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      Writing this book was never part of my original plan for this series. Yet after asking my readers which character should get their own short story after I published my second book, THE RAIDER’S CURSE, Ross was the clear winner.

      So I wrote a short story about him and placed it on my blog, which you can still find. However, this character continued to work his way deeper into the latter books, becoming more than a lowly side character ever should.

      So this upstart, Ross Galbraith, got his way and his story became more than just a few blog posts. It’s now the full-blown novella you hold in your hands.

      I hope you enjoy exploring Ross’s past as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      Your Author,

      Vanessa

      P.S. If you could help this author out, I would greatly appreciate you leaving a review on this book from wherever you bought it. Light always does more when shared.

      Thank you.
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      The wings of the crimson Dragon tattoo on his arm seemed to stretch as Azroth Phoenix sprinted down the cypress-lined lane. The throbbing pain in his arms grew the faster he ran down the dusty path to Wesley and Imogen Galbraith’s estate on the hill. Groves of almonds, olives, vineyards, and pastures dotted the hillsides, but Azroth saw none of it. The only thing he cared about was getting into Imogen’s arms, where he would be safe.

      The Dragon seemed to wriggle with delight at being awake. He wanted to cover the thing up so it couldn’t look at him, but that would mean touching the blisters dotting his arms. Too much heat, pain, and fear lingered in those puss-filled sores for him to do more than hold them away from his body where his fine sable tunic couldn’t rub against them.

      At last, Azroth topped the rise, and the Galbraith’s sprawling villa came into view. Three young children covered in mud chased each other around the olive trees near the front, squealing and giggling. And there in the yard, with hands on hips, stood Imogen scolding her little ones. A ragged gasp escaped his lips. She’s here. Everything he’d just endured would be made right. Even if it was only temporary.

      The moment she caught sight of Azroth, Imogen’s expression morphed from one of annoyance to concern. The young woman lifted the hem of her silk skirt and ran toward him, the mud flying off her children forgotten.

      “Ross, what happened?” Imogen asked, when she drew close.

      In answer, he held out his arms, fighting against his trembling lower lip. He wasn’t a toddler anymore, but he felt just as small and in need of the protective arms of a mother. Or at least someone who cared enough about him.

      Imogen covered her mouth in shock when she saw the extent of the burns. Her cool fingers took his hands and turned his arms to get a better look.

      “That man is going to kill you. Did he do this to Zared too?”

      Azroth shook his head. His elder brother never needed to be punished like this. He was the perfect son and all too eager to do their father’s bidding.

      You will obey me! The words spoken an hour ago still made him shrink.

      Azroth had refused today, as he so often did, to take any part in Nero’s dark ambitions. In consequence, his father had threatened him, beat him, spit on him, and ordered his men to place glowing red rods against his skin, all in a futile attempt to get him to take the memories of the man on the interrogation table.

      Large white blisters had swelled all over the sensitive inner skin of his arms as the poker touched him. He’d begged them to stop, but that begging only earned him more pain. Now, the blisters pulsed in time with his racing heart.

      If that had been all, he would have been able to take it. But one of the soldiers holding the hot metal rods touched too close to what had been the faint pink outline of the Dragon on his arm. That mark signified him as the king’s second son, the one destined to be the Protector of this nation. A role he’d take over when his uncle either retired or died. But that had all changed as the beast woke up.

      When the poker touched the Dragon’s outline, it burst into a shower of red sparks, and a force such as he’d never encountered awakened inside him, like a second consciousness sharing his body. The faint pink outline deepened to the color of wine, and coal-black eyes followed his every move.

      Imogen’s husband, Wesley, in his white and purple senator’s robes draped over one shoulder, rushed over to them, leaving a servant still examining a tree in one of the nearby groves.

      “Scorching sands, Ross, what did they do to you?” Wesley’s strong arm took Azroth by the shoulders and carefully led him to the shade of the stucco porch with its white columns and climbing roses.

      The familiar scents that usually calmed him did nothing to assuage his fear. Wesley steered him into the wooden rocking chair where Imogen usually watched Azroth and her three young children play and set him down.

