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      Tucked behind a collection of massive boulders, Nienna Comstock twisted the dials of her spyglass, bringing a mounted patrol into focus. Using her Skyspark would prove faster to see what was happening, but the little ball of light was too conspicuous for this time of day.

      About half a mile from where she crouched stood the black wall that divided her home of Tellidus from the enemy territory of Ballitus like a scar. The current patrol guarding the gaping twenty-foot hole was moving out later than any she had seen yet.

      Nienna bit her lip as she gazed up at the sky. The growing darkness might work in her favor, but it also made her blind to any dangers lurking nearby. After studying the wall for the past day, she knew the next patrol would be by soon. Or worse, Ross would reappear.

      Her persistent shadow had been harder to shake than a winter cold. Every time she thought she’d lost him, he’d turn up when she least expected. Nienna had originally allowed the mason to come because that was the fastest way to get far from Solomon, and—No. She would not think of his name.

      However, the Guardian’s face blew into her mind like the wind through the hilly landscape. His parting words still cut through the middle of her heart like a needle. Barely visible, but so sharp that she’d gasp from pain every time they struck.

      I never want to see you.

      The pain of her broken engagement was still too fresh, even after riding south and away from his familiar scents of rain-washed meadows and pine into lands that smelled of sagebrush, dry grass, and danger.

      The leader of the patrol, a stout man with a large red phoenix emblazoned on his tunic, called out orders to the stragglers still cinching up their saddles. There were at least twenty-five men in this group, all heavily armed, with the customary dark hair and eyes most Ballitines wore. Each moved with the confident grace of seasoned soldiers.

      Nothing about this situation was going to be easy.

      Nienna rose from her hiding spot and patted her pouch of sleeping darts. During her time as an outlaw in the Tellidine kingdom, she had perfected these projectiles, using them to liberate many of the Northern Tribes. Now, they would help her take down a dragon. If all went according to plan.

      With a heavy sigh, Nienna turned to fetch Fingol. Except the horse was not where she’d left him. In his place was Ross Galbraith, anger rumbling off him like an earthquake.

      “I thought I’d finally shaken you back in that forest near Desmond,” Nienna said, tucking her spyglass into her hip pouch.

      Ross’s fists clenched and his brown eyes turned black like a smoldering fire about to burn down a forest. “And I thought we agreed you would return to Solomon with me. Instead, I find myself tied to a tree, my boots missing, my horse marching home, and that once again you left me.”

      A flicker of a smile at leaving Ross tied to the tree in the forest passed over her face before she suppressed it. She’d been as kind about it as possible, leaving his boots in a branch above his head, and encouraging his horse to plod slowly back up the road toward home. It was a fairly busy road. Someone would have come along by mid-afternoon and untied him. Plus, she’d made sure there were no predators about. Where her mission ended, however, was not a place she could take him.

      Behind him, Fingol swished flies as he munched on the sweet summer grass next to Ross’s bay gelding, Jep.

      “I never said you had to keep following me. Besides, when I first told you where I was going, you seemed more than happy to come along,” Nienna said, hands on her hips.

      She needed to get rid of Ross if she was going to get through the hole in the wall before the next patrol showed up. Her observations showed soldiers rode through this area constantly, leaving the hole unprotected for only a couple of hours at most. She had to move while the current one was getting ready to leave.

      “I initially joined this venture because I thought I could change your mind before we got this far.” Ross threw his arms into the air. “Riding to Meheritia will be the fastest way to die.”

      I know. Nienna’s insides clenched. The cost of her plan was high. But so was the payoff, if it worked.

      She bit off a harsh laugh. “Right. You’re likely only here because my brother, Owen, sent you after me.”

      Ross strode closer until he stood in front of Nienna and placed his hands gently on her shoulders. The storm that had raged in his expression a few moments ago petered out, leaving a warm summer breeze in its wake.

      Too close. He was always too close.

      Nienna spun out of his grip, glaring at the black border wall.

      “Look at me,” Ross said, his voice low.

      “No,” she whispered.

      She was afraid that if she met his eyes, he might see the truth. Like what would really happen when she killed the dragon known as Darius Vermu. Or Ross might see that a part of her still held onto that night when he had begged her to choose him instead of Tellen, and the regret she carried now. Even worse, that she was now a walking prophecy of destruction, waiting to explode.

      Ross stood next to her, frowning at the divide between the North and South. “The moment you cross that wall, there will be no coming back. They will capture you, and they will use you to ensure they win this war.”

      “How do you know that?” Nienna asked, crossing her arms.

      Though she’d only heard it a few times before, the sharp accent Ross added to his words made gooseflesh rise on her neck.

      He stood in front of her again, stance square. “Because I know what’s on the other side of that wall. I’ve met the dangers you’ll find in the Black Waste, and I’ve seen the sort of monsters that lurk in the shadows of Meheritia.”

      Nienna narrowed her eyes as she studied the mason. His accent was stronger this time, pulling at her memory, but she wasn’t sure why.

      “You sound as if you have firsthand knowledge of what lies ahead.”

      Ross tugged at the hem of his jacket, glancing back at the wall. “I do.”

      It was as if the rattle of wheels from a slave wagon were going over polished cobblestones beside her. She was in front of the golden palace at Liteya with dozens of soldiers milling about. All speaking with the same accent Ross just used.

      The hillside seemed to tremble beneath her. Or maybe it was just her legs. It couldn’t be.

      “You told me you grew up in Lambswell,” Nienna said, taking a step backward.

      It had to be a coincidence. But Lambswell was very close to the west border wall between Tellidus and Ballitus. It could be very easy for a single person to slip through unnoticed…

      “I spent five years in that city, but that wasn’t where I was born.” Ross’s expression bordered on fear, defiance, and uncertainty. As if he could sense where her thoughts were spiraling.

      The smell of burning wood and the screams of dying raiders assaulted her senses. It was like confronting Horacio in the Grimaldi Woods all over again. Once again, someone she had trusted explicitly turned out to be an enemy.

      “You’re Ballitine.” Nienna said the words quietly, but Ross teetered back as if she’d slapped him.

      “What? No! Well, technically, yes, but⁠—”

      And this time, she heard his sharp accent for what it was. A mark of a Ballitine. Nienna didn’t give him a chance to finish the lie. With a sweep of her hands, she sent a sudden gust of wind at Ross, knocking him sideways, then bolted for her horse and leaped into the saddle.

      With a click of her tongue, Fingol dove through the boulders, down the knoll, and toward the now unguarded hole in the wall and away from Ross. If he truly was a spy, her mission might already be compromised. But she had to try.

