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			CHAPTER ONE

			Bancroft lay in his sweat-soaked bed, caught in a nightmare he couldn’t escape. He tried to guide his visions to find Enyana, but he continued to see a future he couldn’t interpret.

			He stood on an empty street, an army of creatures bearing down on him, their movements odd, slow, and silent. Their sunken, empty eye sockets seemed to bore right through him. He gathered the air around him and pushed it out but they continued their pursuit, unfazed by the attack.

			Bancroft stepped back, throwing his attack out again and again, making no progress. He searched the area for a weapon. Even Khaly’s wall of flames had no effect, and it only set the front row ablaze. Jahallah stood frozen on the spot, a knife clenched tightly in her fist. She stared blindly at the mass closing in on them.

			Bancroft looked to Khaly for guidance. “What do we do?” His fear threatened to choke him.

			He watched as her mouth moved, but her words were muted. She turned from him, throwing her head back, her face to the sky. Streaks of lightning flashed and slammed to the ground, striking multiple creatures. It tossed them to the side, but they would gain their feet and continue their pursuit.

			The hoard pushed them further and further down the street. Bancroft did his best to avoid any one creature’s eyes, but one seemed to home in on him, pull him in. It somehow called out to him. Its mouth opened and closed but no sound escaped its lips. He didn’t know what was worse: the desire to go to the creature, or the silence of their pursuit.

			With the amount of creatures chasing them there should have been deafening noise, instead they brought terrifying silence. The one that seemed to have him locked in a trance inched closer and closer. He continued to throw out one strike after another but nothing deterred it.

			Bancroft felt a small tug on his ear. He knew what it was but couldn’t pull himself from the nightmarish vision.

			Khaly’s flames grew higher and higher, engulfing the army, but it didn’t slow them down. The hoard began to overtake them. Several knocked Khaly down. They grabbed and tore at her face and eyes. Her silent cries of agony sent chills down his spine. Jahallah swung her knife wildly through the air, slashing several of the creatures. She rammed her knife into the hollow socket where its eye once sat. The creature overtook her, pushed her to the ground as it ripped and tore at her eyes.

			The tug came once again.

			He tried to force himself from the vision. Before he could, the creature grabbed him by the shoulders while another wrapped around his neck. He pushed and fought against his assailants, squeezing his eyes shut.

			“Bancroft,” Khaly’s voice rang in his ear. “Bancroft. Wake up.”

			Bancroft shot up out of bed. Khaly, Jahallah, and Chaith stood by, watching him. His heart raced. He feared that it would burst from his chest. His eyes darted from each person then to the tiny spirit dragon that sat next to him. Her large rose-colored eyes blinked with a knowing look.

			“What the heck were you dreaming about?” Jahallah asked.

			“I—” He patted himself down. His pajamas were soaked through, his hair matted to his head.

			“Nightmare or vision?” Chaith crossed his arms.

			“Nightmare…I hope.”
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			Bancroft rushed down the hall to find his brother. He was eating his afternoon meal with a young man. The two were engaged in an intense conversation, their voices hushed.

			“Bancroft.” Algernon smiled as he approached.

			“We need to talk.”

			“All right, let me introduce—”

			“Now, Algernon.”

			“That’s a little rude.”

			“This is urgent.”

			Algernon studied his brother for a moment before placing his bowl down on the table. He gave a gentle kiss to the man sitting next to him before rising.

			He waved a hand out to Bancroft. “Lead the way.”

			Bancroft led them into an unoccupied room. A fire pot was in the center, with several seats surrounding it.

			“Have you had any visions lately about any threats?” Bancroft asked.

			“No, I’ve been concentrating on other tasks. Tatiana has me keeping an eye toward Flocara.”

			“Flocara? Why, it’s at the bottom of the ocean.”

			“Tell me about your dream,” Algernon said.

			Bancroft told him of his dream, the creatures, how their attacks had no effect, how they tore out their eyes, and how he wasn’t able to wake himself from the vision. As Bancroft spoke he began to shake, sweat forming on his brow, the fear and pain from the dream coming back to him.

			Algernon sat silently, taking in every word.

			“Were you trying to guide a vision?” Algernon asked several minutes after Bancroft finished speaking.

			“Yes.”

			“What were you trying to see?”

			“I was searching for Enyana.”

			“And these creatures came to you instead?” he asked, his voice above a whisper as if he was speaking to himself.

			“Have you seen these things before? Do you know what they are?” Bancroft asked.

