
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

 

 

 

A Connection is Forged

 

 

Something personal we can use against her.

“Something that will drive her insane.”

He closed his eyes and delved into the places of Stephania’s mind she kept hidden, even from herself. 

A horrible laugh bubbled up from his throat. This place is riddled with Corrupt Magic. Someone’s been a bad little dragon.

He followed the corruption as it led him to the heart of New-Fars, to one fateful day when the Magic had taken over her, spilled out from her, and turned her into a murderer. 

Though Stephania had left New-Fars, she had left a piece of herself there—a form of the Corrupt Magic. It was just enough to prepare an attack so horrible and twisted, it would haunt her for the rest of her life. 

Thaddeus drew a hand down one of the spines that grew from Kyrell’s tail as it curled around him. “Tomorrow, they march for Trans-Falls while I pay New-Fars a special visit for a bit of unfinished business. Then our little game will finally begin.”
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To Tron,

The Trojan to my Stephania, my greatest friend who taught me to run with the wolves. 

And to anyone else who forged an unbreakable bond, only to find that nothing is invincible.
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“While you remember the light, and while the Light is still in this world, believe in the light, so that you might then become

The Shadows of Light.”

—A Long Forgotten Teacher
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Memories That Elude

Eta Stronghold in North Ventronovia

Sometime after Stephania left New-Fars

 

Darkness swirled, silence the only answer to hundreds of questions he wanted answered. If only he had something to hold on to in this abyss, something he could latch on to, to draw her to him. 

A shooting stab of bright red pain pierced the darkness, but he pushed past it, focusing only on the color of the pain. Red. A faint vision of a mother, father, friend, and child came into view. It was a family, but not his family. It was her family. 

Red drew his attention to the child. Red curly hair moved gently by a soft breeze. Bright red eyes staring, staring into his soul, burning his soul. He remembered the first day he laid eyes on her—the perfect Duvarharian. But he had failed her and himself.

He pushed back the pain of that day, refusing to bear it yet again, and reached instead to a different memory. 

Laughter filled the darkness, and the family came back into focus. The smell of roasting mountain goat filled his mind and made his mouth water. Their conversation—dark, elusive, distant—was barely audible. Some of it was easy to comprehend, like when dragons were mentioned or the setting suns behind them. But some of it wasn’t, like when new laws or impending attacks were discussed. It was as if a veil was between him and them making it all hard to grasp, as if he had the mind of a lesser creature.

Gritting his teeth, he forced himself further into the vision. An explosion of pain tore through his mind, but he pressed on until he was surrounded by darkness again. 

He opened the eyes of the body he’d entered. 

Everything was much different from his new perspective. His eyes glanced across the patio and into the mountainous room. Distantly, he felt as the body his consciousness was in shifted its wings, a single black feather falling to his feet. The four-winged crow moved forward into the doorway, its keen eyes taking in the scene, though none of the room’s occupants seemed to notice its presence. 

A child with flaming red hair sat in a raised chair at the table, waving her chubby arms as she laughed at something the young man sitting across from her was saying.

Stephania. The deep voice of his dragon penetrated the memory and into his mind. 

Yes, it is her. A hunger welled up inside Thaddeus as he fixated on the little girl. So much raw power was stored in that small body, and here she was, food across her cheeks and gripped tightly between her fingers. And her family. He hardly cast a glance at the mother and father—two riders he knew better than any others. But who is the man? 

He wanted to slink into the room, blend into the shadows or into the rocky cracks of the cave home, but the crow whose body and memories he was still inhabiting, did no more than bounce from one foot to the other and eye the breadcrumbs on the floor with hunger. 

Frustration bubbled up inside him until the young man stood, bringing his face into sight. As soon as he spotted the man’s golden eyes, his black hair, and the scar under his jaw, hatred boiled inside him. He tried to thrash out at the man, wishing nothing more than to separate his head from his shoulders, but the four-winged crow’s body did not respond.

Instead, he poured all his hate into every curse he could think of. If he had been in his own body, he would’ve spit acid in the young man’s face. Syrus Vespucci.

Thaddeus’s dragon wasn’t nearly as bitter as he. The rider of the Sun-Flash Dragon, the military commander, dining and playing with the child of the Dragon Prophecy. How … intriguing. The deep drawl of Kyrell’s thoughts calmed Thaddeus. 

Indeed. He resisted the sardonic laugh welling up inside him. 

Intriguing, yes, but it was nothing of special interest to him. He was tired of exploiting the meaningless memories of the degenerate, mindless creatures that subjugated themselves to him. He wanted more. He wanted Stephania’s memories. 

Taking a deep breath, he released his hold on the crow’s memory, and in only a moment, the abyss of nothingness surrounded him. He sensed nothing to reach out onto—no memories, thoughts, or emotions. Holding back a curse, he concentrated on the words to go into Dasejuba—the path between all realms, time, space, and matter—and focused on one memory, the only memory he shared with Stephania. 

The screams and battle cries of Centaurs exploded around him. The smell of a damp forest flooded his senses, and he reeled, trying to grasp on to the familiarity of his own body, of his axe and magic. 

He could sense none of it. 

Instead, he felt only the flailing incompetence of a young child. Then, through the screaming, thrashing bodies, and the splattering blood, all was still, and he found himself looking up into his own purple eyes through Stephania’s. 

A sense of awe filled him as he sensed the young Stephania’s fear and hatred turn into curiosity as his own voice from those many, many years ago drifted down to her. 

“Do not worry, sweet child … I will never harm you … You have nothing to fear.” 

A strange emotion welled up in him. He had nearly forgotten how he had felt when he held the young girl in his arms. Now, as her curiosity turned to trust, he felt it again. 

That boiling desire filled him, and he held on to the memory tighter. It was just a memory, but he longed to change its outcome. He knew what was coming next, and everything in him revolted against it. 