      Nienna shook her head, forcing away tears that had suddenly sprung up. How could I have been so blind?

      So much made sense. The way he bit off the ends of his words when he got frustrated. How he seemed to know so much about Fire magic. And the way she’d never been able to shake him off her tail. Ballitus had been better at infiltrating Tellidus with spies than anyone had ever guessed.

      “Nienna! Come back!” Ross jumped onto his horse, urging it to a full gallop behind her.

      She was desperate to call on her Skyspark and scare his horse away with a bolt of lightning, but that would only call back the patrol. And if that happened, Nienna wouldn’t stand a chance of reaching Darius unchained.

      Nearby, Keykoch Loch stretched its waters into both Tellidus and Ballitus. Her history books had stated that ships once sailed up and down the shores to trade goods between the two countries. These days the idea of goodwill between them was laughable.

      Fog rose off the massive lake, giving Nienna an idea. She called the mist to roll inland to hide herself from both the patrol and Ross. The heavy, low clouds rose from the ground like specters leaving their graves as she broke from the cover of the boulder-strewn hillside. Between it and the deepening shadows, Nienna was positive she’d make it through the gap. She only hoped it would be enough to lose her pursuer.

      With a wave of her hand, Nienna kept the mist out of her path, leading her to the border wall. The black facade loomed above her like the mouth of a monster waiting to swallow her up.

      As she drew closer, a tingle raced down Nienna’s spine. The mist must not have slowed Ross down as much as I’d hoped.

      However, she was crossing into enemy territory. Anything could be dangerous.

      The magical feathers in her hair made the sensation worse. As a token of friendship, the Tribes had given her the feathers, allowing Nienna to roam anywhere among them she pleased. However, now they acted like homing beacons, screaming in her mind that she was riding the wrong way. In a roundabout way, she understood why the defectors from the Tribes always cut out their feathers.

      Following the black structure for a few yards, she came upon the gap. With senses on high alert, Nienna guided her horse through the hole. Fingol picked his way among the rubble of the gap in the ten-foot thick stone. Then it was as if she’d stepped into a waterfall of ice as a host of unfamiliar scents accosted her nose.

      Sweaty bodies, wood smoke, and animal muck permeated this side of the wall, causing her to pull Fingol up short. Against the black wall, soldiers huddled around a table outside of a shack, staring at her as if she were a ghost.

      The ice dripping down her spine accumulated into a wide puddle in her middle, freezing her body until she couldn’t move. I have the worst luck.

      The soldiers’ shock didn’t last long. The snick of metal leaving leather broke the silence as several soldiers drew their swords from their scabbards and archers grabbed their bows.

      “Stop her!” a man called, jumping to his feet.

      Fighting the instinct to stay frozen, Nienna spurred Fingol forward. She had only to outdistance them, and then she’d disappear into the mist again. At least that was her plan until the soldiers summoned a wall of Fire to block her escape. An alarm bell clanged from the top of the wall.

      They’re calling back the patrol!

      Fingol screamed as he pawed at the blaze before wheeling back around the way they had come. Gritting her teeth, Nienna forced the gelding back toward the flames. They would jump through them if they had to. Detention by these soldiers or returning home was not an option.

      Out of nowhere, Ross raced toward her.

      “Go!” he shouted.

      “Leave me alone!” she snapped.

      An arrow whizzed toward her shoulder, forcing her to duck in her saddle. The archer on the wall was putting another arrow to the string.

      Nienna raised her hand to send a blast of lightning toward the soldier when Ross slammed his horse into hers and tackled Nienna onto the unforgiving ground. The air whooshed from her lungs as Ross landed heavily on top of her.

      “Get off me!” she seethed.

      If he was going to try and trap her here, he was going to regret it.

      Ross shook as his face twisted with face. Then she saw the arrow protruding from his right shoulder. The one meant for her.

      A sinking feeling lurched through Nienna. There must have been a second archer that she’d missed. If Ross hadn’t jumped in front of her, the arrow would have hit her in the chest. He’d been trying to save her life. Not capture her.

      “Don’t let them catch you,” Ross gasped, before rolling off of her.

      Nienna sat up, torn between running and getting Ross back on his horse. Soldiers hemmed them in as fires sprang up around them, closing them in.

      For the first time since she left her home, Nienna wondered if she’d made a mistake in setting out on this quest. And that mistake might have cost Ross his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            FOR A FRIEND

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          NIENNA

        

      

    

    
      Nienna rolled to her side and pushed up to a sitting position; new bruises rose where she had struck the ground. Her hold on the mist shattered, and the night cleared, revealing the true mess she’d landed in.

      Ballitus must have set up a permanent watch to guard the hole, and she had barged right through the middle of it.

      “We need to move,” Nienna whispered, putting a hand on Ross. After what he’d done for her, Ballitine spy or no, she wasn’t about to leave him to die here.

      The mason groaned but allowed her to help him stand. Blood seeped down his back, leaching the color from his face.

      He should have gone back to Solomon without me. Nienna’s hands shook as the realization took hold of how close she’d come to death, and that it now had its root-like fingers wrapping around Ross’s throat.

      She couldn’t be certain Ross was innocent, but he had protected her from the arrow, and a host of other things on their adventures, for which she’d never truly thanked him. That, at least, proved he was still her friend—and a much better one than she deserved.

      “Stay where you are,” ordered a female voice.

      Soldiers drew near, weapons poised to attack. Their earlier surprise had vanished, replaced by an eagerness for the fight they must surely know was coming.

      Three men stood on top of the wall, bows notched with arrows, ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice. The remaining seven soldiers surrounded her and Ross.

      “No one trespasses in Ballitus,” the woman said in clipped tones. “Especially not mud movers like you.”

      The woman turned to her comrades and said, “Bind them! The patrol should be back here in twenty minutes. They can haul them to the garrison.”

      If possible, Ross went even paler, sagging onto Nienna so that she struggled to keep them both upright. The idea of spending another night in a prison cell threatened to finish dragging Nienna to the ground, but she refused to go without a fight. As she let go of Ross, she reached for the hilt of her sword and pulled it free.

      The soldiers rushed forward at the same moment Nienna plunged her sword into the ground. A shockwave rippled out from the entry point and forced the soldiers to the ground.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she called to Ross. Then she raced to her horse, leaping over the fallen soldiers. However, more Fire walls sprang up, blocking her path to Fingol.

