowl deepened. If that young twit thought for one instant that he could get somewhere with Morena, he was in for a rude surprise.

      Maybe even a deadly surprise.

      Morena and Jash cautiously advanced until they were a few paces apart. “Well, well, Zee,” Jash muttered, addressing the larger man, “it’s been a while. Last I heard, you were working Tremont’s north side. Whatsa matter? Business go stale? Must’ve if you’re way out here looking to make a hit.”

      His hand eased out, ready to snatch his blade as he hissed, “Unless we’re your targets?”

      Zee snorted. “If you were, Jash, you two’d be dead by now. No, you’re not our marks.”

      “Then why are you out loudly traipsing about in the woods?” Morena questioned. “We’ve listened to you for the last half hour or more.”

      Zee chuckled. “Nice try, Morena, but we’ve tailed you for at least that long, and you never knew we were here.”

      “Really?” Morena silkily replied.

      She pointed at the younger man. “You should teach your companion here to use his indoor voice when he tells you mother nature calls.”

      She smiled and, in a syrupy sweet voice, said, “And that was when you first picked up our tail. We kept riding nice and easy to ensure you were Blades, not someone else.”

      Zee stiffened at Morena’s reply before Jash chuckled and said, “Take it easy, Zee. Not much gets past Morena. Alright, you said you wanted to talk. So, talk.”

      Zee hooked a thumb at the younger man and said, “He’s recruiting for a job. When I saw you, I mentioned that you were two of the best in the trade.”

      “A job?” Jash snorted. “Out here? What is it? Pickin’ posies?”

      Zee glanced at the younger man and said, “It’s your caper; you tell it.”

      The younger man’s eyes had never left Morena. Ignoring Jash, he spoke to her. “I go by Smythe. Not my real name, but it’ll do for my purposes.”

      “Smythe?” Morena laughed. “Not very imaginative, are you, Mister Smythe?”

      She laughed again, and Smythe’s face turned beet red, embarrassed by her chiding. “Listen you,” he snarled and took a step toward Morena, “no one makes fun of me, especially a—”

      Faster than a viper’s strike, Morena’s blade tip was under the man’s chin, lifting it and digging into the skin slightly. A drop of blood appeared at the finely-honed tip and ran down the ebony blade.

      “Especially what, Mister Smythe?” Morena coldly asked in a voice dripping with venom. “And I suggest you don’t move, or my blade just might slip to your throat.”

      Zee hurriedly held out his hands pleadingly as he said, “Easy, Morena. He’s got information on a king’s ransom of buried treasure. You kill him, and we lose the job. The truth is, Tremont’s a mess, and we’re getting out while the getting’s good. He’s our ticket to a new start.”

      “What do you mean it’s a mess?” Jash demanded.

      “The king’s gone off the deep end,” Zee explained. “He’s sending his Death Fists out to raid every royal house and taking every ducat, every valuable they have.”

      He shrugged and said, “No one’s got any money for the likes of us.”

      “Why doesn’t the king hire you?” Jash asked.

      Zee snorted. “Remember Lasker? He went to the king with that very idea. His head is now stuck on a pike outside the castle gates.”

      He hooked a thumb at Smythe. “He says he specifically came to Tremont to hire some blades for a job. We listened, and, well, like I said, if it pans out, we could be eatin’ good for a long time.”

      Morena gazed at Smythe, whose eyes had gone from cocky confidence to sheer terror as Morena held her knife on him. “Alright,” she said, “we’ll listen. But a word of caution, Smythe, or whatever your name is, I don’t tolerate fools, braggarts, or lecherous scum. Understand me?”

      Smythe swallowed and whispered, “Yes.”

      Morena pulled her knife away from his chin and wiped the blood on the front of Smythe’s tunic. She stepped back, still holding the blade, and ordered, “Get on with it. Talk.”

      Smythe whipped out a handkerchief and pushed it against his bloodied chin. For an instant, his eyes showed a look of doubt and fear. But then he took a deep breath to calm himself, exhaled, and said, “Before his death, I was part of King Tavin’s entourage in the Northern Kingdom.”

      Morena’s eyebrows rose a tiny bit before she demanded, “Entourage? As what?”

      “My father was the Royal Purser. I was his assistant.”

      Morena’s eyebrows rose another tiny notch. “Purser?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      Out of the corner of his mouth, Jash asked Morena, “What’s a purser?”

      Before Morena could answer, Smythe said, “My father handled all of the king’s financial accounts and such.”

      He shrugged slightly. “The king held the purse, and you might say we manipulated the strings that opened and closed the purse for him.”

      Jash eyed Smythe. “You’re saying you were in charge of the king’s treasury?”

      Smythe sniffed. “Someone has to do the bookkeeping for the king. It was much too much of a mundane activity for the king himself.”

      “Alright,” Morena said slowly, eyeing Smythe, “so you kept the books. So what? Books are of no value to us.”

      “Ah, but that is where you’re wrong,” Smythe returned. “Books hold great value, especially if they can tell you where the king’s hidden ducats and gold lie.”

      Both Morena and Jash instantly became alert. “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Zee growled.

      “How much treasure?” Morena demanded.

      “From what I know,” Smythe returned, “enough to give you a comfortable life for the rest of your life.”

      “I can imagine a great deal of comfort,” Jash growled. “So, just how much?”

      “I told you,” Smythe retorted, “I don’t know exactly how much.”

      “But you know where it is?” Morena pressed.

      Smythe shook his head. “No. I don’t.”

      “Then why,” Jash sputtered, turning on Zee, “are we even talking about this if he doesn’t know where it’s hidden?”

      “Let the man finish, Jash,” Zee growled.

      “Alright,” Jash snapped as he turned to Smythe. “We’re listening. Finish what you have to say.”

      “My father kept two accounts for the king,” Smythe explained. “The one set of books he let me work with him on and those we openly discussed with the king and queen. However, the other set I was never allowed to see or touch. Everything was done in secret and by him alone.”

      “I don’t understand,” Jash said. "Why would a king keep two treasuries?”

      “The king,” Smythe explained, “was known for his cunning as a trader and negotiator, which brought great wealth to the realm.

      “He was also known for his generosity. He often said that as much as came into his treasury was as much as he gave out to his people.”

      “Only you’re saying that wasn’t entirely true, was it?” Morena questioned.

      “No,” Smythe agreed. “I believe his so-called generosity was a ruse.”

      “If other kingdoms thought he was poor,” Morena observed, “they wouldn’t be so tempted to attack.”

      “Exactly,” Smythe nodded.

      “So,” Jash mused, “if this second treasury was a secret, how did you know about it?”

      Smythe’s face fell a little. “When King Tavin rebuilt Wynsur Castle, he built a small apartment for my father. That’s where we lived. When that creature attacked the castle, I was out in the stables checking our carriage as we were to visit a neighboring town the next day.”

      He hesitated, then said, “In the attack, part of the stable fell in on me. By the time I dug myself out, it was over. I managed to find my parents, but my mother was dead, and my father was barely alive.

      “When my father recognized me, he gave me this.” Smythe dug an odd-looking piece of metal out of his pocket. A slim shaft, a finger’s length, ended on one end with a thick metal loop while the other ended in a half-barrel shape.

      Deep notches cut into the metal on one side of the barrel shape, while the other had several tiny, raised lips.

      “Is that a key?” Jash asked. “Oddest looking key I’ve ever seen.”

      “It’s a couplet key,” Morena stated. “I’ve only seen one before,” her mouth twitched, “in the severed hand of its previous keeper. To open the lock, you have to have both keys fit together. No two couplet keys are the same, and they typically keep only the most valuable things under lock.”

      Smythe’s eyes widened at Morena’s pronouncement, and seeing his anxious expression, Morena chuckled, “Take it easy, Smythe. I’m still listening to your story. I’ll decide afterward what to do about your key. Now, go on with your story,”

      Smythe swallowed, coughed, and said, “My father said that the royal family held the other couplet key, and the key opened the king’s secret vault.”

      “Tell me,” Jash demanded, “that you know the whereabouts of the other key and the vault.”

      “The vault . . . I have an idea,” Smythe hesitantly replied, “but the other key has to be with Princess Reyna.”

      Morena and Jash slightly stiffened as Morena said, “Princess Reyna?”

      “Yes,” Smythe hurriedly said. “King Tavin, Queen Cara, and the two princes, Adrian and Owen, are dead. That leaves Princess Reyna.”

      “And she is where?” Morena softly asked.

      Smythe glanced sideways at Zee, who said, “That’s where we come in. Supposedly she’s been seen in these parts. We’re unsure why, but we think she’s headed back to Wynsur. We’re to find her and relieve her of her key.”

      “I see,” Morena mused before asking, “Zee, how many in your band?”

      Zee hesitated, then said, “Six.”

      “For a Blade, you’re a pitiful liar, Zee,” Morena snorted. “There’s ten, including Smythe.”

      Zee shrugged and pursed his lips, knowing she had caught him in the lie. Jash nodded and mused, “So, the split would be twelve ways.”

      “Oh, no,” Smythe asserted, “I get half, and the rest of you split the other half.”

      Morena and Jash exchanged a look before Morena said, “We need to discuss this privately.”

      They backtracked while watching Zee and Smythe until they were out of earshot. “Reyna,” Jash murmured. “I’ve heard that name before and recently.”

      “Indeed, you have,” Morena nodded. “She’s with Shap and those—”

      “Dragons!”

      “Indeed,” Morena replied with a thoughtful look in her eyes, “those dragons.”

      Jash glanced over at Smythe and Zee. “You believe that kid?”

      Morena chewed on her lip for a moment before she said, “Couplet keys are costly. Only royalty can typically afford one. It takes a master craftsman weeks to make one; from what I know, only a few can do the work. So yes, I can see King Tavin having a hidden vault locked with a couplet key.”

      “So, you think his story is probably true?” Jash said.

      “Maybe,” Morena nodded. “But something about Smythe himself doesn’t ring true with me.”

      “Other than his fake name?”

      Morena frowned. “It starts with that. Usually, you use a fake name as you don’t want people to recognize your real name. His real name must have some significance to it, and that’s why he doesn’t use it.”

      Jash again glanced toward Smythe. “He seems too young to be of any real importance.”

      “Which makes me think there’s something else about him, but I can’t nail down what it is—not yet, anyway.”

      Jash scratched at the scraggly stubble on his chin. “So, join up, or ride away?”

      “Oh, we join,” Morena quickly replied. “But with me as the leader.”

      Jash’s bushy eyebrows rose noticeably. “Blade duel?”

      “Haven’t lost yet, have I?”

      “No, but I’ve seen Zee work. He’s pretty good with a blade.”

      “Pretty good only means I’ll let him live and not kill him outright.”

      With that, the two walked back toward Zee and Smythe. “Alright,” Morena began, “we’re in but with a couple of conditions.”

      Wary at her comment, Zee’s eyes narrowed. “Go on.”

      “We split the booty thirteen ways,” Morena replied. “The leader gets a double part.”

      She turned to face Zee fully. “Which means I get the double bounty as I’m going to lead this gang unless you have an objection, Zee.”

      Zee swallowed and wet his lips with his tongue. The two stared at each other for a long moment, neither blinking as each sized the other up. After a tense moment, Zee shrugged, “You’re too fast and too good for me, Morena. I’m satisfied with one part of a king’s treasure.”

      “Excellent. Call out the rest of your former gang.”

      “Hold on,” Smythe protested, “I haven’t agreed to this change, especially about splitting the hoard.”

      “Ah, Smythe, Smythe, Smythe,” Morena sighed. “How long do you think you’ll hold onto that key if I decide to take it away from you?”

      Smythe swallowed and said, “But you don’t know where the vault is.”

      Morena gave him a wicked grin. “You should have done better in your homework on the Black Blades. We’re not only expert assassins but also skilled torturers.”

      Her eyes turned icy and hard. “With you, I judge we could have the information out of you within two screams.”

      “One scream,” Jash snorted.

      “So,” Morena coldly said to Smythe, “do we have a deal?”

      “An assurance of no harm to me?” Smythe whispered.

      Morena shrugged. “Done.”

      A short time later, Morena and Jash led the small group of Black Blades out of the grove. As they followed the stream, Jash looked back over his shoulder at Smythe. The man’s eyes held a furtive, apprehensive gaze as if he suddenly realized he was caught in a deadly game of his own making.

      Jash smiled to himself at the man’s apparent fear and leaned toward Morena to whisper, “Smythe looks like a fawn caught in the middle of a wolf pack.”

      His lips turned up in a smile. “As well he should because you have no intention of keeping that promise you made.”

      The corners of Morena’s lips turned up in a satisfied smile. “You know me too well.”

      They rode a bit further before Jash muttered, “Alright, what’s going on in that head of yours? I kept quiet back there as I could see you were working on some caper.”

      When she didn’t immediately answer, Jash pressed, “What about the trolls? The Kai?”

      Morena frowned deeply before she said, “Ever shot an arrow straight up in the sky with a gale blowing?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Well, imagine you did; where would that arrow land?”

      “Obviously not where you intended.”

      “Exactly.” She drew a deep breath and growled, “The trolls and Kai are like that arrow, and they’ll land who knows where, only it won’t be with me.”

      “And Irric?”

      She shrugged. “He might be under that arrow when it comes down, and if he is, all I can say is good riddance.”

      Jash turned to stare at his daughter, his eyes searching and puzzled. “I’ve never known you to give up so easily.”

      “Give up?” she snorted. “I haven’t given up. But I’m a realist. I know when I have to play with a new hand of cards.”

      “New hand? What new hand?”

      Morena gestured with her head over her shoulder. “Them.”

      “They aren’t a troll or Kai army, Morena,” Jash grunted. “What are you going to do with only twelve Blades?”

      “Eleven,” Morena corrected him. “Smythe doesn’t count.”

      “Alright, eleven. The question still stands: what will you do with only eleven Blades? Find another spot and start our own little business? You can’t be serious about finding that so-called lost king’s treasure.”