			Algernon shook his head. He gnawed on the skin around the nail of his middle finger as he fell deep into thought. It was Bancroft’s turn to sit in silence while his brother worked through the description of the vision.

			“It’s possible that these creatures are a metaphor representing your fear of not finding Enyana.” He held Bancroft’s eyes. “We need more to go on. I’ll have to speak with some of the historians, find out if they have ever heard of such things. Let’s hope that this wasn’t a vision of what’s to come.”

			“What if it is? In my vision we couldn’t destroy them.”

			“Calm yourself, little brother. Let’s not jump to any conclusions. I’ve never heard of such creatures before, and it makes sense that you’re scared that we won’t find Enyana. It’s more likely that’s what the visions were about.”

			“We never heard of a gallwraith either until the sisters created them. So what makes you think—”

			Algernon put up his hand to silence him. “Go home. Have something to eat. I’ll come find you when I get more information.” He promptly left the small area, leaving Bancroft to stare at the clay pot.

			The images of the creature tearing at his eyes wouldn’t fade. They were sharp and terrifying. He needed to believe his brother that they were a subconscious manifestation of what he felt about not finding Enyana.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			It was early morning when Khaly stepped outside the cave. She picked her way through the woods. It had been a long few months since the battle in Morunfell and the part she played in creating the gallwraiths. Although she failed to bring one to life, the fact that she had attempted made her stomach turn. She found little comfort in knowing it was built incomplete.

			Khaly announced earlier that week that when she completed the fourth dragon she would leave for a short time to be on her own.

			There was a deep desire within her to be alone with her small dragon family. The ceremony to bring the newest member into the world would be a private one, between her and the dragons. She packed her bag, a weeks’ worth of supplies, and proper shelter for the Nylm Hills weather. She wrapped the mechanical dragon in cloth and placed it at the bottom of her pack. Bancroft hugged her goodbye, but there was a tone to his voice that told Khaly he didn’t approve. Jahallah stood across the room and smiled. It was enough for Khaly to know that she accepted and respected her choice. Chaith had left early that morning. Khaly knew it was a tactic to delay her leaving.

			Sumora and Orantheio bounded into the woods, relieved to be free of the mountain. Sumora’s wing mended nicely, but she hadn’t had the space to fly to work up her strength or stamina. She would take flight in the more open wooded area and glide for a few feet before landing and trying again. Orantheio bounded about, his pleasure at keeping up showing in his movements.

			Khaly smiled as she tucked her chin down into her scarf. The cold nipped at her nose. Neshula buried herself into Khaly’s jacket; she had difficulty adapting to the cold, unlike the other two. Khaly could feel the vibration coming from the tiny spirit dragon. She couldn’t hear her but she was certain that Neshula was singing her melodious tune.

			“Don’t get too far ahead,” Khaly shouted to the dragons. They were starting to disappear into the thicker forest close to the base of the mountain.

			A loud squawk echoed from the woods.

			Khaly smiled again.

			They had walked through the trees and down the mountain for almost eight hours. It was approaching sunset and she could already feel the temperature drop. She picked up her pace to reach her desired location in time to set up camp and get a fire started. It was a clearing big enough for two, maybe three tents. A firepit was already built in the center, with large logs placed around it for seating. Off to the side was a covering tucked back up against a rock wall.

			Khaly stripped herself of her bag and pulled Neshula out of her jacket. She swiftly moved to the covered area and threw it back to reveal a number of cut logs and kindling, along with the smokeless moss. There were also three portable clay stove pots that could be placed inside the tents. Khaly knew the area: Her family and friends would camp out in the warmer months before the real cold set in, forcing them to remain inside and isolated.

			She grabbed several logs and moss, placing them into the firepit. She merely glanced at Orantheio and he spit a small blue flame to ignite it. Neshula scrambled to the fire and curled up on a large stone to get as much of the heat as possible. Khaly then got to work on the tent. It was low and big enough for two people. She used the extra space for the clay pot, added the smokeless moss, and used a piece of kindling to light it.

			By the time she was done setting up camp Sumora had caught a bobo and was waiting patiently for Khaly to take it from her. Khaly skinned and spiced up the meat, placing it on a cooking stone. As it sizzled she grabbed a small pot from her pack, filled it with some nearby snow, and placed it next to the bobo. While the water simmered she added spices and herbs. Neshula would eat meat but preferred to have soups or stews.

			The four of them sat around the flickering flames. The sound of smacking lips and crackling wood filled the air. Khaly watched her dragons. She felt at peace; this was where she was meant to be. They didn’t belong in a mountain. It was constraining, unnatural, and claustrophobic.