      In retaliation, Nienna sent fireballs back at the soldiers, though it did nothing to slow them down. A man grabbed her from behind, while a second soldier clamped silver bracelets around her wrists.

      The metal devoured the magic pooling in Nienna’s hands, causing her to stagger back into her captor, stomach roiling.

      The soldier holding Nienna pressed closer. “You look more like a pretty Northern savage compared to a troll-faced mud mover. Maybe they’ll let me keep you.”

      “Fat chance,” Nienna said, stomping on the inseam of the man’s boot, followed by an elbow to his gut.

      The soldier doubled over with a groan. Nienna ran toward Fingol again, but a soldier on the ground grabbed her ankle, tripping her. Her teeth clanked together hard as she fell, sending a sharp pain through her jaw.

      Nearby, Ross stumbled toward his horse. He tried to mount up, but his foot slipped out of the stirrup as he placed his weight in it, and he fell.

      Two soldiers pounced on him. They were about to place a metal cuff on Ross’s left wrist when they froze.

      “Captain!” one of them called. “You need to see this.”

      We’re getting out of this. We’re going to escape! With that thought, Nienna kicked out at the man still holding onto her ankle, but he grabbed her other foot instead and began reeling her in like a fish on a hook.

      Before the burly man could pull her closer, she sat up, throwing rocks into the soldier’s face. He growled and clamped a hand on the chain between her silver manacles then sat painfully on her legs. The silver burned like ice against her wrists as Nienna’s magic flared alongside her panic. She tried to reach for any of her gifts, but the metal ate everything.

      These are just as bad as dragon cuffs!

      Without her magic, she was no match for this man, and that terrible heaviness that accompanied feeling overpowered, the same feeling she’d succumbed to under Darius’s dominion, fell on her like the man’s weight threatening to break her knees.

      The captain was almost to Ross now. If they put the cuffs on him, they were done for.

      Ross must have had the same idea because the mason launched to his feet, throwing the two men holding him off balance. Despite the arrow in his shoulder, Ross ripped the metal cuffs out of the soldiers’ hands, tossing them out of reach. Then he knocked the first man to the ground with a swing of his legs, followed by a punch to the jaw of the second.

      Nienna’s mouth fell open as the man sitting on her legs hauled her to her feet. Either Ross had faked how badly he was hurt, or whatever was on his arm was something he didn’t want these people to see.

      The soldier on top of Nienna pinned her arms above her head.

      Sweeping her arms down while simultaneously bucking her hips, Nienna pitched the man forward. He crashed face-first into the dirt, his nose giving beneath him with a loud crunch.

      In the next moment, Nienna reached into her pouch and pulled out several darts. She used one to prick the soldier she’d just thrown, who collapsed instantly, blood puddling out of his broken nose.

      Ross took out two more soldiers with his Earthspark, making the ground quake. Once again, the remaining soldiers tumbled to the ground. The Fire walls vanished, leaving Nienna and Ross’s way clear. In the pens against the wall, panicked animals jumped the fence, adding to the chaos.

      Ross placed a hand on each of the heads of the soldiers he’d attacked, and a flash of red showed under his fingers. The pair fell limp.

      The soldier who had attached the cuffs to Nienna’s wrists bolted. He didn’t make it far before Nienna’s dart hit the back of his neck. He wobbled to his knees before he passed out.

      The captain still screamed orders, trying to rouse her fallen squad. Nienna used one of the loose horses to hide behind and sneaked up on the woman. Just as she was about to connect the dart tip with the woman’s skin, the captain whirled around, knife in hand. The blade cut Nienna’s side, but the dart still found its target, and the captain went down.

      Three soldiers remained. They closed in on Ross and Nienna, who were now standing back to back.

      “How many darts do you have left?” Ross asked, out of breath.

      “Enough,” Nienna said. I hope.

      “Good.”

      Ross launched himself at the nearest soldier, swinging with one arm while using his Fire gift to create a circular wall made of white-hot flames around them. The soldiers cried out in pain as the flames licked their skin, pushing them closer to Ross. Once within striking distance, he knocked out one more.

      Nienna threw more darts, striking one target, but missed the other. He tried to run, but Ross’s Fire kept him trapped.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” the young man begged, falling to his knees, hands held up in surrender.

      Nienna stood over him, dart in hand. “What are you willing to give?”

      “I’ll do anything. This is my first transfer. I just want to survive all of this.”

      Ross staggered over and placed two fingers on the side of his face. “Then don’t fight me when I enter your mind.”

      The soldier paled. “What?”

      Ross’s fingers flashed red again, and the young man toppled sideways.

      “What did you do?” Nienna asked, unable to stop her mouth from falling open.

      Ross collapsed to his knees, breath shallow. “I burned his memories.”

      Nienna took a cautious step back. To burn someone’s memories took incredible skill and a delicate hand or the person’s mind would be ruined, or so Darius had told her. And Ross had wiped the mind of that young man in seconds. What else had he been hiding?

      Horns sounded in the distance.

      “The patrol is back,” Nienna said, shoving down her fear for later. “We need to go.”

      She reached for Ross to help him back to his feet, but he shrugged her off.

      “I have to wipe their memories,” Ross said, crawling toward where the captain lay. “We can’t let them remember they caught us. Otherwise, we won’t make it to Meheritia alive.”

      The panic Nienna had been suppressing leaked through as the sound of the horns grew louder. “Ross, did you hear me? That patrol is coming back. We need to leave. I won’t have enough darts to fend off fresh soldiers.”

      She clutched her side where the captain had sliced her, wishing she could heal it, but the silver cuffs still held her magic captive.

      “I’ll hurry.” Sweat coated Ross’s forehead.

      Nienna pinched her lips together but helped him shuffle faster to the downed soldiers. A brief flash of red at each of their temples and the soldiers relaxed into a deep sleep.

      “What are you taking from them?” Nienna asked as they finally made their way to the horses.

      She’d never seen someone steal memories like this. Darius had tried to show her once when they were working on her Fire abilities, but it was not in her skill set. However, it was proving to be something Ross was very adept at.

      “I’m only taking the last twenty minutes. They’ll be confused as to what happened when they see the mess, but they’ll have no recollection of us or anything else they saw. Nothing that can give us away to the patrol.”

      The ease with which Ross entered their minds and took what he wanted was unnerving. Darius and Fiora had both commented on the skill with which Nienna’s memories had been dulled when they peered into her mind. Now she understood why. All it seemed to take from Ross was a quick thought and the memories were gone, leaving her to wonder if he had stolen memories from her instead of only taking the edge off, like he claimed.

