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      For the lost and confused,

      And those who cling no matter the cost.
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        A’dem (ah-DEHM) - the planet

        Alísa (ah-LEE-suh) - slayer, Dragon Singer, daughter of Karn & Hanah, Illuminated to Sesína

        Allara (ah-LAH-ruh) - (deceased) slayer, Dragon Singer, daughter of Namor & Tenza, mother of Kallar & R’lann

        An’reik (AHN-rayk) - “sold-soul”, mortals who have given their souls to the Nameless Ones in exchange for power

        Anam (ah-NAHM) - “soul”

        Aravi (EHR-uh-vee) - ice dragoness, daughter of Saynan & Aree

        Aree (ah-REE) - dragoness, mate of Saynan

        Arran (eh-RAN) - the continent

        Bodhrán (BOW-rahn) - a wide, flat drum played by mallet or hand

        Branni (BRAH-nee) - the Eldra of warriors and slayers

        Bria (BREE-uh) - the Eldra of Dragon Singers, was once a mortal woman

        Briek (breek) - slayer, Alísa’s human second-in-command, former Eastern wayfarer

        Céilí (KAY-lee) - a dance for two or more partners where steps are called; also a social gathering with music, dancing, and story-telling

        Chrí1 (chree) - (deceased) drek, mate of Rann, mother of Rís & Chrí2

        Chrí2 (chree) - drek, daughter of Chrí1 & Rann, sister of Rís

        Crakil (crah-KIHL) - dragon, alpha, Sesína’s father

        D’tohm (dih-TOHM) - the Eldra of wind & spirit

        Dezra (DEZ-rah) - dragoness, Illuminated to Rassím

        Drek (drehk) - small, dragon-shaped creature that lives in the forests; plural form: dreki (DREH-kee)

        Eldra (EHL-druh) - an angelic being given stewardship over specific aspects of A’dem; plural form: Eldír (EHL-deer)

        Faern (fayrn) - (deceased) dragon, father of Komi

        Falier (fah-LEER) - slayer, son of Parsen & Kat, brother of Selene, mind-kin to Graydonn

        Farren (FEHR-ehn) - normal, songweaver of Karn’s clan, Alísa’s musical mentor

        Gia (JEE-ah) - slayer, mother of Tobin, stepmother of Kallar

        Graydonn (GRAY-don) - dragon, son of Koriana, mind-kin to Falier

        Hanah (HA-nuh) - normal, wife of Karn, mother of Alísa

        Harazím (hehr-ah-ZEEM) - dragon, alpha with a peace treaty with Alísa

        Harenn (HEHR-ehn) - dragon, son of Tsamen & Paili

        Hwinn (hwihn) - dragon, Illuminated to Selene

        Iila (EE-luh) - dragoness, initially of Rorenth’s clan

        Illumination - the sharing of minds at a dragonet’s hatching which binds their mind to their chosen parent

        Iompróir Anam (YOHM-proh-ihr ah-NAHM) - “soul-bearer”

        Isarra (ih-SAR-uh) - an’reik, controls dark mists that can become solid, amplifies other an’reik powers, facilitates possession

        Jossen (JAH-sehn) - slayer, Karns-man

        Kallar (ka-LAHR) - slayer, Karn’s apprentice, Dragon Singer, son of Allara, brother of R’lann

        Karn (kahrn) - slayer, chief, husband of Hanah, father of Alísa

        Kat (kat) - normal, holder, wife of Parsen, mother of Selene & Falier

        Komi (KOH-mee) - dragoness, mind-kin to Trísse

        Koriana (kohr-ee-AN-uh) - dragoness, mother of Graydonn

        Korin (KOHR-ihn) - dragon, mate of Rayna, initially of Rorenth’s clan

        L’non (luh-NON) - slayer, brother of Karn, father of Levan & Taer

        Laen (layn) - drek, Selene’s friend

        Lellani (leh-LAH-nee) – dragoness, subjected to an an’reik alpha

        Levan (LEH-vehn) - slayer, son of L’non, twin brother of Taer

        Lorin (LOHR- ehn) - slayer, chief of Bezin

        The Maker - creator deity

        Marizarr (MAHR-ih-zahr) - an’reik, fire-manipulator, Isarra’s second

        Me’ran (meh-RAN) - Falier’s home village

        Mennáli (meh-NAH-lee) - dragoness, volunteers to work with riders in Alísa’s army

        N’ravi (nuh-RAH-vee) - slayer, chief of Eskann

        Nahne (NAH-nee) - the Eldra of those whose work cares for people

        Nameless Ones - Eldír who turned against the Maker and were stripped of their names and stewardships

        Namor (NAY-mohr) - (deceased) slayer, husband of Tenza, father of Allara

        Nissen (NEE-sihn) - river dividing the hill country from the forests

        P’raenn (puh-RAY-ehn) - dragon, volunteers to work with riders in Alísa’s army

        Paili (PAY-lee) - (deceased) dragoness, mate of Tsamen, mother of Harenn, Allara’s bane

        Parsen (PAR-sehn) - normal, holder, husband of Kat, father of Selene & Falier

        Prilunes (PRIH-loons) - mountains dividing Arran’s north and south lands

        Q’rill (kuh-RIHL) - dragon, son of Tora, initially of Rorenth’s clan

        R’lann (ruh-LAN) – slayer, son of Allara, Kallar’s younger brother

        Radharc Anam (RAD-hark ah-NAHM) - “soul-seer”

        Rann (ran) - drek, mate of Chrí1, father of Rís & Chrí2

        Rassi (RAH-see) - slayer, Trísse’s younger brother

        Rassím (rah-SEEM) - slayer, radharc anam, initially from the Southlands, Illuminated to Dezra

        Rayna (RAY-nuh) - dragoness, mate of Korin, initially of Rorenth’s clan

        Rís (rees) - drek, son of Rann & Chrí1, brother of Chrí2

        Rorenth (ROHR-enth) - (deceased) dragon, an’reik alpha

        Sareth (SEHR-eth) - (deceased) dragon, of Rorenth’s clan but turned to Alísa’s

        Saynan (SAY-nehn) - ice dragon, mate of Aree, father of Aravi

        Selene (seh-LEEN) - slayer, daughter of Parsen & Kat, sister of Falier, Illuminated to Hwinn

        Sesína (seh-SEE-nuh) - dragoness, Illuminated to Alísa

        Ska - drek, Falier’s friend

        T’kan (tuh-KAN) - slayer, chief of Vennia

        Taer (tayr) - slayer, son of L’non, twin brother of Levan

        Taz - slayer, Selene’s pursuer, Harenn’s rider

        Tella (TEH-luh) - slayer, chief of a western wayfaring clan

        Tenza (TEHN-zuh) - slayer, wife of Namor, mother of Allara (deceased)

        Tern (turn) - slayer, Trísse’s pursuer, Kallar’s best friend

        Tobin (TOH-bihn) - slayer, Kallar’s stepbrother, son of Gia

        Tora (TOHR-uh) - dragoness, mother of Q’rill, initially of Rorenth’s clan

        Toronn (TOHR-ahn) - slayer, chief of Azron (Alísa’s home village)