			After their meal she made a tea and cupped the warm mug in her hands. Orantheio nuzzled up next to her and Neshula took her spot in Khaly’s coat. Sumora walked the perimeter of their camp, as if on watch. She returned and sat next to Khaly. Sumora let out a large yawn.

			“You’re right. It has been a long day.” Khaly banked the fire and retreated to her tent.

			She added more moss to the warming pot, then took off her boots and prepared to retrieve the dragon from her pack. The other three found their spots to sleep for the night. Khaly unwrapped the dragon and dropped the cloth. She held it in her hands and stared into its robotic eyes. They were dull and lifeless. She thought hard about the appropriate name for the dragon, and finally settled on one.

			“Brutara,” she whispered to it.

			The four sat and stared at the soon-to-be newest member of their ever-growing family. Knowing full well that the dragon wouldn’t come to life for a few hours she placed it gently on the spot by her head. The four settled in for the night.

			The sun hadn’t yet started to rise when Khaly felt an odd scratch across her nose. She opened her eyes to see the tip of a tail disappear under the covers. Sumora’s click was both sleepy and muffled. Khaly glanced up to where she left the mechanical Brutara; he was gone.

			She smiled and lifted the blanket enough to get a view of him. Her movement caused Neshula to trill in disapproval. Brutara blinked up at her with his dark green eyes, the yellow specks seemed to twinkle in the dim firelight.

			“Welcome,” she said, smiling.

			He nodded at her and, like a cat, he kneaded Orantheio in the stomach in response. Orantheio squawked quietly and did his best to readjust in the crowed space.

			Khaly could feel Neshula begin to shiver, so she dropped the blanket back down and reached for some moss, doing her best not to move anyone. She tossed it into the pot. The flame rose enough that Khaly sucked in a deep breath, afraid the tent may burn down but it settled as she did. The five of them drifted back to sleep, as if nothing had happened.

			Khaly shivered and tucked her face into the blanket; the heat of the four dragons no longer kept her warm. They had all gotten up with the sun and left her sleeping alone. She rolled over to her back and stared up at the tent. Her mind drifted to her small family of dragons. She deeply wanted to complete the circle with one last dragon: air. She sat up, grabbing for her boots. Her mind circled back around to Brutara. She was curious what gifts he would bring to the group.

			Khaly tossed the flap for the tent back and crawled out, her body stiff from sleeping on the cold, hard ground. The sun peeked up over the trees but remained hidden by clouds. The temperature was a few degrees warmer than it was the day before. She worked quickly to get the fire going, and did the prep work for their morning meal. The dragons were nowhere in sight and she assumed they were hunting.

			She was watching the flames flicker and the water start to steam and boil when rustling came from the bushes across from her. She glanced up as the four dragons emerged. Sumora and Brutara carried two bobos each and dropped them at Khaly’s feet. She smiled, studying the earth dragon closer. His face was filled with spikes that stuck out in all directions, and his claws were longer and sharper than the rest. His tail was much longer than his body, and was also lined with spikes. His wings attached to his front feet, which was odd since Khaly didn’t design him in that fashion. He didn’t have Orantheio’s bulldog-like build, or Sumora’s cat-like figure.

			Sumora clicked at Khaly several times. Khaly was taking longer than Sumora liked to inspect Brutara.

			Khaly tsked and picked up the bobos. She skinned two of them, tossing some of the meat on the cooking stone and some into a pot to thicken a stew. She again took her seat and summoned Brutara to come to her. He happily obliged, and sat with his tail laid out and away from his body.

			“Hello,” she said, smiling.

			He stamped his front feet.

			“Not a talker I see.” She reached her hand out to touch him. When her fingers caught one of his spikes she pulled back suddenly, blood trickling from her fingertip. “Well that can be problematic.”

			Brutara dropped to his belly and placed his chin on the ground before letting out a deep sigh.

			Neshula crawled onto Khaly’s lap and nudged her nose. Khaly remembered the night before, when Brutara joined them and she felt something scratch her face. She retrieved a reflective piece of metal. When she could see her face she sighed at the long scratch along her nose. “I guess you’re going to have to learn how to flatten those spikes of yours. Otherwise we won’t be sharing a bed anymore.” Neshula licked Khaly’s nose and she felt a warm tingling as the cut began to heal.