      After Ross wiped the memory of the captain, he turned to Nienna. “We need to get those cuffs off your wrists.”

      “What about the arrow? We need to get it out before you bleed to death,” she said.

      “I’ll be fine until we get out of here,” said Ross, though she wasn’t convinced.

      Not wanting to argue, Nienna extended her arms to Ross. He pulled out a small silver key he must have swiped from a soldier to open the lock on the cuffs. Once she was free, he let them and the key fall to the ground. Then his knees buckled and he would have gone down if Nienna hadn’t dived beneath his arm and thrown it over her shoulder.

      She grit her teeth as the movement pulled at the cut from the captain’s knife, but she kept him on his feet. However, Ross trembled so hard Nienna’s own teeth rattled together. Using her newly freed Earthspark, she slipped a tendril of energy to him to prevent him from blacking out, then sent more to her injured side.

      When Fingol came over, Nienna tapped his knee, and the horse bowed low. Then, with her help, Ross clambered into the saddle, and the black horse stood.

      Nienna mounted up behind him, having to peek around Ross’s broad shoulder to see where she was going.

      He slipped sideways, threatening to drag her with him.

      “Ross! I need you to stay with me,” she said, not sure she’d have the strength to lift him into the saddle again.

      “I’m trying,” he mumbled, righting himself in the saddle again.

      Nienna wrapped her arm around his middle, grasping one of his hands. Through the contact, she prodded at her Earthspark to wind down her arm and into him. She had no idea how far they would need to ride before it would be safe to stop, but she hoped they’d outpace the patrol.

      Near the deepest part of the night, and miles away from the gap in the wall, Nienna finally stopped. The patrol had never caught up, and the steady drip of magic she’d given to Ross had stripped her of any excess energy.

      Next to a small stream that ran through a cluster of trees, Nienna helped Ross off the horse and sat him down next to a sloped rock.

      “Let’s get that arrow out before you bleed any more,” she said. He’d lost so much already that she wasn’t sure there was much left.

      Ross’s eyes had sunken in, giving him the look of being violently ill for days.

      “I wish you had listened to me,” he said, breathless, and barely able to focus on her.

      “And I wish you had told me you were a Ballitine.” Nienna snapped off the end of the arrow sticking out of his back.

      Ross sucked in a tight breath. “If I had told you sooner, your reaction would have been the same.”

      Nienna pulled out her knife and pointed it at his face. “I want the truth, Ross Galbraith, or I will leave you here to die.” Bold words, and ones she wasn’t positive she could follow through on. However, she hoped the threat would be enough.

      “What do you want to know?” All the fight seemed to have left him.

      “What’s on your wrist that made those soldiers react the way they did?” she asked.

      Ross sagged even more onto the rock, as if her question had taken the last of his strength.

      “It’s a tattoo.”

      Nienna cocked her head. “Why would a tattoo make those soldiers so nervous?”

      Ross held out his arm for her to see. “It’s the mark of the family I come from.”

      She gingerly took Ross’s left arm and slid his sleeve up. There, the red outline of a dragon rested on the inner skin of his forearm. It looked like a tattoo, but something about it felt sentient. Like it was aware of her—watching and wary.

      She peered up into Ross’s face, but his eyes were closed.

      “Hey!” Nienna said, shaking him.

      Ross jolted awake with a hiss of pain.

      “You lost your chance to leave me once we crossed that wall. Now stay awake,” Nienna ordered.

      “Trying.” His words were barely audible.

      Nienna sent more of the Earthspark into Ross, desperate to keep him from passing out.

      “Roll onto your back. I need to get that tip out.”

      Ross complied, though he gasped with every movement. Nienna cleaned her knife, then used it to peel back part of Ross’s shirt to expose where the rest of the arrow was lodged in his back.

      Wishing she had some willow bark to give Ross to numb the pain, Nienna made the first cut. Dark blood oozed out in a sticky stream. Despite her time with Tellen, she’d never gotten over her aversion to blood, and seeing it on her friend made everything worse.

      Ross choked on his cry, trying to stifle it with a fist to his mouth. He flinched so much that Nienna made more cuts than she’d planned.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

      The ground was saturated with blood now. If Ross lost any more, she was afraid he really would die. With this thought in the back of her mind, she kept the connection between Ross and her Earthspark open, feeding him energy.

      The arrowhead came into view between the bone and muscle of Ross’s shoulder. Careful not to make the damage worse, Nienna lifted the shaft and tossed it aside. Then she pressed a clean cloth to the wound.

      Once she was sure it wouldn’t bleed more, she dug into her pouch for the small bottle of Tenelux. There were only a few drops left, but they would have to do.

      Nienna poured the Tenelux over the wound, and Ross, who had been almost asleep, jolted awake with a guttural cry.

      “What was that for?” he gasped.

      “I had to make sure it didn’t get infected before I sealed the wound shut.” Her mouth felt like sandpaper.

      “Warn me next time,” he said, his eyes closing again.

      “There won’t be a next time. That was all I had left.”

      Nienna dabbed at the edges of the wound to finish clearing the excess blood away, then placed her hand over the torn flesh. She closed her eyes and imagined Ross’s shoulder healed and whole.

      Green magic twined down her arm, penetrating beneath his skin.

      “That should do it,” Nienna said. Her own eyes threatened to close as dark spots flickered in her vision.

      Ross went limp as he mumbled, “Thank you for not leaving me.”

      She curled up on her side nearby. “Careful. I still might.”
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      Wood smoke clogged the air, choking Tellen as he climbed the hill, bringing his home into view. Even after a week, the forest surrounding Peroma still burned. He ducked under a fallen tree leaning precariously against its brethren. Charred timber lay scattered everywhere, making it slow for Tellen’s wolf paws to navigate as heat from the blackened soil steamed up against the pads of his feet.

      All of this because of a map and scribbles.

      Teague ranged ahead, his leopard tail twitching in agitation. Beyond him lay the secret road that led to the fortress.

      In the distance, hulking figures moved fallen logs out of the path. To his surprise, Tellen’s golems still lived. They must have fled to the woods when Fiora attacked.

      Alongside the clay creatures, a small group of people worked to clear the road. Suddenly, a pathfinder caught sight of Tellen and Teague.

      “He’s back!” they cried.

      Tellen paused mid stride. Can it really be?

      The Guardian pushed up into his human skin and raced to greet his lost Pathfinders. Tellen’s joy was so full that it hurt; a pain compounded by the fact that he couldn’t stop looking for her.

      “Sari! Rufus!” he called.

