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Dear Reader,

Thank you for purchasing this book. Claimed by the Dark picks up the story started in Book 1 with Lark and Pip’s arrival back in Lenora. 

It was after their escape from the tunnels that Lark learned all that Pip had endured after being taken captive by one of the Ancient’s Shadow Warriors and carried to her lair. What Lark learned horrified her and sent her on a mission to save her brother.

If you would like to read more about this intervening period, then download the free digital version of the short story, Shadow Bound, using the following link: https://BookHip.com/KSFVDHQ.

You will be asked to provide an email address where your ebook can be delivered, and you will be signed up to my newsletter; however, you can unsubscribe at any time, should you wish to do so.

While Shadow Bound provides more background information on the period immediately following Pip and Lark’s escape, it is not necessary to read it to enjoy Claimed by the Dark.

I hope you enjoy this next chapter in Lark and Vengeance’s story. 

Linda K. Froise
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Prologue
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Dawn. The best time of the day, Ashra thought, when the world was still at rest, and everything was peaceful. She lifted her head and filled her lungs with the fresh, early morning air, before releasing a long stream of flame. Beside her sat Prince Valorious, his knees drawn up to his chest as they took in the view from the ledge where they sat, gazing east across the foothills of the Obsidian Mountains. “Isn’t this the most wonderful way to start the morning, watching the sun rise?” she said.

“Hmm,” he grunted.

Ashra glanced at him with a frown; clearly the time of peace was already over. “What’s wrong?” 

The prince’s golden hair gleamed in the early light of dawn, while the sun peeking over the horizon made his skin glow pink. He lifted troubled eyes to meet hers. “My people cannot last much longer, Ashra.” 

She turned her gaze back to the sunrise as the sky turned from gray to orange. “I know.” 

They sat in silence, watching as the orange faded to pale yellow. “I’m sorry,” Valorious said, “I’m being far too gloomy. You wanted me to enjoy the sunrise with you, and you’re right, it is beautiful.” 

Ashra smiled. It was not Valorious’s habit to rise early, but she had insisted that he, at least once, share in her favorite time of day. “Was it worth the effort?” 

“It was.” She could hear the amusement in his voice as he released his knees and dropped his legs over the edge of the cliff. “So, tell me again about the stella.” 

Ashra huffed out a laugh that was half amused, half annoyed. “What is with you and the stella, Val?” she said. “I’ve told you everything I know about it.” 

He sent her an apologetic grin. “I’m sorry, it’s just that I find it fascinating. To me, it just looks like a shaft of red stone. How can it possibly have as much power as the histories say it does?” 

“That red shaft of stone is the blood of all the Ancients combined. You know how powerful a single Ancient is. Imagine that power multiplied many times over.” 

“I’ll have to take you at your word, since I’ve never seen its power displayed. What I don’t understand is why the Ancients placed such a powerful item in the hands of humans.” 

Ashra gave a shrug. “Shantina decided it was a good idea. Not everyone agreed with her, but she was the Ancient matriarch, and she overruled them.” 

“Yes, but why?” 

Ashra stared out into the distance, where the rolling hills gave way to open plains. “You know why. She wanted what the humans had – gold, minerals, jewels. Things she couldn’t get on her own.” 

Valorious was silent. Ashra knew why he kept bringing up the subject of the relic. While the stella had promised great wealth and power to the humans, it had come with a sting at the end of its tail. Hundreds of years before, when the humans accepted the offer of the stella, they had bound all successive generations to a contract that they could no longer fulfill. 

A slight breeze stirred the air and Ashra lifted her wings. “Come, let’s go for a flight,” she said. 

“Is this conversation making you restless?” 

“You know I’d rather be in the air than on the ground. Climb up.” 

“What a strange pair we are,” he said as pulled himself onto her back. “The son of the Cambrian king and the daughter of the Ancient patriarch.” 

“I have certainly come down in the world,” Ashra said with a smirk. 

Valorious let out an amused snort. “Indeed? Then why was Shantina so desperate to align with us?” 

“Every ruler needs their peasants,” Ashra shot back as she leapt into the air.

“Peasants, is it? Let me remind you that I’m the one riding you!” 

Ashra grinned. The bantering between them was not unusual, but their friendship was strange. It had started when Ashra had saved Valorious from going over a waterfall. He had been swimming in the river when he’d been caught in a current that quickly carried him downstream. By the time she saw him, he was hanging onto a rock a few feet from the edge, clearly exhausted. In an instant she had him back on the bank, where, in a fit of coughing, he’d expelled the water from his lungs. 

They had spent the rest of the day together and it was not long before they were firm friends. Barely a week went by when they did not spend some time together; Ashra often soared above him when he went riding, or watched as he hunted down a deer, offering tips that he seldom heeded. There was no-one who understood her as Val did, Ashra thought as she spread her wings wider, catching a circling current, and no-one else whose company she enjoyed more. Of course, her parents had been quick to voice their disapproval.