      “Of course not,” Morena snapped, turning to face her father fully. “But have you forgotten about the knifepoint at our throat?”

      Jash blanched and murmured, “Yeah, I guess I did forget we’ve got a Dark Master on our tail.”

      “That’s right, and there’s only one way we can get back in their good graces and save our skins.”

      “Find those dragons and turn them over to Vyn.”

      “Exactly.”

      Jash glanced over his shoulder at the trailing Blades. “Think we can do it with that motley crew?”

      Morena ran her tongue over dry lips. “We better because if we don’t, we’re holding a dead man’s hand.”
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      Cara stood beside Strong Wind on the hill’s high bluff gazing at the distant horizon. The sharply sloping cliff ended in a broad stream that curved at this point and carved out a sharp bank. From the stream’s far side ran a wide, grassy open meadow ending in a sparse wood of birch trees before becoming thicker and darker.

      However, the several columns of oily, dark smoke that rose above the horizon like evil whirlwinds rising into the sky caught and held Cara's attention. “They’re burning everything,” Cara choked as she stared with hard eyes. “Every great House they come to, they ravage and burn. They’re like a horde of ravenous locusts, stripping the land bare.”

      She turned to glance first to one side and then another. In the wood line behind her, companies of pikemen and swordsmen stood in ragged ranks, their blades sheathed for the moment, pikes resting against shoulders. Behind them, row upon row of archers stood silent, their bows empty for now but ready to be strung with a shaft at a single command.

      Still farther back were large groups of mounted horsemen. Some of the horses danced on nervous hooves as if they could smell the stench of the far-off troll and Kai. Their riders’ faces were grim and hard, but they sat still and calm, knowing they were fighting for their lives and those of their families.

      “Have we prepared well enough, Strong Wind?” Cara pensively asked. “Are we ready?”

      “You’ve chosen your position well, Cara,” Strong Wind answered. “This is an excellent place to make your stand. If they attempt to pass through the valley’s bottleneck, your archers will cut them down.

      “If they turn and try to to fight uphill against your troops, they will spill their guts on your pikemen as your bowmen fill the air with clouds of arrows. They do not realize their great disadvantage in choosing this route.”

      “Do you think the traps we’ve set will be effective?”

      Strong Wind chuckled. “Very effective. What is it that you Drachs say, ‘they won’t see it coming until it’s too late’?”

      Cara bit down on her lower lip as she gazed over her shoulder. “If we don’t hold them here and they get into the river valley—”

      “There will be little in the way of stopping them afterward,” Strong Wind observed. “They will run wild through all the estates and towns nestled in the valley.”

      “Yes,” Cara murmured and then pointed toward the notch in the hills that marked the only opening in this line of hills for miles in each direction. “The YellowRoot pass is the most natural, direct route into the valley from this side of the hills. But what if they don’t fall for the bait? What if they go farther north or south before turning?”

      “You have your scouts out,” Strong Wind reminded her, “they should give you fair warning if that happens.”

      He lifted a talon and pointed at the dark columns of smoke. “But if that is any indication of their intentions, they are not turning to the right or left but are coming straight on.”

      Cara was silent for several moments before saying, “In the Great War, I was only responsible for a tiny part of the battle’s overall scheme. But now? Now I am responsible for the fate of an entire realm. It feels overwhelming.”

      “I understand,” Strong Wind nodded. “But your defenses are sturdy, well-placed, and thought out. That scum will be hard-pressed to break through.”

      Cara was silent for a long moment before murmuring, “I’ve heard it called the gathering of the winds of war, but in my mind, it’s more the storms of war. I see winds as light and gentle, whereas storms are violent and clashing.”

      Her eyes turned sad and mournful. “Oh, Strong Wind, I sometimes think that if I had but built such strong defenses around my family to keep evil out.”

      She lifted a hand to motion toward the distant hills and forests. “Somewhere out there, I have two children. One is fighting the good fight, while the other . . .” her voice trailed off in a despairing whisper.

      Several moments passed before Strong Wind growled low, “It is so sad you chose that life for him, Cara. Of course, choosing what our children do or don’t do when they’re grown is difficult. With my children, to get them to do what I want, I usually shove them into a roach-infested cave and roll a huge boulder in front so they can’t get out. It’s very effective in getting them to do my will.”

      She turned to face Strong Wind. “You’re mocking me.”

      “No, Cara Wynsur, my friend,” Strong Wind returned as he swung his head around to her. “I am not mocking you, and no, I have never done that to my children. However,  I am gently reminding you that your child has his agency to choose his path, whether it be good or not.”

      He sadly shook his head. “I am quite sure that in his upbringing, you gave Owen everything he needed to choose wisely. Sometimes though, even that is not enough for the child to avoid the traps the evil ones place in their path. And sadly, they sometimes willingly step into the snare of their own volition.”

      “I just don’t understand why—” she abruptly stopped as a horseman broke through the ranks. She instantly recognized Duke Perth, one of her commanders in this section of the battle line.

      Behind him rode another whose face was dirty and sweaty, and his horse’s flanks were wet from hard riding.

      The two rode up to Cara, bringing their horses to an abrupt halt. Both saluted, but the older man motioned to his sweaty, dirty companion. “My queen, this is Ashton, a scout from the northern sector. Duke Mender sent him to make his report in person to you.”

      At the mention of the northern sector, Cara stiffened noticeably. “Are they trying to flank us on the north?” she demanded.

      The young man slid off his horse, quickly bowed, and said, “No, Your Majesty, but there is a new development. From atop Starry Knoll, we spotted, far in the distance, a line of horse riders, Hussars trailing some distance behind the trolls. They did not take part in the sacking or burning but had scouts out watching, and then one or two would report back to the main body.”

      “They weren’t attempting to stop that scum from their savagery?” Cara asked.

      “No, ma’am. They stayed far back and watched.”

      “Were you able to see the color of their pennants?”

      “No, Your Majesty, I’m sorry, they were too distant.”

      Cara turned to Strong Wind. “It has to be the same Hussars we saw before.”

      “Of a certainty,” Strong Wind nodded.

      “Which means that they didn’t turn aside as I hoped.”

      Cara turned to gaze again toward the roiling smoke in the distance. She stayed that way for several moments, biting down on her lip before she turned. “Duke Perth, send riders up and down the line to my battle commanders with this message: By order of the queen, be it known that the Realm of Tremont has declared war on our people. Their soldiers even now invade our country. Consider them as enemies.”

      Finished, she thought momentarily before asking Duke Perth, “Is that sufficient, or do I need to add more?”

      Perth shook his head. “I would say that it is quite sufficient under the circumstances, Your Majesty. I shall see to it at once.”

      “Thank you, and one more thing.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      She motioned to Ashton. “Make sure that Ashton gets some food in his belly and a fresh horse before he returns.”

      “Of course, My Queen,” Perth replied as Ashton bowed deeply. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” With that, the two turned and made their way through the ranks.

      Cara watched them go before she turned and laid a hand on Strong Wind’s shoulder scales. “Out there, your child and mine are fighting for all Erdron. Here, you and I fight for but a tiny piece of our world.”

      “Let us both,” Strong Wind rumbled, “take comfort in that one child, for sometimes, all it takes is one child to change or save a whole world or even the smallest piece.”

      “Indeed,” Cara nodded as she stroked Strong Wind’s scales, “indeed.”
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      Vyn, Grand Master of the Dark Masters, was restless and agitated, a quite usual situation for him, but this was different. Only his anxiety was much worse than normal. His minions, his network of spies and informants hadn’t found Wind Storm. No matter where they looked, it was as if he was behind an invisible curtain that they couldn’t see through. But how could that be?

      In secret, his cronies searched the havens, the forests, and even into the Great South Sea, but he was nowhere to be found. Even more troubling was that others known to him were also gone—the Dyrfolken, the Uhlan, and the MerDraken, among others.

      Somehow they were able to hide themselves from him, but how? They had to have help! But who?

      His lips drew back in a savage snarl. The elves! But they, too, had disappeared, making it impossible for him to wreak vengeance upon them for defying him.

      He brought his thoughts back to Wind Storm. The others they would find in time, but Wind Storm—Wind Storm and the power rings were the keys to it all.

      Slay Wind Storm or have him declare his allegiance to him, and it didn’t matter where the others hid. Nothing could stand in his way after that, and they would feel his fury in all its power descend upon them.

      He abruptly stopped in his thoughts and jerked his blue-scaled head up. He had to find Wind Storm! The urgency jabbed at him like a finely-honed Proga lance.

      A sense of dread filled him at the notion that Wind Storm now possessed all the rings. A building sense of rage filled him. His bumbling minion's hand had not stopped Wind Storm in time! If his foul seven had only done his bidding, he would—

      His growl grew to a roar, and dragon fire erupted from his throat. The enormous pillar of flames splattered against the rock wall, melting a new hole into the stone to join the dozens of others that pockmarked the wall.

      Then, as quickly as his temper flared, it abruptly ceased as he suddenly felt the undeniable sense that Wind Storm had not acquired the last of the rings.

      Then, what was wrong? What was this biting, nagging feeling that grew in his mind and body as if scale lice ate away at his scales?

      A thought came to his mind. A Sight. Whatever this was, he needed to see and quickly.

      He shied away from the idea, recalling the torture in mind and body that a Sight brought him.

      Vyn tried to turn away from the thought that ate at him, telling himself he was foolish. There was nothing wrong.

      However, even as the notion came, he knew he was mistaken, and the only way to find out was through a Sight.

      Trembling as he considered what he must do, he dragged himself into the middle of his cavernous underground chamber.

      Gathering his strength and his willpower, he slowly chanted as his deep voice resounded throughout the cave,

      
        
        From brightest day to darkest night

        Cast thy eye, cast thy Sight!

        A drop of blood from every pore

        To swing wide Hades’ very door

        Flesh rent and ripped apart

        The cold hand of death to grip the heart.

      

      

      

      Vyn roared in agony as flesh-rending pain coursed through his body. His lifeblood burned and boiled in his veins as he writhed in agony. He jerked his head back and bellowed,

      
        
        Give me Sight, and let it bring,

        A vision of power, the Dragon Rings!

      

      

      

      A whirling, dark vortex formed in front of him ever so slowly. Faster it spun and grew until the Sight opened in a blinding, brilliant flash.

      As drops of his lifeblood pooled on the floor, Vyn leaned forward to gaze at what unfolded before him. His eyes grew wider and wider the longer he stared.

      “No,” he breathed, “is this real? But it has to be, for a Sight never lies.”

      He blinked several times before a leer grew on his face. “So, he’s lost the rings, has he? Committed some transgression, and they took his power away.”

      Vyn shook his head to himself as his laughter shook his red and green belly scales. “Tsk, tsk. Poor little dragon. He’s lost his way and his power.”

      His leer grew wider and wider. “The easier now to kill him and that traitor grandfather of his and ensure the rings never return to that treacherous family.”

      Vyn’s grin stretched his face scales to the point that it pained him. “With Wind Storm, the gate truly opens wide for me to take what is mine!”

      He raised a balled-up talon high and bellowed, “Erdron! Erdron, you are mine, and I shall evermore be your emperor.”

      Vyn’s massive fist crashed to the floor, adding still more cracks in the stone. “And in my realm, there shall be only dragons!”
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      Wind Storm sat on the rocky cliffside above the turquoise pool, gazing into its wave-rippled waters. While some of the company napped, those on guard occasionally stared upward at the majestic, towering waterfall. Storm, however, kept his eyes on the waters below the falls. He didn’t know why, but the sparkles that danced on the water’s surface seemed to call to him.

      He leaned forward as if the lights would draw him into the watery depths. He started a bit when a voice said, “What do you see, Wind Storm?”

      He glanced to one side to find Elise standing alongside and just behind her, Wind Walker. She fixed her eyes on the greenish-blue water while Wind Walker gazed at his grandson with a meditative expression.

      Wind Storm shrugged and said, “Uh, just swirling water that sparkles in the sunlight.”

      “Just sunlit sparkling waters?” she questioned.

      “Uh huh,” he answered, “that’s all.”

      “Then why do you feel pulled to its depths?”

      Surprised at her insightful question, Storm sputtered, “I don’t—” before he paused and frowned a little. “No, that’s not true. For some reason, yes, the water does call to me. I have this silly desire to dive in. Crazy, yes?”

      “Considering, I would not deem it crazy at all.”

      Storm turned to her. “Considering what?”

      “Considering that the rings are still a part of you and you a part of them.”

      “What? What are you talking about? That’s crazy. I lost the rings; they’re gone!”

      Elise gazed down into the water’s small, dancing waves. “Wind Storm, my young dragon friend, as I have come to learn very recently, sometimes you must lose all to gain all.”

      “I . . . I don’t understand,” Storm replied and gazed up at Wind Walker, who met his look but didn’t reply.

      Instead of Wind Walker, Elise responded, “In other words, sometimes we have to lose a person or some, um ‘thing’ that we took for granted to understand just how valuable, wonderful, or important that person or thing was in our lives.”

      She faced him fully and gazed into his eyes. “Does that sound familiar? You lost the rings, but now I sense you are deeply saddened because of your loss, though it’s not just the rings’ absence, is it?

      “So, what is it that you sorrow over? However, before you answer, search your heart; for as I recall, you once wanted to be rid of the rings completely. Now you no longer wear them, but instead of happiness, the loss weighs heavily upon your mind and spirit.”

      Wind Walker stretched his neck out slightly as if to listen intently to Wind Storm’s answer while Eilse grasped her staff with both hands and leaned forward as if she, too, keenly listened.

      Wind Storm grew silent and still, pondering her question. He didn’t know how Elise knew, but she was right. There was still a deep pain in his heart over what he did to lose the rings. It was as if someone kept jabbing him with a Proga lance right into his mind and soul, reminding him of his awful choice and deed.