			The rest of the morning she watched as the four got to know each other better. The area was big enough for Sumora to spread her wings and flap down hard to gain lift for her to hover a second before landing again. The three avoided contact with Brutara but still played with him. Khaly could see that it bothered all of them that they had to keep a safe distance from the dragon. She hoped that he would resolve the issue on his own and figure out how to flatten his spikes. She was filled with sadness to think that he may become isolated.
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			Over the course of the next week, Khaly watched as the four interacted with one another and tried to get a sense of what kind of dragon Brutara would turn out to be. His skin was the texture of bark, and his shades of moss green and brown helped him to disappear into the woods. He was quick on his feet as he moved about the camp, but he climbed trees with more skill. With his wings attached to his front feet, gave him a bat-like quality. He didn’t fly but rather jumped from higher perches and glided.

			Sumora spread her wings and flapped down hard; the light snow swirled up around her, causing Orantheio to squint his eyes to keep it out.

			He squawked up at her, and it echoed through the trees. If anyone was within a few kilometers they would have heard him. He squawked again, which seemed to egg Sumora on as she flapped down again to give herself more height but still hover above him.

			Without a sound, and seemingly out of nowhere, Brutara jumped from a tree branch, landing on Sumora and knocking her from the sky. The two landed in a heap on the ground. Sumora shook him off and expanded her wings.

			Khaly wasn’t sure if a fight would break out. Sumora was always the ringleader among them, and Khaly wasn’t sure if this was an act of defiance on Brutara’s part.

			Sumora spit several balls of water at Brutara, hitting him square in the face. The steam that rose from him was enough to tell Khaly of the temperature.

			His eyes bulged, taken off guard by her reaction. He shook his head and stamped his feet. Only a few seconds passed before he bounded after her.

			Khaly jumped to her feet, worried now that the dragons would start to fight among each other. Bringing a fourth dragon in may have been their undoing. Sumora tucked her wings in and lifted her butt in the air, giving a small wiggle; an action Khaly had not seen in some time. It was playful in nature and Khaly sighed with relief, realizing they were playing and testing each other’s skills and boundaries. It was clear that Sumora still held the position of alpha.

			Khaly stoked the fire several times, adding both wood and moss. She prepared their meal while the dragons played. It didn’t take long before Brutara was welcomed in as if he was there the entire time. While the three would vocalize and speak to each other, Brutara remained mute. He would stamp his feet to make sound, but nothing else.

			After they had finished eating, Orantheio lay down next to Khaly and Neshula sought out the warmth of Khaly’s coat. Sumora walked the perimeter of the camp once again. Khaly watched her until she felt a rough rub on her hand. She glanced down at Brutara, who sat in front of her, his head tilted to one side.

			“Hello.” Khaly smiled at the earth dragon.

			He smacked his lips and scooted a little closer.

			Khaly rubbed his chin and he leaned into her, placing all his weight onto her hand. He was much heavier than he appeared; his thin, narrow frame gave the impression he would be quite light. The texture of the skin she could touch without being stabbed was rough.

			Khaly continued to massage under his chin, and he closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh. She could see his nostrils flex as puffs of frosted air were released. The sun had set and the temperature dropped considerably. She involuntarily shivered. The movement caused Brutara to open his eyes and sit up straight. He tilted his head at her again and nudged out his chin.

			“Yeah, it’s getting a bit cold.” Khaly reached into her coat to readjust Neshula as she came to her feet. A muffled trill came from within.

			She ignored it and banked the campfire, grabbed several fistfuls of moss, and headed for their tent. Orantheio was close behind, followed by Brutara. Once she had placed the moss into the pot Orantheio lit it. Khaly stuck her head out and whistled for Sumora. She had turned to prepare her bedroll in the now steadily warming tent when Sumora appeared by her side.

			Khaly removed her outer layers, using some for pillows and the rest to supplement her blankets. She set aside her boots and changed her clothes into clean dry ones. The four dragons silently sat around the fire pot and watched her. When it was clear she was done and was starting to settle into the bed they converged on her. Orantheio and Sumora provided a small buffer between her and Brutara, preventing him from injuring Khaly throughout the night.

			Khaly didn’t want the newest member to feel jilted, so she put on the lining of her glove and placed it gently on his body. She felt his ribs extend and relax deeply. It took them no time to fall into a deep sleep.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Khaly breathed in the brisk mountain air. The snow crunched under her boots and the sun was starting to peek over the mountain top. The three larger dragons weaved in and out of the trees. Sumora would take flight for short intervals and dive down on Orantheio, soaking him in water. Brutara climbed the trees like an expert, blending into the darker shades of brown and green, and when close enough, would jump out at Sumora. He was still learning how to work his own wings; his gliding technique not quite developed.