      A dozen or more Pathfinders rushed toward him. Tears stung his eyes even as his smile widened. He’d thought they were dead.

      Tellen’s wonderment and relief grew. He embraced each of his missing friends, trying to squeeze the past thousand years away. Teague swung multiple people around at once in his arms, causing peals of laughter.

      “Where have you all been?” Tellen asked, wiping his eyes.

      Sari gave him a mischievous smile. “We hid at Alturis University, trying not to let our history die. Though I swear, one of my students looked just like Reina.”

      There it was. Reina’s name thrown out like an afterthought. Tellen’s throat constricted.

      Sari continued. “But I knew this girl was the king’s daughter. I could sniff out a Comstock a mile away. Innocent and bright-eyed as they come.”

      Tellen knew Nienna wasn’t here, but his eyes roved the black trees, secretly hoping she would appear, her teasing smile lighting her face.

      He shook like a dog shaking off water. But Nienna’s face, her touch, her kiss—all of it—lingered like smoke, strangling his every breath. She had been his light in the darkness. The part that made him feel whole.

      And now she’s gone.

      Teague slapped Rufus on the shoulder. “How did we miss you lot when we visited Alturis last summer?”

      Sari’s eyes lit up. “You came to Alturis?”

      “We got roped into going to the solstice,” Teague said. “However, we were also hunting a greasy, bird-riding parasite of a man who decided it was a good idea to wake up Fiora.”

      Sari brought a hand to her mouth. “So that’s what all the rumbling in the woods was about. But that doesn’t answer the question of where you disappeared to, Tellen.”

      Swallowing back all the things he couldn’t deal with, Tellen said, “When I caught up with Fiora, it took everything I had to lock her in her prison. I lost consciousness during those years.”

      “What brought you back?” Sari persisted, touching his arm as though to make sure he were real. “We searched for you for decades and found no trace.”

      Tellen rubbed the back of his head as another memory shuffled forward.

      Nienna’s dirt-smudged face peered at him through the gloom of a small cave the day she had reawakened him. Then it flitted to the night of the summer solstice. Nienna, in her purple and gold dress, holding his hand as they watched the river come alive with bioluminescent light from his Queen of the Night flowers.

      Her flowers.

      “Tellen!” a new Pathfinder cried from near the causeway, sparing Tellen from answering.

      The rangy form of Dridan Yuma, one of his chief Pathfinders, waved them over. A grim slash was all that was visible of his mouth.

      The Earth Guardian shifted back into his wolf form and loped up the roadway until he reached his friend. Teague, and the rest followed on his heels.

      When they got close, Tellen shifted back into human form. “Dridan, you said last night in the Dreamscape that things were bad. I just didn’t think they were this bad.” He gestured around at the ruins of the fortress and the charcoal trees.

      Dridan’s expression darkened. “Well, they got worse. Irizar went to retrieve the dragon stones from his chambers an hour ago, and the stairwell collapsed. He was inside.”

      Tellen felt like he’d leaped off a ledge but had forgotten how to fly. “Is he⁠—”

      “We can hear him. Barely,” Dridan said. “But there’s no telling what condition he’s in.”

      Together, the Pathfinders raced across the causeway. The ethereal Sentinels that protected his home gathered in the fortress courtyard. Another knot of worry tangled in Tellen’s middle as far fewer ghostly faces greeted him than he remembered last. Where were they?

      Half the door to the entryway hung off its hinges. Inside wasn’t much better. Large blocks from the ceiling lay smashed on the floor, and the walls had new entrances punched through them in various places. Massive boulders from the archway they’d once supported blocked the access to the catacombs—and Irizar.

      Tellen. Irizar’s faint voice echoed in Tellen’s mind.

      The Guardian placed his hands on the boulders, feeling the situation out.

      Irizar, are you in a safe position if I start shifting rocks?

      I’m in my meditation chamber. The ceiling has cracked, but it should hold. The reply was weary when it touched his mind.

      With a deep inhale, Tellen sent a wave of magic through the stone. Green tendrils wove their way into the cracks. He willed the boulders to crumble into smaller pieces so they would be easier to move. In response, the stones groaned, grating against Tellen’s ears, but they didn’t move.

      He pushed at his Earthspark again, and this time the stones gave beneath his power. Pebbles crumbled around his feet. Just as he was about to sweep them away, however, the whole stairwell screeched and fell in more.

      A large section of the ceiling broke and crashed down toward his friends.

      “Sari!” Tellen cried.

      With his cat-like reflexes, Teague shoved his fellow Pathfinder out of the way as the stone tumbled down. Dust followed in its wake. On the other side of the block, Rufus clung to Sari, both their eyes wide.

      “That was close,” Teague said beside Tellen.

      “Too close.” The Earth Guardian pinched the bridge of his nose. This is going to be harder than I had hoped.

      Tellen studied the stairwell again. “We won’t be able to break and clear the rubble like we usually do. It will bring the whole fortress down.”

      “What if we try to shift things instead of breaking them apart?” Teague asked.

      Tellen shrugged. “We can try it.”

      Careful not to fracture any of the surrounding structures, Tellen and his Pathfinders with an affinity for rock worked to move the heavy slabs of stone. The ceiling groaned and creaked as they worked. It was slow progress, but bit by bit, the stairwell opened up.

      As the group worked, a section of stones slipped, and a large one fell on Dridan’s shoulder. The Pathfinder yowled, releasing his hold on his magic.

      Tellen grit his teeth as the weight of Dridan’s rocks shifted to him. He pressed harder, forcing the rocks to hold their position.

      “He’s dislocated his shoulder,” Teague called. “I’ll try to pop it back into place.”

      In the next instant, Dridan yowled a second time. In his periphery, Tellen saw Dridan stagger back onto a set of the upper steps, holding his injured shoulder in place.

      Sweat beaded down the side of Tellen’s face. His arms trembled with the weight of the ceiling. He needed to release the rocks, but if he let go, it would set back their progress of the past hour.

      For all they knew, Irizar was bleeding out in that chamber, and any time wasted might mean the end of his friend.

      Not for the first time, Tellen’s thoughts reached for his missing medallion. If only he had it, these rocks would already be dust, and Irizar free. But he didn’t. So how did he fix this without it?

      Then, an idea occurred to him.

      Tellen shifted his focus from cohesion and keeping the rocks together to pressing away from each other and into the tunnel walls. He willed the boulders to seal together and compact. To press the rubble into the cracks with such force that it became cemented into the passageway.

      “Try pressing the rocks back into the wall,” Tellen called.