“He’s a human,” Maugda had said. “Weak and ruled by emotion.”

“Instead of cold and calculating?” she had retorted.

“Not calculating, just crafty.”

“Humans cannot be depended upon, Ashra,” Arach said. “Look how they plead to be released from an agreement they themselves made.”

“An agreement made hundreds of years ago!”

“Which is why we do not make promises lightly. But when we do, we see them through to the end, no matter the cost, unlike the humans you’re so fond of.”

“Just one,” Ashra mumbled.

“Be friends if you must,” he had said, “but be warned, daughter – do not trust him.”

But they didn’t know Valorious, not like she did, and they were wrong about him. Valorious was her friend, and he would never do anything to betray her trust.

“Do you think there will ever be another Wielder?” Valorious asked, pulling Ashra from her thoughts. 

“Another Wielder?” When Shantina had offered the stella to the humans, she had also spilled some of her blood directly into the veins of a Cambrian prince, creating the first Wielder. Only the Wielder, strengthened by her blood, could withstand the power imbued in the stella and not be harmed by it. Shantina had taught him how to handle the mighty relic, and he had used it to raise magnificent palaces and build ships that could withstand the fiercest storms. In return, the humans gave the Ancients gems and precious metals mined from the mountains. The Cambrians had grown in wealth, while the Ancients amassed their hoard. The Wielder power had been passed through the bloodline, but with each successive generation, fewer Wielders had been born, until finally there were no more.

“The blood of the first Wielder has been diluted too much,” Ashra said. “It would take some strange deviation for someone to be born with the ability now.” She glanced at Valorious over her shoulder. “You’re not hiding anything, are you?” 

Valorious laughed. “Do you consider me some kind of deviant?” 

“Of course! You befriended an Ancient.”

She folded in her wings and dove towards the ground, and Valorious let out a whoop. In the distance rose the city of Citadel, with its gleaming spire of marble. At the apex of the spire was the stella, pulsing with power that rolled through the air and brushed Ashra’s hide. Ashra had once asked Arach why they had not reclaimed the relic and returned it the mountains, since the humans could no longer use it.

“Whoever wields the stella has the greatest power,” he explained. “Keeping it here could prove too much of a temptation for those in our clan.” 

“Why was it made at all, then?” 

Arach scratched his chin with his claw. “It was an experiment. The Ancients of old had a theory about combining their blood, and they wanted to put it to the test. They quickly realized that they had been less than wise in creating something so powerful.” 

“Why not destroy it?” 

“Even if it was broken into a million pieces, each piece would retain some power, and the relic could be reformed.” 

“So, they gave it to the humans?”

“It was the safest thing to do. The humans were too weak to utilize it to its full capacity, and we made sure that they never learned the full extent of its potential.” 

“Instead, you made them sign a contract that ensures your wealth forever.” 

Arach gave her a sly smile. “Of course we did. And the humans were happy to agree.”

Ashra leaned her head into the wind. Behind her rose the Obsidian Mountains, where Arach right now was reclining on a bed of jewels, provided to him by the humans. She felt Valorious’s grip on her tighten and his heart begin to beat furiously; the ground was only a few yards away, she realized, and she smirked as she allowed herself to get even closer before pulling herself up and soaring back into the air. Valorious’s grip slowly loosened and he let out a long breath. 

“Your father wants us to keep paying the stella price even though we haven’t had a Wielder for a hundred years,” Valorious said as she leveled out and began to glide on a current of warm air. His brush with death had not distracted his thoughts, and Ashra could hear the frustration in his voice. “We’re being taxed beyond our ability to pay, and Cambrians are suffering. Shantina should’ve offered the stella to the Rhymers instead.” 

“She did. They turned her down.” 

“They turned her down? Why?” 

“They said that they had no interest in being tied to us, and that the gift was not a gift at all. Shantina was not happy. Arach still bears some resentment about it.”

“They were right,” Valorious said bitterly. “If only my ancestor had been as astute, instead of being bedazzled by the thought of so much power. Now your father demands payments and my people have been reduced to hard labor and toil.” 

She sighed. “Perhaps I can try speaking to Arach again.” 

“He’s not going to listen. The only hope lies in destroying the stella.”

“The stella cannot be destroyed, Val, it’s too powerful.”

“You made something you cannot unmake,” Valorious said. She could hear his incredulity. “Since it’s so powerful, can it be used against you? Can the stella destroy the Ancients?” 

“I suppose it’s possible,” she replied – “not that anyone would be able to,” she hastened to add. “Only someone extremely strong could channel that amount of power. Perhaps if your father explains to Arach how much your people are suffering, he’ll lessen the payments.” 

“You don’t think he’s tried?” 

“Then he should try again. I’ll speak to Arach and convince him to meet with the king, and you do the same.” 

Valorious sighed. “Very well. It’s a fool’s errand, but we have proven ourselves to be fools. I’ll speak to the king.” 

“And no matter what happens, we’ll always remain loyal to one another.” She glanced over her shoulder to see him frowning. “We will remain loyal, will we not?” 