The memory of him looked up, rage pouring from every inch of him. “You are too late, Igentis. Stephania is mine.”

Fool. I was a fool. I should’ve taken her right then. Siv, he cursed inwardly, gritting his teeth.

The memory played out just as he remembered it. 

Magic exploded, tearing through everything, before darkness consumed it. All he felt was excruciating pain. But, in that moment, in that space of time when his hands had still clung to the young girl, defying all attempts of her being taken away, he felt a door open. It was small, like the door a mouse might use if it could. 

Without wasting another moment, he thrust himself back into his own memory and forced his magic through the door to block it open. Looking back, he spotted crack of red shining through the door, and could feel the presence of the young girl on the other side. 

A ripple of victory surged through him. The door, he knew, was a rip between their consciousnesses—an opening between space, mater, beings, and time. It was like a sliver of Dasejuba between him and Stephania—a pathway of memories. 

Extending his hand, he tried reaching through the cack. A force pushed him back, but he persevered. Reaching further, he felt an orb touch his hand. Without thinking or hesitating, he grasped onto it and felt as his consciousness was once more raked into a nothingness. 

Again, he was in a child’s body—Stephania’s. The memory was tainted, broken somehow. Shatters and muted colors clouded the images instead of being crisp and clear. From her mind, no one was familiar, but from his own consciousness, he easily recognized a few of them: Artigal, Frawnden, and Aeron. A younger Centaur was there too, and another older one. However, he didn’t recognize them, and so left them to drift away. A great congregation of Centaurs stood before them, and vaguely he heard Artigal pronounce Stephania adopted into the Centaur tribe. Then the memory shattered, and he was thrown back into the darkness once again. 

So, she went with the Centaurs. But why? Why didn’t they immediately contact Syrus or Dalton? 

I don’t know, Kyrell, he answered. But with this connection, with these memories, I can find out. 

Again, he forced his hand through the door, but this time, an explosion of immense pain coursed through his body, throwing him away from the door and out of that dark nothingness. 

Gasping, he opened his eyes and clutched his chest. It took him a moment to grasp his bearings. He was back in his throne room in the Eta stronghold. It was night, and the moons’ light poured through the window behind him, casting eerie shadows around the dark granite hall. The stone throne beneath him dug into the sore spots in his back and legs. 

Cursing, he looked down at the wound on his chest. The white veins under his skin glowed brightly. The light burned his skin, his soul, his mind. The wound was nearly identical, he was sure, to the one his spies had seen on Artigal.

“Curse the gods of Wyriders and Men. So this also prevents me from accessing the magic I need to travel across the very path it made.”

Or rather the path Stephania made. I do not think it was just Shushequmok—Pure Magic—that made such a path. For there to be room for creation, there must first be destruction. 

“Then I shall try again, and again, and again until I regain control over my magic find what is keeping her hidden from me.” He closed his eyes and whispered the spells under his breath, but a low growl interrupted him. 

Thaddeus … do not be rash. You cannot try again so soon. You are not strong enough. Additionally, the borders grow weak. Our people need your leadership. 

Thaddeus gritted his teeth and dragged his eyes back open. Slow movement in the dark shadows behind the throne room’s many pillars caught his eye, and he watched with pride as his soulmate moved into the moonlight. 

The glinting eyes of the Acid Dragon blinked slowly once then twice before his rumble shook the walls. 

You’ve been wandering the dream realm for over four days. There is more to conquering a world than what can be done inside the mind. 

Thaddeus laughed but winced as the movement brought throbbing pain to his chest. “Perhaps. But you know as well as I do that, between dragons and riders, we riders were made to control the mind and you dragons the body.” 

Kyrell’s tail slid across the floor as he dragged himself to his feet. Mayhap, but we are still a team. When you have made an appearance to the Human Domain and gathered more supplies for our own kingdom, then I will let you succumb to the mind once again. But you cannot now. Do not think I don’t feel the pain your body gives you.

Thaddeus’s eyes darkened as he caught sight of the shadowy white wound on his dragon’s chest—the ghost of his own. 

Pulling himself from his throne, his hand brushing over the annoyingly long stubble that had grown across his chin, he limped down the steps and over to the dragon. Staring into the swirling purple eyes of the great beast and feeling the immeasurable bond between them, he slid his hand down the length of Kyrell’s jaw he could reach. A sly smile curved his lips. 

It is as if the gods finally graced us. We finally have what we need to find her, after sixteen years of being captive to pain and failure. Now, if we can just find a way to heal ourselves from this Pure Magic, we won’t have to bother with the drivel of humans and petty Etas. 

It was hard to tell which was speaking—the dragon or the rider—since their minds were almost as one. 

Perhaps we will find that too through the door that just opened. 

Perhaps. 

And until then, we wait. 

Patiently, as we have been for the last eight hundred years. 

What is another one hundred years? Only mortals fear time. 

Thaddeus stared into the moons, wondering if across Ventronovia, Stephania was looking up into their light as well. 

“I’m coming for you, Stephania,” he hissed through his dark smile. He extended his hand to the moons as if reaching out to grab them and her. “No matter where you are, I will find you. You are mine.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part One

Remember Me

 

 


Chapter 1

Just outside of Trans-Falls, Centaur Territory

Year: Rumi 6,113 Q.RJ.M.

Present Day

 

“You remember me, right? If you said my name, surely you must remember, despite the spell ... Sister …”

Stephania clenched her eyes against the words that repeated themselves over and over in her mind, mocking her. Gods of all, why didn’t I just say I didn’t know him? Why did I have to say his name? Of course he would think I remembered if I had said his name. And why did it have to be him? Why not any other commander?

Her shoulders sagged, and she gripped Braken’s reins tighter. They were slowly making their way to Trans-Falls. The Centaur battalion Trojan had been leading demanded they escort her and Dalton back to the tribe. Many Warriors and Centaurs they passed on the journey had bowed low before her, muttering “Farloon” under their breath, but she had done her best to ignore them. The last thing she wanted was to be the center of attention right now. 