      She was also right that, indeed, at one point, he wanted the rings to be gone from his body and life. He hadn’t wanted to be the Ring Maker or have a figurative bullseye about him that drew the Dark Masters to him like flies to honey.

      But now? Did he really feel the same?

      Thoughts swirled in his head like fall leaves blown about in a stiff breeze. Elise was also correct in that now that he no longer wore the rings, he should be delighted, happy as a kitten who had found a bowl of fresh cream.

      But he wasn’t. He hurt. From the inside out, and it was every bit as painful as his worst physical wound. Maybe worse. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make it disappear.

      Was it because he let the company down after all their hard work and sacrifice to get this far? Perhaps it was because he felt he had embarrassed himself and his grandfather in front of everyone by his cruel actions.

      Or was it more personal? Did he suffer at the loss of prestige of being the Ring Maker? Or of losing the honor of bearing the rings? Or, maybe because, for once, he was a very important dragon in his family and all dragon-dom—but not anymore.

      No, forevermore, he would be known as the emerald dragon who lost the Dragon Rings of Power because of his foolishness.

      His mind caught hold of one thought, and he pondered over it for some time before he nodded his head slowly and murmured as if to himself, “What do I lose? I know it sounds trite, but I feel like I lost everything.”

      He glanced over at Wind Melody, who sat near a tree. She hadn’t joined the three but just sat and watched. His eyes met hers for a moment before he turned back to Elise. A gentle smile briefly lifted his lip scales. “No, that’s not entirely true. Still, I feel guilty and hurt because I had the chance to choose the better part of myself, and I didn’t. Instead, I chose the absolute worst part.”

      He drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “What I lost was not just the rings, but my self-worth, my confidence to choose the right and to be true to myself.”

      Elise’s lips twitched up in a satisfied smile as she glanced up at Wind Walker, who gave her a solemn, pleased nod.

      She turned back to Wind Storm and gently touched his emerald shoulder scales. “Well put, Wind Storm. It takes real courage to confess and admit that you’ve caused harm, whether to another or yourself. But when you are sincere in your remorse, you are well on the way back to being who you were before the fault.”

      She reached over and pulled Storm’s head so that she could gaze into his eyes. “I’m proud of you, my young friend. Tell me, do you see with clearer eyes now than before?”

      Storm thought about her question for a long moment before he exhaled slowly and said, “I believe so, Elise. Learning such a thing about myself was a hard lesson, but I think I’ve taken the lesson to heart.”

      Elise warmly smiled as she said, “Storm, I’m an old, old woman, and I, too, have learned many lessons on my journey. One thing I’ve learned is that the older I get, the more I understand just how little I really know about life, love, the world, and all its creations.

      “I’ve also learned that the greatest work we ever do lies within us, our character, our attitude, what makes us—us. That is what we take with us when we cross the veil to the Parthenon and climb those thousand golden steps.

      “Now, having said that are you ready to take the next steps on your journey to, well, who knows where?”

      “My next steps? I don’t understand.”

      Elise turned to Wind Walker, who gave her a firm nod as if to continue. She turned slightly to point down toward the water. “Since you now have clearer sight, tell me what you see, Wind Storm.”

      Shaking his head a little in confusion, Wind Storm stretched out his neck and gazed down into the sparkling aqua-marine water. At first, he didn’t see anything, so he blinked his eyes several times to clear his vision before returning to stare downward.

      A moment later, he felt as if something was pulling him down—down into the deepest depths of the pool. There was something down there, but he couldn’t quite make out what it was.

      He pushed his neck out further, straining to get it just a bit more out over the water to see better. Suddenly Storm’s eyes grew as wide as a giant sunflower, and he sucked in a breath. “Elise, there’s—there’s a power ring down there!”

      “Are you sure?” she gently asked.

      “Positive!”

      “Then, what are you going to do about it, Wind Storm?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you and I suggest you decide quickly.”

      “Why?”

      Elise pulled his head around and pointed. “That’s why.”

      Wind Storm stared at the dark clouds that seemed to build and swirl over the distant mountain peaks. “Because of an approaching storm?”

      “Those are not storm clouds,” she sighed before facing him fully. “The Dark Masters know you’re here, and they now know there’s a power ring in these waters.”

      She leaned closer, her face and eyes grim. “And they’re coming for both you and the ring.”

      Wind Storm’s mouth dropped open, and he glanced back at the water. “But—but I can’t swim!”

      “Then,” Wind Walker growled, “it’s time for you to learn, pup!”

      With that, Wind Walker whirled on his talons and swung his giant tail around, catching Wind Storm broadside and sending him flying over the ledge.

      Flailing, twisting through the air as he fell, Wind Storm wailed, “Grandpaaaaaa!”

      Wind Melody charged to the edge of the precipice and watched wide-eyed as Wind Storm hit the water with a thundering splash. “Are you crazy?” she yelled. “He can’t swim!”

      “No, he can’t,” Elise calmly answered. “But you can.”

      With a savage snarl, Wind Melody sailed over the lip, tucked her wings tight against her scales, and dove straight down.

      Wind Walker watched her plunge into the swirling turquoise waters and anxiously asked Elise, “Are you sure they’ll have help?”

      Elise stared for a long moment at the water before drawing a deep breath and letting it out in a long sigh. “They will, yes.”

      She turned to stare at the growing dark clouds that heralded the Dark Masters’ arrival. “But we won’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            58

          

        

      

    

    
      The waterfall’s savage maelstrom gripped Wind Storm in a thundering vortex. The roar pounded at his ears as the waterfall’s boiling turbulence spun him around. He tried to move his legs and tail to gain some control over the crushing chaos that enveloped him but to no avail. He could feel the vortex sucking him deeper into the dark depths.

      He valiantly tried to force his way upward, clawing at the water as if he were climbing. Bubbles from the churning water flowed around him, their noisy gurgling adding to the rumble that filled his ears.

      Suddenly, something hit his back just above his shoulders. Startled, he flinched at the unexpected blow. He twisted to see what had so forcefully struck him.

      Wind Melody!

      The emerald sprogger latched her back claws around Wind Storm’s neck as she struggled valiantly to lift him toward the surface.

      Storm tried to help her, but his legs were practically useless as he strained to push them into a dog-paddle motion.

      The vortex spun them around, its grip so tight that Storm felt like a titan had them in his clutches and playfully twirled them about.

      Storm managed to jerk his head up to see Melody better. She had spread her wings and beat them downward, trying to push them both upward and out of the vortex.

      Abruptly, out of the corner of his eye, Storm caught a shadowy shape slide nearby. His eyes widened as he thought it was a giant serpent that undulated through the waters.

      Then, his eyes widened even more as another serpentlike creature passed close. Then another and another. A slew of water monsters circled Storm and Melody in just a few moments.

      Storm stared up at Melody, who had her head tilted up toward the surface. She was straining so hard to get them to the top that she was oblivious to the serpentine creatures.

      Melody!  Storm gurgled, using some of this precious air to try and warn her.

      She must have heard him, for she abruptly stopped swimming and stared at the circling watery denizens.

      The things fixed their cold, yellow eyes on the two as they opened their jaws to reveal knifelike fangs. Their dark, sleek, snakelike bodies, each with orange and white alternating stripes down each side, easily slipped through the roiling water. They circled the pair like a pack of wolves about to bring down a hapless deer caught in the open.

      They swam closer, closing the ring tighter around Storm and Melody. Storm had no illusions about them escaping the creatures. The beasts were moments away from savagely attacking the helpless sproggers.

      Worse, his air was running out, and he could feel a growing need to breathe. Most likely, Melody was feeling it too. They had to get back to the surface, or they would drown! But how could they slip through these creatures and get to the top?

      Suddenly, one of the things flashed in close. Storm managed to twist away at the last instant, and the thing’s fangs closed on nothing but water.

      A second later, another sped toward the two, but Melody managed to bring a foreclaw up and slammed it into the creature’s jaws knocking it away. However, as she batted at the water serpent, she accidentally loosened her hold on Wind Storm. The next thing Storm knew, he was floating free from her.

      The water grabbed him and pulled Storm away from Melody. His weak legs and tail were useless in getting back to her. Within seconds in the churning water, he lost sight of her.

      One of the creatures slammed into him, spinning him around as its wicked fangs snapped mere inches away. A second monster hit him from below, almost flipping him upside down.

      A third water beast swam straight at his face, its cold, cruel eyes seeming to glow in the dark water. Wind Storm opened his jaws wide to threaten the thing, and at the last instant, it swerved away.

      Wind Storm could feel his heart thudding in his chest, and he instinctively knew it wasn’t from his exertion or the frightful water monsters. He was running out of air. If he didn’t get to the surface quickly for a breath of air, the serpentlike beasts would be gnawing on his drowned body soon enough.

      Suddenly, he stiffened as a green, sinewy thread twirled before him.

      Dragon blood!

      Another glob of green swirled past, and then the water was full of the emerald life fluid.

      Wind Storm jerked his head up, trying to see, but the water was too murky.

      Melody! He screamed into the water, and then his eyesight became dim. He could feel his body convulsing as the last of his air ran out. He tried reaching toward the surface, but his strength failed him. He became limp as he began to drop deeper into the depths.

      As darkness took him, his last thoughts were of Wind Melody. He prayed that she hadn’t suffered much in her dying and that, true to her spirit, she had taken some of the monsters with her into death.
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      “Wake up! To arms!” Elise hurried through the makeshift camp, rousing the company, most of whom slept from near exhaustion. “Danger is upon us; now is not the time for sleeping!”

      “What is it?” Shap demanded as he and Reyna ran up, buckling their sword scabbards around their waists.

      “Dark Masters,” Elise snarled and pointed to where ebony clouds boiled and churned as they flowed down from the high, snowy peaks.

      Reyna sucked in a breath before abruptly whipping her head from side to side before demanding, “Where’s Wind Storm and Melody?”

      “Down there,” Elise responded, motioning at the swirling green-blue pool below the thundering waterfall, “in the emerald grotto.”

      “What!” Reyna stammered and began to move toward the cliff’s edge before Elise put out a hand to stop her.

      “They have their work to do,” she said, “and we have ours, namely, holding off those approaching monsters.”

      “Holding them off?” Adon protested. “How? We’ve always had the Power Rings before; now it’s just us.”

      “And ‘us’ will just have to do for now,” Elise retorted.

      “We can take on baddies all by ourselves,” Dim announced. “You go back to sleep. We handle this.”

      “That right,” Kip said, puffing out his chest. “We big warriors. Much power.”

      He then poked Dim in the stomach. “We hit’em in gut, and then we bonk’em on head, and then we—”

      Before he could land another punch, Dim shoved Kip with his ample stomach sending the little pixie sprawling. “We knock’em to ground,” Dim crowed.

      “Why you—” Kip sputtered as he rolled to his feet and went for Dim, but Brynn leaned down and gently held the two bristling pixies apart.

      “That’s enough, you two,” she ordered. “Save your fight for the Dark Masters.”

      She straightened and said, “Speaking of, this spot is too exposed. We need a more defensible place in which to fight.”

      “She’s right,” Shap agreed and began to look around, “maybe, over—”

      “No,” Elise interrupted and turned to motion to the top of the waterfall. “Up there.”

      “Up there!” Adon exploded. “There’s no way the horses could get us up there in time.”

      “We leave the horses here,” Elise replied. “White Flame and Night Wind will take them to a safe, hidden place, away from the fight.”

      “Then how—” Adon began before Wind Walker stepped forward and said, “I can carry most of you.”

      He turned to Pamlyn and said, “But I could use some help.”

      Pamlyn frowned for a moment before she turned to her Praetor. She leaned close for several seconds before turning back and saying, “Atimba says that he can carry another, as will Ciko.”

      “Then it is settled,” Elise stated. “Gather your things. We have precious little time.”

      “But,” Reyna protested, “what about Wind Storm and Melody?”

      “As I said,” Elise replied, sounding exasperated, “they have their work; we have ours.”

      “Which is?” Adon demanded.

      “When the time is right,” Elise replied, “they will attack from below while we attack from above.”

      “Attack?” Adon snorted derisively. “Just the two of them?”

      She gave him a wicked smile. “That’s right. And when they do, we’ll squash those vermin between us as one would stomp on a cockroach.”
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      Wind Storm floated in a deep, vast ebony darkness. He didn’t know how long he’d been dead, maybe a few brief moments or perhaps for eternity. All he knew was that wherever ‘here’ was; it was a place of profound grief and sadness for him. His thoughts mirrored his sorrow. I lost the rings because of my stupidity, pride, and arrogance. Without the rings, I couldn’t save Melody. She’s dead because of me. Because of me! I’m a failure at whatever I do, whatever I try.

      Time slowed to a standstill for him. Storm’s emotions became dull, his spirit and mind listless as the guilt weighed him down. It serves me right to be in a place like this, full of shadows and gloom. I caused the death of my best friend. It’s good that I’m dead. How could I ever face the company knowing Melody died because of me?

      Even Grandpa would turn his back on me, and I wouldn’t blame him.

      For an instant, he thought he could see his grandfather, his head hung low in humiliation from the shame Wind Storm had brought on the family. Seeing the hurt in his grandfather’s eyes and his crestfallen expression caused Wind Storm to stir and writhe in his profound wretchedness.

      As he did, he dimly heard, “He’s coming around.”

      Coming around?!

      Abruptly, Wind Storm coughed and gasped for breath. He sucked in a deep breath and then another. Coughing and spitting, he managed to blink his eyes open. His vision blurred before it came into focus.

      When it did, he found himself lying on a flat ledge barely covered in water. From the cool, still air and muted sounds, he guessed that somehow he had found his way into a water-filled cavern.

      At a slight noise, he turned and stared open-mouthed in surprise. Standing just a few feet away were two Drachs. One, an older female Drach with long, black hair, held aloft a peculiar-looking lance whose dull golden hue gave off a dim glow.