      The stairwell lit up as if a green sun had risen inside it as the combined strength of the Pathfinders fused the rocks together. Tellen had to shield his eyes as the magic cleared a small opening ahead of them. Once through, he fell to one knee, trembling. The exhilaration of his idea working coursed through him like his Earthspark, even as his limbs felt like jelly.

      Irizar! Are you still with us?

      There was no reply.

      Irizar!

      Either the dragon had lost consciousness or… Tellen didn’t want to think about other possibilities.

      “We need to get down there,” Tellen said, forcing his shaking legs to take his weight again. “Irizar has gone silent.”

      He didn’t elaborate, but judging by the grim faces around him, he didn’t need to. They’d likely already buried too many friends.

      For three more agonizing hours they worked, finally clearing away the rest of the rubble. Once they reached the bottom, Tellen released the hold on his magic. He fell back, feverish and quivering. He couldn’t even stomach the water Teague held out to him.

      “Is it safe?” Rufus asked from above.

      Dust floating in the air made Tellen cough, but he couldn’t summon the strength to speak.

      “All clear,” Teague called, waving them down. He and the rest of the group disappeared down into the chamber to find Irizar.

      Tellen tried to peel himself off the broken floor, but his body was almost beyond its limit. The pounding behind his eyes was worse than anything he’d experienced in ages. He sucked in several breaths through his teeth to calm the nausea, but it wasn’t working.

      Teague’s voice carried up the stairs. “Tellen! Get down here!”

      Forcing himself to move, Tellen shuffled down to what used to be Irizar’s seeing chamber. Now it appeared as if a rampaging Grimmole had been set loose in here with a club. Everything was in ruins, including Irizar.

      Ripples of pain lined the old man’s face. His jaw clenched and his eyes were squeezed shut. One leg was heavily coated in blood, while his head, back and arms leaked more, staining the carry bag slung across his body. The longer Tellen studied him, the more it was a wonder the dragon had the strength to touch Tellen’s mind.

      Rufus poured three drops of willow bark into Irizar’s mouth. The old dragon swallowed, moaning as the remedy eased his pain.

      Tellen draped himself over a toppled chair to stay upright while his Pathfinders worked. Teague hovered nearby.

      Rufus and Sari splinted Irizar’s leg. Then they worked on the rest of the dragon, cleaning and bandaging as they went.

       “Tellen, are you up for healing?” Rufus asked.

      “Of course.”

      Teague looped his arm under Tellen’s shoulders and helped him stand. He accepted gratefully. He wasn’t sure he could stand on his own just yet. When Teague set him down next to the dragon, he laid his hand on Irizar’s neck.

      Once again, Tellen willed his Earthspark to flow down his arm. The magic, sluggish this time, fizzled as it touched Irizar’s skin, seeking the most damaged parts.

      Tellen gave his magic until he barely kept himself upright. His eyes sagged shut, and he might have passed out if Teague hadn’t broken the contact.

      With the most serious injuries taken care of, the Pathfinders lifted Irizar and carried him up the narrow passage.

      “Come on. You can’t sleep down here. We’ll never get you out again.” Teague forced Tellen to his feet. Together they made their slow way through the damaged stairwell.

      The exhaustion in Tellen’s mind rebelled against the destruction of his home. The stairwell was a mess. Nearly all the upper floors were in shambles, and he still hadn’t figured out what had happened to his missing Sentinels.

      “It might be easier to start over and rebuild most of this place, I think,” Teague said, as if sensing Tellen’s thoughts.

      “It might be,” Tellen agreed, focusing on making one foot move in front of the other.

      Maybe he could shatter the memories tied to every brick and begin fresh as well.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, Teague left him sitting on a block while he fetched more supplies.

      The ghostly image of a puma shimmered next to Tellen.

      “I’m glad you found him.” Raza’s pale eyes followed the movements of the Pathfinders as they set Irizar down on a relatively empty section of floor. “If dragon blood flowed as freely as humans, he wouldn’t have made it.”

      “He is a tough old hide, that one,” Tellen agreed, resting against the wall at his back. “But Irizar is not about to leave this world while he has hope of seeing his kin again. Even if it is his grandson behind most of our problems.”

      Dridan entered the atrium from a side room, carrying more bandages. A longing weighed down Raza’s expression as she watched the Pathfinder. When Dridan turned toward them, the wiry man’s expression softened.

      “Do you ever regret becoming a Sentinel, Raza?” Tellen asked quietly.

      The puma cocked her head as she thought. “If I had fully crossed over, I wouldn’t be here now, and I certainly wouldn’t be able to still help my Dridan. I don’t regret it.”

      “I regret so much,” Tellen said, leaning forward on his knees. “I’ve made so many mistakes that I feel as though I am lost.”

      Raza shook her head. “You were lost when you first returned to this world. At the moment, you’ve simply stopped moving because your light went out. Sometimes it takes a few steps in the dark to find it again.”

      Before he could respond, Teague approached. “Tel, Irizar wishes to speak to you.”

      The Guardian stood, swayed before finding his balance, then walked over to Irizar, kneeling beside him. Irizar took Tellen’s hand in his spotted one. The dragon’s amethyst eyes held a strange fire.

      “What is it?” Tellen asked, brow furrowed.

      Irizar’s hand strayed to the flap of the satchel that crossed his body. “It’s time to fracture the dragon stones.”

      Gooseflesh rolled up Tellen’s arms. He’d been too tired to notice before, but the power pulsating from Irizar’s bag was now tangible. Tellen’s hands shook with the memories of pressing those stones to his throat. The sensation of scales spiraling down his body, fangs and claws swelling. Blood pounded in his ears.

      Tellen barely got the words past his tongue before his hands were straying to the satchel. “Are you sure?”

      Irizar intercepted him. “I need to reclaim some of my power. And so do you. At present, we won’t survive the challenges ahead.”

      Where the stones’ power was concerned, Tellen was like an addict holding a bottle in his hands, but told not to drink. He craved the power inside them and to be so close and unable to touch them caused his insides to clench.

      “Your power is as bound to those stones as mine,” Irizar said, taking Tellen’s hand. “We need to do this.”

      Tellen bit his bottom lip, then cursed himself because that was something Nienna had always done. If he was going to be a match to the prophecy of destruction awaiting them, he needed to help Irizar do this. He needed to help himself.

      With all the strength he still possessed, Tellen reached for Irizar’s shoulder instead of the stones. “Let’s not waste another minute.”
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      The wind couldn’t blow Fiora fast enough as she hurtled toward the palace at Meheritia. As the Guardian most connected to emotions, she was at a loss for how she should feel.