Valorious nodded. “Of course we will.”  

She watched him for another moment, before straightening her neck. “Good. Then put all thoughts of the stella and payments out of your mind, and let’s go and explore the mountains.” 

There was a moment of silence before he leaned forward and ran his hand along her neck. “Agreed. I think that sounds like an excellent plan.”  

In the end, it took three days of Ashra pleading with Arach before he agreed to meet with King Valor. She and Valorious met the day before the meeting was to take place.

“Have your father join us in the clearing near the city,” Valorious said. 

“Are you sure it’s large enough? Arach plans to bring his entire council.” 

“His entire council?” Valorious rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The clearing is large; I think it will do. And I’ll make sure the king brings some of his councilmen along as well.” He gave Ashra a rueful smile. “I don’t want him to feel completely outnumbered.” 

“He’ll have you,” she pointed out.

“Yes, he will. But there’s no reason for you to attend.”

“You think I would stay away?”

He turned and stared into the distance. “No, I don’t suppose you will.” He gave her a sad smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then, at the clearing.”

They had agreed to meet shortly after dawn, and Ashra set out with Arach and his council the following morning while it was still dark. Maugda had elected to remain behind, saying that with the entire council in attendance, her presence was not needed. 

Arach’s thoughts were silent as he flew, but Ashra had no doubt that his mind was churning with crafty ideas on how to deal with the human king. Forgiveness and kindness were not Ancient traits; instead they sought to meet their own ends, and felt no sympathy for those who stood in their way. In this, Ashra was different to her brethren, and she could only hope that her words about showing mercy had somehow gotten through. 

They neared the clearing, and Ashra could see King Valor with his council arrayed behind him. Valorious, however, was not in sight, and she frowned. He was close, she was sure of it, but he was not at his father’s side. 

“Arach,” Valor greeted as the ancient dragon landed heavily on the ground before him. Despite Valorious’s assertions that there was plenty of space, it was a tight squeeze once the rest of the council landed. 

Arach tipped his head in acknowledgement of the greeting. “Ashra insists that I hear your complaints, so here I am.”

“We cannot make the payments you demand,” Valor said. “My people are struggling to feed their families while giving you their meager earnings.” 

“We have an agreement, your kind and mine.” 

“An agreement made hundreds of years ago. My ancestors did not foresee a day when the power would no longer be ours to wield.” 

“An oversight on your ancestor’s part. However, your people enjoy a beautiful city, built by the power of the stella, with fine roads and splendid buildings.” 

“A city we struggle to maintain.” 

“I see.” Arach nodded thoughtfully. “I understand your predicament.” Ashra felt hope surge in her heart at his words, but they were dashed a moment later. “We will release you from the agreement, but you must leave. Go away from this place and take nothing with you. All that you have will belong to us as the last, final payment.” 

Father? Ashra shouted through her thoughts. What are you doing?

“Leave?” Valor said, shock lifting his voice. “This is our home! What use do Ancients have for human things?” 

“That does not concern you.”  

“And if we refuse?” 

Arach leaned forward, bringing his head to Valor’s level. “Refusal to pay will be considered an act of war.” 

Valor paled. “I see. I had hoped it would not come to this, but you leave me no choice.” He turned around and began walking to the trees, his council quickly following him.

No, Ashra shouted at Arach, don’t do this! 

Quiet, he ordered. We are Ancients, not pitiful humans, something you should remember. We play by our rules, not theirs.

She cut off her thoughts and glanced around frantically. Where was Valorious? Why was he hiding?

There was a soft whoosh overhead, drawing Ashra’s gaze upwards. Arrows were flying over the clearing, dragging a heavy silver net in their wake. She did not even have time to consider what it meant before it fell over them, dragging the Ancients to the ground. It tangled in their wings and slipped around their necks, trapping them as they roared in anger. Ashra sent out a wave of power, but it bounced against the net, as useless as a feather. The stella! Only the stella could have created something that could bind an Ancient. And only a Wielder could have harnessed the power.

A familiar scent whiffed past her nostrils, and she looked up to see Valorious step into the clearing. She stared at him for a moment, then dropped her gaze to the object in his hand. The stella was shining brilliantly, as though lit from within. Her eyes widened in shock, before flying back to his in horror. Valorious was a Wielder. 

“Val? What are you doing?” she whispered.

“I’m sorry, Ashra,” he said. “I have to protect my people.” He lifted the stella and closed his eyes, channeling its power, before swinging it in Arach’s direction. 

“No,” she roared as a shaft of light shot from the relic and buried itself in Arach’s chest. Flames spluttered from her mouth, choked off by the net holding her down. Another shaft of light grazed her shoulder, searing it with pain, before plunging into the chest of the Ancient behind her as the smell of searing flesh filled the air. Pain speared Ashra’s heart.