Even so, despite the sickening feeling of regret and dread that refused to leave her, she couldn’t help but feel a certain amount of awe at what was going on.

She was with Centaurs—half man, half horse creatures. They were real. They were walking with her. Talking, laughing, existing almost carefree all around her. Like Duvarharians, they weren’t just some stories in a book anymore. The sound of their hooves on the soft forest floor, the long, curved ears, and the horse-like snorts and grunts that sometimes came from them were almost impossible to believe. Every chance she got, she tried to sneak glances. A few caught her staring at them, but even more, she caught them staring at her. She was sure they were just as enraptured by her own physic as she was theirs, which only made the whole experience stranger. 

Dalton was riding just ahead of her and conversing in low tones with a Centaur commander by the name of Landen. Apparently, he had traveled with Aeron many years ago when Stephania was being taken to New-Fars. Everything they were discussing and all the many names they mentioned sounded fascinating, though a bit too complicated to understand. Despite how hard she tried, none of it sounded familiar. She busied herself with braiding a few strands of Braken’s mane. 

Vulnerable. 

She shuddered at the word whispering itself to her from the dark corners of her mind. I cannot be vulnerable. And yet, without her memories and surrounded by those who did remember her, she was very much vulnerable … and helpless. It seemed some of these creatures knew her better than she knew herself. Once again the spiraling feeling of losing control washed over her, and her breath caught in her throat. She struggled back the rising lump in her throat and forced herself to look at the scenery they were passing.   

The trees had begun to grow larger and stranger. They reminded her much of the trees in the cursed forest back at New-Fars, giving the unnerving impression that, if you stared at them long enough, they would grow faces, open their eyes, and speak. 

The flora began to look more exotic as well. Each flower seemed to glow with its own light, and with a bit of magical prodding, Stephania realized they each contained nearly 100 times more energy than the average flower possessed. 

A shining blue creature shot from the bushes on her right and disappeared deeper into the forest. She jumped at the sound, her heart racing with more than just momentary fright. The creature had looked like a rabbit, but something about it had been much different. Quickly, she glanced around to see if anyone had been as surprised as her. 

No one batted an eyelid. 

So it was a common creature, then. She settled back in the saddle in awe. Part of her temporarily forgot about what she had been dreading as she thought of all the wonderful new things she would find in Trans-Falls. 

“Stephania!” Dalton’s yell snapped her back to the present. She blinked her eyes in surprise as he laughed. “I don’t mean to yell, child. I just couldn’t get your attention.” 

She blushed as the Centaurs accompanying them laughed. “I’m sorry,” She fiddled with the reins. 

“It’s fine of course. I was just saying that creature is a Ñáfagarœy. They’re usually nocturnal and actually have four eyes to see better in dim lighting. Obviously, we scared it out of its nest.” 

She nodded, her eyes wide. Four eyes! How absurd! She tried to think of anything else she knew of that had four eyes but couldn’t come up with anything. 

“So, you really are Stephania—Aeron and Frawnden’s daughter.” A new voice grabbed her attention, and she looked around for the speaker, her eyes resting on Landen as he glanced back at her, his face emotionless. 

“Um. Yes,” she drawled uncertainly. “I am.” 

He narrowed his eyes at her, and his tail swished twice before staying still. “So you are the child who Aeron was so eager to return to that he traversed through crowded woods and mountains for months on end. Alone.” 

Heat rose into her face as she shifted uncomfortably. Her eyes met Dalton’s, and he frowned. She quickly looked away. “I guess so.” 

“And you really don’t remember him? Or Frawnden? Or Trojan?” 

He had obviously been a close witness to the spectacle between her and Trojan and wanted to see if she was truthful or if she had pranked him. He was clearly very protective of Trojan, despite the young Centaur being his senior commander. She wondered just how many Centaurs she was going to offend for something she couldn’t even control. 

“No. I do not. I have no recollection of any of them, or of this place.” 

His face remained stony as he turned back to lead them, saying nothing more. 

A knot twisted itself in her gut, and what little reprieve she had felt watching the woods fled from her. She could feel Dalton’s eyes staring at her, willing her to look up, but she ignored his gaze. 

As they continued, the trees started thinning ever so slightly until they broke out of the woods at a fork in the road. Just to their right, the edge of a cliff jutted out before them. Her breath caught in her throat.

The cliff streaked down below them, tumbling and turning as it leveled out into small ledges before diving back down toward the grassy plains below. Until this point, the massive, ancient trees had obscured any view of the horizon, but now, Stephania could see for miles over the vast valley stretching out before them, protected on either side by rolling hills and small mountains.

From here, she could partially observe the large tribal city of Trans-Falls. A few little dotted houses and working tents were visible through the dense trees, each in a strategic and artistic order. Some ruins alluded to what might have been a larger city at one time, but even so, the city was still expansive. 

“Standing here, you can see that the roads, buildings, and trees were designed to spell out the Sházuk words for ‘One ruler’. Many of the buildings making it up are gone, but the trees remember.” 

Dalton laughed and shook his head in amazement. “And I thought Duvarharians were the only ones who liked trimming their bushes and buildings to mean strange things.” 

Stephania chuckled, and he turned back to wink at her. “Things are a little different here than in New-Fars, aren’t they?” 

Her smiled flickered to a frown as she nodded. Things were certainly different, but when it came to her, she felt she would remain the same: outcast.  

She pushed the thoughts from her mind and once again focused on the land. Winter had begun to release its cold hand, the snow had already melted and the buds of plants yearning to wake from their freezing slumber, had sprung to life. The valley blooming with life and beauty filled Stephania with overwhelming wonder. New-Fars had never looked this full of splendor. It was as if everything here was more than back in New-Fars: the sky a little bluer, the clouds a little softer, the trees a little taller and greener. Even the new grass waved in the wind like a softly rolling sea. 