      The other, a male, gazed at Wind Storm with unblinking eyes. Around his neck was a seashell necklace with three small conch shells arranged in a triangle. A dull-white chest and back piece were affixed around his upper body as if it were an armor-style plating fashioned from a large seashell of some type. Other than a tightly-bound dull gray loin cloth, he wore no other clothing or ornaments.

      The female Drach wore a similar necklace, though her shells were more prominent. She, too, wore a chest and back piece similar to the male’s, but under it was s a one-piece dull gray skirt that ended well above her knees. Around her waist was a broad, gold-colored belt. Centered in the waistband was a triad emblem; only this one seemed made of three large joined pearls.

      Both stared at Wind Storm with a stern, impassive expression.

      Motion behind the two Drachs caught Storm’s attention, and he turned to gaze at what floated in the cave’s dark pool of water. Three dragons gently rode the placid waters; two adults and one that appeared to be a sprogger.

      Wind Storm’s eyes noticeably widened as he recognized from their sparkling indigo-colored scales that they were sea dragons. Also, the Drach’s skin coloring almost matched the sea dragon's though it also had a greenish hue.

      His astonishment at seeing the sea dragons lasted only a moment before he jerked his head as a sudden thought shocked him. Melody! He began to search the cave with his eyes frantically.

      The female Drach said, “If you’re looking for your companion, she’s over there.”

      She used her glowing spear to point to one side. Wind Storm swung his head around and saw Melody lying on the same ledge several feet away, though her eyes were closed.

      “Melody!” he yelped and splashed over to stand beside her. He took in a deep breath of relief when he saw her breath gently ripple the water under her muzzle.

      He gently nudged her with his snout and softly called, “Hey, Mel, wake up. It’s me.”

      At first, she didn’t respond, so he nudged her again and said, “C’mon, Wind Melody, up and at’em. The Dark Masters’ are attacking, and we need to get back to the company to help.”

      At that, Melody moaned and groggily murmured, “Stormy? Is that you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I just drank this whole river.”

      “I know the feeling. Sit up and take deep breaths; it’ll help.”

      Again, using his muzzle, Wind Storm helped Melody to a half-sitting position. “Are the Dark Masters really here?” she murmured.

      “Not here,” he answered, “though we do have company.”

      He glanced over at the Drachs and sea dragons who watched the two of them. From their blank faces, he couldn’t tell what they were thinking. “Good company. Maybe.”

      After another small moan, Melody took several deep breaths before lifting her head to stare toward the sea dragons and Drachs. She blinked hard several times as if to clear her vision before sucking in another breath and saying, “They’re MerDrakens!”

      The female MerDraken sniffed and said, “What else would we be, dry-lander dragon?”

      “Sorry,” Storm answered. “We’ve never seen your kind before. Uh, since we seem to be alive, did you save us from those water serpents? Was it their blood I saw in the water and not Melody’s?”

      “You mean the Tyger Eels?” the female MerDraken replied. “Yes, we killed several before they turned and swam away.”

      She frowned and shook her head. “But why we rescued you, I’m not sure,” she turned to the sea dragons and remarked, “only that Wave Whisperer and Wave Runner had other ideas and insisted we get you two away from that scum.”

      She turned back to Storm and Melody and gazed at them with a haughty look. “Frankly, neither of you appear worth the saving.”

      Storm could feel Melody bristle next to him, but at a sudden thought, he quickly spoke up. “Uh, be that as it may, how is it that your sea dragons are with you Drachs and not in their own haven like the other dragons?”

      One of the dragons came forward and said, “I am Wave Whisperer. This is my mate, Wave Runner, and our sprogger, Sea Zephyr. After the Great War, we found solace in living on a chain of outer islands. However, we remained close to our friends, the MerDraken. They and the sea have always been a haven to us no matter where we live.”

      She turned to the female Drach and said, “When Nalani, the First of the Triad, asked if Wave Runner and I would carry her and Manu on a vital quest, we naturally agreed, as we had received the same message as they.”

      “Message?” Storm asked.

      “Two old Drachs, a man and a woman,” Nalani explained, “came to me in a dream. They radiated power, an aura that assured me they were not evil. They told me that Erdron needed my people and the sea dragons to come forth and once again fight a vile evil that was spreading.”

      “The Dark Masters,” Storm stated.

      “Yes,” Wind Whisperer answered, “for the two also came to us, though we had already heard of the evil brewing. They instructed us that when Nalani and Manu called for help, we were to join them and bring along our sprogger.”

      “And what was this vital quest?” Melody asked.

      “To find the Dragon Ring Maker,” Nalani replied. “A dragon by the name of Wind Storm. I think Whisperer and Wave Runner saved you two because you might know where to find him.”

      Melody began chuckling, and Storm turned to her and quietly said, “Stop. It’s not that funny.”

      “I think it is.”

      Storm turned and saw that Nalani’s face had grown darker from anger. Before he could say anything, she spat out, “You would laugh at me? She who wields Ka Haku—the Wave Master, and after we saved your puny lives.”

      Melody held up a talon and hurriedly said, “Sorry. Sorry. I’m not laughing at you. I’m laughing at the situation.”

      “The situation?” Manu boomed in a deep, bass voice as he stepped forward, the annoyance evident on his face. He carried a wicked-looking spear with three sharp points in one hand while another similar lance was over his back.

      “We risk our lives,” he growled as he held up his spear, “for you, and in return, you laugh at our expense?”

      “Nalani, Manu, Wind Whisperer, Wave Runner, Sea Zephyr,” Wind Melody gravely said as she gestured toward Wind Storm with a claw, “may I introduce you to Wind Storm. Maker of the Dragon Ring.”

      “What!” Nalani sputters. “This—this sprogger is the Dragon Ring Maker?” Her slanted, dark sea-green eyes seemed to hold fire and ice as she stared at Storm.

      Instantly, she crouched and aimed the Wave Master at Storm and Melody. “You play with us. You will not disrespect me in such a manner!”

      “Hold, Nalani,” Wind Whisperer calmly said and sloshed out of the water along with Wave Runner and Zephyr. Together, they strode up to Wind Storm.

      “You are Wind Storm,” Wind Whisperer stated. “That is why we felt compelled to save you.”

      “Yes, that’s me, Wind Storm,” Storm replied, “and this is Wind Melody. It’s an honor to meet all of you.”

      Wind Whisperer nudged Zephyr and said, “Say hello.”

      Zephyr shyly ducked her head and murmured, “Hello, Wind Storm, hello, Wind Melody.”

      Wind Whisperer stared at Storm for a long moment, her luminous eyes gentle and questioning. She cocked her head to one side and down to gaze at Storm’s neck before straightening and saying, “We have a mystery here.”

      “A mystery?” Nalani demanded. “What mystery?”

      Whisperer stared into Storm’s eyes and gently asked, “Ring Maker, where are your rings?”

      Storm’s shoulders slumped at her question. How many times must I answer that question? How often will I have to feel the pain of what I’ve done? How many times will I have to feel the humiliation wash over me, drowning me in shame?

      Storm drew in a deep breath and exhaled in a long sigh. In a meek voice, he answered, “I lost them.”

      At the sound of bare feet slapping on rock, Storm glanced up to see Nalani and Manu approaching. “Whisperer,” Nalani says, “you must be mistaken. We search for a mighty dragon warrior, not some sprogger. Especially not one as puny as this youngling.”

      Wind Whisperer turned to the two and said, “Sometimes great things are accomplished by those who do not meet your definition of stature or power.”

      She brought her head back to Wind Storm. “Such is the case of Wind Storm.”

      Wind Whisperer bowed slightly to Wind Storm, as did Zephyr and Wave Runners. “It is an honor to meet the Dragon Ring Maker.”

      “Wait,” Storm protested, “I’m not the Ring Maker anymore. I told you, I lost the rings. I don’t have them anymore.”

      Wind Whisperer's eyes widened slightly at his protest before saying, “If that is so, Wind Storm, why do the eels sing of you?”

      “Sing of me? I don’t understand?”

      “Indeed,” Wave Runner said, “we can hear them sing, calling to their brothers and sisters to come feast on the Ring Maker.”

      Storm and Melody exchanged looks. “I don’t hear any singing,” Melody stated.

      “That is because,” Nalani said, “you are not of the water and cannot hear their death song. But the vermin call not only for their brothers and sisters but others to join in the hunt.”

      She looked at Storm oddly. “Wind Whisperer is right; they sing of you. And the others they call are worse than the Tyger Eels. Far, far worse.”

      Her eyes turned hard; her face grim. “Truly, it may well be they sing a death song for all of us.”
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      It didn’t take long for Wind Walker and the Praetors to deliver the company, minus their horses, to the waterfall’s thunderous top. The company gathered on the smooth rocks at the edge of the roaring falls and stared as the water surged over the precipice and fell hundreds of feet into the boiling cascade below.

      Below the roaring waterfall, the water churned in the gorge, sending up a mist that sparkled in the sunlight. “It’s amazing,” Reyna said, gazing at the water as it flowed over the thundering falls.

      “What’s amazing?” Shap asked.

      “Here, the water is so calm, barely a ripple,” Reyna pointed, “then it gets to the brink, and over it goes, and it’s pure chaos after that.”

      “Yeah, well, if we don’t find a place to hide,” Shap growled, looking around at the nearby rocks and cliffside, “we’ll have pure chaos on our hands when those Dark Masters arrive.”

      “Over there,” Elise gestured.

      “Over where?” Adon demanded.

      “See that small waterfall dropping over the cliff?” Elise said. “There’s a small cave behind it. We’ll hide there.”

      “All of us will be able to fit in there?” Wind Walker wondered.

      “It’ll be a tight squeeze, but we’ll manage. Unless you want to stay out here, curled up and pretending to be a rock.”

      “I don’t think that scum will fall for that. Rocks don’t have scales, especially emerald ones.”

      “They’ll just think it’s slime or moss,” Gormon teased. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” Wind Walker rumbled.

      “Enough chatter,” Elise growled. “Alright, everyone, move. We don’t have much time.”

      On the run, the company rushed over the smooth but split rock surface where tiny streams flowed through the cracks into the main river.

      Elise brought up the rear, hurrying noticeably slower than the rest and seemingly out of breath when she caught up. The group stopped for a moment, eyeing the heavy downpour and spray.

      “We go in that,” Kip wailed from atop Wind Walker, “we get washed away.”

      “You get washed away,” Dim retorted. “Me be fine. Me stout, strong. Water no hurt me.”

      “You, too, get washed away,” Kip retorted. “You tiny like me.”

      “Me not tiny.”

      “Are so.”

      “Are not.”

      Brynn reached up and separated the two. “No one will get washed away, so stop arguing.”

      Pamlyn said, “Cats don’t like to get wet. Our Praetors may balk at going under the falls.”

      “Fine,” Adon spat. “They can balk all they want. I don’t mind getting drenched if it means not getting seen by those mist monsters until the right time.”

      With that, he ran into and through the waterfall. Wind Walker called, “Hold on, everyone, I have an idea that might save the rest of you a soaking and help get our cat friends through too.”

      With that, he lumbered forward into the water and angled himself so the water bounced off his scales to one side. That left the other side dry and wide enough between Wind Walker and rocky shoulder for the company to pass through.

      A minute later, everyone crowded into the small, dim cavern. To one side, Adon stood soaked and shivering a bit from the cold shower while everyone else, dry and warm, gazed at him with amused expressions.

      “A little hasty, don’t you think, Adon?” Reyna playfully asked.

      Adon’s glower accompanied his silent reply.

      “They say that haste makes waste,” Gormon said. “Only in your case, haste makes for a good soaking.”

      Seeing Adon’s anger building, Wind Walker quickly spoke up and said, “I’m sorry, Adon, I should have said something sooner.”

      Through clenched jaws, Adon snarled, “Forget it. What now?”

      “What now?” Elise replied. “We wait. But not for long. Even now, those vermin approach.”

      She let out a long, deep sigh and said, “I only hope that those below are ready. If not . . .” her voice trailed off.

      “If not, what?” Adon demanded.

      Elise hesitated, then said, “If not, our quest ends in a final battle on those rocks out there, and our blood will turn that beautiful turquoise water dark red.”
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      “So, what do we do?” Wind Melody asked. “Stay here until the eels leave?”

      “You dry-lander dragons know nothing about the water, do you?” Manu snorted.

      “What he means,” Nalani said, “is that the eels and the ones they call do not willingly leave meat behind. No, they will not leave. However, we are fortunate that we have the Wave Master with us. It should be able to hold them off.”

      “Should?” Melody questioned.

      Nalani and Manu eyed each other but didn’t say anything. Seeing the look between the two, Melody promptly said, “Hold on. I saw that look you gave each other. You’re holding something back.”

      When neither Nalani nor Manu replied, Wind Whisperer said, “Nalani, they deserve to know.”

      “Know what?” Melody demanded.

      Nalani gave Wind Whisperer a disapproving look before slowly admitting, “The truth is, I have never used the Wave Master in real combat.”

      Puzzled by Nalani’s reply, Wind Storm and Melody blinked several times before Storm asked, “Uh, just what does your Wave Master do?”

      Nalani held out the silvery lance with the glowing trident-like head and said, “It has the power of the gods to control the water, and using that, I can slay our enemies. Only . . .”

      Her voice trailed off, and she looked decidedly uncomfortable. Compared to her previous stern, confident comportment, her distressed expression surprised Wind Storm. “Only what?”

      “Nalani,” Wind Whisperer explained, “was only recently called by Talia, the former First of the Triad, to be the new First and to wield the Wave Master.”

      “Yes,” Nalani sighed. “No sooner did Talia hand me the Wave Master when that night, those beings of power visited me in my dream and instructed me to go forth.”

      She shook her head and gazed at her weapon. “The truth is, I do not know if it will even work for me. Talia assured me it would, but that is still to prove.”

      “Hold on,” Melody protested. “You said you killed several Tyger Eels.”