        Trísse (treeS) - slayer, mind-kin to Komi

        Tsamen (TSAH-mehn) - dragon, mate of Paili (deceased), father of Harenn

        Varek (VEHR-ehk) - slayer, Karns-man

        Yarlan (YAR-len) - (deceased) slayer, Alísa’s tormentor in Me’ran

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Author’s Note

      
        
        Dear readers and songweavers,

      

        

      
        Thank you for coming on this adventure with me and my dear character children. Before you embark on this last leg of the journey, I will warn you that this book is the darkest in Alísa's trilogy. Amidst the friendship, growth, and banter there is also pain, torture, and grief. My promise to you, dear readers, for this book and every book I will ever write, is that though sorrows may last through the night, joy comes in the morning. (Psalm 30:5)

      

        

      
        With eyes ever lifted,

        ~ Michelle M. Bruhn

      

        

      
        Trigger Warning: suicidal thoughts, demon possession, death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A HISTORY OF ALÍSA DRAGON-SINGER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Transcribed and edited by Songweaver Farren

        from a speech by Sesína Singer-Bound

      

      

      Alísa Dragon-Singer was not always the great alpha-chief you see before you today. Like everyone, her story began in a much humbler place. Or, as humble as it can be when one’s father is chief of the north-central wayfaring slayers.

      As a child, she developed a vocal stammer that severely marred her confidence. Warriors do not take kindly to weakness, whether true or merely perceived. After years of hoping it would mend, Alísa’s father Karn took on an apprentice to lead the wayfarers after him instead of her. Kallar, who would years later become known as Allaras-son, was everything Alísa was not—confident, a talented swordsman, and a dragon-hater.

      The daughter of Karn was not a dragon-hater, you ask? She wanted to be. She knew she should be. But her vocal stammer was not her only weakness. As her empathic powers developed, she and her father learned a terrible secret—her empathy uncontrollably connected to dragons. She couldn’t block it out or overpower it by focusing on human emotions instead. She felt every emotion and pain of the dragons within her empathic range, and with it came a care for the ‘evil beasts’ that no slayer should have. And she hated herself for it.

      But those encounters with dragons were solely during killing ceremonies, full of sorrow, fear, and rage. When she finally encountered something else, her entire world changed. On an excursion from camp, she saw two dragons flying overhead—a father and son training in flight—and Alísa felt their joy. A joy so deep and true, and not over destroying villages or killing or fighting, simply in flight and family. Could any truly evil creature feel joy for such a reason, she asked herself?

      But tragedy struck. Karn and Kallar saw the dragons near their beloved Alísa and attacked. They killed the father dragon and captured the son for a killing ceremony for the following day. As they tied him down, the young dragon heard Alísa’s protests and the power in her voice. He petitioned her for help, calling her ‘Singer’ for the first time, and she knew his name. Graydonn.

      That night, she tricked her uncle into leaving Graydonn alone with her, and she released him. He told her she belonged with the dragons and begged her to come with him. When she would not leave her family, he prayed for her safety among the enemy and respected her wishes, flying away without her.

      When Alísa’s treachery was discovered, she argued for Graydonn’s goodness, but none would listen to her. In fact, her father and his apprentice began acting strangely, speaking of things Alísa didn’t know and refusing to explain. So she made a choice, one that would reshape the world. She left her family and went in search of Graydonn.

      She found among the dragons the secret Karn and Kallar had hidden from her—she was a Dragon Singer, able to empower or destroy dragons with her songs. Desperate to bring the war to an end and protect both her slayer family and new dragon clan, she trained to use her powers to bring peace to humans and dragons alike. Along the way, she made many friends:

      Koriana, Graydonn’s mother and a fierce warrior.

      Falier, a holder hiding slayer powers, who bonded to Graydonn as mind-kin.

      Selene, his sister, who saw both sound and telepathy dancing in the air.

      Chrí, Laen, and other dreki—tiny creatures who join minds to become strong.

      Namor, a slayer who gave his life to protect hers.

      Saynan, an ice dragon who held both wisdom and battle prowess.

      Briek, a slayer chief who led his clan to befriend Alísa’s dragons.

      Bria, the former Dragon Singer who became an Eldra.

      And, of course, Sesína—a dragoness Alísa hatched and bonded deeply to. A dragoness full of hope, humor, and awesomeness. A fabulous beta. And—you’ll just have to experience the rest for yourself.

      Alongside these, Alísa defeated the an’reik alpha Rorenth and set the land free from his tyranny. She protected the village of Me’ran from dragon and slayer attacks alike. And she built a clan worthy of pride.

      But not all accepted peace. The slayer Yarlan rallied slayers and normals against Alísa’s clan, nearly destroying them and Me’ran. Amid his many attacks, Alísa came to her lowest point and became certain that humanity would never listen to her. But through Eldra Bria’s guidance, Alísa began to face the lies she had always believed about herself, growing in confidence as a leader.

      During this time, she also developed a romantic relationship with Falier. But this isn’t the time or place to go into all that mushy stuff.

      As Alísa worked in the eastern forests, her father Karn searched for his beloved daughter. Songweaver Farren, Alísa’s musical mentor, crafted a song about her plight and that of the previous Dragon Singers Bria and Allara, hoping to soften hearts and gain allies who would help bring Alísa home. The word spread, and as they waited, dark visitors came to their camp. While the an’reik alpha Rorenth tried to snuff out Alísa’s light, the human an’reik took a different approach, coaxing Karn to trade his soul for the ability to find and save Alísa. The great chief rejected them, and only a fire-manipulator and a woman who commanded dark mists escaped his wrath. Soon after, Yarlan came with news of Alísa’s location. Karn allied with Chief Tella and her wayfarers, marching toward Me’ran to free Alísa and the villagers from the dragons’ clutches. 

      Fearing for her friends’ lives, Alísa surrendered herself to her father. Risking everything, she showed her family her memories, begged before Tella, and sang to her former clanmates, hoping that some would end their war against the dragons. Another clan of dragons, however, heard her among their enemies and attacked, lest the slayers use the Singer against them. It was then that Alísa’s own clan fought to stand between the two armies. Much happened that day—from Harenn finally accepting his rider Taz, to Alísa’s friend Trísse receiving a sudden mind-kin bond to Komi, to Kallar revealing he was the son of the Dragon Singer Allara and discovering his own identity as a Singer.

      As the battle ended, Alísa brought the chiefs and alphas into parley. Through her song, she showed them the partnerships she had grown between humans and dragons—the Illumination bonds that fostered deep knowing like hers and Sesína’s, the mind-kin bonds that revealed purposes aligned like Falier and Graydonn’s, and the unbonded friendships between dragons, slayers, normals, and dreki. Through memory and action, she proved that good and evil exist in every race, and that war to exterminate any was wrong. And at her song, the battle ended.

      That day, Alísa secured peace treaties from Chief Tella and Alpha Tsamen, as well as an alliance with her father. Tella and Tsamen went their separate ways, but Alísa and Karn developed a plan to continue bringing peace to the war-torn western hill country. They would not discover until later that the warriors who deserted Karn and Tella in protest would encounter the same an’reik Karn had refused. Had they known, they might have been better prepared for what came next…
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      How quickly the world could change.

      Tern pulled his horse to a halt as his commander and fellow slayers stopped at the crest of a hill. Grass yellowed by the long summer waved in the breeze, pointing toward the village in the valley below.