			She smiled as she picked her way through the trees. For the first time since she had found her parents dead at their kitchen table she felt at peace. Life on the run, missions, and evils in the world seemed to melt away the week she had been with her dragon family. She regretted never saying goodbye to Chaith; she left before he returned from the day’s hunt. Returning home meant she would have to deal with his anger. Dawdling through the woods seemed the easiest way to postpone the inevitable fight.

			The snow drifted down through the canopy of the trees, coating Khaly in a soft white blanket. She hummed quietly to herself and could feel the vibrations of Neshula’s song in her coat. The subtle change in the temperature during the day told Khaly that the season was a few short weeks from changing from warm to freezing. Soon they would be completely confined to the mountain, with an hour or two for hunting out in the cold.

			The three dragons had disappeared out of sight while Khaly drifted into her own thoughts. She stopped and scanned the area, but not even their footprints could be seen anymore. She whistled long and low but there was no response. She whistled again and waited when a faint squawk echoed from behind her. She shook her head and called out Orantheio’s name. When he didn't answer back she sighed heavily and turned to go back the way she came.

			She searched the ground in the direction his cry had come for any indication of their movement. Whistling again after walking several meters, Khaly sighed in relief when she heard a squawk, but the feeling dissipated when she realized that she hadn’t heard from Sumora at all.

			“Sumora, Orantheio, Brutara,” she shouted their names like their lives depended on it. Another squawk was loud enough that she got a fix on where it was coming from and she began to run. There were sheer cliff drops in the area. Images of her dragons broken at the bottom of one flashed through her mind.

			Khaly skidded to a halt when she spotted the three dragons staring down the mountain. They were staggered and nowhere near each other. Sumora was crouched down low in the front, the tip of her tail flicking back and forth like a cat. Brutara was perched in a tree; if it weren’t for the fact that Khaly knew what to look for she would never have spotted him. Orantheio sat further back, and she reached him first. He glanced up at her and squawked quietly.

			Khaly eased the pack off her back. The three were watching something and Khaly was sure it was a threat of some kind. She crouched low and crept up to Sumora. Sumora remained still but for the swish of her tail in acknowledgment to Khaly’s presence. Khaly pulled her white hood over her head in an attempt to camouflage herself and scanned the area the dragons watched. At first she didn’t see anything, and then there was movement at the base of the hill.

			A man, bogged down with several backpacks, struggled to get up the mountain. It was obvious he wasn’t accustomed to hiking, or the temperature. He stumbled often and slid backward, making little progress. Khaly debated helping the man, but she didn’t know if he was a threat. Many people were flooding to Nylm Hills knowing that the main Underground was located there. It was unusual for them to arrive without a guide. The mountains were like a maze if you didn’t know your way around.

			She grunted in dissatisfaction; there was only a few hours of sun left in the day and this man wouldn’t survive the night.

			“Can I help you with something?” Khaly called out without giving away her position.

			The man froze and looked frantically around.

			“Are you lost?” she asked.

			“Uh, I’m heading for Tlyhsh Peaks.”

			“Really? Why? It’s awful cold out with the season changing. Wouldn’t you rather stay home?”

			“I’m looking for a friend. I was told I could find her there.” The man’s voice shook and Khaly didn’t know if it was from nervousness or cold.

			“What friend?” she asked, but he didn’t answer. “Who are you looking for?”

			“H-Hettie…Hettie Hamons.”

			Khaly was startled to hear her mother’s name. If this man was seeking her then he didn’t know she was dead. Khaly was certain that the Guild were all aware of her death since they were the ones that caused it. Still unsure, she glanced at Sumora.

			“Stay hidden, I’m going to take him to the mountain. Get Orantheio and Brutara back to our quarters.” Sumora gave one nod and scooted back before standing. She clicked up at Brutara several times. He made his way down the tree, careful not to be seen. Khaly watched over her shoulder as Sumora gathered Orantheio up and the three disappeared into the woods. She came to her feet and pushed her hood back to show her dark hair. “I’ll take you to the Underground.”

			The man stared up at her in awe. “I didn’t even see you there.”

			“That was the idea. Come on, time’s wasting, and we’re going to end up freezing to death on the side of the mountain. Use the trees to pull yourself up.”

			“Okay.”