      “We did,” Manu asserted, and held up one of his spears, “with this and—”

      “Our fangs,” Wind Whisperer added.

      “Oh,” Melody mused. “Isn’t that just—”

      Abruptly, an odd look came over her face and she turned to Storm. “Hold on. Just why did you jump into the pool? You can’t swim.”

      “I didn’t jump,” Storm protested. “My grandpa pushed me.”

      “Pushed you! Why would he do that?”

      When Wind Storm was slow to answer, Melody turned to face him directly. “Stormy, your grandfather doesn’t do anything without a good reason. So, why did he push you?”

      “Because,” Storm murmured, “I thought I saw . . .” his voice trailed off before Melody pressed him, saying, “Saw what?”

      He leaned close to her and whispered, “A power ring. I thought I saw a power ring deep in the pool.”

      “A power ring!” Melody exploded. “You saw a power ring?”

      “I said I thought I saw one.”

      “Wind Storm,” Wind Whisperer urged, “you believe, or you actually saw a power ring in the pool?”

      “I—I, uh, well,” Storm grew hesitant, unsure of himself. How could I have seen a power ring when I’m no longer the Ring Maker? I must have been seeing things.

      Or was I?

      Elise seemed to believe me, and Melody is right; Grandpa wouldn’t have pushed me over the edge into the pool without a good reason.

      A peaceful, confident feeling swept over him like the calm after a thunderstorm. He waited a moment to see if the feeling would pass, but when it didn’t, he nodded, “Yes, I did see one. Why, I don’t know. Maybe to tell Wind Soar where to find it.”

      “Who’s Wind Soar?” Manu questioned.

      “My brother,” Wind Storm responded. “He’s the next in line to receive the power rings and become the Ring Maker.”

      The only sound in the cave was the gentle lapping of the water against the rocks. The silence grew until Nalani shook her head and said, “I do not understand. Why were we led here if you are not the Ring Maker?”

      “Perhaps,” Wind Melody suggested, “to protect the ring and make sure the Dark Masters don’t get it.”

      “And then what?” Manu grunted. “We are to wait around until this Wind Soar shows up to claim the ring?”

      “No,” Wind Whisper remarked thoughtfully, “no, that is not the answer. The beings of authority instructed us to seek out the Ring Maker specifically. They even told us where to find him.”

      She raised a talon and pointed it at Wind Storm. “We found you, not your brother.”

      “Wind Whisperer,” Wind Storm pleaded, “look at my neck. The rings are gone—they’re gone!”

      “No,” Wind Whisperer said firmly, “they are still there—you just can’t see them is all. You—we were led to this place to retrieve the ring that you saw.”

      She firmly shook her head and said, “We cannot stay in this place. We must help Wind Storm do what only he can.”

      “If that’s the case,” Wind Melody said, “we need to do it quickly before the Dark Masters arrive.”

      “The Dark Masters?” Nalani said. “Then you weren’t jesting before? They really are on their way?”

      “Yes,” Wind Storm sighed. “We saw them coming. They should be here any moment now.”

      “We have to go now!” Wind Whisperer growled.

      “But how?” Manu protested. “They’re dry-lander dragons. They can’t swim under the water.”

      “We need only to get Wind Storm,” Wave Runner said, “to the ring. Wind Melody can stay here. She’ll be safe for now as the eels will chase us.”

      “Oh, no,” Wind Melody sputtered, “you’re not leaving me behind in this dark cave. Where Storm goes, I go. Right, Stormy?”

      Storm worked his mouth scales for a moment as he raised a foreclaw to scratch thoughtfully under his chin. “I don’t know, Mel,” he mused, “you are a lot of trouble at times. Maybe we should leave—”

      He stopped as he saw her jaw drop, and an indignant look crossed her face. “Why you, ungrateful, little . . .” she began, only to let her voice trail off as she saw him grinning wide at her.

      Wind Storm leaned close and whispered, “Gotcha.”

      He turned to the others. “We stay together,” he firmly said.

      “But it will be so much harder,” Wave Runnger began, “to take—”

      “Runner,” Wind Whisperer gently asked, “would you leave me behind in this dark cave if you had a choice?”

      Wave Runner opened his mouth as if to reply, then slowly shook his head and sighed, “No. They both go.”

      Wind Whisperer smiled at him and then turned to Storm and Melody. “Storm, where did you see the ring?”

      “Umm, it seemed to be in the deepest part of the pool, under the falls.”

      “Under the falls?” Manu sputtered before grunting, “This is getting more difficult by the moment.”

      He looked to Nalani, who said, “It would appear that we will learn very soon whether or not I can wield the Wave Master.”

      “Indeed, First of the Triad,” Wind Whisperer replied.

      She turned to Storm and Melody. “We’ll wade out, and Storm, you grab onto my tail just above my tail spikes. Melody, you do the same with Wave Runner.

      “You may have to hold your breath for a long time, so while Nalani and Manu take their places, take several deep breaths and blow out hard each time to empty your lungs. Then at my signal, take in one last full breath that fills your lungs.

      “Once we’re under, we’ll swim fast and hard. Hold on tight, and don’t let go. If you do, we might not be able to get to you. Understood?”

      “Understood,” Storm and Melody echoed.

      The sea dragons waded out into the water and floated effortlessly. Storm and Melody wrapped their legs and talons around Wind Whisperer’s and Wave Runner’s tails and began inhaling and exhaling deeply.

      Nalani and Manu swam out to the sea dragons, clambered up, and settled in on their neck saddles. Wind Whisperer curved her slim neck and called, “Wind Storm, Melody, take in the deepest breath you can manage and hold it.”

      A moment later, the little group slid under the dark water. A few moments later, they squeezed through the cave’s underwater opening and steeply dove toward the bottom of the pool’s turbulent water.

      They hadn’t gotten far when a sharp movement to one side caught Storm’s attention. The Tyger Eels were back! Not only that but just beyond his vision, something dark and monstrous moved ponderously through the water.

      Storm knew instantly that in moments they would be in a fight to the death, and like before, the turquoise water would soon turn dark with blood.

      He prayed it would be their enemy’s blood, not their little group’s. However, as more and more of the vicious eels closed in, readying their attack, he wasn’t sure he would get his prayer answered.
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      The company waited in silence, their eyes grimly fixed on the cascading waterfall that hid them from those outside. Reyna turned to Shap and whispered, “A sheet of water. That’s a pretty thin defense between us and what’s coming. I think I much prefer having some nice thick castle walls surrounding me.”

      Shap flicked the corners of his lips in a wan smile. “Our defense is not being seen.” He motioned toward the sheeting torrent of water. “Hopefully, that will work.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” Reyna asked.

      “Then I’ll join you in wishing for some thick castle walls.”

      Elise turned and said, “They’re almost here. Let’s get ready. Dragons to the front, Pamlyn, Shane, and Ty in between them with your weapons ready. Archers, just behind. No one moves. No one speaks.”

      She raised her staff and pointed it at the pixies. “If anyone does, I’ll turn them into warty toads!”

      Kip and Dim squeaked and ran to hide behind Brynn. Brynn’s lips flicked in a small smile as she said to the two, “But you pixies, valiant warriors that you are, should ready yourselves as well, as we will surely need you in this fight.”

      Hearing that, Kip and Dim puffed out their chests and strutted around to stand next to Brynn, big smiles on their faces.

      Quickly, the company stepped to their places. The dragons settled on their haunches, scrunching their necks slightly, readying to blast out a wall of dragon fire.

      Pamlyn, Shane, and Ty held their weapons tightly, their eyes on the falling water.

      The archers raised their arrows, two fingers firmly on the bolt’s feathered shaft. Stretched as taut as their bowstrings were their lips as they prepared themselves for the coming deadly battle.

      Just then, there was a deep rumbling and growling in the air and an enormous hissing as if a titanic water serpent was riding upon the river waters.

      As everyone stiffened at the sound, Elise softly said, “They’re here. Not a sound.”

      Standing side by side, Reyna and Shap brought their arrow points straight ahead. Just for a second, they gave each other a fond look before their faces and eyes turned outward and became firm and set.

      A vast dark shadow slowly crossed in front of the cascade. It was so huge and dark that it blotted out what little light reached into the cave. As darkness settled over the company, Pamlyn inadvertently gasped.

      It was the slightest of sounds, but the shadow instantly stopped directly in front of the waterfall. Everyone stood rigid, readying themselves for the onslaught that was to come.

      Long seconds trickled by, with the company’s eyes fixed forward and their ears listening for any sound from the mist monsters. Sweaty palms tightened their holds on weapons. Fingers grasping arrow shafts trembled slightly in anticipation.

      Abruptly, the shadow whipped away, and light flooded the cave.

      Everyone slowly let out long-held breaths and lowered their weapons. Elise held up a hand and motioned for everyone to stay in their place.

      Without a sound, she moved forward to stand a few feet away from the waterfall as it splattered against the rocks. She seemed to cock an ear outward as if listening. A few moments later, she rejoined the company saying quietly, “They’re gone.”

      Pamlyn quickly said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to gasp. I don’t know what overcame me.”

      “It’s understandable,” Reyna sympathetically said. “The first time I saw one, I nearly threw up in fright.”

      Pamlyn gave her a smile in thanks before turning to Elise. “You said ‘they.’ There’s more than one?”

      “Dark Masters,” Adon replied, emphasizing Masters. “Plural, and yes, there are more than one, but we don’t know how many.”

      “Indeed,” Elise nodded. “In this case, I believe there are at least four, maybe five, by the sound of their passing.”

      “Do we attack now, Elise?” Shap asked.

      Elise shook her head. “No. Those below must join in their fight first. When they’ve got the full attention of that scum, we’ll hit them from above.”

      Her eyes grew icy hard. “We’ll hit them with everything we’ve got because if we don’t, our friends below will die a most horrible death.”
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      The Tyger Eels’ attack was swift and vicious. Like a pack of Vargs, they charged at the sea dragons with their razor-sharp fangs bared. With icy cold eyes filled with hate and hunger, a dozen or so made straight for Wind Storm.

      Instinctively, Wind Whisperer, Wave Runner, and Sea Zephyr closed ranks but continued swiftly diving downward. The water, somewhat warm at the surface, turned chilly and cold, but that didn’t stop the eel’s attack.

      As the serpent-like creatures sped toward Storm and Melody, the two tightened their grips on the sea dragon’s tails and hunkered down so they were less exposed. At the last instant, as the eels closed, the two sea dragons lashed out with their tail spikes. Each caught an eel and sliced through its soft tissue.

      Green blood spurted outward, instantly turning the water dark. Wind Storm found an eel racing past practically in his face. Without thinking, he opened his mouth and bit down. His fangs tore the eel in half, leaving the ripped-apart creature lifeless in the water.

      More eel blood clouded the water. Storm looked over just in time to see Wind Melody savaging an eel in her mouth. A moment later, its shredded body joined the other dead eels.

      Abruptly, there was a scalding, hissing sound, and Wind Storm looked up to see Wind Whisperer unleashing a blast of dragon fire to one side. The sun-hot stream turned the water into a boiling cauldron that cooked a dozen eels to death.

      A few moments later, Wave Runner let loose his dragon fire catching another dozen eels in a maelstrom of searing steam that left their flesh boiled and lifeless.

      Wind Storm had his eye on another eel that seemed intent on taking him on when he caught Wind Melody pointing at him and then motioning down. He leaned over to see what she pointed at, and his eyes immediately widened.

      Far below, a sparkling light shimmered and danced in the water. Instantly, he knew what the radiance was: the Ring Haven.

      A vicious blow to his midsection ripped his grip off Wind Whisperer’s tail. The impact spun him around so hard it was as if he were whirling in a watery dust devil in the water. He tried to extend his legs and tail to stop the spin, but another blow sent him turning upside down.

      He found himself gurgling as he spun about and realized he was now at the mercy of the Tyger Eels and the monster lurking just out of sight.

      Another strike to his tail whipped him around again, and abruptly he realized that the eels were playing with him like a cat does with a hapless mouse. He tried to right himself, but another ferocious blow under his chin sent him tumbling head over tail.

      Worse, he could feel his air running out and knew there was no way he could fight to the surface for a lung-filling breath.

      Suddenly two large shapes swept by: Wind Whisperer and Wave Runner. They began to circle him, lashing out with their tails and talons at the Tyger Eels. Manu on Wave Runner used his trident to spear one eel before turning and stabbing another.

      Nalani used her Wave Master to jab and spear one eel before she whipped her trident-like lance around and practically beheaded another water serpent.

      The water was thick with eel flesh and blood, but the things were still charging toward Wind Storm. Two of the eels flashed in, and each grabbed a back leg. Before he knew it, they were dragging him downward, deeper into the pool. He tried to shake them off, but his legs were too weak, and their jaws too strong.

      Storm instantly recognized what they were doing. They were taking him ever deeper to drown him. He curled his body up, trying to reach them with his fangs and foreclaws but couldn’t.

      Deeper they went, and Storm could feel his lungs and heart laboring from the lack of air. He was growing dizzy and weak.

      An indigo body sliced in front of him so fast that it took him a second to recognize Sea Zephyr. The sea dragon chomped down on one of the eels and ripped him away from Wind Storm’s back claw.

      Another vicious bite had the eel sliced in two. The other eel let go of Storm and went after Zephyr, but that was a mistake. Seconds later, it two drifted dead in the water.

      Zephyr whipped around and shot back to Storm, using her wings to power through the water. As she came up, Storm motioned with a claw downward.

      Puzzled, Zephyr stared at Storm at first. However, Wind Storm continued to jab his claw downward forcefully. Zephyr nodded, latched onto Storm’s back, and pushed Storm downward with strong strokes of her wings.

      Once clear of the blood-stained water, Storm spotted the shimmering that marked the Ring Haven and gestured to Zephyr. The indigo sprogger keeled them over and powered downward.