“It’s magnificent,” she whispered, trying to see it all at once. 

She was surprised when Landen answered her. “Truly, it is.” He crossed his hands behind his back and stamped his hoof. His eyes surveyed the land, and she didn’t think she had ever seen someone look at a place with so much love. She wondered if her parents had once looked at Duvarharia that way or if she herself had ever looked down on Trans-Falls that way. 

“You have an incredible home here, Landen.” 

He turned to her, the sparkle in his eyes fading. “As do you, Farloon.” 

A shiver ran down her back, and she nodded quickly, suddenly eager to be moving again. 

Dalton, picking up on her uneasiness, broke the still silence. “Well, shall we continue on?” He spurred Austin on, riding slightly ahead until Landen broke his gaze from her and followed.

Gritting her teeth against the churning in her stomach, she clicked to Braken and urged him forward. 

“It’ll be nice to sleep in a bed once again and eat good food again, right, Stephania? Perhaps Aeron and Frawnden will let you try their uafañoshigo wine.” Dalton twisted in the saddle to look back at her, and she shrugged before nodding eagerly. It would be. It had been … six … no, seven months? How many had gone by since they had left New-Fars? How long had it been since she had called a place home? 

Too long. 

At least they had been able to take the most direct route to New-Fars. She remembered Dalton telling her how other roads from New-Fars to Trans-Falls could take a year or more. She felt a certain amount of sympathy for the Centaurs who were forced to take the longer routes to stay hidden from humans and other magic hating travelers. I wonder which route the Centaurs took when bringing me to Dalton. It was an interesting question to ponder until she remembered she had supposedly lived in Trans-Falls at one time. 

Landen’s words rang in her mind again. “As do you, Farloon.” Perhaps she had once called this place home, but it didn’t feel right to now. Not after she had crushed Trojan, her Centaur brother’s, hopes that she still remembered him. If only Artigal hadn’t taken away her memories all those years ago. If only she could’ve met Trojan differently, when she hadn’t been so nervous or tired. Perhaps, if she had just been given time to talk to him first, or even, perhaps, if they had seen Artigal and he had given her memories back as soon as she got here, then all this would’ve been different. But none of that had happened. Instead, she was stuck in this horrific, numb reality.

Curse fate, destiny, and all the gods. 

As they traveled, she tried to focus on the scenery, memorizing the twists and turns of the road, though she knew it would take many days of traveling through the forest for her to remember even a small portion of it. The trees, though so different and unique, were all so strange and twisted, it was hard to tell them apart after a while. 

She could hear Landen and Dalton conversing ahead of her, exchanging news on recent battles, trading routes, and whatever piqued Dalton’s interest regarding the history of the land around them. 

The road turned to a decline as they zig-zagged down the mountainous cliffside. Sometimes they were traveling among trees, and other times they were out in the open air. Sometimes they were treading upon sticks and leaves, and other times lush green grass or rocky, pebbled paths. 

The path was quite steep and treacherous in some places. Braken’s footing rarely faltered, but, when it did, or they came to a particularly narrow path, Stephania and Dalton would dismount and lead the horses until they came to another place where they could ride alongside the Centaurs again. 

After a while, she began to realize that the majority of the Centaurs who had been escorting them were gone. Now, only a few remained, and most of them were older. 

She looked around to see if she could spot any of them off the path, but they were traversing a narrow walkway, and she couldn’t see more than a dozen Centaurs. 

“Where did they go?” 

“Who?” Dalton asked, only half listening, his concentration on the last stretch of difficult path ahead of them. 

“The younger Centaurs who were with us.” 

Landen laughed for the first time that she had heard. “They have gone to the races.” 

“The races?” 

He nodded. “The mountain races. Probably to impress a certain young Duvarharian.” 

A raging blush decorated her cheeks, but before Dalton or Landen could further her embarrassment by their jests, a horn resounded from one of the cliffs behind them and echoed throughout the valley. 

“Ah. And so they begin.” Landen struggled and failed to hide the humor that sparkled in his eyes. 

Stephania followed his gaze. Nearly thirty or forty young Centaurs were positioned at the edge of a steep cliff, lined up as if to run their race—Stephania realized with horror—straight over the edge. 

She pulled back on her horse’s reins, turning the buckskin around to face the cliff. “What are they doing?” Her mouth hung open in horror. It looked like mass suicide. 

“Running a race, Dragon Child, apparently in your honor.” 

Her heart slammed in her chest. “No, no, no. How do you know that?” She turned her wide eyes to him, but he looked so inexplicably calm, as if this kind of thing happened regularly. 

“Listen to their chant. It is for you.” 

Sure enough, they were chanting something and stomping their hooves on the rocks. The beat echoed louder than the horn, and a strange wildness coursed through her veins at the sound. 

Landen was translating the chant, but she hardly heard him other than the words, “… for the Dragon Child, the Farloon, to prove our worth …” 

A second horn rent the air, and the Centaurs were silent, crouched, and ready to launch themselves off the cliff. 

The hot blood in her turned cold. “They can’t do that! They’ll kill themselves. It’s insane!” 

“Yes, it does seem a little foolish.” Landen’s face was solemn as ever, but she didn’t miss the glint of vicious pride in his eyes. Realization dawned on her; this occurred regularly, and most likely wasn’t as dangerous as it seemed. The realization did nothing to ease her fears, however. She most certainly didn’t want them risking their lives for some ridiculous race in her honor. 

But with no power over the circumstances, she merely turned her awestruck face to the cliff as a Centaur shouted the countdown in their language. A nervous chuckle bubbled in her lips when he stalled his counting, causing a few of the Centaurs to lurch forward, their hooves sliding dangerously close to the edge. A few rocks tumbled down the steep slope as if taunting them with the danger of the trek. 

