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STOP! 

If you don’t enjoy the sweet torture of a cliffhanger ending, then don’t read any further! Unless, of course, you are in possession of the final instalment, A Dragon’s Soul. 

If that’s the case, then go right ahead.
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  Prologue

~Two Years Ago~


“Hush, students. Some respect for the judge, please,” murmured Professor Tormund, a greying hippogryph and also their history teacher. 
Sera entered the Mandar City Courthouse once more, along with the nineteen other apprentices in her class. Each year the Mandar Institute for Negotiators, Alchemists, Trackers and Hunters, better known as MINATH, inducted five pupils for each profession for a four-year apprenticeship. Sera had just celebrated her twentieth birthday and entered her final year. 
“Hush,” the hippogryph repeated sternly, glaring from beneath his feathery eyebrows at the Hunter apprentices in particular. Tormund was the only mythic on the teaching staff at MINATH, but the best one there, in Sera’s opinion. He had brought the entire class out today to watch the sentencing of a court case because, in his words, “Today’s sentence could be tomorrow’s history lesson. We are here to observe the end result of your job. Never forget, every mythic you bring in is an individual with their own life. They have dreams and fears and family, just like you. Make sure you don’t bring in the wrong one.”
The whispering and sniggering quietened as the judge took her place at the bench. Sera’s friend Hazel, an Alchemist-in-training, nudged her and jerked her head behind them. Sera followed her gaze to see two grey-uniformed guards from the Iniques Rehabilitation Centre wheel in a frame that held a sealed glass cube. A collective gasp escaped the students as they saw the mythic trapped inside the tempered glass. It was a shadow. The unique mythic was rarely seen and tended to live on the fringes of society. The black smoke that obscured its true form pulsed slowly as the guards set the cell to the right of Judge Lenka. Glancing at the internal door past the judge’s bench, Sera watched as the jury filed into the courtroom. Running her eyes over the group, she analysed them with a frown. 
Something seems… off.
She flinched as she sensed Professor Tormund leaning over her shoulder. He whispered into her ear so softly that she had to strain to hear his words over the clicking of his beak.
“I see your scrutiny. Have you noticed that all the jury members are humans?”
Returning her gaze to the jury, she realised he was right. There were ten humans shuffling to their seats, the majority of whom were men.
Mimicking his volume, she whispered, “Somehow it doesn’t seem fair for it to be only humans that pass judgement on a mythic. Like… it’s ‘them’ against ‘us.’ Like we’re better than them.”
Keeping her focus forward, she saw him nod in her peripheral, satisfied with her evaluation. His expression dropped and he muttered darkly, “This won’t be a fair sentence.” Before Sera could ask what he meant, he straightened, his feathered head too high for her to subtly request an explanation. 
The judge cracked her gavel as the jury took their seats. The shadow throbbed in time with the sharp sound. Tendrils of the mist warped and began to vibrate slightly as the judge cleared her throat. 
“Thank you all for your time today. I ask the jury, have you made a decision?”
“Yes, we have, your Honour.”
“The shadow, Inca Soleque, stands accused of murder in the first degree of Hector Dower. How does the jury find?”
“We find Inca Soleque guilty.”
A wail echoed from the cell as Inca’s vibrations grew in strength and they pounded against the glass.
“I didn’t do it,” they screeched, their voice warping between high and low notes. “You know it! I am innocent.”
Judge Lenka spoke over the shadow, projecting her voice so the crowd would hear the sentence. “I hearby sentence the shadow, Inca Soleque, to death by electrocution.” 
“No,” they howled, the black tentacles solidifying and smacking their prison as the shadows spiralled and swirled, growing and filling the space as they vented their fear and rage. “You can’t do this,” Inca sobbed. 
Sera turned away, her heart twisting with compassion. She sternly reminded herself that the shadow had murdered an old man in his own home, and she shouldn’t feel sympathy for the killer. Hardening her expression, Sera raised her eyes back to the shadow and, just for a moment, red eyes stared out at her before the darkness closed around their form once more. 
The Hunters jeered at the shadow as the glass cage was wheeled from the courtroom before Professor Tormund swung a wing out and clipped the closest one, Tyler, around his ears. Tyler rubbed the side of his head and shot a venomous look towards his teacher. Sera turned away in disgust at Tyler’s attitude. He might be the best Hunter in their year, but he was an arrogant jerk. She had no time for him. The hippogryph’s mouth pulled down in grief as the screams of the shadow faded once the door closed behind them. 
Sera placed a hand on his grey coat and said, “I didn’t enjoy that either, but at least Hector Dower has justice now.” 
Her teacher regarded her for a long moment before turning away. He muttered, “Does he, though?” 