      Storm craned his neck upward to see if he could spot Melody, but a layer of bloody, dark water above prevented him from seeing her. One part of him wanted to tell Zephyr to let him go and search for Wind Melody. Another part told him that for Melody’s sake and Erdron’s, he needed to get to the shining sphere.

      Down they went, drawing closer and closer, but Wind Storm was at the point where he was barely hanging on for lack of air. He forced himself not to move or lift a talon to conserve what little breath he had left.

      They were so close to the radiant indigo sphere that Storm could almost reach out and touch the luminous orb. Suddenly there was a rumbling, hissing, churning sound directly above them. Surprised at the loud rumbling, Zephyr stopped, and both looked up.

      Above them, the water boiled and surged as if red-hot lava poured into the water. It trembled and shook as though a Titan waded through the deep, turquoise pool.

      Storm knew what it meant the instant he saw the approaching boiling water: the arrival of the Dark Masters.

      The bubbling, churning water descended until it was just above Storm and Zephyr. From the swirling water issued a growling, bellowing voice. Wind Storm, go into the sphere, and your friends die!

      The water suddenly became calm, revealing the Dark Masters’ lightning-filled clouds. Then, swimming into view came a monster. Its massive ghostly-white head was rimmed by what looked like giant seashells. Three dark eyes were set in a pyramid shape, each with a single red orb that stared unblinking at Storm and Zephyr.

      A large, bowl-shaped mouth holding dagger-sharp fangs slowly opened and closed as if the thing were chewing on some hapless victim. As it neared, its scale-lined abdomen came into view, and then its massive legs and tail that propelled it sluggishly through the pool.

      But it was its four writhing tentacles that sprouted from bulging neck muscles that caught and held the two sprogger’s rapt attention.

      One of the massive tentacles was wrapped tight around a struggling Wind Whisperer, while another securely clutched Wave Runner. The other two tentacles squeezed Nalani and Manu so forcefully that neither could bring their weapons to bear.

      What is it to be, Wind Storm? Shall our Kragun feast upon their flesh? Surely, you’re not one to let friends die. Especially those who fought so valiantly to save you from the eels.

      Wind Storm’s heart sank when he saw that Wind Melody was not among the prisoners. His mind roiled at the thought that she had died in the battle, that her lifeless body now floated with the dead eels.

      His eyes brimmed with red-hot, stinging tears, but he forced himself to turn his reeling thoughts away from Wind Melody and face what was directly in front of him. The thing was right; Wind Whisperer and the others had fought bravely for him. Could he cast them aside, forfeit their lives so easily?

      But if he didn’t get to the sphere for Wind Soar’s benefit, it could mean they would lose this power ring forever and, with it, the ability to create the Dragon Ring.

      His mind lurched from what he once again faced. Why him? Why did he have to make such a choice? Why did he have to choose between life and death?

      A soft voice entered his mind. Whether it’s a battle for your soul, or the lives of friends, or even for a whole world, the answer is always the same. What will be the consequences of my choice, and will I be able to live with my conscience afterward?

      Just for an instant, Storm went limp from resignation as he thought the only answer was to give in and accept the Dark Master’s offer.

      Then, he stiffened. No, Wind Melody had died to give him a chance to get to the sphere. If he gave in, it would be a dishonor to her memory, courage, brave heart, and unswerving friendship and belief in him.

      He turned to the sphere and was about to launch himself downward when he felt Sea Zephyr abruptly stiffen his hold. Storm pushed at Zephyr and jabbed a talon at the luminous globe.

      No! Zephyr gurgled and tightened his grip even more. Wind Storm struggled to break Zephyr’s grasp, but he was too weak. He fought back, but his strength weakened, and he grew dizzy from the lack of air.

      Suddenly, a brilliant, intense flash of light seared the water just above the Dark Masters and the Kragun. They jerked in reaction to the sudden intense radiance, as did Zephyr.

      Feeling Zephyr’s abrupt loosening in his grip, Storm pushed as hard as he could against Zephyr’s hold. To his surprise, he broke free.

      His momentum carried him downward, but he felt blackness nibbling at the edges of his consciousness. For an instant, Storm feared that he was too late and would die by the time he touched the sphere.

      To his astonishment, the sphere suddenly swelled, enveloping Wind Storm in a soft, indigo radiance.

      He felt himself falling through the orb just as blackness took him.
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      “Excellent!” Elise crowed as she stared down at the steaming, frothy emerald pool. “Pamlyn, good job! That got their attention. Now, Ty, Shane, Pamlyn, and Devlin! On the Praetors and get ready to sky. I suspect we’ll see the Dark Masters’ ugly faces soon enough.”

      Her face turned grim, and her voice forceful. “When you’re aloft, you three work your weapons in unison. That’ll be more effective on that scum!”

      As the four hurried toward the Praetors, Elise turned and ordered, “You archers, to the edge, and get your arrows set. When that filth comes to the surface, you’ll have more than enough targets.”

      She whipped around and gestured toward the sproggers. “Sky, you sproggers, Wind Walker, and I will join you in a moment.”

      With her burled staff, she pointed at the pixies and sprites. “Kip, Dim, up on the sprites and get in the air. We’re going to need you too!”

      The pixies hopped on the sprites’ backs and pumped their fists. “To the sky and beyond!” Kip called out.

      “To the beyond, beyond!” Dim added as the sprites crouched and then sprang into the air.

      The archers hurried to the very edge of the precipice, the waterfall’s thunder booming in their ears. Their eyes centered on the foaming pool below and the mist rising from the water. They set arrows in their bowstrings and pointed them down at the bubbling water. Slowly they pulled their bowstrings taut and back to their cheeks.

      “What I wouldn’t give about now,” Reyna shouted over the rumbling falls, “is for ten cohorts of our Dragon Legion from back home to show up about now.”

      “Why wish for only ten?” Shap yelled back. “How about tens of tens?”

      “You’re right,” she answered, “your idea is much better than mine. Tens of tens.”

      “If we’re wishing,” Brynn said loudly, “I would have a cohort of my Amazos sisters with me.”

      “I like it,” Reyna nodded. “Adon? Hamal? What would you wish for?”

      Hamal shook his head in answer, but Adon turned slightly to gaze at Reyna before averting his eyes and muttering, “No wishes for me. They never come true anyway.”

      “Alright,” Reyna said, “how about you, Gormon? Got a wish?”

      Gormon’s lips twitched in a small smile before he said, “What I wish for is already here.”

      “What is that?” Reyna asked.

      Gormon’s smile widened slightly, but he refused to answer, leaving Reyna and Shap looking at each other before Reyna gave a puzzled shrug.

      Elise hurried over to Wind Walker. “Ready, my friend?”

      Wind Walker gave her a wan smile. “As my old friend Amil Nomas used to say, no, but let’s do it anyway.”

      He extended his leg, and Elise scrabbled up to settle in his neck saddle. Wind Walker stretched his wings, crouched down, and a moment later sprang into the air. He soared over the surging water and left little vortices as he sped through the mist.

      A few seconds later, the Praetor Atimba, carrying Pamlyn and Shane, and Ciko, with Devlin and Ty aboard, joined Wind Walker high over the pool. Once the sproggers and sprites arrived, they all began to circle slowly, dropping a bit lower with each pass.

      Elise leaned over and narrowed her eyes as she stared into the bubbling, steaming water. “Can you see them?” Wind Walker asked. “Wind Storm and Melody? I can’t.”

      “No,” Elise frankly answered. “The water is too disturbed, but I have the feeling that we’re about to get a visit from our nemesis, and it won’t be a friendly visit.”

      As if in answer to her pronouncement, the water began to bubble and churn faster and harder. Hissing fountains of steaming water started to explode upward. The whole pool was in a state of agitation and motion.

      Elise tightened her grip on her staff and called out, “Get ready! Make every shot count!”

      Shap turned to Reyna. “You ready?”

      “No,” she gurgled. “Why or why didn’t I stay home and take up knitting.”

      Shap grinned. “Want to bail? Go home and sit in a rocking chair and knit away?”

      Reyna set her feet firmer on the rocks as her eyes became icy hard. “Not on your life. I still have some mad left for what that scum did to my mother.”

      Shap’s grin widened. “That’s my girl.”
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      Wind Storm? The calm, serene voice called softly to Wind Storm, but Storm didn’t want to open his eyes because he felt as if he floated on a peaceful silky cloud. The voice came again but was a little more insistent this time. Storm stirred, roused himself, and managed to blink open his eyes. He found himself floating among what seemed like hundreds of indigo streamers. The little ribbons flowed around and over him. Where they touched, he felt a sense of warmth and healing.

      “Uh, hello, Ring Keeper,” he hesitated, “it’s me, Wind Storm.”

      Welcome, Wind Storm, the Ring Keeper replied.

      “Um, thanks,” he stammered, “but as you can see, I’ve lost the other rings. Well, not lost; I mean, they were taken away. I suppose by you. So, I’m here to find out how to get this power ring and the other rings to Wind Soar, my brother. After all, he’s the Ring Maker now.”

      When the Ring Keeper didn’t answer, Storm said, “And we need to do it in a hurry because, as you can see, the Dark Masters are here.”

      His voice dropped to where he could barely speak as his head slumped. “Because of me, they killed Wind Melody, and if we don’t help, they could hurt or kill the rest of the company.”

      Remember, Wind Storm, we do not need to hurry in this place as time comes to a standstill for those outside the Ring Haven.

      “Oh, right. I forgot.”

      So, regarding Wind Melody, you think it was your fault?

      “Because of what I did to the Wilders,” Storm meekly answered, “I lost the rings, and I didn’t have a way to save Melody, so, yes.”

      He hesitated as his eyes grew distant and vacant. His voice was the barest of whispers. “And that is something that I will never, ever be able to forgive myself for.”

      The Ring Keeper was silent for some time before saying, Wind Storm, you never lost the rings. Oh, the outward manifestation, the coloration around your neck disappeared, but we did not take the rings’ power from you. It is still within you.

      “What!”

      Storm, where great power is given, even greater responsibility is expected. There is always a cost, sometimes a very high price, of using, or in your case, of abusing power.

      “Are you saying my cost was Melody's death because I abused the rings’ power?”

      The Ring Keeper was silent for a time before saying, Wind Storm, do you want the power of the rings to work again? Do you want to continue as the Dracon Cearcall Maken—the Dragon Ring Maker? Consider your answer carefully.

      Wind Storm stared at the bright indigo ribbons that drifted within the dark sapphire light. His thoughts seemed to float around in his mind just as the streamers glided about in this place.

      Why would I want to be the Ring Maker again? I’d only mess things up. Get someone else killed, probably. Maybe Grandpa.

      Then again, Wind Soar isn’t here. But the Dark Masters are. Can the company hold out against them without the power rings?

      What if I say no? Then the company has to fight them with what weapons they have.

      Will that be enough? What if it isn’t? How many will die?

      He groaned inwardly. I don’t want to be the Ring Maker. I really, really don’t.

      Storm drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Face it, Storm, for the company’s sake, it has to be you. You couldn’t save Melody, but the Ring Keeper is giving you a chance to save your other friends.

      “I don’t want to be the Ring Maker,” he said aloud. “However, if I don’t accept, my other friends might die. So, please, what must I do to be the Dragon Ring Maker again?”

      Wind Storm, do not take on this responsibility to avenge Wind Melody. Remember, cruel revenge caused you to pay a heavy price. Is that what you want to experience again? Have you not learned the lesson?

      “I have learned, and I truly understand what I did was so wrong. Yes, I admit, I want the rings back partially because of Wind Melody. Not to avenge her but to honor her. This is what she would want me to do.”

      The Ring Keeper was silent for a long time before asking, Wind Storm, what did you learn from your experience with the Wilders and afterward?

      Storm thought for a moment before slowly saying, “First, there is never any justification for cruelty. Secondly, forgiving others can be hard, but it’s usually easier than forgiving yourself.”

      Can you forgive yourself, Wind Storm?

      Storm hesitated, searching his soul, before he answered in a small voice, “Maybe, in time.”

      But do you believe it is possible?

      Wind Storm thoughtfully nodded his head. “Yes, I do.”

      Suddenly, the indigo streamers began to swirl and whirl around Wind Storm in brilliant ribbons of light. They began to swirl faster and faster around him until they joined together in a glowing ball just above his head.

      Storm gazed up into the luminous orb, and his eyes widened at what he saw. Inside the luminous globe was an indigo ring.

      It is time. Velkommen Failte Dracon Cearcall Maken. Welcome, Dragon Ring Maker. Take the ring, Dracon Cearcall Maken, and do what only you can do.

      Wind Storm sucked in a breath and whispered as he reached up, “I guess this means I’m back.”

      As soon as he touched the bright indigo halo, the ring dissipated into a soft, shining fog. The haze whirled around and around his neck until it settled upon his neck scales.

      For a moment, a shock, as if a lightning bolt had struck him, caused him to go rigid before a warmth spread through his body.

      With authority, the Ring Keeper said, Remember, oh, ever remember the words Wind Storm: Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power!

      There was a shimmering in the air, and letters in a cobalt hue appeared above Wind Storm. They flowed downward, taking shape and form. The Ring Keeper’s voice came again, in firmness and conviction.

      
        
        Indigo, the color of the deepest sea and midnight sky

        To serve you in times of sorrow low, or joyful high

        An indigo ring for insight clear

        Neither to be a prophet nor even a seer

        But rather to see the journey’s way

        Whether in darkest night or brightest day

        With a new ring comes responsibility more

        To stem the evil over dales, fields, and moor

        Pride was the cause of your downfall and hurt

        Now let deepest humility around you girt

        Cast aside arrogance and conceit

        For with them come lies and deceit

        Ring Maker, now is the time for you to lead

        Strength, humility, and honesty are your creed

        Remember, remember your greatest force

        A character true is your noblest source

        The winds of evil gather ever stronger

        That which you carry they crave for and hunger

        Sturdier still, you and the company must become

        To finally quiet the rising beat of evil’s war drum

        One more journey, a dire and challenging quest

        To find the final ring will be your most dangerous test

        Some who start will fall along the way

        Giving their all in the coming fierce fray

        But if these remaining few give faith and righteousness, wing

        Then into the world arises the mighty Dragon Ring!