      Imogen stepped into the atrium and called a servant to bring fresh water and medicines for burns, while Wesley took the chair opposite and inspected Azroth’s burns. He tried not to wince as the man’s fingers traced the Dragon mark. The gurgle of the fountain in the courtyard echoed off the mosaic-tiled walls. If only the noise could drown the dying man’s screams still reverberating in his ears.

      “It’s not supposed to be this dark yet. Your uncle still carries the mantle of Protector, doesn’t he?”

      Azroth swallowed hard. That was the question burning within everyone’s heart today. But there was no way to tell for sure without an expedition to Tellidus to find out.

      “Last we knew, yes. But it’s been close to a year since his last communication.”

      Images of fangs sinking into flesh filled his mind, and when Wesley’s fingers approached the Dragon’s jaws, he withdrew his finger as though he’d been bitten by minuscule teeth.

      “What was that?” Wesley asked, eyeing Azroth with a rueful expression. “If you don’t want me to touch your arm, all you have to do is say so.”

      “It wasn’t me, I swear.” He felt like he might be sick. “I don’t think it likes being touched, though.”

      “It doesn’t like being touched?”

      Imogen arrived with a servant holding a tray with various herbs and clay containers. The chair beside Azroth emptied as Wesley stood and allowed his wife to take his place. The senator remained standing, a hand on Azroth’s bony shoulder.

      Azroth squeezed his eyes shut as another wave of heat raced over the blisters. The red Dragon hummed in his mind, reveling in the heat. All he wanted was for it to be silent.

      “Hold out your arms, Ross,” Imogen said. His former governess leaned forward in her chair, setting the bowl of water on her lap and holding a soft rag in one hand.

      When she’d first become his governess, she’d tried for weeks to find a nickname that fit, claiming “Azroth” sounded too sharp and formal to use all the time for a six-year-old. She called him “Roth” a few times but said it always tasted wrong on her tongue.

      “It sounds like I’m trying to say ‘Ross’ around a mouth full of cotton.” Then she smiled. “Ross. I like that name very much,” and had called him by it ever since.

      Imogen dipped the rag into the bowl, and gently applied the cool water to his arms. He flinched but did not pull away. Whatever his father did to him, her touch always made it better. The Dragon didn’t seem to mind her touching it either.

      The water dripped around the burns, steaming slightly as they slid over the Dragon. Cool relief followed the water, and he took a slower breath to calm himself and the sentient beast on his arm.

      “What happened today?” Wesley asked, his voice calm and low, like the way you spoke to a spooked horse.

      Tears still fell, blurring his vision, but here, with the two people who cared about him most, he told them.

      “I refused to help with an interrogation, so Nero ordered the soldiers to burn my arms. But they—” He hiccupped, and it was several minutes before he could speak again.

      Wesley kneeled beside him and wrapped an arm around his back. This was his safe space. Here between Wesley and Imogen, nothing could hurt him. This was what a family should feel like. Not the broken shards that he was forced to call home. How he wished this could always be his haven, and that he never had to return to the sharpness of Nero’s words, nor feel the heat of the back of his hand.

      While he worked to regain his composure, Imogen smeared a salve over the burns. Her lips grew thinner as she spread some over the top of the bright red Dragon mark staring back at her.

      “It’s gotten darker,” she said.

      Azroth nodded. “One of the pokers touched it and the mark woke up.”

      “If your mark is awake, what does that mean for your uncle? If he’s truly gone, dark days are ahead indeed. He was the last thing that kept our king rooted to this world. Has Nero said anything about him?”

      “No, last anyone knew, he still lives, burrowing within the walls of Tellidus. All Nero says when someone asks is that ‘Tiberius will find them a way into Tellidus.’ That ‘the wrongs committed against our people will soon be set right.’” Azroth wiped his nose on his sleeve.

      Imogen spread salve on the blisters before she wrapped his arms in a clean linen. Her hands held his as she squeezed her eyes shut. “I wish we didn’t have to send you back to that castle every night. I’m always afraid that I may be hugging you for the last time.”