      The mining village of L’rang was one Tern had visited many times as one of Karn’s wayfarers. Though dangerously close to the Serpent’s Fangs mountain range, it was among his favorite villages. Slayers here were hard and capable, like wayfarers, rather than softened by village life. He also never needed to stay in his tent in L’rang. Kallar’s family lived here, and Kallar always preferred company when under his father’s and stepmother’s roof.

      Kallar would have made a better leader than Harrík, who Tern’s group of deserters currently followed. For the hundredth time since leaving Karn’s wayfarers under the cover of night, Tern wondered what on A’dem had gotten into Kallar. He should have been the first to leave following their chief’s alliance with the Dragon Singer. Instead, Kallar had stayed among the traitors of humanity. Tern had left many friends behind, including his beloved Trísse, who had somehow become bound to one of Alísa’s beasts. Could he have saved her if he had remained?

      Tern dismissed the thoughts and returned his focus to the front of the group, where Harrík surveyed L’rang. Tern should be there too, searching for signs of whether all was well. But he couldn’t focus on the quiet morning routines of the villagers. All he could see was her. Sitting tall on a stallion with a second an’reik riding at her side, their guide Isarra demanded attention.

      Dark braids circled Isarra’s head like a crown. Her garments draped her in earthy greens and browns, making the unnaturally bright green of her eyes more startling. The stallion she rode was aggressive toward other horses when pastured, yet it stood docile under her command. Some of Tern’s fellows spoke of her power over it with awe. It made his own heart shudder. 

      Only a couple weeks ago, Tern would never have dreamed he and his fellows would listen to an an’reik witch. The an’reik, sold-souls, worshiped the Nameless Ones—Eldír who had rebelled against the Maker long ago—and in exchange for their souls received various powers. Tern had seen Isarra control dark mists, shaping them into solid shields or bindings as she pleased. Seeing how the others deferred to her, he wondered whether she could do more.

      Tern started, suddenly aware of Isarra’s too-green eyes on him. Chiding himself, he held her gaze. He was a slayer—he had faced and killed many dragons. Surely he could stare down a single an’reik woman. 

      Isarra’s lips curved ever so slightly, and Tern released his breath as she returned her gaze to Harrík.

      “You will not get your answers from the outside, friend.” She nodded toward L’rang. “You will find everything as I said. We have only a peaceful presence here. The village chief and chief slayer are amenable to us, as is their songweaver.”

      Harrík looked at her. “One songweaver? L’rang has two.”

      “The chiefs dismissed the other because he would not abide by peace. He left their presence disgraced but unharmed.” Isarra smiled. “You can ask to be sure. We would join you in the fight against dragons and the Singer. The only humans we’ve interest in fighting are those aligned with her.”

      Apparently satisfied, Harrík kicked his horse forward, leading them down to the village. Tern fought not to glance back at Isarra as she stayed behind. Theoretically, the an’reik were not their enemy. The dragons were—those beasts who burned villages, devoured child and warrior alike, and ensnared the weak-minded. Isarra and her band had been nothing but amiable toward Tern’s small clan. He had witnessed no blood-drinking or human sacrifices like the legends described. No fits of madness, just people with strange powers. Somewhat creepy people, but not his enemies.

      Assuming, of course, that Isarra told the truth. That was the mission today—investigate L’rang and ensure that the an’reik within had brought no harm. If they found it so, Isarra and her band would be invaluable allies against Alísa’s dragons.

      Hoofbeats changed from plods to sharp clops as the long grasses gave way to stone pathways. Just before reaching the village, Harrík turned his horse to look back at them. 

      “I sensed no lies in Isarra, but we must be sure. Karn has sided with the dragons. It is up to us to protect the villages he has abandoned. Stay in pairs and speak with the villagers. Find out if the an’reik presence is truly peaceful. I’ll go to the chiefs.” 

      With that, Harrík pushed toward the center of the village, the rest following his instructions. Tern glanced around, skimming over the shops. Kallar’s family would be a reliable source of information.

      Tern aimed for the slayers’ quarter, clicking his horse forward. Another slayer did the same, coming alongside. Alsum, a former Tellas-man with olive skin and a scout’s sharp eyes.

      “You seem to know where you’re going,” Alsum said. “Mind if I join you?”

      Tern grunted his assent. They rode in silence for a time, nodding to villagers as they passed. Shopkeepers stood with their wares before stone buildings, the most affluent ones under awnings made of dragon scales dulled by the sun. Living only a few miles from the foot of the Serpent’s Fangs required everything to be fireproof. Village-bound slayers patrolled the streets fully armored, ready should dragons attack.

      Were they more on guard compared to Tern’s last visit? Or was he merely projecting his own wariness onto them? 

      An’reik also wandered openly, marked by ragged-edged cloaks and an air of power even most warriors didn’t possess. One stood at the baker’s shop as Tern passed it, giving coin for his bread as any normal human might.

      Tern grabbed his water-skin from the saddle horn and caught his partner’s eye. Rather than wary, Alsum appeared calm and assured. Alsum had refused Isarra at first, had even attacked her. Another Tellas-man named Yarlan and a Karns-woman had joined him, but Isarra had subdued them all. After a private talk, Alsum returned with Isarra while the other two went free. Apparently, what she said had convinced him completely.

      A flash of movement caught Tern’s eye. A hooded figure, about five feet in stature, ducked through an alleyway between shops, carrying a small bundle. Though the behavior might speak ‘thief’ to some, Tern hesitated. The figure’s gait seemed familiar, and something inside pulled him toward them.

      “Hold on,” Tern told Alsum, pulling his horse to a stop and swinging down. Moving swiftly, he ducked into the alleyway after the figure, his partner shadowing him.

      A shushing sound came from around the corner, sounding like a child’s voice. Hand on his sword, Tern rounded the corner and found a dagger inches from his chest.

      Instinct took over. Tern swiped his arm through the space between him and his attacker, his dragon-scale bracer protecting him from the blade as he pushed his opponent’s arm across their body. The force of his movement caused his smaller opponent to turn from him, and he easily got one arm around their neck and grabbed their wrist to prevent a second attempt.

      The child’s voice returned—this time a fear-filled “Mamá!”—and Tern looked beyond his attacker. Two boys huddled in the shadows behind an older man. The man’s fine tunic was torn at the shoulder, right where a pin might have fastened a sash. All three seemed familiar.

      The cloaked attacker struggled in his grip, the voice desperate and feminine. “Let us go! By Maker’s light and all things holy, leave us alone!”

      The woman’s tone and the fear in the children’s eyes tightened Tern’s chest. “I’m not going to hurt you. Drop the dagger and I’ll release you.”

      She struggled all the more, stamping her foot and making Tern dance back. Alsum forced the weapon from her hand, drawing a small whimper. Tern let go. He was a warrior trained to kill dragons, not frighten mothers and children. 

      The woman whirled to face him, arms out to shield the boys from view. Tern recognized her. Yarlan’s wife. She had fled with their sons before Yarlan and Alsum attacked Isarra. 

      “Essie? What are you doing, sneaking around and pulling a knife on us?”

      Essie tensed as he took a step forward, baring her teeth. “You won’t have my children, too!”

      Tern lifted his palms in a gesture of peace. “I just want to know what’s going on. Where’s Yarlan?”