Then, with one last shout, the Centaurs leapt in a majestic cascade of hooves, bodies, manes, and tails. 

It was breathtaking, the agility of the Centaurs and the strength and disciplined control with which they galloped down the treacherous cliff. All fear left her as she watched the dust fly and the rocks tumble down the hill before and after the Centaurs. As the racers neared the end, she found herself almost wishing it would never end. It was too beautiful to watch but too beautiful to stop as well. In that moment she truly realized she was in a different world. No longer was she in New-Fars where magic and mythical creatures were naught but bedtime stories. It was real, and she was real along with it. Subconsciously, she was aware that her life had just been turned upside down.

She quickly found herself cheering on a gold and black appaloosa Centaur, her heart racing with them as if she too were pitting herself against them and the mountain.  

Just as it seemed the appaloosa Centaur would finish last, he leapt high over a ledge all the others had galloped around and soared over the majority of his opponents. He nearly fell but caught himself in time before putting on an extra burst of speed. He crossed the finish line in a close second with only a dark brown Centaur in front of him. 

With roaring cheers, the others crossed as well. Shouts and battle cries along with their congratulations for each other filled the air. 

Stephania’s blood coursed through her veins, a strange knot in her stomach. She wanted to run over to them, congratulate them herself, and smack a few for doing something so dangerous in her honor. She wanted, she realized with surprise, to be a part of them. 

“Go.” 

Red curls bounced around her face as she turned her head, her eyes wide and staring into Dalton’s soft gaze. 

“Go to them. Make some friends. You do belong here, after all. This is your new life. Don’t let it slip through your fingers.” 

Her attention fell back on the sweaty, gleaming bodies of the warriors, and her heart raced as she caught a few of them staring at her with wide, awestruck eyes. “Is it really okay? Do you think they’ll make fun of me?” 

He followed her gaze, and she could feel worry radiating from him but also anticipation. 

“No. They won’t. I’m sure of it. Instead of a monster, you are a dream come true to them. And you are no more unusual to them than they are to you. That, at least, is something you will have in common. Go, my child.” 

A Centaur waving her over caught her attention. She distantly felt Dalton’s warm hand on her arm, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the stamping hooves, swishing tails, and the hand beckoning her, pleading her to come over. 

Swallowing, her heart slamming in her chest, she nudged Braken forward into a slow walk. Everything in her screamed to run away, to disappear into the forest and never let her face be seen again. The bullying, hateful remarks from the humans all through her childhood rang in her mind, tying knots of hesitation in her stomach. She fought the overwhelming urge to turn back. But something Dalton had promised her a long time ago echoed in her mind. 

“Friends. Will I have friends, Uncle Dalton?” 

A frown tugged down his lips. “Yes, I’m sure you will, Stephania. I’m sure you will.”

Despite everything that had happened to her in New-Fars, she had always held out for it. For a long time, she resented him for saying those words, thinking he had been lying, but now she knew he had only meant eventually. Eventually, she would have a place to belong and friends with it. That time was here—now—and she was terrified. To make friends would mean to take off the mask of hardened apathy she had worked so hard to build in New-Fars. Without it, did she even know who she was? Would she even be able to remove it long enough to make friends? Was it even worth it?

As Braken’s hooves dug into the soft dirt and grass, bringing her closer and closer to the Centaurs, they quieted, their gazes turning to her. 

She felt their eyes burning holes into her as she let Braken slow to a stop. She didn’t look up from the bit of mane entwined with her fingers. For a long, awkward, anxious moment, only silence could be heard. Finally, she lifted her eyes and smiled nervously, shoving aside the instinct to stare them down with practiced hate. “Hello.” 

No answer. 

The mask instantly snapped back into place, and she felt her heart go cold. Gods of all, why did I come over? Surely, they don’t care about me. They probably think I’m a freak, a monster, a mutant with only two legs. In a moment, they’ll all burst out laughing and jeering, and everything I ever believed about myself being an outcast will still be true. Curse them. 

“Dragon Child.” A quiet, meek voice spoke up, startling Stephania from her spiraling thoughts. She frantically searched for the speaker. A female Centaur who looked about Stephania’s age, pushed to the front of the group. Stephania instantly recognized her as the Centaur who had beckoned to her. “Welcome.” With a fist over her heart, she bowed low, extending one of her front legs forward. 

Instantly, the other Centaurs followed suit until they were all bowing before her, utterly still and utterly silent. 

Stephania’s mouth went dry, and she felt her cheeks burn. “Stand up,” she whispered, but not loud enough. Had this not been the very thing she had begun to thirst for from the New-Fars villagers—fear and respect? It was here in front of her, but it twisted uncomfortable emotions in her gut. This was wrong. She didn’t deserve this. She cleared her throat, and Braken shifted nervously under her. “Please,” She pleaded before sucking in a deep breath. “Please stand up.” 

One by one, they stood, their eyes shining and a few of them whispering amongst themselves. 

The female extended her hand, and Stephania found herself reaching out to grip her forearm. Their eyes met, and Stephania saw nothing but peace, comfort, and awe in the female’s eyes. There was no hate, no fear, no malice. “Welcome to Trans-Falls, Dragon Child.”

 


Chapter 2

 

A smile of disbelief bloomed hesitantly across her face as Stephania’s stomach filled with a new nervousness. “Thank you. May the suns smile upon your presence.” Her voice sounded much more confident than she felt. However, as soon as the words left her mouth, she instantly regretted using the saying. What if they don’t say that here? What if they think I’m too foreign and strange? What if— 

But her fears were unfounded as the Centaur beamed and responded eagerly. “As do the stars sing upon yours!” She didn’t let go of Stephania’s arm, though, and only gripped harder. “My name is Lamora.” 

Stephania grinned. “Stephania.” 

The Centaurs whispered amongst themselves at her name, but she sensed no mockery in their tones, only wonder.  