      Darius had been the one to give her the knife that had killed Aros. Did he know what they would do?

      I killed my brother.

      Could she blame Darius for this? She was the one who wielded the blade and her hand that dealt the killing blow.

      But it had been Darius’s knife.

      When Aros passed, it tilted the world off balance, leaving Fiora just as off-kilter. She’d achieved her aim of possessing his medallion, but at the cost of her brother’s life.

      The black palace came into view, and the anger within Fiora burned white-hot, even as tears blurred her vision.

      Darius! Fiora sent the mental shout ahead of her.

      He should be back with the girl. The sea witches should have captured her, no problem. But this was Reina. And Darius had developed a soft spot for her, even if he tried to hide it.

      Fiora shouted his name again as she slid to a halt on the tiled floor of the palace entrance. At the sight of her, the guards scurried behind pillars and fountains as she morphed from smoke to human.

      Give me a minute! Darius snapped.

      He’s back. Good.

      Fiora hunched her shoulders, eyes blazing. She would not wait for one more second. Hands cupped, the Fire Guardian brought them up to her mouth and blew. Sparks floated off her fingertips, landing on the floor. Glowing orange footprints that went from dragon feet to those of a man’s boots trailed up one of the sweeping staircases.

      Fiora marched along the trail, determined to find the man she called husband.

      The footprints led her toward their suite, where Darius was opening the door. He must have gotten back just before she’d arrived. His hair was wet, and the scented oils he used suffused the hallway with sandalwood.

      When he caught sight of her, he grinned. However, the smile vanished as he lunged back inside the room just as Fiora threw a fireball at his head.

      “What was that for?” he cried, daring to peek around the corner.

      “You did something to this blade. What was it?” Fiora hurled the knife at his face, morbidly curious what the blade would do if it cut a dragon.

      The blade embedded itself in the wooden door, just shy of where Darius’s head had been.

      The dragon grabbed the handle and yanked it out of the wood, a snarl curling his mouth.

      “I take it you succeeded.” His stance widened.

      “So you admit that you’d planned for me to kill Aros,” Fiora seethed.

      She launched another fireball at his head. Darius sidestepped the shot, then tackled her to the floor, blade pressed to her throat.

      She could turn to smoke and steal the blade, giving herself the upper hand. But her heart ached. Losing Aros had created a gaping hole that hurt her almost as much as it had when Darius first disappeared.

      “You’re going to kill me, too?” She would claw out his heart before he even came close.

      “Hardly,” he said, pulling the blade away from her throat, but he didn’t relax.

      Fiora’s voice shook as she spoke. “Why didn’t you tell me what it did?”

      Darius’s face hovered right above hers. “You would’ve been too cautious if I had. Aros and his whelps deserved what they got, and you know it.”

      Fiora tried to bite his hand, but Darius moved out of reach.

      “He didn’t deserve to die!” Hot tears fled from Fiora’s eyes.

      She wanted to hurt him. To make Darius truly understand what he’d done.

      He pushed away from her and stood, dagger still in hand. “Didn’t he?”

      Though he held the blade casually, his muscles were taut, ready to retaliate should she attack again. She wanted to, but the weariness and grief building within her were too heavy.

      “You’ve thrown the world out of balance, Darius,” Fiora said, rising to her knees, wincing at the bruises to her skull and back.

      Darius narrowed his eyes even as he slid his back foot into a steadier fighting stance.

      “You are the one who wielded the blade.” His tone was quiet, but venom laced each word.

      “You should have told me,” she insisted.

      Darius slashed the knife through the air. “I didn’t have to tell you anything! This is a war.”

      Fiora shot to her feet and was in Darius’s face. “Yes, you did! You should’ve been honest with me and told me that something about that blade was different.”

      Darius sneered. “You’re the one who delivered the fatal blow. Not me. I never told you to do that. I hoped you would, but Aros died because you struck him.”

      All the air whooshed out of Fiora’s lungs. This can’t be my fault. I never wanted him dead.

      The dragon continued, leering down at her. “If only you’d had this blade when you first caught Tellen. Then the world would be rid of two of the worst creatures to ever walk this earth.”

      Fiora covered her mouth as she stepped back, stunned. She hated Tellen, yes. He’d lied, stolen, and betrayed her. But even he didn’t deserve a death like she’d given to Aros.

      Fiora squeezed her eyes shut, stifling a sob.

      “Why?” was all she could get out from between her fingers.

      Darius slumped against the doorframe, letting the knife clatter to the floor.

      “Because I lost any chance to cross over the Eastern Fringe and save my family when Aros, Tellen, and Reina locked me in that ice prison. And you, so set on destroying Tellen and his followers, refused to listen to me and let me go. If you had come with me when I first asked, we could have saved my family, and possibly the rest of the dragons, too. But now it’s too late.”

      The tiles met Fiora’s knees with a hard thunk as she dropped her face into her hands. Darius was right. She’d been so set on bringing about that prophecy and getting her revenge on Tellen that she’d never thought of what Darius wanted.

      He’d begged her to let him go many times. She’d refused, insisting that she needed him by her side. And she had. Losing him to the heathens in Hadrian once had broken her heart like nothing else. It wasn’t something she could repeat.

      Yet, it was her stubbornness that prevented them from rescuing the lost dragons. Now they never would.

      Fiora peered at him through blurry eyes as Darius slid all the way to the floor, pulled his knees into his chest.

      He hid his face in his arms as he said, “I failed them.”

      Fiora dragged herself over to Darius, and they wrapped arms around one another, each letting go of bitter tears.

      “I’m sorry, Darius,” she said into his shoulder.

      “Me too.”

      “Do we give all this up and leave?” Fiora asked, wiping her eyes.

      Darius leaned back, shaking his head. “We’ve come too far already. Tellen still has to pay. He wronged you and ensured that both of us remained locked up for the past thousand years. He fractured both our families. We don’t end this until he kneels before us or lies dead at our feet.”

      The tip of his thumb wiped away her lingering tears.

      “Then we still have work to do. Zared must be ready to move out with his armies within the week.” Fiora sniffed.

      A wicked grin lit Darius’s face, despite the tears still shining on his cheeks. “His army can leave without him.”

      Fiora frowned. “Why is that?”

      “Reina is coming here.”

      The Fire Guardian sat up straighter, indignation flaring. “You never caught her?”

      Darius looked away, sneering. “The Sirens proved worthless, and Reina escaped. That, and the girl has grown some teeth since we last met.”