Instead of loyalty, Valorious had offered her betrayal. The word scorched through Ashra’s mind and poured through her veins. She looked at Val, and as her gaze met his, he stumbled back a pace. She had been foolish to think that Valorious could ever truly be her friend. He was a human, small and pathetic, while she was an Ancient. 

Ashra heard the moment her father breathed his last, but she knew that he had heard her silent promise. It had taken his death for her to understand what he had been saying. Only the weak showed mercy, and she was an Ancient. Instead of being the creature she was meant to be, she had lowered herself to the level of a human. But never again would she be fooled by a lesser creature. Valorious would pay for his betrayal, she promised herself. A memory of Arach’s word filled her mind: Ancients always keep their word, no matter the cost, he’d said. She smiled grimly. Indeed they did.
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Power. It surged through Vengeance like a mighty river which cuts a channel across the earth and reforges everything in its path. Like the reformed river valley, every cell in his body had been pulverized and remade into something completely new. Something strange and foreign, the likes of which the world had never seen before. Strength coursed through him, humming just beneath his skin, and his feet itched to leap off the ledge where he stood and join in the training in the valley hundreds of feet below.

There was a faint stirring around him as Ashra landed on the rock where he stood. Her power caressed his body, as soft as a breeze. It was just a whisper of the strength that she had once known, but even so, it made his skin tingle as his blood answered hers. 

“Vengeance,” she crooned, her eyes roving over him. Two weeks had passed since his baptism in blood, when every cell in his body had begun to shift and change. The liquid fire had covered him completely, pulling him into darkness, and the pain had been immense. Chained spreadeagled to a metal grate, he had been unable to move as the blood filled his lungs, thick like molten silver, but he had welcomed the dark, opening himself wide as it spread through his veins. When he was finally pulled from the liquid, he had taken a searing breath that had him roaring like the beast he would soon become. As he fell to his knees before the Ancient, he could feel the liquid burning through him, starting to transform every molecule from within. 

He glanced now at Ashra as she stepped up beside him and brushed him with her gaze. “You are going to be splendid, dear one,” she said, “as spectacular as the Ancients of old. We will rise up to create a new clan of Ancients and rid the earth of those that defile it.” 

“Indeed, we will destroy every last Cambrian,” he said. He knew from Ashra’s memories the betrayal that she had suffered at the hands of a Cambrian prince – a betrayal that mirrored his own. “I am ready to start now, my lady.” 

She gave him a smile. “You are eager, I know, but your body is still undergoing many changes. We will wait to ensure that all is progressing well. But your time will not be wasted. With so much of my blood coursing through you, you are more attuned to the Ancient relic than before. You will hear its call and find all the pieces still missing. Once the stella is reformed, our power will be endless.” 

“I’ll ensure that every piece is placed in your hands, where it belongs.”

“Valor tried to claim the stella for himself,” she said musingly, “but Maugda snatched it from his hands and destroyed it, flinging it to the earth and scattering the pieces to the four winds. Already, I can feel its power growing, but when it is whole, I’ll be able to flatten cities and raise mountains. Lenora will be thrown into the sea, and the humans will be destroyed.” She stared at him with burning eyes, and he could feel her raw hunger spreading over him, like shards of glass that pierced his skin. She had told him before of how the Ancient matriarch had chosen to destroy the relic, sacrificing her own life to do so, rather than allowing it to fall into the hands of the Cambrian king. Much of the stella had already been gathered, and once the remaining pieces were found, Ashra would reform it with her blood and unleash the power that it contained. And when she did, Vengeance would stand at her side, her partner and mate. 

She turned to look out over the valley, and Vengeance followed her gaze to where the dragona stood, his tail swishing slightly as he watched the Warriors in their training. Like Vengeance, he had been immersed in the Ancient’s blood, but whereas Vengeance could feel his strength growing each day, the dragona’s change had slowed down, then stopped altogether. He glanced up at the pair standing high above him, and his gaze narrowed before he quickly looked away.

“He has disappointed me,” Ashra said. “I’ve waited for his strength to grow before performing the final rite, but perhaps it is time to proceed, regardless of the consequences. He’ll not survive, of course.” She gave Vengeance a sideways glance. “There can only be one dragona, and he could never be as glorious as you.” She did not wait for Vengeance’s reply before spreading her wings and lifting into the air. “I will deal with One tomorrow. In the meantime, bring the girl.” She circled the mount for a moment, then dropped from view. 

Vengeance felt a small wave of pity for the dragona still training with the Warriors, but he stifled it as he shifted his gaze to the petite form in the center of the valley wielding a sword that seemed far too big for her small frame. She wore leather pants, and her chest had been bound in wide strips of red linen. Her long, dark hair hung in a thick braid down her back. She beckoned a drameara forward, surging into the air as he moved, and slicing her sword towards his back as she flew over him. He spun on his heel at the last minute, narrowly missing the sword, and brought his own weapon up to meet hers. Vengeance was impressed; the girl had not even undergone the rite of drameara, but already she was as strong as many of the other fighters. No other female had ever taken the final step, but no-one doubted her determination and zeal.