			Khaly disappeared over the small ridge and grabbed her pack. She adjusted the straps on her shoulders as he started to make his way over the edge. He stopped and stared for a moment, then held out his hand.

			“I’m—”

			“I don’t care, let’s get moving. Step where I step.” Khaly turned and led them up the mountain to the cave opening, where they were met by several very unhappy people. Chaith was one of them.

			“I see you found a friend,” Chaith said, his hands on his hips.

			“He’s looking for Hettie Hamons,” Khaly said as she passed by. “He’s all yours.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Jahallah and Bancroft sat on the couch, listening to the arguing from the other room. Brutara watched them from the other side of the firepit.

			“He came out really different, didn’t he?” Jahallah nodded toward the dragon.

			“Do you think we should leave and give them some privacy?” Bancroft stared at the flimsy curtain that separated the two rooms. “I don’t think we should be listening in on this conversation.”

			“She didn’t ask us to leave, so I’m not going anywhere. Why do you suppose his wings turned out like that?” Jahallah was fascinated with the newest member of the group.

			“Do you think that Khaly is going to leave now?”

			“And go where?”

			“I don’t know; it’s just that she left for a week to be alone with them. Maybe her plan is to leave altogether.”

			“You’re being stupid,” Jahallah said. “What do you think Brutara means?”

			“What is it with you and that dragon?”

			Jahallah shrugged.

			“I’d assume that it means earth. Look at his features,” Bancroft said.

			“What do you think he can do?”

			“Seriously, what’s with you?”

			“I’m not going to apologize for making the decision to leave.” Khaly threw back the curtain. “I’m a grown woman, who’s seen and been through more than anyone my age. If I want to go somewhere you have no say.”

			“I really think we should go.” Bancroft leaned into Jahallah.

			“No way, I’m listening to this.”

			“Khaly, it was irresponsible. What if we needed you here? We had no idea where you were.”

			“We did,” Jahallah said. “She told us where she was going.”

			Chaith glared at Jahallah and she smiled back.

			“It’s not our responsibility to care for everyone here. We’re not the saviors.” Khaly glared back at him. “That’s all the Underground has ever wanted from us. You all take and take but never think about what we want or need. We very nearly lost Jahallah and Sumora on that last mission. They wanted to withhold treatment, basically said she was good as dead, and were digging a hole for Sumora.”

			“Come on, Khaly, it wasn’t that bad. They were concerned about both of their well-being. It’s just that it’s war.”

			“Do you have any idea how many other Elementals are in this mountain?” Khaly asked. “Why aren’t they being sent out to risk their lives? Why is it always us?”

			Chaith glanced around the room and at the four dragons scattered about. “I should think your role is obvious given your unique gifts and the creatures that stay by your side.” He was almost sheepish with his response.

			The muscles in Khaly’s jaw flexed as she clenched her teeth. “See, that is exactly what I’m saying. Even you think we have this responsibility. We’re tired. Maybe we don’t want to fight anymore. Have you ever thought of that?”

			Chaith started toward her. “You’re very important—” 

			“Important to whom?” Jahallah asked. “You or them?”

			“You’re not helping,” he said.

			“Not trying to,” she said.

			“She’s right; who are we important to? Who am I?” Khaly asked.

			“Excuse me.” A young woman poked her head through the curtain to their quarters. “I’m sorry to intrude, but Chaith, Cholyus would like to talk to you.”

			“Okay, thanks.” Chaith waved the girl from the room. “I have—”

			“Go then, jump through her hoops.” Khaly waved him off and dropped down onto a chair.

			Chaith’s shoulders slumped as he left the room. Bancroft and Jahallah watched Khaly for some time before anyone spoke.

			“What does Brutara stand for?” Jahallah asked.

			“Really?” Bancroft gave her a sidelong glance, and Jahallah shrugged.

			“Tree bark,” Khaly said.

			“Tree bark?” The two spoke in unison.

			“Yes, roughly translated, Brutara means tree bark. I didn’t like the word for earth, so I improvised.”

			Bancroft laughed.

			“Well that explains his appearance,” Jahallah said.

			“Are you going to leave us?” Bancroft blurted.

			“What? Why would you ask that?”

			“He’s scared you’re going to leave permanently; that you don’t want us around anymore,” Jahallah said.

			“I can’t explain why, but I had to be alone with the dragons. It was something I had to do. I promise it doesn’t mean I’m going to leave you permanently.”

			The curtain pulled back, drawing their attention to the door.

			“That was fast. She only had one hoop for you to jump through?” Khaly glared at Chaith.