  
  Chapter one
~Arius~


Arius roared his pain and frustration to the dawning sun. Five nights had passed since the storm knocked him unconscious and speared him and Seraphina into Lake Eyre, but the brightening sky did nothing to ease his agony. When he had awoken at sunset in the shallows of the lake, it had taken him a moment to realise his Soulbound was missing as the debilitating pain of his broken wing overwhelmed all other thoughts. Once he’d realised Sera was gone, he’d been swept into a frenzy. He’d splashed clumsily along the shoreline, dragging his useless wing, and desperately scanned the murky depths of the water, praying to the Four Gods she hadn’t been killed in the crash. Once his inner turmoil subsided enough for rationality to return, Arius realised he could still sense her soul. The relief of knowing she was alive was swiftly overtaken by fear for her safety. 
The past five days had been long, painful and full of worry. A void enveloped his chest, deepening his fear. He was afraid that she’d come to harm after the fall. He was angry that he couldn’t help her in his current state. What was the use of all his magic if he was useless to save the one he loved? Arius slammed his tail into the closest tree, the trunk snapping as if it were no more than a twig. His fury and fear constricted his throat, blinding him from logical thought. To release his pain, he spewed forth a pillar of flame and set the forest alight. Panting, he glared at the flames licking the foliage. After a minute of watching the trees burn, he sighed. He shouldn’t take his anger out on Ghaia’s creations. Before the blaze could take hold he quelled the magic of his flames and the would-be forest fire died. Once the fire had completely vanished, he dropped his head to the shaly shore of the lake and sank to his belly. Melancholy gripped him and he howled his fears to Caelhi, the Goddess of the Air. She cared for all creatures belonging to the sky, so surely she would hear his pleas to look after his Soulbound, even though Sera was one of Ghaia’s children. 
The pain was destroying him. Not from his wing; that would be fully healed in a few more days. A jagged hole had torn through his chest ever since he’d sensed Sera travelling further away from him. Now her soul was only a dim speck in the horizon of his consciousness. He had a vague sense that she was east of him, so assumed she had returned to Mandar City. Doubt slipped into his mind, warping his reason, and he wondered if she wasn’t hurt. Perhaps she’d decided to leave him. He didn’t understand how she could have abandoned him so casually. While Arius understood that she had led a life before him and had a family back in the city, he thought she wouldn’t have been able to resist the will of the Gods. They were Soulbound. But even before the binding, he thought he had meant something to her. Why would she leave him? He whined low in his throat. As soon as he was fully healed he would fly to confront her, but in the meantime he just had to keep stumbling his way toward the city. 
He rose grimly to his feet once more and marched on, dragging his broken wing. Even though it exposed him to prying eyes, he’d purposely kept his journey beside Lake Eyre since it was easier for a mythic of his size to travel in the open, especially when injured. The last thing he wanted was for his wing to get snagged on trees and bushes the entire time he was travelling. 