He ran to the edge of the ledge, leaping off and landing in the valley below, a few feet away from the girl and her sparring partner. He did not miss a step as he yanked the sword from the hand of the startled drameara and spun around to face the girl, lifting the sword to meet her blow. Her eyes narrowed, and she tightened her grip on her weapon, before suddenly dropping the sword and barreling into Vengeance’s body, pushing the air from his lungs. He stepped back in surprised amusement at the tactic, then launched himself upwards, somersaulting over the girl’s head and landing on a ledge thirty feet above. She barely had time to spot him before he jumped back down, meeting the girl in the air as she leapt up to meet him, sword outstretched as it rang against his. They both landed in a crouch, their eyes locked on each other. 

He rose and beckoned her. “Come,” he said, “it’s time.” 

There was the slightest pause before she nodded and fell into step beside him. He could taste both resolve and wariness leaking from her. “You are nervous,” he said, “and rightly so. The pain is excruciating.” He remembered the intensity of the pain at his own drameara rite. “Once you are drameara, there will be no Cambrian alive who will take advantage of you as the last one did.” 

The girl was silent for a moment. “I was nice to her,” she finally said. She suddenly seemed very young. “I helped her and did her hair. But she forced me to lead her and the Guardsman through the tunnels.” 

Vengeance frowned. “Guardsman?” he repeated questioningly. 

“Yes. He held a knife to my back. And she ...” There was a slight pause. “She tied my hands and put a gag over my mouth!” Vengeance could taste her bitterness. “I trusted her, and she repaid me by forcing me to lead her through the tunnels.” She glanced at Vengeance. “How did she manage to escape you? She told me that you were dead.” 

Vengeance gave a harsh laugh. The Cambrian had plunged a dagger through his heart, thinking that she had killed him, but the girl at his side did not know that. “She wished I was dead. And she was more duplicitous than I thought,” he said. “But she will pay with her life, I can guarantee you that.” 

“Good.” 

“This Guardsman, where did he come from?” 

“I don’t know. He was with her when I ran into her.” 

Vengeance was silent as he considered this. Ashra had not mentioned that the Cambrian had been helped in her escape. How had a Guardsman managed to get into the lair? Such a feat was a near impossibility. Perhaps, he thought, Ashra had withheld this information to spare him further humiliation. None besides Ashra and her personal attendant knew the details of what had happened that day in his room, and he was grateful for her discretion, but his shame had been immense when he came to his senses at Ashra’s feet. That she had still offered him an immersion had only increased his self-reproach. 

They reached the large hall where the Ancient lay curled on the hard stone floor, her tail pulled tight against her. Her gaze followed the girl as she stopped in the middle of the cave. 

“Remove the bindings around your chest,” the Ancient directed her; she did as she was told, dropping the strips of cloth to the floor. Ashra’s attendant stepped forward, holding a silver tray. Lain on top was a pair of silver coils, shaped like a dragon winding around and around to form a cone. A tiny piece of red stone was set into the metal for the eye, a shard of the stella which, small as it was, emanated power.

“Stand still,” the attendant said, “this will hurt.” His tone was perfunctory as he placed a cone-shaped coil over first one breast, then the other. He removed a pin from the tray, the end of which was shaped to resemble the forked tongue of a dragon, and stabbed it through her nipple, connecting the pin with the mouth of the dragon. The girl flinched, biting down on her lip as the man did the same with the other breast. Her pain filled the air, and Vengeance felt a flicker of sympathy; he knew that there was worse to come.

The girl’s pain turned to nervousness as Ashra stepped forward. There was no warning before she breathed out a stream of flame. A scream filled the air as fire brushed the girl’s skin, and the attendant grabbed her shoulders, holding her upright as the silver coils began to melt into her flesh. 

Vengeance hid a wince; he had been about the same age as the girl when he had undergone his own drameara initiation. As bad as that had been, however, he had endured far worse. The immersion in blood had been a torment, but his baptism in flame a few days later had resulted in excruciating pain which a weaker man would not have survived. Just being back in the cave was enough to bring back the memories of his second time being chained to the metal grate, and his mind slipped back to that day. Instead of lying on his back, he had been chained upright, and Ashra had walked around him, her eyes gleaming in eager anticipation. 

“Ah, my love, you have survived much already,” she had said, “but for you to stand at my side, there is one more trial that you must endure.” 

“Anything,” he’d said hoarsely. “I am yours to do with as you will.” 

“I am glad to hear it. Few have undergone this test, and none has ever survived, but I believe that you might.” 

A flicker of fear curled in his stomach as she smiled and stepped closer, then bringing her face to his, flicked his lips with her long, forked tongue. He opened his mouth as longing flooded through him; it was not a longing born of love or even desire, but a longing to serve, to fall at her feet, arms spread wide, and subjugate himself to her will. She leaned closer, pressing her lips to his, then breathed out a long, steady flame that burned his mouth, seared his lungs, and scorched all the way into his stomach, enveloping him in pain. He’d yanked against the chains as Ashra stepped back, but they held him fast to the grate, and he threw back his head and roared. Flames poured from his mouth and tendrils of fire broke through his skin and escaped from his eyes and ears before the pain claimed his mind and he sagged against the chains as sweet nothingness overcame him. 