			“I thought I’d call a truce,” he said.

			“Why? You got another mission for us?” Bancroft asked, his tone out of character.

			The fight between Chaith and Khaly brought up a lot of what the three of them were feeling: their safety wasn’t as important because of the dragons.

			Chaith diverted his eyes.

			“You do, don’t you?” Khaly asked.

			“Tysa was seen leaving Feesia, and we believe she’s headed for the Aelborne continent.”

			“So.” Jahallah shrugged.

			“We think that Kyseeah is with her.”

			“Kyseeah is dead,” Khaly said.

			“Not according to Algernon. He’s been having some…visions of her.”

			“Great,” Jahallah stood and went to the kitchen.

			“What are we supposed to do about that?” Khaly asked.

			Chaith met Khaly’s eyes, then dropped down again to Brutara sleeping on the fur rug next to the firepit.

			“What, Chaith?”

			“Taithun and Avahur want to talk to you about the dragons.”

			“Why?”

			“They have concerns.”

			“What kind of concerns?”

			“I don’t know. You’ll have to go talk to them to find out.”

			“What if she doesn’t go?” Jahallah returned with an apple.

			“I suggest she chooses to go,” Chaith said.

			Khaly nodded her head. “See what I mean. We’re always at their beck and call.”

			Chaith shrugged and said, “I’m sorry.”

			[image: ]

			Khaly stood in front of the odd makeshift table, surrounded by ten others. They all watched her carefully as Cholyus, their self-imposed leader, asked her questions.

			“This Nenul—”

			“Neshula.”

			“Right. From what I understand it controls minds.”

			“She has the ability to make suggestions.”

			“But she forces people to do what she wants. She doesn’t simply suggest, she controls them. Correct?”

			“No, not really.”

			“Jahallah told us Neshelan—”

			“Neshula.”

			“Right. Jahallah said she forced a man to run so hard into a wall that it killed him.”

			“She was protecting us from his attack.”

			“What about when she made Jahallah drop the knife?”

			“Kyseeah was trying to get her to use the knife on herself. Neshula stopped her from doing it.”

			“Now there’s a fourth. What can this one do?”

			“My dragons aren’t any threat to you.”

			“So you say. The red one burned several of the children when you first arrived.”

			“They attacked him. He was merely protecting himself and they weren’t burned badly, it was minor.”

			“The water one—”

			“They have names.” Khaly balled her hands into fists.

			“The water one,” Cholyus continued, “attacked Chaith and Jahallah when you weren’t with them.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“In Chaith’s report he told us the blue one wouldn’t come near them and it would spit at them whenever they tried to get close.”

			Frustration rose in Khaly. Her dragons did nothing but help the Underground and protect her small group from real harm. They put their own lives on the line to fight the gallwraith.

			“Ms. Hamons.” Cholyus glared across the table at her. “Ms. Hamons. What do you have to say about all this?”

			“Does it matter what I have to say? It seems you’ve made your mind up already.”

			“Perhaps you’re right. If you asked for permission to leave on your own and bring that fourth dragon to life—”

			“Permission?”

			“We feel the best course of action is to destroy them.”

			“Destroy them?” Khaly searched for help from Taithun and Avahur. They both dropped their eyes to the table, like small children being reprimanded. “Over my dead body.”

			“No need for the theatrics. We’ll do it in the most humane way possible. They’re too dangerous. We can’t risk them falling into the wrong hands. We’ll also insist you not attempt to create any more. Or we’ll be forced to—”

			“What? Kill me, too? I thought we were trying to win this war? Is this not your goal?”

			“I suggest you lower your voice, Ms. Hamons. I won’t tolerate this attitude from a child, regardless of who your mother was.”

			“Child? I’m twenty-two and have seen more in the last two years than most forty year olds in their entire life.” She leaned over the table. “How dare you sit there passing judgment on me. How many battles have you fought?”

			“That’s not important.”

			“No? Then what is?”

			“I’m looking out for the safety of the people in this mountain. They’re my priority. Your dragons threaten that.”

			“I’m making all lives a priority. My dragons help that. I don’t have to ask permission from anyone; not you, or you.” She pointed at Taithun and Avahur. “Tysa was seen leaving Feesia to escape to Aelborne, and that’s where I’m going and taking my dragons with me. So don’t worry yourself about the safety of the people in the mountain.” Khaly spun, leaving them in her wake.

			She fought every urge to cry. The betrayal of two people in her life was too much for her to wrap her mind around. She threw the curtain that made their door to the side, storming past everyone in the living area. Khaly wasted no time in packing her bags.

