
  
    [image: Of Blood And Bone]
  


  
    
      Of Blood And Bone

      
        Curse of the Drakku

        Book Four

      

    

    
      
        Jason J. Nugent

        USA Today Bestselling  Author

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Jason J. Nugent

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover by MIBLArt

      Edited by 360 Editing (a division of Uncomfortably Dark).

      Editor: Candace Nola 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

    

    
      
        One Last Thing

      

      
        More Books

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Lailoken leaned back in his wooden chair, the joy of the evening filling the large dining hall adorned with rich tapestries depicting past griffon glories. The glory of the moment was something he hoped would endure, despite what awaited them all. Dark days were ahead, but if he could capture the moment, maybe it would be enough to power him through.

      Thalia sat to his left wearing a deep green dress, a streak of white running through her red hair. Reinfrid, his longtime friend now turned advisor, was next to her, straightening his black shirt and fidgeting with the golden cords around his shoulders. The uniform was something the man was still getting used to. Queen Pethinia, the ruler of Glimmerside and Thalia’s sister, was on the other side of Reinfrid.

      To his right, Etain maintained a regal air despite the revelry of the moment. Lailoken scanned the long dining table facing he crowded room filled with revelers, both drakku and human, as they celebrated the newly formed alliance.

      Next to Etain, the little girl Mattie took her seat while Frendule, still in his dirty white robe, sat next to her. He refused to allow Thalia’s servants to clean it, but did at least try to do so himself. The results weren’t spectacular, but at least the stink was gone.

      Candlelight flickered against the wooden walls. Musicians seated near the back of the room played softly as the main course of the meal was delivered to the tables. He had no idea how Thalia managed to invite so many guests and have the resources to feed them all within a span of one day, but she did. The savory scent of mutton wafted through the dining hall. Roast potatoes and carrots, gravy, and fresh rolls were delivered to their table.

      “Thank you,” Thalia said to the servants. Dressed in flowing white robes, they smiled and continued their work.

      Wineskins were brought out and all those at the head table had their gold goblet filled to the top with blackberry wine. Lailoken sipped and enjoyed the flavors as they danced on his tongue. It had been too long since he last enjoyed a dinner like this, especially with Etain at his side. He reached out and clutched her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. She turned to him and smiled, the simple gesture reminding him once again how he first fell in love with her.

      After a few moments, Thalia stood, and the hall fell silent, the musicians pausing their lovely song. All eyes turned to the Tiarna Lis, the griffon lord, Thalia. She turned her golden eyes toward those at the head table and then out toward the gathered guests.

      “My beloved griffons, please greet your drakku cousins and our esteemed human guests. All are welcome under my protection.” She raised her goblet. “Under the claw!”

      The crowd returned the toast, “Under the claw” as one unified voice with their glasses raised high.

      Thalia sipped the wine. Lailoken and the others in the hall did the same. Soon, applause broke out and the deafening sound echoed within. Thalia raised her hand, and the applause silenced.

      “We’ve assembled for the purpose of protection. We face a terrible force from the north. Led by the Kull Naga, of the Order of Escher, Myrthyd intends on wiping out the drakku, both griffon and dragon alike.” Guests murmured to one another, a low indistinguishable hum. Lailoken understood their trepidation. And fear.

      “We will not allow this threat to consume us. We will repel these invaders and save our lands. Together we shall turn them back and end this coming terror. When we succeed, we can begin rebuilding relationships that have been torn asunder by centuries of mistrust and deceit. We cannot falter. We cannot allow old divisions to surface.”

      Etain stood, and a gasp rose from the back of the room. It had been centuries since the Dragon Lord addressed such an assembly in griffon lands. Thalia turned to her and smiled, nodding in her direction.

      Wearing a deep blue low-cut dress, Etain had small gems woven into her long red hair. Lailoken swore she and Thalia looked more like sisters than cousins.

      “I have come south asking for a treaty with our cousins. The drakku must be united in their stand against the Kull Naga. The Gray Army comes for us all. Without a shared responsibility in our defense, we shall all falter under its wrath. I come here to set aside past differences and begin a new alliance based on our shared blood and our shared safety.”

      Thalia stepped toward her, then grabbed her hand and raised it high in the air.

      “We shall face this threat united as we once were. Drakku blood runs through us all, and we all must prepare for the battle,” Thalia said.

      The room erupted into applause. Lailoken stood and cheered wildly. The rest of the table followed his lead, as did those in the hall. The applause lasted for several minutes when the musicians took their cue and played an upbeat song with tones of marching and not of dining. The crowd clapped to the beat as the lute, guitar, and single drum played the tune. When it was over, Thalia took her seat, as did the rest of the head table.