      At her husband’s name, the fire in Essie’s eyes dimmed. “You don’t know, then.” The blaze returned. “What happened when you sheep followed the Maker’s enemies? Did you truly believe they would let him go?!”

      “Hush.” The older man placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t let the others discover you.”

      “They did let him go,” Tern assured. “Alsum was there. He just hasn’t found you yet.” After three days. That was an awfully long time.

      Tern shook his doubts away. “Tell her, Alsum.”

      “It’s true,” his partner said. “Yarlan refused and went free. Are you sure he isn’t waiting for you elsewhere?”

      Essie’s eyes turned to daggers. “I went back, serpent. I found his body.”

      Pieces fell into place in Tern’s mind, filling him with equal parts horror and rage. Alsum had lied. In the space of a second, he looked from Essie’s raging tears, to the boys huddled in fear behind her, to the man he now recognized as one of L’rang’s songweavers, disgraced without his advisor’s sash and pin. 

      Tern grabbed for his sword and whirled to face Alsum. His opponent’s weapon was already ringing from its sheath. Tern blocked, steel colliding as they pressed blades. 

      Alsum gave a crazed grin. “I never was as good a liar as the mistress.”

      Tern brought his sword into a defensive position. “Essie, get out of here!”

      He stumbled as Alsum sprang forward, blocking just in time. Alsum pressed another attack, then another, eyes wild. Tern fell back two steps, feinted, then pushed his own attack. He slashed at Alsum’s middle. Alsum twisted away and got close again. Tern wasn’t fast enough. Fiery pain ripped through him as Alsum cut deep into the bicep of his shield arm. 

      Tern cried out, arm hanging limp at his side. That would throw off his balance, and Alsum was already larger and stronger than him. 

      He could not win this fight.

      But losing now would mean leaving Essie and her boys at the mercy of the an’reik. They needed more time.

      Tern dodged right. 

      What would Kallar do?

      Pain zinged up his arm as he blocked. 

      Use his pain.

      He stumbled against the wall.

      Break the slayers’ code.

      Tern gritted his teeth. He grasped onto the pain in his arm and pulled it forward, forming it into a telepathic spear. He had only ever mind-speared dragons—the thought of using his powers against another human sickened him. But not so much as failing Essie and the boys would.

      Alsum swung again. Tern blocked, releasing his mind-spear with the clang of their weapons. Alsum roared with pain and fell back a step. Tern formed another spear and shot it at him like he would a dragon. This time, however, his telepathy struck something solid, then ricocheted back into himself. 

      Tern screamed, sliding down the wall as his knees gave out. Another shock came as Alsum retaliated with a psychic attack that made Tern’s vision white. Sight returned just as Alsum raised his sword above his head.

      Thunk.

      Hot blood spattered over Tern as an arrow lodged in Alsum’s stomach. He rolled before Alsum’s sword could fall, arm protesting every jolt and bit of dirt. Looking up, he found Essie sitting atop his horse and nocking another of his arrows. She shot Alsum again in the chest, then a third time as he fell. The traitor didn’t move, face in the dirt.

      L’rang’s songweaver rushed from holding Alsum’s horse with the two boys to help Tern up. “Do you know a village untouched by an’reik?”

      “Yes,” Tern said without thinking. His ears still rang from the telepathic attack. And how much blood had he lost?

      “Good. Take them, protect them.” The songweaver nodded to Yarlan’s family. “We’ve been trying to find a quiet way to get them out past the an’reik for days, but it seems you now need an expedient escape rather than a silent one.”

      Tern sheathed his sword and placed a hand on his throbbing head. “But my clan—they need—to know.”

      “I will do what I can. What I cannot do is protect this family in the wilds.” He grimaced as his eyes fell on Tern’s arm, then pasted on a grim smile. “Even wounded, you can do better.”

      The sound of ripping cloth drew Tern’s eyes to Essie. She passed a piece from the bottom of her skirt to the songweaver. “Bind above the wound to stop the bleeding. I’ll clean it when we are safe. Please.” Her eyes implored. “Help me get my children away from them.”

      Tern swallowed, then nodded. He ground his teeth as the songweaver pulled the cloth too tight, then approached the horse carrying the boys. Tern knew this territory and chiefs who would never bow to the Nameless Ones.

      Then again, he had once thought Karn would never bow to the Dragon Singer. That Trísse would never yield her mind to a dragon. That Kallar would never capitulate to the beasts.

      After the songweaver transferred the trembling younger boy to sit in front of his mother, Tern sat behind the older. Giving a word of encouragement to his own horse, he kicked Alsum’s forward, trotting them through the alleyways until they could run.

      How quickly the world could fall apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            IN THE GAP

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Fire flashed on the mountain, marking the place Alísa’s clan would be tested once more. She tightened her hold on Sesína’s spine as the dragoness banked toward the battle, their hearts racing with a mixture of anxiety and excitement that was wholly them.

      Thirteen dragon-rider pairs flew with them, some well-versed in standing in the gap between warring clans, while others were on their first mission. All were ready for battle with an eagerness Alísa didn’t have. She belonged in the sky with them, but she would never relish the fight. 

      Sesína entered Alísa’s mind via their Illumination bond—the deep telepathic connection dragons formed with a parent upon hatching. 

      “Nor should you relish it. You’re built to bring peace.” A bit of mischief flavored the dragoness’ thoughts. “I, on the other hand, am a fire-breathing, enemy-humbling, aerobatic ball of battle-prowess. And awesomeness—don’t forget awesomeness.”

      Alísa shook her head, though her lips curved upward. “That’s a bit much, even for you.”

      “Anything to make the alpha smile.”

      Alísa patted Sesína’s ebony scales. Pulling an errant mahogany curl from her face, she set her eyes on Alanti, the blue dragoness flying far ahead of them. Alísa had formed a peace treaty with Alanti’s alpha only two days prior. She intended to go to the nearby village of Bezin with her father in three days, when Karn arrived with his clan. Their clans had worked together this way for the past month since forming their alliance.

      Three days shouldn’t have mattered. Village-bound slayers almost never attacked caves. Yet this morning, Alanti had appeared at Alísa’s cave with news of an attack on her clan. Something had changed.

      “Connect me to Alanti,” Alísa said.

      Sesína did as she asked, establishing a telepathic link. Alanti’s fear and determination caused Alísa’s heart to race. She breathed against her pounding dragon empathy, then spoke.

      “Can you reach your clan, Alanti? How goes the battle?”

      “The slayers are close to the caves,” Alanti said, a growl in her voice. “Many dragons have landed to block them and now face swords and spears.”

      Alísa’s thoughts raced. Ahead, black smoke billowed from the mountainside. How much was fueled by the bodies of fallen slayers—her people? Yet the slayers attacked unprovoked. She preferred not to arm either side, but non-combatants were at risk. Hatchlings. She couldn’t let harm come to them.

      “Connect to your alpha,” Alísa ordered. “Since I can reach you telepathically and you can reach them, I will channel my strength song to them through you.”

      Alanti’s fear lessened. “By Maker’s wings. Thank you, Singer.”

      The thread of their communication opened wider, allowing in the frantic thoughts and emotions of battle. Alísa gritted her teeth against the influx of pain—slashed legs, ripped wings, a blinded eye—then released it in a long, desperate note.