      Azroth sniffed. “Nero’ll never hurt me enough to kill me. The Phoenix must always have the Dragon, otherwise this kingdom would fall apart. Or so he says.” The words sat like vinegar on his tongue. He never wanted this. To be a prince and have the whole of the kingdom’s safety on his young shoulders. I’m only twelve. How am I supposed to protect anyone when I can’t even protect myself?

      The senator stared out at the groves of trees where his children still ran, his fingers curling around the arms of his chair. “We have to do it. Tonight, Imogen.”

      “Wes,” Imogen protested, casting Azroth a hasty glance. “We can’t⁠—”

      “If we don’t do it tonight, we may be too late. Look at his arms. If that mark has turned red, Tiberius is dead and there is no hope for saving this kingdom without going through with it.”

      “What do you have to do?” Azroth asked, feeling as though the cool, stone porch, with all its climbing roses, was tipping sideways.

      Three brown figures appeared on the grass before the porch, peering at them curiously.

      “Can Ross play?” the tallest of the mud monsters asked.

      “Hesbron,” Imogen said, her voice tight. “Azroth is hurt today and can’t climb the trees with you.”

      “What about tomorrow?” Barador, the youngest, asked, peering at Azroth with bright blue eyes.

      Imogen shared a glance with Wesley. “Perhaps. Now come along, all three of you. It’s time to get clean, or there will be no dinner for any of you.”

      The chorus of complaints rose, coming loudest from their daughter Cerilda. The normalness of the noise tugged at the corner of Azroth’s mouth upward. Though his smile disappeared just as quickly as it came. This was what it meant to have a family. People who cared about you, and cleaned the mud from your face. This was what his childhood should have been like.

      Mumbled complaints about being clean followed Imogen and the children as they made their way out back to the pump. Squeals rose above the trees as the cleaning commenced, and Azroth could only imagine how much cold water his old governess was using to reveal human skin beneath the coating of mud.

      “Ross, my boy, why don’t you and I walk to the almond grove? I need to speak to you about something.”

      “Is this what you and Imogen were talking about?” Azroth asked, rising to his feet.

      “It is. Come.” Wesley held out an arm and guided him to the almond groves just beyond the lawn. The sprawling Galbraith estate glittered like an emerald in the dry, rolling countryside.

      “Why did you refuse to help with the interrogation?” Wesley asked once they were beneath the shade of the trees.

      In halting detail, Azroth related the tale. “A thief was brought in after being caught breaking into a nobleman’s home. He refused to speak, and Nero wanted me to take the man’s memories if he didn’t cooperate. I refused,” Azroth said, then held up his arms. “So they did this.”

      The pair wandered down the path toward the apple orchard. Several trees had red, round fruit hanging from their branches. Wesley picked one and handed it to Azroth.

      “So you refused to take the memories of a thief today and got burned for it. What was the thief’s name?”

      Azroth bit into the apple, face puckering when he discovered it was too sour. He tossed the apple away and wiped the juice from his face with the back of his hand. “Helios Dexter.”

      Wesley froze with an apple halfway to his mouth. “Helios Dexter? Did he say anything?”

      “I was in the middle of my punishment while Zared extracted the memories. I don’t know what they found out, but Nero was excited and began ordering the soldiers to assemble.”

       The senator dropped the apple as he leaned against a tree for support. Eyes closed, and nostrils flaring, Wesley went pale, and Azroth was afraid he was going to be sick.

      “Wes, are you all right?” He’d never seen anyone this pale outside of the castle’s interrogation room.

      Wesley took a sharp inhale before pushing away from the tree. “You need to be ready to leave within the hour. We can’t wait any longer.”
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      “For what? Wes, I can’t leave.” Azroth took a step back from the senator’s intense face. “Nero will hunt me down and do more than burn my arms when he catches me.”

      Wesley glanced around before dropping into a crouch. “Before you and Imogen ride north with the children, I need to show you something.”

      “Did you not just hear me? If I run away, Nero will haul me back after he murders Imogen, you, and everyone else.”

      Wesley’s warm hands gripped Azroth’s shoulders, the weight comforting against the rising panic in his chest. “I am coming with you, but I need to show you something before we leave, in the event that we get separated. I want you to make it to where we need to go.”