“Lamora, if you don’t let go of her arm, she’s going to lose feeling in it.” A sturdy-built male moved to Lamora’s side, his eyes sparkling humorously. 

A blush raged on Lamora’s cheeks, and she quickly let go, muttering her apologizes as she tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear. 

Stephania recognized the Centaur as the appaloosa she had secretly rooted for, and her heart beat wilder. “You’re the Centaur who won!” 

He chuckled and modestly shook his head. “Second, actually. Lamora here won.” 

Stephania’s eyes widened. She hadn’t been paying close attention, but now that he mentioned it, she easily recognized Lamora as the first place Centaur. 

The female warrior smirked and elbowed him in the side. “Finally beat you, gumewa.”

“Only until next time.” 

A look passed between them that caused Stephania to blush, but she didn’t inquire after it since the two of them didn’t seem to notice and she was sure it wasn’t her business. 

“Are you going to introduce yourself or are you just going to drool over her legs?” Lamora stuck her hands on her waist and jutted out a back leg, swatting him with her tail. 

A fiery blush painted his cheeks as he snapped his eyes away from Stephania’s legs and tripped over his words trying to assure Lamora he wasn’t staring. 

“Ravillian. My apologies, Dragon Child. You are the first Duvarharian I have laid eyes on.” He quickly stuck his hand out, and Stephania gripped his forearm, equally as embarrassed as him, but much more amused. 

“Don’t worry about it. You all are the first Centaurs I have seen, and I know I’ve already done my fair share of staring, though I don’t think I’m any less amazed. And please, just call me Stephania.” 

Ravillian’s dark eyebrows shot up. “But I thought you used to live—”

Lamora shook her head and quickly interrupted, completely brushing aside Ravillian’s comment. “Stephania is fine. Beautiful name, really. Very Duvarharian.”

Stephania breathed a sigh of relief, and Lamora winked at her. 

Is this how friends act? Is this how you make friends? Do I even have a right to have friends?

Ravillian coughed and nodded before laughing. “Stephania it is, then.” He tipped his head at her, and her heart skipped a beat. 

Then, in a whirlwind of excited introductions and foreign names, she was introduced to every other Centaur present. A few quickly grew quite attached to her and, as she steered Braken back to where Dalton and Landen were waiting, they followed, excitedly telling her everything they could about their beloved Tribe. Despite how difficult it was to keep up with nearly three Centaurs talking to her at once, she was grateful for the knowledge. 

“You’ve picked the perfect time to arrive here. The Luyuk-daiw is positively the most incredible Centaur festival of all, even if the land spirits don’t wake anymore. It’s not something you would want to miss for anything. The music, dancing, lights …” After the Centaur finished an especially descriptive explanation of the spring equinox feast Luyuk-daiw, which was fast approaching, Stephania laughed with the other Centaurs as he blushed. He was obviously very passionate about their festivals. 

“Listening to you all makes me feel as if I already know Trans-Falls so well.” She instantly regretted the words as they left her lips. 

Ravillian’s smile faded into a confused frown. Again, he tried to broach the subject. “What about when you were—” But again, he was interrupted by Lamora as she quickly shouted for everyone to look up. 

Stephania, thinking it was just a convenient distraction from their conversation, was awed to see hundreds of small hummingbird-like creatures buzzing in the giant trees above them. Only these weren’t regular birds; these glowed. 

Red, blue, green, yellow, and orange birds populated the treetops above them, their light so bright, it was easy to see even in the midmorning. The Centaurs whooped and hollered in excitement, and Stephania had to yell to be heard. “What are they all so excited about?” 

Ravillian didn’t turn his face away from the birds as he answered. “They’re the Leño-kofolu—the spring singers. They only come out after the last snowfall before Spring. Their arrival marks an important time in the Centaurs’ lives. It used to be that after they appeared, the land spirits would begin awaking as well and the whole forest would be awake and alive with them. Usually, they would collectively choose the Luyuk-daiw festival to do so since the Centaur’s traditions revolve a lot around the forest’s magic.” 

“Land spirits?” Stephania laughed as a bird swooped down and buzzed all around Braken’s face. 

“The tree and water spirits.” 

“Oh, the Forest Children? Aren’t they supposed to be extinct or something?” 

Ravillian and Lamora stopped dead in their tracks, their eyes wide as they faced her. 

Something like horror shadowed Ravillian’s face. “Yes, the Forest Children. But by the stars, they aren’t extinct!” 

Lamora frowned. “They might as well be.” 

He scowled at her. “But they aren’t.” 

“What happened, then?” 

“Long, long ago, a creature used a dark magic against them. Since the forest spirits are almost entirely soul and magic, the dark magic forced them to near death in something we call the Sleeping. They haven’t been seen since.” 

The memory of a Faun’s ethereal yellow eyes flashed before her; a chill ran down her spine. In the cursed forest back in New-Fars, that Faun had given her what Dalton had called the Zelauwgugey—the Forest Essence. The Lyre. The weight of the instrument now strapped to her horse was suddenly monumental. “Is there anything that can break the curse?” 

Lamora stamped her hoof. “If there even is a curse. I think it’s just a forest tale told to keep little foals from cutting down trees or building dams against the rivers.” 

“You doubter. Your parents clearly didn’t believe in the Great Emperor.” 

Lamora shrugged and looked away from him. “Maybe not. All I’m saying is, I’m not convinced.” 

Ravillian frowned but didn’t pursue the debate. “According to the legends, there was a Lyre, the one called Zelauwgugey, or translated to the common tongue, the Forest Essence. Apparently, it was some sort of Sházuk relic that held power over the forest. From what I’ve read, it was used as a weapon once, and after that, its power was twisted and used to enforce the Sleeping. Supposedly, it is the only thing that can reverse the curse, but no one knows what happened to it. Many assume it fell under its own curse and now only exists in the spirt realm, unable to be used. Some think it passes through this realm, only partially existing in the spirit realm and partially here.” 