      At the sound of her cry, the dragons and riders of her clan began connecting to her. Their presence bolstered her. Among them, she felt Koriana’s fortitude, Graydonn’s steadiness, Falier’s belief. Their emotions wove into her song, refilling her as she poured out her strength to them and their allies.

      
        
        
        This war has brought us hearts of stone

        Full of winter’s icy chill

        Its fire fills our aching bones

        Burning as our blood we spill

      

        

      
        Now hear my song and feel the cool

        Abandon heart for lung and limb

        Renew your strength, while fire pools

        Within your hearts, new life within

      

      

      

      Alísa stopped singing once her dragons flew at their maximum speed. The song’s effects would last a few minutes, and she needed to conserve her voice.

      “Alanti—”

      But Alanti cut off her communication to Sesína just as Alísa started speaking. The sapphire dragoness speared into the fray, her flight buoyed by the Singer’s power and love for her clan. There would be no help from her to calm the dragons.

      Alísa spoke to her warriors. “Koriana, Briek—you and your squad focus on the dragons still in the air. Keep them back so the slayers don’t have to watch the sky. Tora and T’lan, your squad will follow me to stand between the armies on the ground. Ensure the dragons do not attack. My squad will face the slayers.”

      Nearly at the mountain, the acrid scent of smoke tickled Alísa’s throat. Dragons roared, men shouted, and fire crackled over what brush settled on the rocky slopes. A rush of wind revealed the spot where the dragons stood their ground, desperate to protect their caves.

      Alísa took a steadying breath. “Move.”

      Sesína trumpeted a battle-cry. The rest of the clan, dragon and rider alike, joined her call, drawing the combatants’ attention. Koriana veered away, her squad of four dragon-rider pairs following her to circle the dragons in the air. Sesína dove for the battle-lines before the cave, aiming for the space between the two armies.

      Alísa shout-sang as Sesína landed, announcing to all that the Dragon Singer had arrived. Sesína flared her wings and thrashed her tail as Alísa slid to the sloped ground. Slayers fell back, wide-eyed at their sudden appearance. Behind her, Alanti’s clan roared their battle-readiness, until Alísa’s dragons blocked their way.

      Despite the haze of the smoke, Alísa soon found the face she sought. Lorin, the chief slayer of Bezin, led his men with rage in his eyes. Sweat plastered his black hair to his neck, and his tanned skin was even darker with dirt and ash.

      How she wished her father were here already—he had a good rapport with Lorin. She was just Karn’s quiet daughter to the slayers of Bezin. But she could remain so no longer.

      “Lorin.” She lifted her hands in a peaceful gesture. “You must stop this. These d—d—dragons are under my p-p-protection, and they mean no harm t—t-to you and yours.”

      “So it’s true, then.” Chief Lorin spat on the ground. “Your father told me you’d been captured. Asked my help to find and save you. Now here you are, siding with them.”

      “I fight to p-protect the Maker’s iompróir anam.” A few slayers balked at the claim, but Alísa pressed on. “Skinned or scaled, it makes no d—difference.”

      As if on cue, riders slid to the ground and stepped forward to show their allegiance. She threw a glance at them, meeting the eyes of Rassím, Trísse, and others. 

      “We would tell you much,” she said. “Stories of friendship and heroism, if you and your men would listen.”

      Jaws snapped at the air behind her, and Alísa pivoted to see the emerald alpha Harazím flaring his wings. “You call this alliance, Singer? They attack us, and you offer them words of comfort?!”

      Alísa let out a quiet breath. The slayers raised their swords, unable to hear the dragon because of the shields around their minds.

      “Alpha Harazím asks why I g—give a chance for p—p—p-p—” —Ignore the smirks and stares. Breathe.— “for p-peace to those who attack my allies. I d—d—do so because we were all like you, once. We have all k-k-k-killed and been k-killed for a lie.”

      She returned to Harazím. “W—war brings many evils, and it will never end until all p-p-p-parties have both truth and the chance t—to act on it. As the daughter of Karn, I know your c-c-clan has attacked villages before, and not merely slayers who attacked you first.” 

      Alísa’s boots crunched on rock as she faced Lorin again. “But Harazím’s clan has vowed not to attack villages anymore, j—just as multiple village-bound clans have vowed not to storm caves. Dragons are not soulless beasts any more than slayers are heartless monsters. We have all b—b—believed lies, but my allies have p-p-proven the t-truth.”

      She held out her hand to the chief. “I will defend these dragons, but first I would give you the same chance I have g—given them. End this madness.”

      The battlefield was silent but for crackling flames. Alísa released her empathy, letting its misty power flow out to feel the surrounding emotions. She ignored her clanmates’ firm courage and focused in front of her, on the chief with loosening shoulders. Curiosity lapped at the edges of her powers—curiosity that was overtaking his anger.

      She had him!

      Lorin stepped forward, the tip of his sword low to the ground. Then another man wearing the yellow paint of a second reached for his arm and halted him.

      “Tsorr said this would happen.” The second gripped his weapon tighter. “Her power is in her voice—lulling us to sleep like a serpent.”

      A strange humor washed through Alísa, out of place while standing between two armies. No one had ever attributed power to her speaking voice.

      “M—my power is in my songs. I am not t-t-t-trying to trick you.”

      A shadow flew over the mountain, and the buzz of connection to her clan shifted as more minds entered. Saynan—an ice dragon and one of her betas—had finally arrived with his riders. Dragons made room for him to land, but Bezin’s slayers reacted with fear. Chief Lorin fell back like a spooked horse.

      “Yet you bring more against us! How can we trust you?”

      “Trust me,” a familiar voice asserted.

      Boots hit the ground, and Karn strode forward, leaving behind Saynan and his rider. Karn’s brown eyes softened as they met Alísa’s, then returned to those of a wayfaring chief. He strode past her to stand before Lorin in his full armor made of leather and red dragon scales.

      “Alísa speaks the truth. She and her clan have proven themselves repeatedly by protecting both races. You would do well to listen.”

      Lorin scoffed. “I hardly think that the word of her father is proof. You would be the easiest for her to turn.”

      “One would think,” Karn chuckled, a hint of regret lacing the edges. “You know my zeal and stubbornness. If you need more proof, know that Tella, too, has accepted peace. The villages of Annakím and Vennia have heard us, as have dragon clans throughout the region.”

      Lorin’s second sneered. “We know all this. Tsorr warned us of your treachery, warned that we would be next. Many may believe a lie—it does not mean we should as well!”

      “Who is Tsorr?” Alísa stepped forward. She knew the names of Bezin’s leadership. This must be someone new.

      “A messenger who told us of the Dragon Singer,” Lorin said, though he addressed Karn rather than her. “News beyond that of your clan’s song. He raises many questions I would have answered.”

      “Then we shall speak with him,” Karn said. “Return home, Lorin. Vow to leave these dragons alone until we have answered your questions. It will take a day to return to your village?”

      Lorin grunted affirmation.

      “Then we will come in two.” Karn looked back at Alísa. “Is this acceptable?”

      Alísa nodded, glad to let him take the lead here.

      Karn returned to Lorin. “We shall see you then.”

      The second’s brow raised in question. After a moment of scrutiny, Lorin sheathed his sword.

      “Move out. We are finished here—for now.”