      “Where is that?”

      “First, do you know what a Fire compass is?”

      Azroth shook his head. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      Wesley released him and dropped into a crouch in the path between the thick trunks of the apple trees, pulling out a black bone dagger from his belt. “A Fire compass can guide you anywhere. Not just places you’ve been, but also places you’ve only heard of. You just have to think of the name. However, if you have an image of where you want to go fixed in your mind, it will work better.”

      “So if I wanted to go to the sea on our southern border, could it take me there?”

      “Yes. Or if you went north beyond the wall.” Flames shot down Wesley’s arm, encompassing the dagger. “Take an object that won’t catch fire, and draw a circle on the ground, infusing the motion with your Firespark. Once you draw the circle, focus your thoughts on where you want to go.”

      The senator drew a circle about the size of a dinner plate in the rich, dark soil, flames rising from the ground like he’d filled the thin trench with oil. Then he blew gently on the ring. An arrow of red light shot out of the circle, pointing northeast. Azroth leaned closer, eyes following the arrow’s progress through the grove.

      “Where is it pointing to?”

      “Tellidus.”

      Azroth’s eyebrows arched in surprise and he glanced around the grove himself. This was heresy. “You can’t be serious. The North is filled with skin-changers and demon wolves, and a whole host of dark beasts. That was their curse for breaking the empire. Only death awaits those who cross the wall.”

      “And freedom. The North isn’t the terrible place we’re taught here in Ballitus. It’s lush and green, and filled with more trees than you can count.”

      “Even more than you have here?” Azroth gestured at the miles of trees surrounding them.

      “Far more than what you see here, and they’re taller than Nero’s castle, too.”

      Azroth’s eyes went wide as he leaned away from Wesley. “But my uncle Tiberius crossed the wall, and he’s likely dead.”

      “I’ve been there, Ross. There’s a reason your father wants to conquer the North, and it’s not just for revenge. Tellidus is rich in resources that we don’t have. It’s what Ballitus used to be before the empire broke.”

      “What about Zared? If I leave, I’ll be breaking the magic that keeps our nation safe.”

      A strange sense of unease prickled on his arm. The Dragon didn’t like the idea of separating from the Phoenix it should be paired with. Besides that, his brother, though always seeking for Nero’s praise, still attempted to look out for his younger brother. Azroth owed him something.

      Wesley’s mouth turned down as he rose to his feet. “Zared is too close to Nero for me to interfere directly. I need to get you somewhere safe first. The events of today prove that. I refuse to let Nero hurt you ever again.”

      The light in Wesley’s eyes was over-bright as he stared at Azroth.

      “I’ve stood by for six years, dreading every evening when you had to return to the castle. Knowing that I had to send you back because you are the king’s son and not mine. I mean to change that. And if we don’t move now, I may lose the chance to see you grow into a man.”

      Azroth stared around the apple grove and what he knew to be the endless pastures of cattle and sheep beyond. This estate had been in Wesley’s family for generations.

      “Are you sure you want to give all this up just to help me?” he asked. He wasn’t worth this much.

      “I’m willing to give up everything if it means a safe home for you.”

      Azroth swallowed hard, his eyes brimming. “Thank you, Wesley.” Just as he was about to say more, a scream rent the air. Soldiers on horseback filled the drive, one of them advancing on Imogen, who was standing protectively in front of her children.

      “Imogen!”

      Wesley took off at a sprint with Azroth just a few steps behind. Ahead, one of the servants stepped in front of Imogen, waving a pitch fork at the soldier. The soldier sent a fireball straight into the chest of the man, knocking him off balance, then plunged his sword through the servant’s chest. The man fell backward into Imogen, clutching the wound as blood seeped between his fingers. The soldiers laughed as the servant went still.

      Wesley’s steps lengthened, and he was soon outdistancing Azroth. The soldier lunged for Imogen this time, reaching for her hair. She dodged away with a shout to her children to hide in the trees. The man made for Imogen again, and heat from Azroth’s hands flared out. Flames erupted in front of Imogen, a loud growl issuing from its depths. The raucous laughter stopped abruptly as the flames pursued the soldier, following him until
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