Something small unexpectedly buzzed past his right ear and he shook his head in annoyance. The whirring sounded again in his other ear followed by a high-pitched snigger. Nostrils flaring, he realised it was one of those damnable titters. The annoying little birds would whisper derisively between themselves and tease all who crossed their path, although it was rare to see them this far from civilisation. Another mocking snicker sounded from behind him. He swung his head and snapped his fangs at the nearest titter. Inspiration struck as his jaws closed on empty air and he stopped his hostile behaviour and sat back on his haunches. 
“Titter, show yourself. I, Arius, son of Talegar and Valenta, wish to speak to you.”
Two titters appeared in front of him before landing on his snout. He growled low at their impertinence. The birds giggled nervously and fluttered to a nearby branch. 
“Hiya, big lizard. Hiya! What wrong with your wing?” the male of the pair called out. 
The female pecked her mate and whispered, “Hush! Great dragon eat you if you rude, eat you!” 
“He not eat me, I too quick for him while he only got one wing.” 
“What about when he better?” The second titter cuffed the male over the head with her white wing. He squawked indignantly but snapped his black beak shut. 
Arius waited patiently for their squabbling to end. “I have a task for you. Your help will earn my deep gratitude. I need you to take a message to someone for me.” 
The titters eyed him suspiciously and whispered to one another. The female titter eventually puffed her blue breast up with pride and said, “This great honour, mighty dragon.”
The male interjected, “Where message going?”
“I believe she’s in Mandar City. I’m not sure precisely where. Her name is Seraphina but you may hear her called Sera. She’s a young woman with beautiful auburn hair, tanned skin and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. She has a golden scar on her palm. She carries a knife named Firinne in a sheath on her belt. She is a Tracker for the MRO so will likely be wearing her green uniform.”
They had been nodding along, absorbing his description, but screeched at that. “A Tracker! We no help them!” 
“She’s different to other Trackers. She has bound herself to me and will help us in the future.” 
They muttered sullenly under their breath, feathers fluffed in protest. A rumble built in his throat at their reluctance and his chest glowed with barely contained fire. He bared his fangs at the titters, so trapped in his own fear of losing his Soulbound that he refused to acknowledge theirs. 
“Fine, fine,” acquiesced the female. “We do what you ask. What we say to her?” 
The flames that had begun licking his throat subsided and he forced himself to relax. He let the breath he’d been holding out in a rush and murmured, “Thank you.” He bowed his head. “I need you to find her and tell her Arius is on his way. If she’s hurt or imprisoned, tell her I’m coming to save her. I need her to be safe. I need her with me.” He bit back the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him again and ducked his head momentarily. Raising his emerald eyes to look into the red eyes of the titters, he said, “I will owe you a favour if you do this for me. Once you have delivered the message, find me.” With a grimace, he flexed his injured wing and said, “By that time, I will have returned to the skies. Fly fast, little ones, and find my love.” 