Beside him, the girl fell to her knees, bringing him back to the present. Her hands were splayed on the ground as she began to throw up. The attendant crouched down beside her, then taking her by the arm, helped her back to her feet. She was shaking, but her reddened skin was already beginning to heal, as smooth as it had been before. As Vengeance watched, the form of a dragon began to appear on her skin, twisting over her shoulder and around her torso. He could feel the blood bond that he now shared with the girl click into place. Since his baptism, he, like Ashra, could hear the dramearas’ thoughts and know their emotions, even over great distances. Just as he had learned to hide his thoughts from Ashra, so too he had learned how to cut off the flow of thoughts from others that otherwise swam around his head. He blocked the girl’s thoughts of pain and glanced at Ashra to see that she had already returned to her spot, nestled amongst a pile of jewels. She smiled in satisfaction. 

“My first woman drameara,” she said. “Your flesh needs to heal before you can take your Warrior form, but I can see that you’re going to be splendid.” The girl’s breath was coming in harsh pants. Her eyes flickered up to Ashra, but she did not respond. “From this moment forward, you will no longer be known as Cenoa, but as Seven,” Ashra continued.

“Seven?” the girl whispered raggedly. Her gaze flicked to Vengeance; before his immersion, he had borne the same number.

“As Vengeance has risen up, so you too will rise to take his place amongst the drameara.” 

“Yes, my lady,” she panted. Another spasm wracked her, and Ashra tipped her head at the man, who took Seven’s arm and led her away. 

“She will be splendid, will she not?” Ashra said to Vengeance. 

He inclined his head in agreement. “Indeed, she will.” 

“Her motivation to punish the Cambrian is very strong. She’ll be a useful tool.” 

Vengeance’s tail swished slightly, brushing his thighs. It had started to grow after his fire baptism and was increasing in length each day. “Yes, my lady.” 

She nodded contentedly and closed her eyes. “Leave me now, Vengeance,” she said. 

Vengeance exited the cave and headed down the passages that led to his room. Dragon lights lit the path, reflecting the flames that now sparked in his eyes. His mind wandered back to that last rite, when he’d awoken to find himself lying on the floor, face against the ground. When he pushed himself onto his knees and stared down at his hands, he’d seen that where his skin had been covered in soft, flexible scales, like those of a snake, they were becoming like the hard scales that covered Ashra’s body. And whereas before they had been a light gray, now they were a burnt umber. 

His long claws had scraped his face as he’d touched it tentatively, but it still felt the same; smooth, except for a slight rasp on his chin. His snake-like tongue flicked the air as he pulled in a breath, wincing at the pain that seared his chest, and he had lifted his head to stare at Ashra. Her power had brushed against his own, and he could feel her delight.  

“Ah, Vengeance, from the moment I first laid eyes on you, I saw a strength that none of my other Warriors possess. Rise, my Destined One, you will take your place in the annuls of the Ancients.” 

In the weeks since then, his body had continued to change. His claw-like fingers had stretched and curved, ending in inch-long talons that could rip apart skin and flesh with a single swipe. His legs had become thicker and more muscular, ready to balance the weight of his growing tail. His male parts had changed as well, the skin receding to leave a thick rod of molten iron, while at the same time a saclike pouch began to develop, enveloping it and hiding it from view. 

But as his lower half changed to become more like that of a dragon, from his waist up, his body still bore the shape of a man. There were changes, of course – his lips were as black as soot, and fangs curved behind them, while three nubs of horn began to rise from his forehead. But his face still resembled that of a man, and his chest, while broad, had not undergone any further changes. It would, over time, as wings began to grow on his back, and his neck stretched and lengthened. 

He reached the door to his room and pushed it open. The chair and the bed that had once occupied it were gone now, leaving only a table in the corner on which stood a large jug of water. He splashed some of it over his face, washing away his memories, then fell to the floor and stretched himself out across the cold stone. With all the changes being wrought in his body, he needed more sleep than before, but it was still a long time in coming. Instead, his thoughts drifted to the slow, agonizing death that he intended to mete out on the Cambrian – and the terror that would be in her eyes when she realized that he was alive.
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It took three weeks for Pip and Lark to reach Lenora Syrenis. Three long, tedious weeks, accompanied by a pair of Guards whose sole intent was to deliver their charges to Lenora in as short a time as possible and return to their unit in the north. Lark could not blame them; unrest was growing throughout the country, and at every town and village, news of Red Lion attacks were the main talk of the townsfolk. By the time they neared the capital city, Lark was heartily sick of hearing about the Rhymers and their assaults against the Cambrian people. What she wanted was to escape to a quiet room, with a soft bed, and a bathtub where she could soak away the memories of the last few months. And a day not spent on horseback would also be a welcome relief, she thought. 