      With that, Lorin pushed through his men and marched down the mountain. Some immediately followed his example. Others looked to his second, uncertain. With a loud grunt, he shoved his weapon into its sheath and slunk after his chief, the rest following behind.

      Questions wafted through the clan’s mind-link, prompting Alísa’s attention. While she didn’t expect Lorin and his slayers to return, she also couldn’t simply trust that they wouldn’t. She grasped onto the Illumination bond.

      “Sesína, please make sure Harazím can hear me as I speak to the clan.” 

      Sesína had it done before Alísa completed her sentence. Alísa found the clan’s mind-link next and pushed her words through it. 

      “Well done, all. With Harazím’s leave, three dragon-rider pairs will remain here in case Lorin does not keep his word.” 

      Harazím sent a mental affirmative, and Alísa continued. “I have two riders versed in healing. They have helped dragons before, stitching wounds closed and applying salves of mixed herbs that speed recovery. Would you like their help?”

      Harazím rumbled in his chest. “That would be acceptable. Thank you, Singer.”

      Alísa assigned Rassím and Trísse to check the wounded and three pairs to stay with the clan until her meeting with the slayers. Sesína trotted off with the healers to facilitate, as she had done before. When she toned down her sass, she was quite good at ensuring understanding between parties.

      “Please. My sass is charming.”

      Assured all was in hand, Alísa returned to her father. Karn had watched as she worked with the dragons, his expression a mixture of pride and the confused interest that always rose when she communicated telepathically. Despite being a telepath, he was hesitant to join the mind-link. The slayers’ code taught never to use one’s powers on another human—they even frowned on simple communication links. Their code was his, and he hadn’t been around dragons long enough to contemplate change.

      Alísa hugged him. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

      “Darrin said it was urgent.” He kissed the top of her head. “I don’t know how your riders do it—I thought I might fall with how fast the dragon flew.”

      “Saynan,” she supplied. This was more important for her father to learn than telepathic communication. Dragons had names, and with that came the reminder of their status as iompróir anam—soul-bearers.

      “Saynan,” Karn repeated, giving her a knowing look. “I will remember to thank him by name when he takes me back. And, speaking of” —he backed away a step— “I should speak to the clan. We must move more quickly to reach Bezin in two days’ time.”

      Alísa smiled sweetly. “I can always send dragons for you again.”

      Karn chuckled. “I do not think Kallar is ready to ride a dragon.”

      Alísa’s heart shriveled as thoughts of Kallar filled her. Her father didn’t know that Kallar, too, was a Dragon Singer. Nor did he know how much Kallar resented Alísa for helping unlock the power, which now forced him to feel dragon emotions. Not that their relationship had ever been good.

      She pushed the thoughts away. “Thank you again for your help, Papá.”

      “Always, my Lísa.”

      With that, Karn headed for Saynan and Darrin. 

      “You let your father take over again.”

      Alísa tried not to let her mental sigh travel the communication line, but was sure she failed. Koriana approached her, Briek almost jogging at her side to keep pace.

      “You and your squad did well,” Alísa told them both. “Thank you.”

      “Alísa-Dragon-Singer.” Koriana growled softly. “You do not need him.”

      “I thought she balanced it well enough,” Briek said. The beads at the ends of his many warrior’s braids rattled as he came to a stop in front of her. “The point of having allied chiefs and alphas is to have their help in communicating to their respective races. It’s the only reason I’m here.”

      His dark eyes sparkled with his last sentence, making Alísa chuckle. Koriana, however, was not amused.

      “I do not dispute that, but a dragoness does not allow other alphas to decide for her clan. You should not have let your father dictate the terms.”

      “But he said exactly what I wanted.”

      “And established himself as the leader in the other chief’s eyes.”

      Alísa shook her head. “What was I supposed to do? Come up with an entirely different plan? Or tell him, ‘No, actually,’ then say the same thing?”

      “You could have asserted yourself before he gave his plan.”

      Alísa pinched the bridge of her nose. She would never get Koriana to understand the struggle of her stammer, nor how preferable it was to let someone she trusted do the talking. She and Papá had a rhythm now, and he had stuck to it today. That was good enough for her.

      “Headache, Líse?”

      Frustration gave way to a smile, and Alísa turned to find Falier and Graydonn. The pair walked toward her side-by-side over the rocky slope. Graydonn’s talons gripped the rock with ease, while Falier walked uphill of him with a hand on the dragon’s green withers.

      “J—just thinking.” Alísa waved goodbye to Koriana and Briek, then closed the distance to Graydonn and Falier. Reaching for Falier, she laced her fingers with his. “You two make it through unscathed?”

      “One of the airborne dragons flamed at us before she figured out who we were,” Graydonn said, amber eyes brightening with humor. “But we were quick and avoided burns.”

      “He says ‘we’ like I had any part in the reaction time.” Falier grinned. “You were brilliant with the chief.”

      “Thank you.” Alísa pushed up on her tiptoes and kissed his bearded cheek. It still made her happy, seeing his formerly clean-shaven face now sporting a close-trimmed beard, all because she had told him she liked it.

      “I think you got through to him even before your father showed up.” 

      “Most certainly,” Graydonn agreed. 

      “I just hope Tsorr, whoever he is, is as open t—to new ideas.” 

      Alísa hoped her smile didn’t look as forced as it was. Her worst defeats were never on the battlefield. They were within villages, where the eyes of those judging her made her feel like a cornered animal. But her friends were right, she was coming into her own, and her allies were strong and growing in number.

      For the first time in her life, it seemed peace was finally within reach.
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      Alísa led her dragons to land a ten-minute walk from the village of Bezin, where their approach would be less threatening. Despite the coarse grasses, the dragons settled comfortably on their bellies. They would wait here while the humans faced the scrutiny of the villagers.

      Nearby, Karn dismounted his horse alongside his people—Alísa’s mother Hanah, and Karn’s apprentice Kallar. Patting Sesína’s neck in goodbye, Alísa headed for them. Her human representatives accompanied her—Falier with his hand in hers and a carefree mask covering his nerves, Briek with powerful strides tamed to their pace, and Tenza with her quiet confidence. 

      Alísa’s clan had shifted since facing Karn and Tella’s combined wayfaring clans. With her decision to remain in the west, some of Briek’s slayers declared that they, too, would remain. Briek in turn swore himself to Alísa’s leadership and now acted as one of her betas. 

      When her dragons took warriors back to Me’ran, they returned with the families of the slayers who remained with Alísa. Tenza came as well, largely due to Alísa’s message that Kallar was her grandson. Looking at them, Alísa could see a slight resemblance. Tenza’s hair, though lightened with gray, bore the same black base and thick texture as Kallar’s. His eyes were a brighter blue than Namor’s, but they held a bit of Tenza’s almond shape.

      Kallar’s stance turned rigid the moment he noticed his grandmother. Rather than meet Tenza’s gaze or stare her down, he looked away. He hadn’t spoken to her once, ignoring her or leaving whenever she tried to communicate with him.

      It made Alísa’s blood boil. Kallar knew who she was to him, had seen her honor and sorrows through Alísa’s memories, yet he remained hostile. All Tenza wanted was to connect with one of the few remaining pieces of her daughter, the late Dragon Singer Allara. Maybe someday, Alísa could take Tenza to L’rang to visit Kallar’s younger brother R’lann. R’lann would accept her without hesitation.