  
  Chapter two

Sera stared blankly at her computer. The words swam on the screen as she struggled to focus on the report she was typing up. It had been five days since she had been found on the road into Mandar City with no memory of what happened to her. She had been relegated to desk duties until she received clearance from the Mythic Relations Office’s medical team. The fact that she couldn’t remember anything from the eleven days she’d been gone didn’t help her case. So, for the time being, she was stuck in the office transcribing hard copies of reports from forty years ago onto the MRO’s online filing system. 
The morning sunlight streamed through the windows that lined one side of the Tracker’s Hub, practically begging her to leave the stuffy office and take Balthazar out for a training ride. She tapped her fingers aimlessly against the arm of her office chair and leaned back. It creaked and rolled away from the desk. She huffed in frustration and tugged herself closer to the screen. The pile of paperwork to her right teetered precariously. She glared at it. Shoving her chair away, she stood up with the intention of straightening the pile but the wheels caught on a loose strand in the carpet and stalled its movement. Growling under her breath, she leant down to unwind the snag from the wheel. 
“Tracker Seraphina?” 
She twisted and rose hastily to see who had summoned her but cracked her head on the underside of her desk. “For Ghaia’s sake!” She rubbed the spot as she staggered upright, eyes watering.
Negotiator Aaron stood in front of her desk wearing a bemused smile. “Sorry to bother you, but I wanted to see how you were going with the archives?” 
She glanced at the tower of reports that still threatened to collapse, raised an eyebrow at him and asked blandly, “How does it look like I’m going?” 
He chuckled nervously, running a dark-skinned hand over his cropped black hair. “It does look like a big job, but I’m sure you will get it completed in no time.” He offered her an encouraging grin as he walked around her desk and helped to straighten the reports.
She dropped her shoulders and sighed. It’s not his fault that I’m stuck here. She returned his smile and said, “Thanks, Negotiator Aaron. I appreciate the help. Sorry I’ve been short with you.” 
He beamed at her and said, “Just call me Aaron.” He waved a hand dismissively and continued, “No need to apologise. I am just so thrilled that someone is finally moving the records across. Once we have easy access to all that precious information, we will be able to analyse the data to see whether there are any correlations between the activities of the mythics from then to now. Just imagine if we could use forty years of data to predict potential threats before they happen and could actually help those mythics before they start down the wrong path. The opportunities are endless!” 
His enthusiasm was infectious and, even though she hated the job, Sera felt a renewed sense of motivation to complete her task, now that there was a purpose. She nodded to him and sat back down. “I’d better get back onto it, then.”
He flashed her a winning smile and ran his hands over his head again. “Before I go… I was just wondering whether you were going with anyone to the ceremony this weekend?”
She stared at him blankly and asked, “What ceremony?” 
“The Choosing Ceremony for this year’s graduates from MINATH.”
“Oh! I’d forgotten about that.”
“All previous graduates were invited; didn’t you get a letter?” Aaron quirked an eyebrow.
“Yeah, I did. Sorry, I forgot.” She scrubbed a hand over her face before explaining, “My housemate, Hazel – she’s an Alchemist here – she’s on the organising committee. It’s all she’s been talking about lately. I’ve just… had a lot on my mind.” She lifted her lips at the Negotiator in a tired approximation of a smile. 
He placed a comforting hand on her shoulder and Sera froze at his touch. 
Relax. He’s not Tyler. He’s not going to hurt you. 
Unaware of her discomfort, Aaron said, “I can only imagine.” He smiled sympathetically. “I heard what happened. It must be so frustrating having lost some of your memories. If there’s anything I can do to help, please tell me.” He ducked his head bashfully as he added quickly, “I’d be more than happy to accompany you if you would like?” 
Before Sera could respond, he walked away with his eyes on the floor, a dark hue staining his cheeks. 