      “That went over better than I expected,” she said to Etain. Lailoken squeezed Etain’s leg under the table, letting her know he was there for her.

      “Thalia, I cannot thank you enough for all of this,” Etain said. “The alliance, the banquet, all of it. Your sacrifice, if we need it, will not be asked for lightly. My heart races at the thought of it.”

      “Yours? How do you think I feel?” Reinfrid said, eliciting laughter from Lailoken and Etain. “Just as I’m falling for this wonderful woman, she goes and makes a blood pact. If she uses the power of the Bone…”

      He let the words linger.

      Lailoken didn’t need any further explanation. Losing Etain, the love of his life, triggered a deep anger within. Years spent hunting dragons never fulfilled his hatred toward what he thought were his wife’s kidnappers. Discovering she was never stolen but in fact a dragon herself—the Dragon Lord no less—upended everything he thought he knew to be true. Reinfrid’s insinuations were familiar feelings for him.

      “I will use what I must to save my people. I am not the Tiarna Lis for show,” Thalia said. “I will also not be cavalier in using the power given to me. Too many sacrifices need to be made for me to trigger its effects before the time is right. If we can plan our strategy well enough, maybe I won’t need to resort to such drastic measures. Time will tell.”

      “Sister, I do hope you don’t have to,” Pethinia said. The warm smile that crossed Thalia’s face told Lailoken all he needed to know about Thalia’s intentions. Calling forth the power of the Bone of the Griffon meant the griffon lords would all sacrifice their lives, leaving only Thalia alive. It was a terrible choice to make if the situation demanded it.

      “I never thought we’d ever have to resort to such drastic measures, sister. If the time comes, grief will shatter my heart,” Thalia said.

      The sisters said nothing as they stared into each other’s eyes. Reinfrid interrupted them.

      “Let’s have a drink to unity. We face an uncertain future, but for this night, we can all delight in the relationships forged. For this night, we joyously share with one another. Let tomorrow worry about itself.” He raised his goblet, and the others followed his lead.

      Lailoken turned his attention to the food before him. He filled his plate with buttery roasted potatoes, carrots, some greens, and a leg of lamb. He pulled a roll from the basket and savored the warm yeast flavor.

      “What do you think, Mattie? This is good, isn’t it?” he asked the girl. She looked up at him and he laughed. A streak of gravy ran down her chin. He wiped it off with his sleeve.

      “It’s so good! Thank you,” she said, and he ruffled her hair.

      “Frendule, are you behaving over there?” he asked the former magus.

      “Frendule, enjoy the dinner. Carrots are good. Mutton, yes mutton. More food than Frendule have in a while.”

      Lailoken shook his head and left the man to his dinner.

      “Etain,” he said, gaining her attention.

      “Yes, my love?”

      “Nothing. I’m still in awe of you. Your lovely smile makes me melt. Whatever is to come, we will do so together.”

      “Of course we will.” She leaned in and kissed him, a soft rose scent overcoming that of the dinner. When she pulled away, it felt like losing her all over again. He wanted nothing more than to embrace her and never let go.

      “Lailoken, tomorrow we’ll get you into something a bit more formal, considering your station now,” Thalia said.

      “What, you don’t like my dirty linen pants and stained shirt?” he said, then laughed.

      Those at the table joined his laughter. The rest of the evening continued in much the same fashion as the musicians played more upbeat tunes, and dancing broke out in the hall. Meade and wine flowed freely as the assembled dignitaries from around the southern kingdoms celebrated the impossible unification of griffon and dragon.

      Late into the evening, Lailoken yawned and turned to Etain. “I don’t think I can keep my eyes open much longer. The wine went down better than it should.”

      She cupped his face with her delicate hand. “Let us get some rest, my dear. What we face in the coming days may not allow such luxuries. But for now, we enjoy what we can.”

      He turned to Mattie, who didn’t seem to have slowed down at all throughout the night. “Time to retire, little one. Let’s get you off to bed.”

      At first she seemed like she was going to argue, but then yawned. “Maybe you’re right.” She turned to Frendule. “Good night Frendule. It’s been fun talking to you. Will you tell me more stories later?”

      “Frendule always ready to share knowledge and stories. Many true, most are not. Night night, little one!”

      The former magus stumbled from his seat, the goblet of wine sloshing the red liquid on the floor, some of it spraying his dirty robe, adding to its long history of filth.

      “Maybe you can convince him to change,” Etain said as they watched him leave. “He could use something befitting his station.”

      “Good luck with that,” Lailoken said. Together, they watched him work his way through the hall until he disappeared into the crowd.

      Lailoken grabbed Mattie’s hand, and with Etain at his side, he spoke to Thalia. “Tiarna Lis, I thank you for the feast. It’s time to retire for the night. May you rest well.”