      

      

      The Ring Keeper’s voice grew still, but as it did, a shimmering gold scroll floated up to Wind Storm. He reached out with a foreclaw and held it tight. He waited a moment, but when no silver scroll appeared, he asked, “Uh, aren’t you forgetting the silver scroll?”

      Wind Storm, everything you need to know is in the last scroll. Be valiant, brave, humble, and true to yourself. Become the noble dragon warrior that lies within you.

      “I’ll try,” Wind Storm gulped.

      Trying is good; doing is better. Are you ready to do battle, Ring Maker?

      “No,” Wind Storm replied, “but let’s do this.”

      There was a shimmering in the air, the sphere trembled, and an instant later, Storm found himself deep in the emerald grotto’s waters and facing five enraged Dark Masters.
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      The water boiled and steamed around the Dark Masters as lightning sizzled and seared the turquoise pool. Caught off guard by their sudden appearance, all Wind Storm could think of was somehow gurgling the words of power. However, just as he opened his mouth, there was a disturbance in the water under him. Giant, gushing bubbles formed around him, and he abruptly found himself propelled upward as fast as a dragon flies.

      Storm punched through the water’s surface and, for a brief moment, flew through the air. He hit something hard just under the water’s surface when he splashed down. A little dazed, he pulled himself to his feet, standing as if on a pedestal on a water and moss-covered rounded rock in the pool’s center.

      “Well, it’s about time you showed up, Stormy,” a lovely voice said from behind him.

      Wind Storm whirled with a big grin on his face. “Melody!” he yelped.

      “In the dragon flesh,” she replied. “What took you so long?”

      Storm ignored her question as he splashed over to her. “I thought you were—you were—!” he blubbered.

      “Came close,” she hurriedly interjected, “but thanks to our new friends, no. They—”

      A furious bubbling and frothing erupted nearby as if the water boiled. “Uh oh,” she growled, “looks like whatever you did down there made them boiling mad.”

      Wind Storm grinned. “Good one, Mel, boiling mad. Yeah, they’re all steamed up about me finding the indigo ring.”

      Melody grinned back. “Nice one, steamed up. But not just the indigo, Storm,” she reached out and gently touched his neck with a claw, “all of them. You’re back, Ring Maker, just like I knew you would be.”

      “Uh, yeah,” Wind Storm sighed, “but the Ring Keeper and I had a rather long conversation about, well, you know. I guess they decided to give me a second chance.”

      “They?”

      He glanced up, saw Wind Walker and the others circling overhead, and said, “Yeah, I just realized there’s more than one Ring Keeper, but let’s talk about it later. You better get up there. I think I’m about to become the center of attention from you know who. Oh, and there’s five of them this time.”

      “Five?” she stammered.

      “Uh huh, so sky. You’ll be safer up there than with me down here. Besides, I need you to tell the others there’s a massive Kragun thing down there that’s got the sea dragons and Nalani and Manu in its tentacles. We need to get them loose before they drown.”

      “Got it.”

      Melody started to unfurl her wings when she stopped and gently pressed her muzzle against Wind Storm’s cheek scales. “You be safe, you hear. If you get hurt, I’ll never speak to you again, understand?”

      “Trust me,” he answered shyly, “I’ll do my best. Now go.”

      Wind Melody stepped back, unfurled her wings, and a moment later was aloft, powering her way upward.

      Just then, an explosion sent spray and a column of water skyward that rained down on Storm. From the deep, the Dark Masters appeared, their ebony clouds churning and swirling as lightning flashed and danced within their shadowy mist.

      One came slightly forward from the others. “Wind Storm,” the monster said, “I am Wind Taurus. Your choice is simple. Come with us, and we will let your little friends live. Otherwise, they all die.”

      A dark cloud rope swirled outward and touched the water. The Kragun broke the water’s surface, still holding Wind Whisperer, Wave Runner, Nalani, and Manu in its grasp.

      “We easily captured these four,” Taurus laughed, “the others will be as easy. Perhaps easier. So, come with us, and they live, choose otherwise, and they and you die.”

      “You’re dragons,” Wind Storm stated. “Why do you make war on your own kind?”

      “Only on those who oppose us,” Taurus answered. “They are blind and choose not to see. Therefore, they must die.”

      “See what?”

      “The gods made Erdron for dragons and dragons only. We are merely taking what is rightfully ours. Dragons who refuse to see that are blind to the truth.”

      “As a good friend would say,” Wind Storm scoffed, “bosh and bunkum. Erdron is not just for dragons. You’re the ones who are blind to the truth that you are hurting and killing innocents who’ve done nothing wrong. It’s time you stopped.”

      “Never!” Taurus snarled. “Not until we cleanse Erdron of all but dragons.”

      “And then what? Everyone will be all cozy and comfortable? And who will rule over the dragons? You?”

      “Yes, me!” Taurus snapped but then seemed to catch himself and said, “I mean, we will under the leadership of Master Vyn.”

      “Master Vyn,” Storm snorted derisively. “Vyn—Vay. Same evil creature, just in different form but with the same wicked purpose.”

      “Enough!” Taurus roared. “Will you come with us, or do we kill you and your puny friends?”

      Ring Maker, it is time for you to lead, the Ring Keeper’s firm voice echoed in Wind Storm’s mind. Do what only you can do.

      Storm set his talons as a determined look crossed his face. With a savage snarl, he said, “I think not!”

      He raised a claw and, with a loud voice, cried, Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power!

      From his talon shot a bolt of pure force that caught the Kragun full in its hideous face. The blast ripped into the thing, and an instant later, its tentacles drooped lifelessly, letting its captives drop free into the water.

      Taurus and the other Dark Masters roared and bellowed in anger. Ropelike ebony clouds shot out, arced, and slammed into the water. Where they touched, the water frothed and boiled. Suddenly, from the gurgling, steaming water, giant Kragun heads appeared, rising upward.

      Eyes wide at seeing a dozen Kraguns surrounding him, Wind Storm muttered, “As Ty would say, this just keeps getting better and better.”

      The nearest Kragun shot out a grayish tentacle toward Wind Storm. An indigo-hued body shot up from the water as the fleshy limb snaked through the air.

      “Zephyr!” Storm yelped as the sea dragon sprogger clamped his jaws around the tentacle and bit down hard. His fangs slashed through the creature’s arm, and from the severed limb, green blood darkened the water.

      Zephyr dove into the water just as Wind Storm snapped his head up as he heard the pixies singing, “A bopping heads we go, a bopping heads we go, hi ho a diddly-o, a bopping heads we go.”

      The sprites and pixies dove down. They burst into fire and began to skip from one Kragun head to another. Where they touched, scalded flesh sizzled and burned. The Kraguns roared in pain and flailed their tentacles about, but the sprites were too quick for them to catch.

      From the high cliffside, arrows rained down on the Kraguns. The smaller bolts did little damage, but Brynn’s giant shafts slammed into the Kraguns, slicing deep into tissue and muscle. The Kragun’s green blood spurted and flowed freely.

      More cloud ropes shot out from the Dark Masters, touching the water and calling their nefarious minions to them. Around Wind Storm’s watery rock pedestal, the water churned.

      From the deep, a Tyger Eel shot from the water right at Wind Storm. Its jaws and fangs spread wide as its hungry eyes centered on Storm.

      A large indigo-colored body darted from the water and arced over Storm’s head. Manu speared the eel creature with his trident lance as he and Wave Runner plunged back into the turquoise water.

      A half-dozen eels leaped from the pool, all intent on Wind Storm. Their jaws snapped at the air as if in anticipation of their fangs slashing into the emerald sprogger. From above, bolts of light sliced through the eels, leaving the water littered with their blood and torn bodies.

      Storm glanced up and saw Ty, Shane, and Pamlyn on their winged Praetors raising their weapons as if saluting. He raised a talon in acknowledgment, along with a grateful smile.

      A bellowing from the Dark Masters whipped his eyes back to them. Ebony mist tentacles flashed up from the creatures and plunged into the water. The pool churned for several seconds, and then a whole flurry of Tyger Eels leaped upward from the disturbed water.

      Their dark yellow wings carried them straight up to where Wind Walker, Wind Melody, and the others circled.

      “Wings? Now they have wings?” Storm growled as he shook his head in disbelief. “This just keeps getting better and better.”
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      Abruptly, one of the Dark Masters broke away from the others and sped upward with the Tyger Eels to where the dragons and Praetors winged. From its dark maw, a cloud of lightning bolts erupted. Shane, Ty, and Pamlyn brought their weapons to bear, striking at the bolts, but there were too many lightning beams for them to counter. The lightning streaked through the sky, taking deadly aim at Storm’s winged companions.

      Wind Storm hurriedly raised a talon and was about to utter the words of power to save his friends when from the remaining four Dark Masters, a single massive lightning bolt shot straight at him.

      Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power! he yelled at the last instant. A giant bolt of pure light blasted outward from his claw. It slammed into the monstrous lightning bolt. The powerful collision deflected both upward, where they smashed into the rocky hillside. A giant avalanche of dirt and rocks began sliding down the hillside toward the roiling river.

      Storm glanced upward at his winged companions and breathed a sigh of relief. From Elise’s burled staff, a luminous screen held firm before them as the lightning barbs collided with her shield in thunderous blasts.

      However, even as he watched, he could see the radiant protection begin to waver and knew that Elise’s power was fading fast. Once it failed, his grandfather and the others would be at the mercy of the evil one.

      Storm raised his talon as if to help strengthen Elise’s defense when from the Dark Masters in front of him erupted still another gigantic lightning bolt. Once again, he thrust his talon out, and from it came a whirling, spinning whirlwind. It flashed outward and seemed to suck the lightning into the vortex.

      Storm jabbed his claw out again, and instantly, the huge eddy turned on its side and spewed out the lightning bolt straight back at the Dark Masters.

      With a roar, the evil ones scattered at the last instant. The radiant shaft sped by and exploded into the towering waterfall, sending a fountain of water and spray outward.

      Wind Storm looked up and inwardly groaned. Elise’s shield was thin and growing thinner by the moment. In a few seconds, it would disappear, and the Dark Master would begin slaying Wind Walker and the others.

      The archers on the cliffside were raining arrows down on the Dark Master and the winged eels, but his lightning shafts turned them into puffs of ash in the air.

      Storm raised his claw in the shield’s direction. But at a loud thump next to him, Wind Storm turned his head, baring his fangs with a snarl, ready to do battle with whatever creature was about to attack him.

      “Hold, dry-land dragon,” Nalani called as she strode up to him. “I’m here to help, not to fight you.”

      Storm looked around, “Zephyr? Manu? Wave Runner?”

      “While your little friends scald the top of the Kraguns,” she devilishly grinned, “they are ripping the flesh from their lower limbs. The Kraguns, being dumb and slow, don’t know whom to fight.”

      She pointed at the Dark Masters, who were gathering together again. “In the meantime, what shall we do about those slufaces?”

      “I don’t know what a sluface is,” Storm returned, “but if it means what I think it does, good call.”

      He looked at her trident lance as a thought came to him. “Wave Master,” he murmured to himself and then aloud asked, “is Wave Master a literal title for your weapon?”

      “Of course,” Nalani snorted.

      “I have an idea,” Storm said and hurriedly explained his notion.

      Nalani looked at him dubiously for an instant before she shrugged. “I guess it is time that I prove that I am the First of the Triad and can wield the Wave Master or that it needs to go to one more worthy.”

      She stepped to one side of the underwater rock and thrust her trident into the pool. Immediately the water began to whirl and churn. The disturbance grew broader and deeper, but there it stayed, neither growing wider nor deeper.

      Storm looked up and saw that Elise’s shield was almost gone. He also noticed that the Dark Masters that had scattered were now regrouping and racing toward them.

      “Hurry,” he pressed, “we’re almost out of time.”

      “I can’t make it—” Nalani groaned, the strain evident in her voice and trembling muscles. “It’s not working!”

      “Yes, you can,” Storm said firmly. “The Wave Master came to you. Now prove that you are indeed the First of the Triad, wielder of the Wave Master.”

      Nalani bent over, beads of sweat peppering her forehead. Then slowly, ever slowly, the water began to move, to build.

      “That’s it!” Storm encouraged. “Keep going!”

      Just then, at a noise, he turned. The four Dark Masters were speeding across the pool. Their lightning was now an angry, dark crimson. Storm didn’t have to guess what they were going to do.

      Stop him and Nalani by slaying them.

      “I don’t think so,” he grimly said, whirling around to jab his talon next to Nalani’s Wave Master.

      Loudly, he called out, Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power!

      The water immediately surged upward in a rising wall. Nalani whipped her trident forward, sending the mounting wave straight at the Dark Masters.

      Wind Storm kept his claw in the water, sending more and more into the swelling flood. The Dark Masters abruptly stopped at seeing the oncoming wall of water. In desperation, Wind Taurus sent a colossal scarlet bolt into the swell, but the water engulfed it and kept going.

      The Dark Masters began to back away, but Wind Storm said, “Now, Nalani, now!”

      Storm thrust his claw deeper into the water, drawing all of it from the pool and the river into the monstrous, building wave.

      Before the Dark Masters could flee, Nalani jabbed her trident forward, and the vast breaker engulfed the four in its roaring, turbulent waters.

      More and more water from downriver streamed into the still-growing wave. The last Dark Master tried to flee upward. However, Nalani had the wave surge up the cliff’s towering face, stopping the flow of the thundering falls as it climbed the precipice.

      Wind Storm watched wide-eyed as a dozen Kraguns and a horde of Tyger Eels floundered in the surging water. They fought and writhed, trying to escape, but it was as if vise-like, watery fingers held them tight and wouldn’t let them go.