      [image: ]Three hours later a headache pounded through her skull. She rubbed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. With a couple of clicks, she finalised the last few details and saved the report.
Ten down, only two hundred to go.
Reaching forward, she placed her thumb against the corner of her monitor and, with a flash of blue light that scanned her fingerprint, it automatically signed her out and turned the screen off. She sighed and rolled her chair away from her desk. Standing up, she stretched briefly, her back cracking from having been in the one position for so long. Grabbing her phone, she exited her cubicle, nearly running into Hazel. 
“Hey, Sera!” her friend and housemate said warmly. With a quick assessment, she smiled sympathetically and asked, “Rough day?” 
“Ridiculous,” Sera groaned. “Getting there slowly, but I need a break.” 
Concern flashed over Hazel’s face but she hid it swiftly behind a cheerful smile. “I was coming to see if you wanted to join me for lunch? I was going to head over to Tregua Park. After the morning I’ve had, I need some fresh air. I figured you could use some too.” Hazel held up two takeaway coffees and offered one to Sera.
Sera lifted her cheeks in what she hoped looked like a smile. “Sounds great.” Try as she might, she couldn’t summon the energy to sound more than slightly interested. 
“Let’s go to Donny’s. He makes the best chicken wraps.”
“Sure, sure. Whatever you want. So long as I don’t need to look at a screen, I don’t really care what we eat.” 
Hazel chuckled as she slipped her arm companionably through Sera’s. “No problem. Let’s go.” After a brief silence as they wound their way through the half empty office, Hazel asked, “So, how are you going, Sera? Really?” She raised an eyebrow as she studied her friend. 
Shrugging nonchalantly, Sera muttered, “I’ve still got some bumps and bruises but I’m okay.”
“You know that’s not what I meant. I will come back to that question, but while we’re on the topic, how’s that scar on your hand?”
“It’s weird.” Sera pouted. “The original wound is completely healed but it’s scarred up in this weird gold colour. And I don’t know how to explain it properly but it tingles underneath the skin. Nothing I do eases it. And the bruise in the crook of my elbow is still painful, too. This will sound dumb,” she hesitated and dropped her eyes, “but I feel like my memory loss has something to do with it.”
Hazel gently took her hand as they walked and turned it over, rubbing her thumb tenderly over the palm. The elevator doors hissed open and the disembodied voice of the MRO’s Artificial Intelligence, Frank, echoed out of the lift. “You have arrived at Level Three, housing the Tracker’s Hub.”
Sera was so engrossed in studying her hand with Hazel she nearly ran into a Tracker exiting the elevator.
“Watch it!” the woman barked.
“Tracker Helena!” Sera leapt back, nearly crashing into Hazel in the process. “I’m so sorry, ma’am. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” 
The Head Tracker was an ornery woman with grey strands spreading through her black locks and lines etched deep in her face from years in the sun. She was a talented Tracker but now spent most of her days arranging the assignments for the Trackers under her care and giving the occasional training session at MINATH. She glared at the two younger women and grunted.
“Tracker Seraphina. I was just coming up to tell you I received your application to resume field work, but now I wonder whether you are ready. Your head doesn’t seem to be in the right space yet.”
“Please, ma’am, I have to get back out there. Being stuck behind a desk isn’t helping me at all. I know I can do it.”
“The medical team haven’t figured out what caused your amnesia. Understandably, they are reluctant to put you at risk in case it worsens while you’re out on a mission.” 
“I’m doing the meditation exercises they’ve given me, and there’s been no sign of me losing any more of my memories. Please, I need to do my job. I’m going crazy sitting in front of a screen all day. I’m sure if I felt more like my old self, my memories would eventually come back. Please, Tracker Helena.” She was begging now but she didn’t care. “I need a purpose. One that doesn’t involve transcribing forty-year-old paperwork!” 
Tracker Helena sighed. “All right. If it will shut you up, I’ll sign off on your request. But get your head on straight, girl. I don’t want to regret my decision.” Something caught her attention and she paused, then pursed her lips. Snatching Sera’s hand, she demanded, “What’s this on your palm?”
“You mean my scar? I got it on my trip but I can’t remember how.”
“Hmmm. That’s odd.” Releasing her hand abruptly, as if it had burnt her, Tracker Helena scanned Sera’s face intently before sighing. “I knew someone else who had one of these. They’re long gone now.” Grief flitted across her face, quickly replaced by confusion. Noticing Sera’s searching look, she rearranged her features into their usual scowl.
“Please, ma’am, can you tell me who had a scar resembling mine? Where did they get theirs from?” 
Something akin to fear flashed in her eyes, and the older woman lowered her voice. “This is not the place to discuss such things.” Louder, she said, “Meet me at the stables tomorrow afternoon and we’ll go for a training session to ensure you’re ready to return to field work.” Nodding dismissively to the two friends, she turned and strode away.