      “The same to you.” She nodded, and they took their leave, the idea of a soft warm bed tugging at Lailoken. He could get used to such niceties. But as he walked through the hall and gazed at all the revelers, he knew it wouldn’t last.

      A battle loomed. A dark force brought from the north had already invaded the lands. The dead walked among the living. His own son, his flesh and blood, led this terrible army with the intent to subjugate all. The boy’s hatred of the drakku fueled him, much like it once did for Lailoken. But the world was different now. The drakku were never the threat. That distinction belonged to the Order of Escher. It was their duplicity and selfish ambition that led to the mess they now faced.

      Those within this hall might survive to tell future generations about the Gray Army. He hoped they did. One death was one too many, but when war loomed, it was an inevitability.

      He watched the faces of those overcome with wine and food and knew whatever it was that needed to be done, he’d do it.

      One girl danced in a circle, her long brown hair reminding him of Alushia, his own daughter he hadn’t seen in a long time. Etain said she was under the protection of a dragon named Ryn. He longed to see her and hoped he’d do so before the fighting began. What was more important to save than family? The dancing girl giggled and grabbed others to join her fun. He said a quick prayer to Meanos, hoping his daughter was safe.
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      The carriage carrying Myrthyd south jostled him relentlessly, but he made Thomal and Luk push the mules hard. Joining up with his general Tukra and the main army consumed him and he cared little for the well-being of the animals taking them through the Dragonback Mountains. By the time they reached Tukra, the mules were close to death, their physical limits pushed far beyond the norm. Blood ran from their mouths and deep gashes wept along their legs.

      “I see them, Kull,” Luk called from the driver's seat.

      “Pull the carriage over,” he replied.

      The Keeper Enaxx had accompanied him, as did Myrthyd’s personal attendant, the novice, Brindy. He had grown in the use of his power, though it would be years before he became an effective magus. For now, his job was to record the events for posterity. Myrthyd wanted everyone to remember his salvation of Rowyth.

      The carriage stopped, and Luk opened the door. “This way Kull,” he said. The three of them exited the carriage, standing on a ridge overlooking a lush valley. They were north of Glimmerside, the home of that wretched Queen Pethinia. But the sight brought a smile to Myrthyd.

      “The Gray Army,” he whispered. Somewhere down there, his prized Circle of the Shadow Moon circulated amongst the rest. They were to be the undead generals he intended to use to push his army forward. Tukra did an amazing job with the human component of the army, but Myrthyd couldn’t help knowing how obedient the gray souls were to him alone.

      “Look at all of them,” Enaxx said. Keeper from the Crimson Tower, he’d accompanied Myrthyd early on as a means to keep tabs on him, though Myrthyd knew the man had come over to his side of thinking. The rest of the Keepers might be disappointed in how fully he followed Myrthyd, and all of that without a touch of the compulsion spell he thought he’d need to keep the man in line.

      “Indeed,” Myrthyd replied.

      Brindy whistled. “Such a sight.”

      “Don’t forget to write it down! Make sure to preserve this moment. Record how you feel, the awe of our amazing army that flows through you. Future generations must know of this.”

      “Of course, sir,” Brindy said.

      The three magi watched as the sea of gray souls shambled back and forth in the valley below. To the south of the horde, Myrthyd noticed the assembled human component of the army clad in black uniforms. Dirty gray tents dotted that part of the valley, with horses kept in temporary pens and sunlight reflecting off swords and shields.

      “Thomal, take us to Tukra,” Myrthyd said.

      “We’re going…in there?” the driver said.

      “Fear not. The gray army acts on my will, none other. We are safe, I promise.”

      Luk opened the carriage door, and the three entered. Soon they were on their way down the sloping road, headed for the gray souls.

      As the carriage drew closer, the moaning of the horde grew louder. The voices surrounded them.

      “Sir, are you sure we’re safe?” Luk called from the front seat. “These things are everywhere and they’ve got their sight set on the animals.”

      Myrthyd grinned. He hoped by now those under his care would trust in his power, no matter the circumstances. Maybe he ought to let Luk see how much control he had over the gray souls?

      “Don’t worry,” he finally replied, “they do nothing without my command.”

      “If you say so, sir.”

      Myrthyd let the doubt linger as the carriage lumbered forward.

      “Sir, they surrounded us!” Brindy said, peering out the dirty window. Gray hands slapped against it as though trying to break in.

      “Brindy, do you trust me?” Myrthyd asked.

      “Of course Kull Naga. But look at them…they’re mindless creatures and they’re all around us!”

      Myrthyd shook his head. He expected more from Brindy. “Do not fear what I have under control. This,” Myrthyd said, patting the Blood Stone tied to a leather cord around his neck, “is all I need. You ought to know better.”