      As the wave reached the upper falls and poured upward over the precipice, the Dark Master tried to escape, but Nalani brought her Wave Master sharply down. In a second, with a deafening, thundering noise, the monstrous wave crashed on top of the Dark Master.

      As the water calmed, Nalani held it back until Wind Walker swooped down with a broad, relieved grin on his face. “You did it! They’re gone!”

      Slowly, Nalani released the waters, and it wasn’t long before the falls were thundering over the precipice and the sapphire grotto restored.

      After Wind Walker carried Wind Storm to the top, the company gathered with big smiles and congratulatory chatter that all survived and were safe.

      Elise shuffled over to where Wind Storm stood next to Nalani. “You two did very well. If it weren’t for that incredible wave of yours, well, we might—”

      Suddenly, Hamal screamed, “Look out!”

      Wind Taurus, hiding below the water, rose and lashed out with a lightning bolt straight at an unsuspecting Wind Storm.

      The lightning sped through the air. Wind Storm stood transfixed, knowing in his heart that he couldn’t move quick enough to escape the bolt.

      At the last instant, Hamal threw himself in front of Wind Storm.

      The lightning shaft hit Hamal square in the chest, and he slumped lifelessly to the ground.

      Those with power weapons brought them to bear on the Dark Master, but the cruel creature disappeared before they could open fire.

      The company hurriedly gathered around Hamal, with Elise the first to reach him. She gently turned him over to stare, horrified at the hideous wound. She looked up at the others and mournfully shook her head.

      Suddenly, Hamal coughed, and his eyes fluttered open. “Wind Storm,” he whispered, “Wind Storm.”

      Storm pushed his head next to Hamal and softly said, “I’m here Hamal.”

      “Wind Storm,” Hamal gasped, “I’m sorry—so sorry. Please, before I die, forgive me.”

      “Forgive you?” Storm stammered. “Hamal, you saved my life.”

      Hamal weakly shook his head. “No, forgive me for what happened,” he labored to breathe before saying, “at the gorge with the Wilders.”

      His breathing came hard, fast. “It was me. I told the Wilders of our trail.”

      “What?” Elise sputtered. “But Hamal, why?”

      Hamal tried to speak but couldn’t as he grabbed his chest and groaned from the pain. After a moment, he sputtered, “After Adon and I got separated, Kalonda confronted me in the woods . . .” he had to stop to take in a breath before going on.

      “He said he was in league with the Dark Masters.” His face contorted as a spasm of pain wracked his body. He waited until it passed before saying, “He promised that if I gave up Wind Storm, neither the Wilders nor the Dark Masters would attack my people.”

      “And you believed him?” Elise asked incredulously.

      Hamal swallowed and took another breath before saying, “You don’t understand. The Wilders ravaged my people in the Great War.”

      He waited a moment as if to gain some strength before stammering, “They—they almost wiped us out. We aren’t strong enough yet to fight both . . .” his voice tapered off before it grew strong again.

      “Kalonda struck me with a rock—” he explained before Elise interjected, “To make it look like you hit your head on the branch and was knocked unconscious.”

      “Yes,” Hamal weakly nodded.

      His body slumped, and his eyes grew heavy and sad with the pain of a remorseful soul. “I was so wrong  . . .”

      He turned pleading eyes to Storm. “My life for your forgiveness?”

      “Hamal,” Wind Storm gently replied, “you saved my life twice; how could I not forgive you.”

      “Thank you. I—”

      Suddenly, his body arched in agony. He reached out to Elise and grabbed a piece of her cloak with a clawed hand. “Please don’t tell my father that I died a—a—a . . .” his voice gave out with his last breath as Hamal Nomas, son of Amil Nomas, passed into death.

      “No, Hamal,” Wind Storm sadly said, “your father will know that his son died a hero and nothing less.”
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      It was early evening, and the first moon was just rising when the company somberly gathered around the rock cairn that marked the final resting place of Hamal Nomas, Jubian warrior and member of the Company of the Dragon Ring.

      Wind Walker looked over at Wind Storm and gave him a reassuring nod. Slowly, Wind Storm stepped forward to stand in the circle, his eyes on Hamal’s grave. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “I’m not very good at this,” he quietly began, “but there are some things I want to say—things that need to be said.”

      He hesitated and went on. “Hamal Nomas twice saved my life. Once in the battle at the snowy pass, and now here, at the battle of the emerald grotto. I probably wouldn't be alive if it hadn’t been for Hamal. He gave his life to save mine.”

      Storm lifted his head and turned his eyes away from the cairn to let his gaze sweep around the circle. “Yes, he admitted that it was he that betrayed the company. From what I understand, he did it out of loyalty to his people and family—a desperate attempt to save them from the ravages of war again.

      “I’m not saying it was right, but I would rather remember Hamal as the brave warrior he was and for the other sacrifices he made for the company than for that one misguided misdeed.

      “So, I’m asking each of you to join with me in making a solemn pledge that if any of us survive this, we get a message to his father that,” he hesitated before saying, “Hamal died bravely, honorably, as a valiant Jubian warrior should and an honored member of this company.”

      He turned to Wind Melody, who stood beside him. She gave him a firm nod. Next to her was Reyna, who met Storm’s eyes with a nod, as did Shap. Around the circle Storm went, each nodding in turn until he got to the last person, Adon.

      Adon hesitated, his lips in a tight line, his eyes staring at the ground. “Adon?” Storm gently asked.

      When he didn’t answer, Shap glanced at Reyna, who returned his look and gave him a slight nudge with her elbow. Shap screwed his mouth to one side, shrugged his shoulders in resignation, and stepped forward. “Adon, I owe you an apology.”

      Adon lifted his head and stared at Shap with a stunned expression. “An apology?”

      “Yes,” Shap admitted as he again glanced at Reyna, who gave him an encouraging smile to continue. “The truth is, I thought you were the one who betrayed the company. No, I was certain you were the one who was the traitor.”

      Adon’s face started to turn red with anger, but Shap quickly held up a hand and said, “I besmirched your name. I was wrong.” He drew in a deep breath. “Very wrong. About a lot of things.”

      He strode over and held out his hand to Adon. “I am sorry, truly.”

      Adon hesitated and glanced down at Shap’s outstretched hand before he slowly brought his hand out and firmly shook Shap’s. “Thank you,” he murmured.

      As the two dropped their handshake, Adon turned to Storm and said, “You have my word that I, too, will honor the pledge to do as you ask.”

      Storm nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Adon.

      Wind Walker stepped forward and addressed the company. “Nalani, Wind Whisperer, and Sea Zephyr are requesting that we welcome them as members of the Company of the Dragon Ring. I vote, aye. What say ye, fellow members?”

      A loud “aye” erupted from the company, with smiles and clapping.

      “Excellent,” Wind Walker replied. “Manu and Wave Runner will return home in the morning with,” he stopped and eyed Elise, “a message for our friends, the MerDraken, and their sea dragon companions.”

      Elise stepped forward and placed a hand on Storm’s shoulder scales. “A life well lived is a life well remembered,” she said. “It is good that we will remember Hamal as a courageous member of this company.”

      She straightened and added, “Hamal has earned his rest, but we, the living, must go on with our journey.”

      Elise reached into her cloak and pulled out the golden scroll. “Storm delivered this to me just before that monster killed Hamal.”

      She held the scroll up so that everyone could see. “Interestingly, there is no silver scroll this time.”

      “What?” Reyna muttered. “But how—”

      “I suspect,” Elise interjected as she held the golden scroll up, “that this will give us the answer to your question, Reyna.”

      Elise turned to Nalani and her companions, explained the scroll's significance, and then held it upward toward the first rising moon. The scroll gave off a luminous glow as she let the scroll open and began to chant the shining words,

      
        
        Indigo, the color of the deepest sea and midnight sky

        To serve you in times of sorrow low or joyful high

        An indigo ring for insight clear

        Neither to be a prophet nor even a seer

        But rather to see the journey’s way

        Whether in darkest night or brightest day

        With a new ring comes responsibility more

        To stem the evil over dales, fields, and moor

        Pride was the cause of your downfall and hurt

        Now let deepest humility around you girt

        Cast aside arrogance and conceit

        For with them come lies and deceit

        Ring Maker, now is the time for you to lead

        Strength, humility, and honesty are your creed

        Remember, remember your greatest force

        A character true is your noblest source

        The winds of evil gather ever stronger

        That which you carry they crave for and hunger

        Sturdier still, you and the company must become

        To finally quiet the rising beat of the Dark Master's war drums

        One more journey, a dire and challenging quest

        To find the final ring will be your most dangerous test

        Some who start will fall along the way

        Giving their all in the coming fierce fray

        Now return to those bravest of the brave

        Silent now, sleeping under their defiled graves

        There you will find that which you seek

        And restore their memorial, which now lies bleak

        The trail is clear but caution on every side

        For from the evil ones, you cannot hide

        Friends you have from near and far

        They march under sun and glittering star

        To stand with you in one last fierce fight

        And end the Dark Master’s reign and blight

        And if these remaining few give faith and righteousness, wing

        Then into the world arises the mighty Dragon Ring!

      

      

      There was a moment of silence before Reyna gasped, “It can’t be!”

      She turned to Wind Walker with round, stunned eyes. “Wind Walker? The bravest of the brave? Defiled graves? Is the ode speaking about . . .?” her voice trailed off as she brought a hand to her mouth.

      Shap stepped close to her and touched her arm. “Reyna, what are you talking about?”

      Reyna didn’t answer him as she stared at Wind Walker, who slowly brought his head around first to meet Reyna’s gaze and then Elise’s. “It can only be,” he said almost in a whisper.

      Elise nodded slowly, her eyes too having a startled look. “You’re right; it can only be.”

      “What can only be?” Adon demanded.

      “What are they talking about?” Nalani said in an aside to Brynn.

      “I’m not sure,” Brynn answered, “but they seemed very surprised by whatever it is.”

      “Reyna,” Shap insisted, shaking her arm a little, “what are you talking about?”

      She turned to him with eyes brimming with tears. “I’m going home, Shap. I mean, we’re all going to my home, to Wynsur. Don’t you get it? Don’t you understand what the ode is telling us?”

      “Not in the least,” he answered frankly.

      “The bravest of the brave,” Wind Walker rumbled, “are Hooper Menvoran, Scamper, and Rainbow. They who gave their all to defeat Vay at the final battle in the Great War.”

      “Yes,” Elise nodded, “and buried at Wynsur.”

      “In graves,” Reyna all but snarled, “defiled by the Dark Masters.”

      “Oh,” Shap replied meekly, sounding a bit like Ty in his response.

      “Wait,” Shane stammered, “you’re saying our trail leads us to the Northern Kingdom?”

      “That’s right,” Elise replied. “To Wynsur specifically.”

      Ty nudged Shane. “Hear that, Sis? We’re headed back to our neck of the woods. Sort of.”

      “But,” Rafe asked, “what about these ‘friends’ from near and far? Who are we talking about?”

      Wind Walker and Elise glanced at each other before Wind Walker muttered, “I’m sure we have many friends, Rafe. Look, we now have Pamlyn from the Dyrfolken and Nalani from the MerDraken, along with their companions. They’ve certainly come far.”

      “But—” Rafe started again, only Elise firmly interjected by saying, “I think time will tell us who these friends are. Now, it would be mere speculation on our part.”

      She stretched her arms out and said, “Besides, these old bones of mine need rest and sleep. Wind Walker set a night watch, and the rest of us will get some well-earned sleep.”

      “Wind Storm,” Wind Walker replied, “and I will be the first watch. The rest of you sleep.”

      The company slowly dispersed to find sleeping spots. Wind Melody nudged Wind Storm and whispered, “I’ll save you a spot next to me for when you come off watch.”

      He smiled at her and murmured, “Thanks, Mel.”

      Wind Walker led Wind Storm over to a spot where they could watch the river slowly flow down before it surged over the precipice. As Wind Storm stared at the falls, he drew a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh.

      “That was a deep sigh,” Wind Walker said. “Care to share what brought that on?”

      “I was just looking at the waterfall, Grandpa,” Wind Storm replied, “and thinking how close we, well, mostly me, came to going over a precipice and losing the rings. It was a close thing, wasn’t it?”

      Wind Walker slowly nodded his head and rumbled, “Yes, Storm, it was a close thing. However,” he reached out and gently touched Storm’s neck with a talon, “you’ve got your rings back, and that means we still have a chance to save Erdron from that filth.”

      Storm was silent for a while before he said, “Grandpa, the Ring Keeper told me something that I’m still sorta puzzled about.”

      “Oh?”

      “She said that I had only lost the ring’s manifestation—”

      “The markings around your neck,” Wind Walker interjected.

      “That’s right. But the ring’s power stayed with me the whole time.”

      “As I suspected,” Wind Walker nodded.

      “You did?”

      “Storm,” Wind Walker replied slowly, “some of who we are is sometimes shown by how we look, our outward appearance. But what we are, our character, our—” he reached out and touched Storm’s chest where his heart was, “real nature lies within, where no one sees, but ourselves.”

      Wind Walker worked his mouth briefly before saying, “What you did to those Wilders wasn’t really you. It was an aberration of your true character. It seems that the Ring Keeper took away the outer part, the ring’s coloring on your neck, to allow you the time you needed to rediscover your true self, the inner part.”

      He swung his head around to Wind Storm and gazed fondly at his grandson. “And you did. You could have given up Storm, but you didn’t. You redeemed yourself, fought to bring back the real you, and I couldn’t be more proud.”

      Wind Storm looked up at his grandfather and asked, “Grandpa, are you proud of me, Wind Storm, or are you proud of me, Wind Storm the Dragon Ring Maker?”

      “I am proud of you, Wind Storm, for that is your true character.”

      Storm met his grandfather’s gaze as his lip scales stretched into a wide smile. “Thanks, Grandpa. I’m proud and grateful to be your grandson, and that’s more than good enough for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
        The story continues in Book 6 – soon in publication
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