      Falier squeezed her hand and a buzz of telepathic connection entered her mind. “You’re angry. What’s going on?”

      Alísa sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s just—why can’t he even try for Tenza?”

      “Did you expect him to?” Falier’s distaste flowed through their connection. “You can’t focus there. Not right now.”

      “I know. Sorry.”

      He shook his head with a light humor, then nodded at the village. “No more apologies, alpha-chief. Eyes up. You’ve got minds to change.”

      Alísa straightened. He was right. She closed the distance between her and her father’s party. Her arms ached to hug her parents, but with people coming out to greet them, now wasn’t the time. Instead, she gave a little wave, then came alongside her father as they continued on to Bezin. 

      Grass gave way to dirt and gravel, the greenery cleared away long ago in hopes of stopping dragon-fire. For the same reason, they built every building of stone or brick. Though Alísa had known such constructions all her life, she had gotten used to the warm welcome of the east’s wooden structures. How strange this must be for Falier, villages full of dead buildings.

      Bezin itself, however, was very much alive. The cobblestone paths held many people, all hurrying toward the center of town. Would the entire village attend? The thought made Alísa’s breath shake. How was it she could face angry dragons, yet crowds of villagers terrified her?

      But I’m done running. I was made for this.

      Sesína’s pride washed through her. “That’s my alpha.”

      Alísa and her companions stopped at the edge of the village, where Chief Lorin, his second, and the village chief awaited their arrival. Lorin clasped arms with Karn, appearing the least wary of the three. The second glared at Alísa, while the normal chief, a younger man with pale skin and blond hair, looked how Alísa felt—nervous, yet ready to play his part.

      “Come, old friend.” Lorin gestured into the village. “You shall make your case in the square. We shall see if your answers are sufficient, or if next time we meet will be at the end of our blades.”

      He said it so cavalierly, yet he kept his emotions locked tight behind a telepathic shield. Did he use humor to hide his fear, or was this just a show? She couldn’t read him.

      Sesína chuckled. “Imagine if you weren’t an empath and could only read tone, expression, and body language. You’d be lost.”

      Alísa hid her smirk as she followed Lorin. “How do normals function?”

      Sesína snickered, then returned to her silence, allowing Alísa time to gather her thoughts. Two holders met them just within the village to take the horses to a guest stable. A few minutes later, they entered the square, where all Bezin gathered to listen. Slayers stood armored among the normals, weapons at their sides. Falier tensed at the sight.

      “Does that mean trouble?”

      Alísa returned a negative. “It’s a show of their strength. If they expected trouble, there wouldn’t be civilians here.”

      She scanned the crowd and most of them stared back. The rest instead watched a man in the center of the square. He wore the blues and whites of a messenger—noncombatant colors, though he also wore a knife strap across his chest like Rassím. Over his tunic lay a brown cloak with ragged edges that appeared more stylized than ripped. His pale skin was slightly sun-kissed and his hawkish eyes a hazel-brown. 

      The man smiled and spoke smoothly. “And so our opponent enters.”

      Alísa stared at him, trying to decipher what she sensed. The crowd held a mixture of fear and something akin to calm that she couldn’t quite place. Calm felt green with peaceful life to her, while this was more akin to tent leathers pulled tight to avoid wrinkles. The same almost-calm held strong in her ‘opponent.’

      Lorin looked to the people. “The Dragon Singer and her allies come to answer Tsorr’s accusations. Make your case, Karns-daughter.” 

      Alísa breathed deeply as Lorin took his place between her and Tsorr. That was her cue.

      Eldra Bria, give me words.

      “Some of you know me. You’ve s—seen me at my father’s side as he worked t—to protect your village. Many of you have heard the tale of how I t-t-t-t-turned to the d—dragons and empowered them with my songs. What you don’t know is what happened in between.” 

      She paused, taking a moment to breathe past the nerves building up inside her.

      “Like all of you, I g—grew up in fear of the dragons. I looked at them and saw only b—beasts who had sold their souls to evil. I knew the stories of d—d—demonic voices and hearts that only found joy in destruction. Worst of all, my empathy c-c-c-c” —breathe— “c-connected to them, bringing me to tears as I watched hatchlings fight in the ceremony circle. My greatest shame as the d—daughter of a slayer.” 

      Alísa’s throat was tight. The longer she spoke, the more pronounced her stammer became. If only she could pause longer, breathe deeply for a few seconds, but such silence might invite someone else to interject. She settled for a quick swallow. 

      “B—but then I met a dragon. I felt his joy in simple flight, saw the honor in his actions t-t-t-toward me, and heard his voice that p-p-prayed to the Maker for my safety. Here wasn’t a b—bloodthirsty beast or soulless demon, but a fellow anam. A t-t-terrible, life-changing t-truth—one that my family was not yet ready for.”

      She smiled gently at her parents, hoping to show she was not shaming them. Karn had agreed that his initial refusal was a truth that needed to be shared. The villagers needed to know that he had not believed her solely because she was his daughter. 

      “And so I went to the d—dragons and lived among them. I learned to see them t-truly, as individuals who m—make choices for good and for evil j—just as we humans do. As I did, I discovered the w—war between our k-k-k-kinds is not a holy one fought against soulless monsters, but one that hurts iomproír anam on both sides.” 

      She lifted her hands to the crowd in entreaty. “We needn’t be at war. Already, my c-c-clan of dragons and slayers have protected p-peoples of both races and won p-p-peace for them. The d—dragons in the nearby mountain have vowed to stand down. I urge you to do the same. End the violence between our p-peoples. Join me in seeking peace.”

      Her speech finally over, Alísa lowered her hands. She focused on loosening the tension in her throat. She would have to speak again soon.

      Tsorr clapped a slow, mocking applause. His voice was smooth and rippled through the air like a gentle stream. “Well, that sounded difficult. Congratulations, you’ve aired your lies beautifully. Didn’t she do a splendid job?”

      The people seemed at a loss. A few smirked, others frowned, and some politely clapped, all more embarrassing than helpful. Alísa did her best to stand firm and keep her hands still rather than worry the fabric of her skirt. His first blow was one she had taken many times, yet she had never truly been able to block it.

      “So refreshing to hear the ideas of the young,” Tsorr said in his charismatic tone. “They invent the most engaging stories. Monsters as allies. Who could have imagined it but someone unburdened by experience?” 

      ‘Unburdened’? Alísa gritted her teeth. As if she hadn’t grown up among slayers and witnessed the aftermath of countless battles!

      A surge of determination and—Compassion? It felt wrong.—filled the air as Tsorr pointed to someone in the crowd. 

      “E’mun, you spoke to me of your father’s death by dragon-fire.” He pointed to another. “K’hanne, your injury—was it created by man, or by beast? Zapharr, how many livestock have you lost to them?” Finally, he looked at Lorin. “You have not forgotten your people’s woes simply because of a child’s fantasies?”

      Nods and agreeing murmurs spread through the people. Chief Lorin, too, seemed swayed as his agreement wafted through the astral plane. Irritatingly, Alísa found her own heart wavering at Tsorr’s arguments. And was that one of her own allies behind her also agreeing? Kallar? No, his shield would be up⁠— 

      Sesína pressed encouragement to Alísa. “Don’t focus there. You know what you speak is true. Keep going.”