      The boy turned his head downward. “Of course, Kull Naga. I didn’t mean to insult you, sir. There are just so many of them and we are but few.”

      Myrthyd let out a deep breath. “Numbers don’t matter when you have power. My power is greater than this entire valley of gray souls. Remember that.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I confess, Kull Naga,” Enaxx said, “that I share in the boy’s trepidation. Surrounded by these monsters does offer a moment of fear.”

      “Keeper Enaxx, don’t tell me you fear your own army?”

      “I fear they might want to taste my flesh.”

      Myrthyd shook his head. “Maybe I ought to let them,” he said.

      “Sir?” Enaxx asked.

      “Don’t doubt me, Enaxx. Ever.” His tone was dark, hoping the Keeper understood his meaning.

      The carriage lurched forward until finally it slowed. Outside, Myrthyd heard the guard’s question them and Thomal and Luk explaining who they carried within.

      The door swung open. “My Kull,” the guard said, dropping to one knee.

      “Take us to General Tukra. I assume he’s here?”

      “Yes, yes, of course.” The guard stood and closed the door. “Come this way,” the guard said, and the carriage again moved slowly forward.

      In a matter of moments, they were stopped once more and Luk opened the door. “This way, sir,” he said. The three magi exited the carriage and found themselves standing on a muddy field surrounded by soldiers.

      “My Kull Naga, it is my pleasure to have you join us,” said General Tukra, the former Tower guard turned leader of Myrthyd’s army. He’d done much to grow their ranks, calling dragon slayers and others to their cause. The blight in Tregaron was so terrible, they had little problem convincing fighters to join when giving the promise of food and the opportunity to exact revenge on those wicked drakku, the source of their problems.

      “General Tukra, how delighted I am to see such a powerful army,” Enaxx said.

      “Of course, Keeper Enaxx. The Kull Naga’s cause is just, and these men know it. Our ranks have swelled since last we spoke.”

      The larger man approached the magus and gave a slight bow. “The rest of the Keepers would be delighted to know you’re here,” he said to Myrthyd. “They grow nervous around the gray souls.”

      “And the Circle of the Shadow Moon? What of their activity?” Myrthyd asked.

      Tukra shook his head slowly. “They move freely amongst the gray souls, but they are easy to spot. Truth be told, sir, they frighten most of the men. They look like gray souls but clearly they’re something different. They have a mind of their own. I swear, they even frighten me. I’ve seen them perform spells. I’m not sure how to handle the undead under their own free will.”

      “Fear not, General. I will ensure they do not harm our soldiers. Now, take me to the Keepers.”

      “Of course, sir, this way.” Tukra turned, and they followed him through the muddy paths headed for a large red and black tent in the middle of the camp.

      They stood outside the tent, where two guards blocked the entrance.

      “In here, sir,” Tukra said. One of the guards opened the tent flap, and they followed Tukra inside.

      Once inside the tent, Brindy let out a whistle. “Wow, look at this place,” he said.

      “I see my fellow Keepers don’t share the same hardiness as our army,” Enaxx said.

      Myrthyd shook his head. The interior of the tent had to have been Romari’s doing. Adorned with tapestries and exquisite furniture of dark wood with rich, purple velvet, the Keeper’s lounged, sipping on wine, while serving girls wearing white robes that left nothing to the imagination attended to their needs. One of the girls with long blonde hair smiled at them and held out a pitcher of wine.

      “Care for wine, magus?” she asked in a sweet voice.

      “No, we do not,” Myrthyd replied loudly.

      “Very well, sir,” she said and went to her station at the side of the tent.

      Manathon, the Keeper of the Verdant Tower, looked up from his lounge chair at the sound of Myrthyd’s voice and nearly fell over.

      “Kull Naga! How unexpected of you!” He hurried across the tent, holding his wine goblet in a shaky hand. Dressed in dark green robes, he seemed a little plumper than the last Myrthyd had seen him.

      Romari stood from her chair. Dressed in a sleek white dress cut low enough to draw the eye toward her breast, she casually strolled across the tent as though in no hurry at all.

      “Kull Naga, I’m so glad to see you’ve returned.” Her cool eyes betrayed nothing as she approached.

      “Where’s Keeper Nyle?” Myrthyd asked, realizing the Keeper from the Blue Tower wasn’t with them.

      Romari waved a hand in the air. “That fool is probably down at the river playing in the water. I swear, if he weren’t a Keeper, I’d believe he was nothing more than a child.”

      Myrthyd stood silent, deciding if he should wait for Nyle or not. Soon, the tent flaps opened, and the decision was made as Nyle came bounding in.