			“What happened?” Bancroft stood at the end of her bed as she threw things into her pack.

			“We’re going to Aelborne.”

			“Really?” Bancroft asked.

			Khaly was surprised by his tone. He didn’t seem so happy about going, but he’d been fighting for them to go the moment Jahallah recovered. “That’s where the sisters are, and Enyana, so yeah, we’re going to Aelborne.”

			“Like hell you are.” Chaith stood in the doorway of their room, his arms crossed. “There are too many unknowns. You can’t blindly run into Aelborne and think you can fix this, whatever it is. It’s a large continent and you have no idea what town or city they would be in.”

			Khaly flew across the room and slammed Chaith with her fist. Chaith hit the floor hard, knocking the air out of his lungs. Khaly was on him with speed no one had seen before.

			“Dear gods.” Bancroft wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her free from Chaith.

			“Let go of me.” She clawed and struggled to get free.

			“What was that all about?” Chaith jumped to his feet and dabbed his lip with his finger to see if she drew blood. “What is wrong with you?”

			“What’s with all the commotion? I heard you down the hall.” Jahallah stepped through the door with Mr Arook, Oalina’s father, close behind.

			Khaly forced her way out of Bancroft’s arms and jabbed her finger at Jahallah.

			“You’re no better than he is. You’re both traitors to me and the dragons. Because of your reports Cholyus wants them dead, and if I don’t leave now—”

			“What?” The three echoed each other.

			“What reports?” Bancroft asked, his eyes shifting back and forth from Chaith to Jahallah.

			“Oh this is bad.” Chaith glanced over at Jahallah. “Kay, it’s not what you think.”

			“No? Really? You told that woman Sumora attacked you and Neshula controlled you. Coupled with stories that Neshula gave the command for that man to kill himself. Now they want them dead. Oh, and the best thing, apparently I’m supposed to ask permission to leave the mountain.” Her eyes bore into Chaith’s. “I wonder why they feel they’ve the right to control me?”

			“We didn’t tell Cholyus any of that.” Chaith raised his hands up to Khaly as if trying to talk her down from a ledge. “I was talking to Taithun and Shariel about what had happened. There was no report, we were merely commenting—”

			“On how dangerous they are.” It took everything Khaly had to not dive across the room at him again. Her fingernails dug into the palm of her hand as she clenched her fists tighter.

			“I don’t understand how you can be so stupid.”

			Khaly spun on Jahallah. “Excuse me?”

			“Come on, after everything we’ve been through, you honestly believe that any of us would turn on you? On them?” She pointed to the four dragons gathered at Khaly’s feet. “It’s asinine, and so are you for thinking it.”

			“Well.” Chaith stared down at his feet, digging his toe into the solid stone floor. “I may have said something to the effect that you shouldn’t be allowed to wander outside the perimeter by yourself.”

			“What?” Khaly’s voice echoed off the cold stone walls.

			“No, I was wrong. You’re the stupid one.” Jahallah dropped down on the chair in the living space.

			“Why would you do that?” Bancroft asked.

			“It’s not what you think.” Chaith stepped in closer to her, risking her lashing out again. “I was thinking along the lines of when, last year, you went back to your home town. That’s it. No, I wasn’t happy you left on your own to bring Brutara to life, but it wasn’t because I thought you needed permission. It’s safety in numbers.”

			Jahallah stood. “No, you were mad she didn’t take you with her. You were hoping for some outdoor nookie.”

			“Shut up, Jahallah, you’re not helping.”

			“Not trying to.” Jahallah walked over to them, shoving Chaith to the side. “Kay, when I told them about what happened it was meant to be helpful. I didn’t think Taithun would turn on you and the dragons.”

			It was a long silence with the four of them staring at each other, waiting for Khaly to speak.

			Mr Arook had remained silent and in the shadows. When there was a lull in the conversation he cleared his throat to draw their attention.

			“Mr Arook, when did you get here?” Khaly started at his seemingly sudden appearance.

			“He came in with me. Sorry; given the situation I forgot about you,” Jahallah said. “He said he had something for you.”

			He took a ginger step toward Khaly, holding out a book.

			Khaly took it from him, handling it like a bomb.

			“What’s this?”

			“Journal three.” He began to leave but looked back as he pulled the curtain to the side. “Not everything is black and white, Ms Hamons. Sometimes there’s a lot of gray, and it’s in the gray that we find most of the answers.” He pointed to the journal. “Many
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