Stephania felt as if everything around her had slowed. A weapon. It had been used as a weapon. And now it only partially exists. Her hand subconsciously strayed to where it rested in the saddle. A low humming filled her senses, dulling everything else, drawing her in. Dalton had said that while she would be able to see it regularly, the Lyre would remain invisible to others unless she was touching it. Since that was true … Am I the only one who can use it? As a weapon and to waken the forest? The Luyuk-daiw is a festival that once surrounded the awakening of the forest. Is it destiny or coincidence that it’s only a few weeks away, if even less—almost the same time I’ve arrived in Trans-Falls?

“Stephania? Dragon Child!” 

Stephania snapped out of the trance to see both Ravillian and Lamora’s worried gazes fixed on her. “Sorry, what?” 

“You blanked out for a moment. We had to yell to get your attention.” Lamora moved her hand from Stephania’s arm. 

“Are you well?” 

Stephania rubbed the back of her neck and forced her mind from the Lyre. “Yes, I think so. Let’s just talk about something else. Talking about the curse is making the forest look a little grim.” She forced a chuckle, but it didn’t sound very convincing. 

Lamora shot Ravillian a look that clearly showed how much she didn’t appreciate his talk of dark lore, and he just as clearly tried to ignore it. 

Looking ahead and wishing the atmosphere wasn’t suddenly awkward, she caught Dalton looking back at her. When their eyes met, a broad grin swept his face and he cocked his head to the side, asking how she was. 

Meeting his grin with her own, she nodded and mouthed, “Thank you.” 

Smiling tenderly, he turned back to his conversation with Landen before Stephania was quickly assaulted by the questions Lamora and Ravillian poured on her about Dalton. 

All too soon, her emotional encounter with Trojan and the dark talk of the Lyre slipped from her mind. But the darkness of dread always hung in the back of her mind, much the same way her hardened mask waited, ready to be used in the event that these new friends turned against her. 

Landen’s voice rang out over the excited whispers of the Centaurs around them. “Behold, Dragon Riders, the greatest Centaur tribe in Ravenwood—Trans-Falls!”

 


Chapter 3

 

Stephania’s breath caught in her throat as they peaked over the crest of a small hill and Trans-Falls stretched out before her. It was even more beautiful here than it had appeared on the cliff. 

Most of the buildings were artful log cabins with sprawling gardens and intricately carved signs displaying the name of the residents or the building’s use. Numerous tents of all different shapes, sizes, and styles filled the land; some were permanent and others temporary; some were colorful and others a simple earthy color. With the mixture of styles and decoration every way she turned, Stephania didn’t think she could ever have imagined a place more full of culture and diversity. 

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Lamora sighed dreamily as she followed Stephania’s gaze over her tribe. 

“Yes.” Stephania pulled gently on the reins so she could take in the full view for as long as possible. “It’s so … diverse!” 

Ravillian laughed, his eyes sparkling. “I suppose it is, especially compared to the human cities. Trans-Falls has long been the center of Centaur culture, going back thousands of years. It’s only right that so many lifestyles have come to rest here.”

“How do they not blend into one culture?” It seemed impossible that so many different creatures could exist in one space and not mix into one societal structure. 

“Stubbornness and pride.” 

“Two traits of which Ravillian has inherited full shares of.” Lamora dodged his playful swipe, and they all fell into fits of laughter. 

But amongst their joy, a darker thought stirred in Stephania’s heart. Is it okay to be enjoying myself like this? Do I have a right to this kind of happiness? Or friends like this? Can I really be friends with them? Are they even my friends? How would I even know? But she wasn’t given more time to let it fester before Dalton called out to them from farther down the road, hurrying them along. 

As they made their way down onto the main road through the industrial area, Stephania’s eyes swept from Centaur, to building, to flower, to sky, and then to the treetops where hundreds of little Leño-kofolu sang and flew. A feeling of wonder and awe welled up inside her. With vines stretching from the tall trees down to the ground and the rooftops, glowing lizards running up and down the vines, and the trilling birds flitting through the trees, it seemed like a place found only in a faraway dream. 

When Ravillian and Lamora got into a lighthearted argument about the lizards, Dalton slowed his pace to ride alongside Stephania.

“How are you?” His deep brown eyes searched hers and she was somewhat surprised to see so much worry behind them. 

“What? Oh, I’m ... fine, actually.” Her answer stunned her, but it was true. Ravillian and Lamora, though a tad overwhelming at times, were pleasant to walk with and she found their insincere arguments comical. 

“Are you sure? Are they treating you alright?” Skeptically, he glanced over to the two Centaurs as they dissolved into laughter. 

A small smile spread across Stephania’s face as she chuckled at the Centaur friends. “Yes. They are. I like them a lot.” 

Dalton grunted and nodded curtly. “Good. If they say anything that even remotely makes you uncomfortable though, you let me know, alright?” 

“I will, Uncle Dalton. Thank you.” 

A broad smile decorated his face. “You never have to thank me, child. It’s my pleasure and my duty.” With a gentle nudge to Austin, he quickened his pace to ride beside Landen once more. 

A warm feeling of safety bloomed in her. Despite our differences these last few months, I’m glad he’s here with me. She urged Braken over to the friends and laughed with them as they explained their petty debate while continuing to journey farther into Trans-Falls. 

The deeper they traveled into the tribal city, the more the residents took notice of her. The crowds around them had become increasingly thick, forcing them to slow their travels. Landen called something out in their native tongue, and instantly, a path parted for them.

Through the path and the bodies gathering around her, Stephania spotted a large clearing where a huge tree had once grown, its dead, hollow, refurbished trunk still towering majestically in the center of the city. 