      “Romari, Marathon,” he began, “I think the Kull—”

      He went quiet when he realized Myrthyd stood before him.

      “My Kull,” Nyle said, dropping to one knee. Unlike the rest of the Keepers, he hadn’t been in his position long enough to learn disobedience and disrespect to the station of Kull Naga as the others. A personal choice of Myrthyd’s after his predecessor’s failure to keep the halflings in check, Nyle was the kind of Keeper Myrthyd preferred. They did his bidding.

      “You may rise, Keeper Nyle,” Myrthyd said. Romari clicked her tongue and shook her head. Manathon sloshed his wine in the goblet and swallowed it down.

      “What brings you to the camp?” Manathon said.

      “I’ve come to join the army and oversee our progress. I assume you’ve met the Circle of the Shadow Moon?”

      Manathan’s eyes widened as he shook his head slowly. Nyle did the same. Romari seemed distant and uninterested in the conversation. She motioned to the serving girls to bring chairs and soon they were in a circle facing one another with Brindy standing behind Myrthyd.

      “Those…things,” Romari said, a look of disgust on her face, “are like living gray souls. They practice their spells and force the others to follow their lead. If it weren’t for Tukra’s insistence that they were under your control, I’d swear they act of their own free will.”

      Myrthyd grinned. He expected some push back from the Keepers. He also didn’t care. When he forced the wraith to create them, the experiment went better than expected. Powerful, magic-wielding gray souls with a touch of life still within their faded and decaying bodies were the perfect tool for him to smash the resistance in the south and establish his rightful authority over all Rowyth.

      “Romari, have you been in contact with Grymryg?” he asked, ignoring her concern.

      Romari nodded slowly. “The Onyx has been here. He and his horde. They stayed long enough to anger half the army under Tukra’s command. The dragon slayers were ready to slaughter them. It took quite a bit of convincing to get them to stand down. Tukra seemed incapable of controlling his men and Grymryg didn’t seem to care.”

      “I expected as much. It’s not often the Order and those wretched dragons work together. Grymryg is but a means to an end. Once he removes the dragons under Etain, he’ll no longer be useful to us and will be dealt with.”

      “I see,” Romari said, leaning back in her chair. She held her empty goblet in the air and a servant girl quickly filled it.

      “How soon until we march for Glimmerside?” Nyle asked.

      “We wait for Grymryg to bring down Etain, and then we march. I don’t expect he’ll be long. His hatred of her goes back many centuries. His followers eager to bring their leader a victory,” Myrthyd said.

      They sipped wine and spoke of mundane things like troop numbers, how many horses they obtained, and rations. Surprisingly, Tukra had done a marvelous job keeping everything in order and so far, they’d had little problems with soldiers fighting one another.

      As the day wore on, the conversation waned. Myrthyd stood. “I appreciate everything you’ve done with the Gray Army in my absence. I anticipate a great victory soon, and you will all be commended for your actions. As we move to liberate the people from their ignorant ways and bring food and prosperity to all, remember your actions and remember your role. History will look upon us favorably. Though we march with the gray souls at our backs, it is for a just cause.”

      He turned, nodded to Brindy, and left the Keepers, headed for Tukra and in search of the tent he’d call his own while in the field. Lots of work needed to be done, and patiently waiting on Grymryg afforded him the time to do so.
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      The little girl, Helni, had decided to join Alushia on the flight atop Ryn, embracing her dragon essence. Jor at first objected, but after several long moments of whining from Helni, she gave in and consented. “You two better take care of her,” she said with a stern look. The expression on her face made Alushia think the former dragon slayer might run her through with her sword.

      “You have nothing to worry about. Ryn is amazing and won’t let anything happen to her. You have my word,” Alushia said.

      Jor grunted, but nodded and watched as Helni walked to Alushia, who led the girl to Ryn, waiting for the both of them.

      After several hours of flight, Helni still marveled at the sights afforded by such heights, and often waved to Jor, yelling “Hi,” though Alushia didn’t think Jor, or the others heard her. They were high enough to see ahead of the group below, but low enough to keep an eye on them.

      The dragon slayer traversed through the forest with Tozgan and Belthos. She adamantly refused to ride a dragon, which slowed their progress considerably.

      “Hi Jor! There’s a river just in front of you!” Helni cried out. Alushia looked over Ryn’s side to see if those on the ground acknowledged Helni’s words, but it didn’t appear like it.

      “I don’t think they can hear you,” Alushia said over her shoulder. Helni gave her a slight tug and raised her hand, pointing to their right.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      Alushia turned and gasped. “By Meanos,” she mumbled.

      Three black creatures flew across the afternoon sky. They were too far away to tell if they were dragons or griffons.