      Fiora opened her mouth to say why she thought Reina had escaped once again when Darius cut in.

      “However, she’s finally developed the last elemental spark.” Darius slid his golden gaze back over to Fiora, the corners of his mouth turning up. “She’s ready.”

      Fiora’s chest swelled, and a smile crept up her face. It was all coming to an end. Reina would fulfill the prophecy. Tellen would lie humiliated at her feet, and Fiora would finally get the justice she deserved.

      “We should prepare a welcome celebration,” Fiora said.

      All of Darius’s pointed teeth gleamed as he said, “I have the perfect one in mind.”
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      The sharp landscape of the Black Waste dropped into the horizon, creating a sea of volcanic rock sharp enough to split hairs. Heat waves rose from the ground, rippling like a curtain caught in the wind, distorting everything.

      Nienna dragged a hand down her face. How are we supposed to get through that?

      Most of the morning had drifted away while Nienna used her Skyspark to scope out the wasteland. Each time the tiny ball of white light bounced back into her hand, it filled her with more trepidation as there seemed to be no way through.

      If only Ross would wake up, he might know how to cross this inhospitable spit of land. He was Ballitine, after all. Because of that fact, Ross was supposed to be her enemy. He’d been living in Solomon, cozying up to Owen for the past several years, gaining access to valuable information that a spy, like her father’s ex-commander, Horacio Marks, would give their life for.

      Nienna walked back to where the mason lay, arm thrown over his eyes. She hated to wake him, but her senses were on fire. When she reached Ross, she kneeled down and removed his arm from his face.

      “It’s too early,” he mumbled and rolled over, facing away from her.

      She took his hand and sent a gentle boost of energy to him. “I know you’re exhausted, but we need to get moving.”

      After losing that much blood, Ross was lucky to be alive. He was even luckier that the arrow hadn’t gone two more inches to the right and pierced his heart.

      Nienna shuddered at the memory of pulling the arrow out and seeing just how close he’d come. Her gift of healing was strong, but not even Tellen could bring people back from the dead.

      The problem she kept coming back to was if Ross really were her enemy, he wouldn’t have tried to stop her from coming down here. He wouldn’t have taken that arrow for her at the wall. And she wouldn’t feel so indebted to him for being there for her brother after her parents died when she couldn’t be.

      His hand still in hers, Ross rolled back over, eyes struggling to stay open. “You’re still here?” His look of surprise was almost worth the wait.

      Her mouth twitched into a grimace. “Well, I thought I’d shake things up this time.”

      Ross tried to get his feet under him, but he toppled sideways. Nienna helped him into a sitting position. Though still unsteady, he kept upright this time.

      “I was certain I would be alone again when I woke up this morning,” he said, still blinking sleep out of his eyes.

      Nienna tried to smother her smile. “It is two in the afternoon, just for your reference. And it’s getting late enough, I was considering it.”

      “Guess I should count myself fortunate,” he said, using a hand to brush twigs out of his hair.

      He squinted as he stared around at the trees and the lava field beyond. “I didn’t realize we were so close to the Waste.”

      Nienna followed his gaze. “It’s a good thing I stopped when I did. Had I tried to ride through the lava field in the dark, we would have wound up impaled on the spikes of some jagged formation.”

      “That would have been the least of our worries.” Ross reached for his waterskin and took a long drink.

      “Death by impaling seems worry-worthy to me,” Nienna said, frowning.

      “Trust me. There’s worse.” With a glance down at his ruined tunic, Ross grimaced. “You know that up north we have monster wolves, Grimmoles, and ice spiders.”

      Nienna shuddered. She remembered all of those foul things far too well.

      Ross continued. “Down here we’re dealing with more ethereal threats. They specifically target those with elemental powers. If we want to make it to Meheritia alive, we’d do well not to touch our gifts out there.”

      “What happens if we use our magic?” asked Nienna, giving the lava field a newfound respect.

      Ross raised an eyebrow. “Have I ever shown you my wrist?”

      Nienna shook her head, confused.

      With clumsy fingers, he rolled up the sleeve of his right arm and traced a finger over the skin. It was a shade lighter than the rest, but otherwise seemed normal.

      “When I fled Meheritia, I crossed the Black Waste at night. It became so cold that I could see my breath, so I used my Fire to keep warm as I walked. Wights swarmed me, and one grabbed my arm, turning it blue. The color has come back since, but if you touch just above my wrist, you’ll notice that the skin here is still colder than the rest of my arm.”

      Nienna was curious to test it, but the thought of touching him made her thoughts jump to the tattoo on his other arm. Something more sentient than it should be.

      While Ross changed into fresh clothes and ate the roasted fiddleheads and quail she’d found that morning, Nienna packed up their camp in an agitated rush. The tingling down her spine was growing worse. They needed to leave.

      As she worked, her eyes darted to where the dragon tattoo lay beneath Ross’s sleeve. It was almost as if it were staring at her through the fibers of his shirt.

      Ross scratched his arm, and the creature’s head poked out from beneath the cuff.

      Nienna swore the thing winked at her.

      “Why does it feel alive?” she asked, unable to keep the question to herself.

      Ross followed where she was looking, and his shoulders sagged. “Because it is.”

      Pausing in her work, Nienna walked over and took Ross’s arm. She ran a finger down the spikes on the dragon’s back, and the little thing wriggled. A purr echoed in her mind.

      She jumped back. “It moved!”

      “I told you it was alive.” Ross brushed a hand over the dragon, and it appeared to bump his finger with its head. “He recognizes your Earthspark from when you saved me in Solace.”

      Nienna’s mouth fell open. “I haven’t thought about that place in ages. Too many other terrible things have happened that make the prison seem more like a nightmare than something real.”

      Ross gave her a rueful smile. “For those of us who didn’t travel back in time and get caught by a blood-thirsty dragon, it’s still quite fresh.”

      Nienna rubbed a hand up her arm as she looked out at the Waste. The experience at the prison had been terrible. Being Darius’s slave, however, meant pain, manipulation, and never knowing what was real.

      Ross scooted closer. “We can still turn around. You don’t have to kill the dragon.”

      “I thought you said the wall was a point of no-return.” Nienna sat back against a rock, putting distance between them once more. “No one else knows how to kill him, and if I don’t do it, no one will.”

      The purple half-moons beneath Ross’s eyes deepened. “It will be much harder to get back across the wall after the mess we left, but you’re a superb strategist and I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      He lightly brushed the dragon again. It seemed to crow with the idea of a fight.

      “We could also
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