While the journey itself had been fairly uneventful, the days following their escape from the tunnels were forever seared in Lark’s mind. The fear, the horror, that had gripped her when she realized what Pip had been forced to endure still made her stomach turn and her throat start to close. Not only had Pip been snatched by one of the Ancient’s Warriors, but he had been made to drink her blood. Doing so had created a bond between him and the Ancient, in addition to making him dependent on her blood for his life. Pip had had no idea what his captor forced down his throat each time they stopped, however. All that he knew was that it made him stronger, and allowed him to keep on running for hour upon hour. It was only when he was weakening to the point of death that Lark realized what he had been given to drink. He was dying before her eyes, and without more blood, would not survive more than a few hours. 

She had managed to find a source of blood, but the knowledge of how close he had come to dying still made tears well in her eyes. In order to remain alive, Pip would need to drink Ancient blood for the rest of his days. It made him stronger, of course, but also tied him to the creature that he hated most in the world. 

She pushed the thought from her mind and lifted her gaze to the horizon, where Lenora Syrenis sparkled in the sunlight. Only a few more hours, she thought. She could see the eagerness in the Guards’ posture as they urged their horses to move faster. After their escape through the mountain tunnels that led from the Ancient’s lair, she and Pip had arrived at a Crimson Guard outpost, where the Guard at the gate had scoffed when they had given their names. 

“Lady Lark is dead,” he had said with a mocking laugh, “and Master Pip was last seen around Lenora.” He had sent them on their way, refusing them entry into the guarded grounds, but his amusement and verbosity had turned out to be a saving grace, for he’d shared the joke with his fellow Guardsmen, and word of the visitors had quickly reached the outpost captain. The captain, too, was doubtful of the claims, but even so, he had called for a horse and ridden out to track down the pair who had been turned away. Iron’s astonishment at seeing his siblings had almost equaled their own as he’d stared at them in shock.

It was dusk when they finally reached the outskirts of Lenora. Passing through the enormous, gated entrance, Lark shuddered at the heads, in various stages of decay, that adorned the top of the gates. The four riders received no more than passing glances as they made their way through the city. It was twilight by the time they reached the stone bridge that spanned the river, where the lamplighter was performing his evening duties. Above them, the palace was a shining beacon of light as they made their way up Palace Hill. Instead of being filled with eagerness, however, Lark found a profound weariness settling over her as she craned her neck up to look at the huge stone building. Everything had changed since she had last been within these walls, including herself. 

There was no fanfare as they covered the final distance to the enormous stone building. No-one had been sent ahead to alert the palace of their return, and no-one was waiting to greet them on the palace steps. Instead, the stairs leading to the main entrance were empty as they clattered up the road, except for a pair of guards that stood at the doors, watching them in silence. Lark slid from her saddle in exhaustion as a young boy came running from the direction of the stables and led the horses away. 

“Do you need us to escort you in?” one of the Guardsmen asked.

Lark stared up at the palace. “No.” 

“Very good, my lady.” They continued down the road in the direction of the barracks as Lark glanced at Pip. She was returning home, but the palace had never felt less like home.

“Shall we?” he said.

“What if they’ve already cleared out my chambers?” 

“Everything was still there when I left. Neta was the one person who did not believe that you were dead, and she insisted that your chambers remain untouched. We’ll use the side entrance. There will be fewer people.” 

“And then what do we do?” 

“Find the commander.” 

She drew in a deep breath. “Alright. Let’s go.” 

They walked past the stairs and headed around the corner, following the direction taken by the Guards. Set into the wall was an unassuming wooden door, half hidden in the shadows, which opened into a small hall, beyond which lay the kitchens. At the far end of the hall was a narrow staircase that led to the upper floors. Pip opened the door and they stepped inside, almost running into the man guarding the space beyond.

“This entry is private,” he said. Dressed in the blue uniform of the palace guard, his gloved hand was already on the hilt of his sword when a squeal from behind made him swing around to look at the maid who was staring at Pip, her eyes large and round.

“Master Pip,” she gasped, “is that you? Oh, my goodness, it is you! You’re back!” She turned and began to run towards the kitchens, almost barreling into the butler coming the opposite direction. 

“What’s this? Why aren’t you at supper?” the butler demanded, his gaze stern as he glared at her before swinging towards Pip when the girl pointed at him shakily. 

“He’s back,” she spluttered, before hurrying past the butler and continuing her run towards the kitchens.

“Master Pip!” The butler’s eyes widened in shock. “Quickly, send for the commander,” he said to the guard as he hurried over to Lark and Pip. The palace guard, who was watching the drama in confusion, quickly sprang into action, rushing through the hall and in the direction of the commander’s offices. The butler stared at Pip for a moment, before moving his gaze to Lark, and the color drained from his face. “By the dragon,” he whispered as people began to spill down the passage, alerted by the maid’s excitement. They gathered around, exclaiming in surprise when they saw Pip, and then crying out in shock when they realized who stood beside him. 