      “Ryn! To our right. Are they friendly?”

      The Garnet dragon swung his head to the side and blew out a small column of flame. I don’t know, but it seems we’re about to find out. It’s too late to flee.

      Alushia swallowed hard, hoping they were loyal to her mother and not part of Grymryg’s rebellion.

      Ryn roared, and those on the ground looked up. Alushia watched their heads turn toward the visitors in the sky. Jor pulled her sword free. The stone around Belthos’ neck glowed. Tozgan pulled his cap off, twisted it, then placed it back on his head before he freed his crossbow, nocking a bolt to fire.

      Alushia’s blood rushed in her ears, the sound louder than the wind whistling past her. Helni gripped her tight around the waist. Whoever these visitors were, she’d not let them harm the girl.

      As the creatures drew closer, confusion gripped Alushia. Two brown griffons flanked an Opal dragon.

      See that? I don’t think they’re with Grymryg. The only things he hates worse than your mother are the griffons, Ryn said.

      Alushia relaxed her grip on Ryn’s back a little, but still wasn’t ready to concede they were friendly just yet.

      Ryn flew in a lazy circle, keeping the incoming visitors in view. Alushia felt the muscles in his neck tighten. Maybe he wasn’t quite as convinced as he said? She thought.

      The griffons and dragon approached as a bolt flew upwards from the ground, nearly clipping one of the griffon’s wings. The creature roared its disapproval and the Opal dragon let loose a blast of lightning that landed near the three on the ground.

      What are they doing? If these are loyal to your mother —

      Ryn’s words drifted away as the Opal dragon’s voice cut him off, her words clear in Alushia’s mind.

      Do they mean to harm servants loyal to the Dragon and Griffon Lords? The female voice was sharp and authoritative, making Alushia think of her mother.

      Then why approach without announcing yourselves? Ryn replied.

      We’ve come to find Lord Etain’s daughter. Ryn, you do carry her on her back, do you not? The Opal dragon asked. The two griffons flew in a wide arc around them while Ryn hovered in the air, flapping his large wings to stay in place. It was Helni who spoke.

      “Yes, he does! Why are you trying to scare us?”

      The little one can hear me? The Opal dragon asked.

      Who are you? Ryn asked. Alushia tried to keep her eye on the dragon, the griffons, and those below. The last thing they needed was to start a problem by attacking her mother’s dragon.

      My name is Ivne. Your mother sent us to scour the lands searching for you. She’s with your father, and the Griffon Lord, Thalia. They gather their forces to oppose the evil creeping across the land. The Opal’s dark eyes stared at Alushia, ignoring Ryn and Helni. She feared you might be dead. She’ll be overjoyed by the news of your survival.

      Where are they? Ryn asked.

      One of the griffons soared above them and hovered in the crisp air. Then Ivne spoke.

      It’s time we hurry back. Your family will be excited to have you back. The world is changing and we have little time to remain idle.

      Ivne flew in a wide circle around Ryn, keeping an eye on the group below.

      “If we’re to be quick about this, they’ll need a ride,” Alushia said, nodding toward the group below. She knew Ivne and the griffons wouldn’t like it, but it was the only way. “Ryn, land by them so we can straighten this out.” He followed her lead and landed in a field just outside the trees where their companions were hiding.

      Alushia stroked Ryn’s thick neck, feeling each scale as she did so. “You can come out. They’re with us. They serve my mother.”

      A moment later, Ivne and the griffons landed next to them. Slowly, Jor, Tozgan, and Belthos crept from the trees. Thankfully, Tozgan had slung his crossbow back over his shoulder. However, Belthos held the power through his stone, a faint glow surrounding it.

      “These three are not to be feared. My mother sent them to find me. They know where she is. And my father too. Hurry and climb on. It’s the only way to get there.”

      The glow around Belthos’ stone vanished. Tozgan and Jor froze. The three of them conferred for a moment. It must have been a heated discussion. Belthos pointed at the Opal and back to Tozgan. The man pulled off his cap and raised it above his head, shaking it vigorously. Finally, Jor placed an arm on his shoulder, and whatever was said was enough to calm them all down. The group slowly approached the waiting dragons and griffons.

      “Thank you for the opportunity,” Jor said. “Though not something I’d ever expect to do, we accept the offer of transport. It seems we have no other choice.”

      “They aren’t going to harm you. Not unless you try to punch an arrow through them again,” Alushia said, fixing her gaze on Tozgan. The man didn’t shrink from her look. Instead, he held his ground and gave a slight nod.

      “I was protecting the girl. She trusted us to help her. How was I to know they weren’t the enemy?”

      Alushia ruffled Helni’s dark hair and smiled. “Fair enough. Now you know they mean no harm. They’ve agreed to carry you. Climb up and get comfortable.”