      Alísa shook herself and pulled her empathy in tight against the distraction. She chose her words carefully, hoping to avoid those that would make her stumble. 

      “Is it fantasy that my dragons and slayers have fought to defend both races? Ask any behind me and they will t-t-tell you it is so.”

      “Yet you yourself told us your empathy connects to dragons uncontrollably.” Again, Alísa’s heart wavered as Tsorr spoke. “They gained your mind, poisoned you against your own kind, and manipulated you until their lies became your truth. A ‘truth’ with which you have infected other weak-minded individuals.”

      ‘Weak-minded’? Alísa almost wanted to laugh. None of her party could be described so. She opened her mouth to speak in defense of her people, but her father spoke first.

      “The dragons prey on the weak-minded?” Karn’s voice held a dangerous quiet as he stalked past Alísa toward Tsorr. “You dare accuse while attempting the same?”

      Alísa’s heart beat faster. What was he doing? This wasn’t the plan!

      Chief Lorin placed himself between Karn and Tsorr. “Get back in your place, Karn. What are you about?”

      Karn didn’t move. “When we met, Lorin, your telepathic shield was up. Tell me, is it still? Or has it fallen as your friend here spread his venom?”

      Alísa looked at Lorin. He had let his guard down at some point. She had sensed his slow agreement with Tsorr’s arguments, and now she felt his confusion.

      “Or the rest of you slayers,” Karn continued. “Has your hold slipped inexplicably during the last few minutes?”

      Tsorr squinted at Karn. A change flowed over the astral plane—that strange not-calm again. The pull against wrinkles rather than the gentle call to peace.

      Multiple slayers in the crowd shifted, some shaking their heads to clear them. Lorin muttered something, then spoke as though waking from a dream.

      “Yes, there is something⁠—”

      A surge of protection collided with Alísa as her mother grabbed her arm and pulled her back, nearly throwing her into Falier. Alísa made to ask for an explanation, but her father spoke again.

      “I’ve met this power once before,” Karn growled. “One that opens minds to manipulation and breaks down even a slayer’s telepathic shield. Your ‘friend’ is an’reik!”

      Alísa’s heart trembled at the declaration, visions of dark clouds and a giant, brutish dragon filling her mind’s eye. Across the distance, Sesína went on high alert, her growl filling Alísa’s mind. The crowd shifted with gasps and exclamations of outrage. His people divided, Chief Lorin spoke.

      “Tsorr has been nothing but affable, and I have sensed no influence before today—when your daughter, whose power is in her voice, spoke to us. You had better be able to prove this claim!”

      A new voice entered the fray, growling and reluctant. “Then ask yourself who you’re being influenced toward.” Kallar came to Karn’s side. “Besides, her power only works when she sings.”

      Karn glared at Tsorr. “If you need proof, Lorin, check the astral plane.”

      Tsorr chuckled and lifted his hands in a sign of peace. “No need. I will admit our dragon-loving friend is correct. I do hold power, given by an Eldra stripped of her name simply because she desired to give humanity the ability to stand against dragons. I even used this power—a heightened form of empathy—as I spoke to you. My only wish was for you to hear the truth instead of her lies.”

      Karn laid a hand on his sword. “Lorin, allow me to rid your village of this serpent.”

      “Ask yourself this,” Tsorr said, “who has harmed Bezin in the past—an’reik, or dragons?” 

      His words soothed in Alísa’s ear and mind. She pushed her empathy against the manipulation and prayed others would do the same. 

      Tsorr gestured to Alísa. “Will you believe those aligned with dangerous beasts over those who ally with great spiritual beings?”

      Lorin crossed his arms. “The Maker and his Eldír are the only spiritual beings from whom I accept counsel.”

      “Bah. They won’t protect you from the dragons. Only⁠—”

      A sword rang from its sheath, drawing all eyes as Kallar lunged past Lorin and plunged his blade into Tsorr’s stomach. Tsorr’s eyes widened, then rolled back in death as Kallar yanked out his weapon. Tsorr’s body fell to the ground.

      No one moved. Alísa could barely breathe as Lorin’s face turned red with fury.

      “How dare you! Attacking an unarmed man under my hospitality. Even Karn himself did not dare touch him!”

      Kallar matched Lorin’s glare. “You were just going to keep talking while his empathy affected the people? He admitted it with his own mouth. If you won’t protect them, I will.”

      Lorin drew himself up, affronted, but Karn stepped in.

      “The deed is done. Regardless of how, Tsorr’s threat to your village is no more. In our recent encounter with an’reik, they attacked my clan with powers of speed, hellflames, and dark mists. Who knows how else Tsorr might have harmed them? Kallar’s act was right—forgive any fault of impropriety, or else place it on me. He did as I should have.”

      Alísa watched, tense. Her father’s gentler words did not escalate Lorin further, but they didn’t placate him either. How could she salvage this?

      Calm assurance wafted from her mother as she stepped past Alísa to approach Lorin. Her voice was impossibly even.

      “Chief Lorin, despite Tsorr’s manipulations, you brought us here. You proved that even the powers of the Nameless cannot sway a man seeking truth. Let us begin again, without the stench of the Dark One in our midst. The Dragon Singer has proven that peace is achievable. You witnessed it two days ago, when she protected not only the dragons, but you as well. Search your heart, ask your own questions, and believe.”

      The tension dissipated as Alísa’s mother spoke. All knew Hanah. Throughout her years of wayfaring, she had proven herself to the people of each village as she lived and worked among them while Karn marched on the mountains. As the villagers relaxed, Alísa wished she could change how she had behaved within the villages growing up. Introverted and ashamed of her stammer, Alísa had always hidden in the shadows, helping but never connecting. Perhaps if she had acted differently, Bezin would be more receptive now.

      Lorin gave one last look at Kallar and Tsorr’s body. Closing his eyes, he breathed out and returned to Hanah. “There is wisdom in your words. Very well. Let us begin again.”
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      Falier hated feeling redundant, even—perhaps especially—in the wake of success. The talks in Bezin went far more smoothly with Tsorr gone. Lorin and the chief of the village both agreed to peace soon after. There, Falier was content to support Alísa through his presence. 

      Here, though, sitting amid Alísa and Karn’s leadership at the outskirts of the wayfarers’ camp, Falier found himself drumming his fingers on his thighs as his mind wandered. They spoke of an’reik and wanted him here since he had witnessed Tsorr, but he didn’t truly have anything to say on the matter, nor did anyone invite him to speak.

      “I don’t like it,” Alísa’s uncle L’non said. “An’reik are supposed to keep to the shadows, waiting in the wilderness for some poor soul to run afoul of them. But this marks our second encounter with them in only a few months.”

      Karn rubbed his beard. “Not to mention word of more in the south.”

      Koriana rumbled in her chest. “That is an oddity among your kind?”

      L’non nodded curtly. After a silent moment, Alísa elaborated. 

      “I d—don’t think any of us have encountered an’reik until now. Besides Rorenth.”

      Falier held back a shudder. He could still remember that brute’s power slashing and biting at his own as he, Graydonn, and the dreki fought to mind-choke him together.

      Koriana clicked in her throat thoughtfully. “Though I am sure some
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