  
  Chapter three

Donny, the tauron at the Mandar City Market, passed them their wraps. Sera eyed him in disdain. He might be a talented baker, but last month she’d seen him treat a young homeless boy like he was a rogue werewolf. After the kid had attempted to steal a pastry Donny had pinned him down with his cloven hoof so hard it looked as if the boy was going to suffocate. She’d offered to pay for the food but the half-man, half-bull wanted to teach the boy a lesson. Luckily, he escaped, but every now and then she caught herself wondering about the child. 
No, the kid shouldn’t have stolen, but it was obvious he was starving. Where was Donny’s compassion? 
Clutching their lunch and coffees to their chest, they left the stall and wound their way through the market. Leading the way, Hazel took them to the Sotor River where they sat down on a bench. Ever since she woke up on the road in the dark with no memories from her camping trip, a black cloud had clung to Sera. The gloom had settled into her bones, making it hard to find joy in anything. Anger constantly rippled just below the surface of her emotions, ready to burst out at any inconvenience. 
Fuck this shit. I’m so over this. 
She itched the inside of her elbow. The bruise was healing, but she had no idea how she got it. 
“Okay,” Hazel began as she took a sip of coffee, “talk to me. We haven’t really had a chance to have a proper chat since you came home. How are you?” 
“Honestly? Pretty shit. It’s a surreal feeling to know that over a week passed without having any knowledge of the things that happened in that time. I can see the physical marks on my body and feel the ache in my muscles, so I can’t have just lain in a coma the entire time. The not-knowing is eating away at me. I just know that something important happened but there is no memory.” Tears stung her eyes and she lifted her chin to look out over the river, clenching her jaw in an effort to hold back the emotions that threatened to overwhelm her. 
“I’m so sorry I haven’t been around much lately. I feel bad that I haven’t been there for you. I didn’t realise how much you were struggling.” 
“I realise you’ve been busy with the committee organising the Choosing. You can’t spend your life worrying about mine.” 
Hazel’s eyebrows kissed. “Well, I do.” Noticing the shine in Sera’s eyes, she wrapped her arms around her friend and whispered, “It’s okay to cry.” 
Buckling into Hazel’s embrace, Sera let go. She wept, allowing the strange grief for her lost memories to wash over her. Sobs wracked her body as frustration took over and she balled her fists against Hazel’s back. The release of her grief was cathartic. Slowly, her cries eased and she took a few shuddering breaths and pushed away, mustering up a watery smile. 
Rubbing her back, Hazel asked, “Do you feel a little better?” 
Sera nodded and wiped her tears away on her sleeve. Her friend kept rubbing her back comfortingly and suggested, “How about we talk it through. Tell me everything you remember before and after the blank spot in your memory. Tell me about your injuries and let’s see if we can piece together what happened.” 
“Well, I left the house Saturday morning as planned. I hiked into the mountains and shot a doe.” Sera frowned in concentration. “I can recall skinning it, cooking a piece for dinner and putting the rest of the venison in a sack in a tree. Then everything is blank. The more I focus on it, the more it’s like,” she waved her hand vaguely in the air, “there’s a wall in my mind I can’t get past.” 
“That’s odd that it cuts off like that.” Hazel wore a puzzled expression. “What’s your next memory?” 
Shrugging, she said, “Waking up in the dark on the dirt road that leads up to Grave’s Point. I stumbled towards the city lights until Balthazar found me. He brought me to the MRO where the medics looked after me.” 
“And what about your injuries? Tell me about all of them, no matter how small.” 
“You already know about the weird scar on my palm and the bruise in the crook of my elbow. I have a clean cut on my other arm that I think is from a knife. There’s another scar across my chest that’s healed the same golden colour as my hand. I’ve got some chafing between my legs. I have no idea what it’s actually from but it kind of looks like I’ve been riding for a long time in a saddle, wearing shorts. I have some weird pricks on my hand and chest, as if something held me down with a claw the size of a hand. They’ve almost healed now but I have a cut on the inside of my cheek, which still hurts. Other than that, just the usual muscle tightness that comes from a mountain hike.” 
“Can I look inside your mouth, please?” 
Sera nodded and opened her mouth wide, tilting her head so the sunlight would expose the injury.
“Shit, Sera!” Hazel exclaimed when she saw the cut inside her cheek. “That looks infected. Why didn’t you say something sooner?” 
Sera drew her brows together quizzically. “It hurts a bit, but it doesn’t feel that bad. I haven’t really looked in the mirror much since coming home, so I didn’t realise there was anything wrong.”
Hazel stared at her, horrified. “You and I are going home right now so I can fix you up.” 
“But what about work?” 
“Screw work. I’ll tell them I had to take you home because you’re sick.” 
Sera opened her mouth to protest but her friend held up a hand, halting her grumble. 
“I’m not taking no for an answer. Let’s go.” 
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