      The three hesitated until Belthos stepped toward the Opal. He paused and turned to Jor, who only nodded. Belthos grinned like a child getting a treat and approached the Opal dragon. Ivne lowered her wing and carefully he climbed atop her back, seated along her spine much like Alushia and Helni atop Ryn. Then Jor and Tozgan each approached a silent griffon. The griffons lowered themselves to their knees and bent to the side, allowing the pair to climb on their backs.

      “Grab hold of their necks. It won’t hurt and will keep you from falling off,” Alushia said.

      “Grab what? Their—” Tozgan replied but was cut short when the griffon launched into the air. Tozgan reflexively clutched the feathers around the griffon’s neck, his knuckles turning white.

      Soon, the others leapt into the air. Belthos leaned closer to Ivne’s back, wrapping his arms around her. Jor tried to remain calm, but Alushia could see fear in her eyes. All Alushia could do was giggle at the absurdity of two dragon slayers and a former magus riding on the backs of the drakku. The world was certainly a different place. And that wasn’t a bad thing.
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      The morning after the banquet, Lailoken awoke to a bright ray of sunshine beaming through the open window. The ocean breeze blew warm and inviting, making the curtains flap gently. He stretched his sore arms, his body creaking. It had been a long time since he enjoyed such comfortable sleeping conditions, and with Etain at his side, too.

      He turned in bed. “Etain?” Moving the sheets as though she were hidden underneath, he sat up and rubbed sleep from his eyes. “Etain, where are you?” A faint alarm sounded in his head and he forced himself to push the negative thoughts aside. She hadn’t left, she wouldn’t do that. Not now. Not as they stood on the precipice of history.

      “She’s outside, sir, with the girl.” The young female voice scared him. “Sir, if you are ready to rise, I can get the tea warmed for you.”

      He stared at the girl standing just beyond the foot of the bed. She must’ve been fifteen or so and had long, straight blonde hair. She smiled warmly, distorting the scar that ran across her cheek, which nearly touched her brown eyes. She wore a flowing white gown, as did all of Thalia’s servants, and moved swiftly and quietly throughout the grounds.

      “Sir?” she asked. Shaken from his stupor, he nodded absently. She turned on her heels and he called out to her.

      “Did you say they were outside?”

      “Yes sir,” she replied without turning around, “out back near the edge of the green. Training or some such thing. I’ll have the tea in a moment.”

      “Thank you…” he paused, trying to recall her name.

      “Nardia,” she said, completing his thought.

      “Nardia,” he answered quietly, as though the name held some sort of significance. Whatever he drank at the banquet the night before must’ve worked him over good. Combined with the comfortable bed, it was a wonder he could think at all.

      Nardia left the room. Rising from the bed, he looked around for his pants and shirt, but they were gone.

      “Nardia,” he called out, “where are my clothes?”

      Poking her head in the doorway, she pointed. “Hanging over there.” He followed her gaze.

      “Oh no,” he whispered. Nardia smiled.

      “Lady Etain said this was your new uniform.”

      Draped over a small wooden rod and hanging from a hook in the wall were a set of black pants and coat, similar to Reinfrid’s, though instead of gold cords at the shoulders, his were red. Gold buttons inlaid with a red dragon claw ran up the front of the coat. Though not a lot of color, it was still much more than his normal attire. Below the uniform sat a pair of knee-high black boots, shined and ready.

      Dragging himself out of bed, he washed  at the bowl filled with warm water and dressed in his new uniform. It fit well and when he pretended to wield his dragon-eyed sword; it allowed enough movement that he didn’t hate it. Straightening his coat, he left to find Etain and Mattie.

      Lailoken stood at the doorway and sighed. The sight of Etain with Mattie at her side made him think of how much they had missed as a family. The two of them were outside in a grass-covered courtyard, enjoying the morning sun. It was clear Etain was trying to encourage the girl’s magical abilities by the way she was demonstrating with her hands the effects of whatever it is they were practicing.

      Etain never had the chance to interact with Alushia like she was doing with Mattie. It warmed his heart to see the two of them sharing this moment. He hadn’t wanted another child after raising one by himself. Maybe they’d been given a second chance to grow as a family?

      By Meanos, what a cruel trick to play when war looms, he thought.

      “Hey Lailoken, come see what Etain taught me!” Mattie cried out when she noticed him leaning against the doorframe. Etain turned to him and smiled warmly. Dressed in a flowing dress of the lightest shade of green, it contrasted with Mattie’s white dress. Etain’s red hair flowed behind her in the warm ocean breeze.

      “Come, my love, the girl has great power.”