“The Gauyuyáwa. The heart of Trans-Falls,” Dalton breathed out in awe. The name struck something in her, something close to familiarity, but it quickly fled her. She tried to think nothing of it, but it disturbed her. 

As their small procession continued, Stephania realized with unease that the crowds had gone silent. Even Lamora and Ravillian’s pleasant chatter had ceased, their faces solemn and reserved. 

Only one word was whispered on the tribe’s lips now: Farloon. 

Someone shouted it as loud as they could, and for a single, still moment, no creature in the forest moved. Then, with the kicking of dirt and the sound of hundreds of moving bodies, each and every Centaur, male or female, young or old, big or small, bowed, even Lamora and Ravillian. It took her a moment to stop looking around for some great leader and realize they were bowing to her. 

Her face, ears, and neck burned, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she was as red as her hair. Quickly, she bowed her head, trying to hide her face, desperately wishing she was wearing her cloak with the hood. 

With confusion, she watched as Dalton halted his horse, dismounted, and knelt as well. Though he wasn’t kneeling to her. The other Centaurs around them rose and then bowed once again, but this time in the direction of the Gauyuyáwa.

Not wanting to look ignorant or out of place but also not wanting to bow to someone or something she had no knowledge of, she quickly dismounted Braken and whispered for him to stay put before making her way through the bowed Centaurs around her. 

How do they stay so still? she wondered with unease but shoved the thought aside. Only after she had picked her way past Landen and Dalton and was standing at the base of low stairs did she realize why they were bowing. 

It was Artigal: as beautiful, sparkling white, wise, and strong as the legends had described him. 

She sucked in a sharp breath but refused to bow. Something deep in her told her she was not obligated to. A mix between anger, depression, relief, and joy nauseated her. 

Her feet moved with a mind of their own, she confidently took the steps two at a time until she was on the platform with him. She was faintly aware that all the Centaurs of Trans-Falls were watching her with piercing gazes. A sense of fear washed over her, but she realized it wasn’t her own. It was the fear of the Centaurs because she stood before their highest leader without respect. 

But she did not fear. 

Though she remembered nothing of the Igentis, she felt a special significance in her at the sight of him. With a growing sense of unease, she realized, at this point, he knew more about her than she did herself. This realization made her want to run as far away from here as she could. But something made her stay. Something familiar dragged her to this place, to Artigal. 

Awe settled inside of her, for though she knew she had once lived alongside him, this was her first time to really meet him—Artigal, the thousand-year-old Centaur, the Igentis of the United Centaur Tribes, and the Centaur who had saved her from Thaddeus. This was the Centaur who had given her a family and then saw fit to take it all away. She had no room for fear. Clenching her teeth, her hands in fists, she forced her eyes to meet his. 

A mixture of all the colors of the spectrum converged into a blinding white light in his gaze and burned her eyes. She cried out and covered them but couldn’t shut out the images flashing before her. She felt the wooden platform against her knees as she fell.  

“Me yuwuk fezh, Stephania.”

“I’ll give them back to you some day. I promise.” 

“I love you, Stephania! I will always be waiting here for you! Please don’t forget me!”

When the visions and pain had subsided, she chanced to look up at him. 

Her eyes met his, and she saw something that totally contradicted her expectations of indifference and anger: fear and hope. 

A burning rage filled her as she stared up into his eyes. Hastily, she pulled herself to her feet, her hands clenched into fists. How dare he stand there and refuse to apologize for what he did, after all the pain he has caused. How dare he say nothing! How dare he be fearful!  A strength coursed through her as anger welled up inside her. “Get away from me, traitor.” The words jumped from her lips before she could stop them.

Artigal’s face hardened, but not in his own anger—in hurt. 

His obvious pain stabbed her like a cold knife. Why am I angry at him? He did what he thought was right. Even Uncle Dalton had agreed. So why do I feel this rage when I think of him? Why have I always? She took deep breaths to calm herself, but her mind refused to lie still. The rage riled up, trying to consume her, and a strength grew in her—the same strength that had powered her in New-Fars. This anger, this rage, it wasn’t hers; it was something else. Everything went hot, cold, and then quiet as she panicked. The faces of the dead villagers flashed before her eyes; bile rose in her throat as she thought of all the Centaurs who could be hurt if she let that demonic power feed off her resentment and overpower her again. Not again, she whimpered to herself, but the anger would not leave now that it had taken root. 

Abruptly, a voice pierced through her thoughts. The words from a distant memory repeated in her mind. “I’ll give them back to you some day. I promise.” Somehow, she knew it was Artigal’s voice. She was sure of it.

His multicolored eyes pleaded with her to listen. A strange gentleness reached out and touched her mind. Wildly, she recoiled from it and stumbled away, but the peace emitting from Artigal surrounded her, and as soon as she let it touch her mind, the anger dissipated, along with the demonic power. 

She was left feeling drained, dizzy, and embarrassed, but she didn’t have time to recollect her thoughts. A strong hand grabbed hers and raised it above her head. Difficult as it was, she forced herself to listen to the words being projected out over the stunned and confused tribe. She could only imagine how strange her and Artigal’s encounter must have appeared to the onlookers, but she couldn’t worry about it; at least, she tried not to. 

“Trans-Falls! Farloon Stephania Lavoisier, adopted child of Aeron, your Chief, and Frawnden, Second High Medic, has returned!” 

With a deafening and chaotic roar, the crowd erupted into cheers and celebration as the word spread. 

Struggling to find solid footing despite Artigal’s firm grip on her hand, she blushed, her hands shaking nervously as her eyes wandered to anywhere but the Centaurs around her. 

Artigal released her hand and placed his on her shoulder, as if wary she would lash out at him again. 

Turning her attention to him, though unwilling to meet his gaze after her violent display of uncontrolled rage, she smiled meekly. 

“Welcome home, child.” His smile faltered for a moment as he searched her face before he suddenly turned away. 

Her heart and shoulders
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