“It’s Lady Lark!” 

“She’s alive!” 

“How is that possible?”

“Master Pip said she was dead.”

“Lady Lark!” A shout from the back of the room had Lark glancing around to see Neta pushing her way through the growing crowd. She grabbed Lark’s hands and pulled her into a quick embrace, before quickly stepping away in embarrassment as another voice was heard above the growing hubbub. 

“Let us through,” the voice commanded, and Lark turned to see the crowd fall back as her father strode forward. Behind him stood Val, but as Lark looked up, he turned away and headed out of the room, his golden hair shining as he passed beneath the candelabrum. The commander grabbed Lark by the shoulders, and his eyes roved over her face before he pulled her to his chest. 

“You’re alive,” he said. “By the dragon, you’re alive!” He held her for a long moment, then pulled back and glared at Pip. “You said she was dead!” he accused.

“I...I,” Pip spluttered. 

The commander waved his hand away. “We’ll talk of it later, boy, but I’m glad to see that you’ve also returned safe and sound.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Pip mumbled, dropping his gaze to the floor. 

“I cannot believe this,” the commander said, turning his attention back to Lark. His gaze traveled over her, before returning to her face. “You’ve been gone for months! But you look well.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“You must go at once to see your mother. She has kept to her rooms ever since you were taken.” He turned to Pip. “She’ll want to see you, too.” 

“I’ll go later, once she’s over the shock of seeing Lark.” 

“Good plan. Lark, you’ll want some time to recover, I’m sure, but I’ll send for you in a few days, and you can relate all that has happened then.” 

“Yes, sir.” She turned to Neta. “You’ll come with me?” 

“Of course, my lady.” She stretched out a hand as though to touch Lark, then hastily dropped it and turned away. “Move aside,” she ordered the servants who still stood gaping. 

They stepped back, making a path, and Lark followed Neta across the hall. 

Lark paused and glanced around to see the commander with his hand on Pip’s shoulder, talking to him quietly. Pip smiled, and Lark felt a flash of relief as she turned and headed up the narrow stone stairs.

“Pip said you wouldn’t let anyone touch my chambers,” she said to Neta. “Thank you.” 

“I knew you’d want things to remain the same for your return.” She glanced at Lark. “Although I believe you’ll need a new wardrobe.” 

“I did purchase another dress in one of the towns we passed through,” Lark said. “I left it in the saddle bag, though.” 

“Hmph. If it looks anything like the dress you’re wearing now, it’ll be consigned to the flames.” 

“Yes, Neta,” Lark said meekly. They arrived at Lady Finch’s chambers, and Lark stopped, suddenly unsure of how to proceed. 

“Wait here,” Neta said gently. “It’ll be easier if she hears the news from me before seeing you.” 

“Yes, you’re right,” Lark said in relief. She waited as Neta entered the room; there was the low sound of murmuring, and then a small cry. 

“Bring her in!” she heard Lady Finch exclaim, and she quickly passed through the entrance and hurried to her mother’s side where she was rising from a couch. Her face was drawn, made more so by the hair pulled severely from her face, and her frame was gaunt. Lady Finch stared at her daughter for a long moment, before reaching out her hand to stroke Lark’s cheek.

“You’re alive,” she breathed. “I knew you weren’t dead.” 

“You did?” Apart from Neta, it seemed that everyone had accepted the fact that she was dead.

“Of course. I’m your mother, so I know these things. Besides, you still haven’t done what the fates set out for you!” She sat back down, and patted the seat beside her.

“The fates?” Lark said, as she took a seat beside her mother. “And what exactly do the fates have in store?”

“How do I know? What I do know is that the night you were born, a star as bright as the sun blazed a trail across the night sky. I knew then that you’d be like that blazing star.”

Lark frowned. “You’ve never mentioned this before.” 

“Of course not, I didn’t want you dwelling on it. It’s far better to just walk your path and allow fate to intervene when it needs to.” She patted Lark’s hand. “I’m glad you’re finally home, Lark,” she said. 

“Thank you, Mother,” Lark said. 

Lark remained for a short while longer, before pleading exhaustion, and Lady Finch nodded sympathetically. “Of course. We will talk more later.” 

“You must be hungry, my lady,” Neta said as they exited the room, “and I’m sure you would enjoy a long hot bath. I’ll have the maids bring up some water, and you can have a relaxing soak while the kitchen prepares your favorite meal.” 

“You read my mind, Neta,” Lark said. “And while you’re at it, perhaps you can arrange for a glass of the best wine in the cellar.” 

Neta smiled. “Consider it done, my lady.” 

It was strange being back in the palace. Everywhere she went, Lark felt the heavy stares of the palace staff, as though they could draw out her tales with their gazes. Neta, as expected, was horrified at the state of Lark’s hair, and had tsked over her chapped hands and chipped nails. New garments were ordered, and the routines of before were picked up as though nothing had changed. For
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