      Lailoken strode across the green grass, his heart filled with a deep contentment that he hadn’t felt in a long time. He breathed in deeply and marveled at the blue skies above. A griffon and dragon flew together in the north, their bodies diving and rising in alternate patterns, then twisting toward one another. The delicate aerial act more a dance than anything else, and to see the two drakku factions in such an intimate display seemed nearly impossible only a few short months ago. But powerful enemies tend to force unity where it once failed to take hold.

      By the time he reached the pair, Mattie was jumping up and down and barely able to contain herself.

      “Lailoken! I’m so glad I got to meet Etain. She’s so kind. She’s shown me so many wonderful things and I can’t wait to show you!”

      He ruffled her dark hair. “Alright little one, let me see what you can do.” He planted a kiss on Etain’s red lips and slipped a hand around her waist, standing next to her as they both watched Mattie demonstrate what she learned.

      The girl looked at Etain, who offered a slight nod, and Mattie began.

      Weaving her hands in circular patterns, she closed her eyes tight, and a crease crossed her forehead. A moment later, a small red ball of flame emerged above her hands. She enlarged the circular pattern, and the ball of flame grew larger and larger until it was the size of her head. Opening her eyes, the flames made her face glow in the morning sun. Then she spread her hands out wide, and the flames vanished into a thin wisp of smoke.

      “Well done!” Etain said, offering her applause.

      “Yes, indeed,” Lailoken added, clapping as well. “You have great powers, little one. Lucky for you, we have a teacher unlike any you could’ve ever discovered. How often does someone get to learn at the foot of the Dragon Lord? I’d say it’s a unique chance for all.”

      Mattie’s face lit up at the compliment. “Thank you! I’m working on a bubble, too.” Lailoken turned his head to the side, unsure what she meant. She just giggled and wove her hands in an intricate pattern. A faint glow emerged and radiated outward, but Lailoken lost sight of it in the daylight.

      Lailoken noticed Frendule near the edge of the green, walking along the steep cliff’s edge. “Hey, why don’t you show Frendule your new ability? I’m sure he’ll be impressed with your progress,” he told Mattie. He nodded in the direction of the former magus and Mattie giggled.

      “Can I?” she asked Etain.

      “Of course! Don’t frighten him though, you know how he can be.”

      Mattie ran off, her white dress flowing behind her as she made her way across the grass heading for Frendule.

      “Reminds me of what could’ve been,” Etain said as they watched the girl. Lailoken wanted to say the same, but years of raising Alushia on his own created a scar he wanted to heal and forget about, but small moments like this often made the wound fresh again. Instead, he said nothing.

      “I see your uniform fits,” Etain said, turning toward him. “It gives you the presence a commander needs.”

      He pulled the coat straight again. “I didn’t think I’d like such a stiff look, but it’s rather comfortable.”

      Etain ran her hand along his arm until she grasped his hand. “I know all of this is overwhelming. No one wants to face what we face. Most of all, the two of us. To marshal the combined drakku forces in defense of our land against our very own son…I’ve never read such a tale, nor would I wish this on anyone.”

      Her words sat in his mind. Their truth meant he’d need to be stronger than ever, but with Etain at his side, he felt invincible.

      “We will overcome whatever evil I helped unleash on Rowyth. The responsibility lies with me to end it. I fear the cost might be high and that alone gives me pause.”

      “But you don’t face this alone. The battle is not yours, but ours. If you hadn’t given Myrthyd the Blood Stone, surely, he would’ve found it another way. If his heart is set on such evil, nothing would get in his way. I don’t blame you. No one does.”

      She turned to face him, holding both his hands in hers. The delicate shape of her face and her loving eyes melted his heart. He knew what kind of woman she was, and he knew her strength was far greater than any evil that dared to impose its will on the land. But still, the guilt clung to his thoughts.

      “Even if he did find someone else to retrieve the Stone, I’m still his father. If not for me, he wouldn’t even be in this world. His humanity denies the drakku blood running through him. He gained this hate from me, from my kind.”

      Etain shook her head. “It is not his human blood that does this, it’s the corruption he was taught. You are not at fault. Hatred is not passed on at birth, it’s taught. Look at Alushia. Does she harbor the same anger as Myrthyd?”

      “She did. I don’t think she does now, not if she’s been with this dragon Ryn for all this time. That was from me. I taught her to hate the drakku.”

      “I know this is difficult, but it’s also the past. We cannot change it any more than we can change the color of our eyes. What we can do is learn from it and move forward in a more enlightened way. You have, Alushia has, and when we’re done, all of Rowyth can as well.”

      Lailoken turned and walked a few steps away, the conversation much deeper than he anticipated, especially before having breakfast. He tried to will the guilt away, but it refused his attempts.

      A shout traveled
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