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For my readers,




Those who have championed this series

from its inception to its inevitable conclusion:

You are the true legends.




Thank you




















AUTHOR’S NOTE




It’s always bittersweet to conclude a writing project, and I find ending a series to be even more difficult than a standalone novel. And since this series holds such a profound place in my heart, it was harder than I’d anticipated.

By the time I reached the final chapters of this book, I’d been working on the series as a whole for more years than I can count. It was both exhilarating and sad to see the end looming, when I’d immersed myself in Andrew’s world for so long. I loved these characters and grew along with them, both as a writer and a person. 

But as we’re often reminded: All good things must come to an end sometime.

I rewrote the final chapters of Legend multiple times, trying to find the “perfect” ending. I’m not sure there is such a thing, but I liked this one, and I hope you do too. After all the strife and hardship I forced Andrew and his brothers to endure, I felt they deserved a reprieve at the end. 

That’s not to say they didn’t reach the end of this tale without receiving a few scars along the way. None of them are the same men they were when this journey began.

And if you skipped past the dedication, you may want to look at it if you’re reading this. 

	Because this one is for you.







			Thank you and happy reading,

				A.J. Calvin
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When I became aware of myself again, it was to the acrid scent of woodsmoke wafting toward me on a gentle breeze. I didn’t immediately open my eyes; my head felt as though it had been stuffed with cotton, and I didn’t know how long I’d been unconscious. The last memories I had before succumbing to the darkness were vague, fuzzy impressions that slipped away each time I tried to grasp them. 

Every muscle ached, I was bruised in numerous places, and there was a sharp, searing agony shooting through both my hands and feet. When I attempted to shift into a more comfortable position, I realized I couldn’t. I’d been bound tightly from head to tail, and the seemingly small movement intensified the pain in my extremities. 

I grimaced, and my jaws were met with unyielding resistance. An iron muzzle had been fitted around them, allowing for only minimal movement.

I was a prisoner, then.

“I think he’s waking, my lord,” I heard someone say. The voice wasn’t far from my location, but it sounded strange and distorted through the haze that clouded my mind. 

Slowly, I forced my eyes open, but the lids remained heavy. It was early evening. A number of soldiers were gathered around a pair of campfires some distance ahead. They wore the crimson and ivory colors of the royal house, and upon seeing them, my elusive memories began to return in a disjointed torrent. 

The battle at the abandoned keep. The king’s new commander in his crimson cloak, ordering his men to charge despite the obvious folly of his plan. The trebuchets. I’d destroyed many of them, but not all. One had struck a weakened point in the keep’s outer wall, and a portion had collapsed. I’d spied Rynn, scrambling away from the precipice, her leg bent awkwardly beneath her. I’d been compelled to save her, determined that I would not lose her as I’d lost Vera—no matter the cost.

I’d understood that I was in range of the trebuchets, but I’d refused to let her fall. Foolishly, I’d believed that any trap the enemy had contrived would be no match for my strength, that I’d break free with ease. 

I’d been so damned wrong. 

The king’s men had done their research and had been ready. I’d been blinded by confidence, by arrogance, a fatal flaw I’d cautioned other soldiers to avoid throughout my military career. Yet I’d followed that same damned path. I was a fool if ever there was one.

I was still in my dragon form but unable to shift. I could no longer detect the item that had pierced my wing when the net had enveloped me and decided it must have been removed. The continuous, throbbing pain that afflicted my extremities seemed to be the current cause of my inability to change forms, for when I attempted it, that strange, pulling sensation I’d felt when my wing had been pierced returned. 

Peering from the corner of my eyes, I could just make out my scaly, taloned right hand strapped cruelly down with chains and the strangely flexible material the enemy had constructed their nets from. I was on a cart, and I could just make out the rim of a wheel beyond the end of my talons. Dark blood seeped from the center of my agonized hand. I stared, horrified, refusing to believe what my eyes perceived. A metal stake had been driven through the back of my hand.

The pain radiating from my other hand and both of my feet was identical. I didn’t have to look to know that stakes had been driven through my flesh at each location. I understood now why I was unable to shift; impaled as I was, my body could not accommodate the transformation.

Holy hell. I was thoroughly trapped.

The sound of footsteps forced my eyes away from my injured hand, drawing them forward to take stock of the man striding toward me. He wasn’t tall, but had a solid build and carried himself with an air of authority. His pale blue eyes held no warmth as he sneered at me from his pock-marked face. His head had been recently shaved, and a small nick was visible atop his scalp. He wore the crimson cloak of Colin’s chosen commander.

His name floated to me through the fog that enveloped my brain: Robert Claybourne.

“You put up a mighty struggle back at the keep,” he remarked. “Not that it has done you one whit of good.” He kicked the side of the cart near one side of my jaws. “The king will be exceptionally pleased that I’ve managed to capture you, beast. He has grand plans for your return to the Capitol.”

I clenched my teeth in frustration, but was uncertain if I’d be capable of making a reply with the muzzle cinched around my jaws. 

“Why?” I managed through my teeth, my voice a low growl.

Claybourne threw his head back and laughed. “You were born and raised in this kingdom. You ought to know her laws by now. The king demands that you abide by them, just as the rest of us must.” He smirked knowingly and spat on the ground. “He has declared he’ll mete out your punishment himself. A fitting sentence given your duplicitous nature.”

I was unsurprised by the news. I’d suspected Colin wanted the so-called glory of killing me himself, though in my current state, it would make for poor sport.

“Any further questions, beast?” Claybourne asked with a sneer. 

I needed to know our present location, but I doubted Claybourne would be forthcoming. Once we began moving, I believed I could learn where we were; I’d traveled the Northern Reaches of Novania Kingdom many times throughout my life and was familiar with most of its locales. 

I decided speaking wasn’t worth the effort. Claybourne only seemed interested in goading me and inciting my ire, and it was better to save my strength than to waste my breath arguing with him. I’d need every ounce of stamina I possessed if I hoped to break free.

“No,” I growled.

“Well, I hope you’re comfortable with your new accommodations.” He smirked and turned away, retreating toward the campfires, while I was left alone with my thoughts.

As the last vestiges of fog began to lift from my mind, I came to the unfortunate realization that whatever concoction Claybourne had used to knock me unconscious had also dulled my sense of pain. Within an hour of waking, both my hands and feet became excruciating. It required every shred of willpower I possessed not to cry out in agony. Even subtle movement shot bursts of blinding pain through my extremities. 

I felt my wounds attempting to heal, only to be continuously disrupted by the presence of the stakes piercing my hide. I had experienced a greater agony only once before, when several of my dragon scales had been forcibly removed. But that pain had been my decision. This was a merciless hell without hope of respite.

	Claybourne and most of his soldiers turned in for the night sometime later, leaving only a solitary guard to keep watch over their tiny camp. I watched as she patrolled the perimeter, wary of what she might do given the chance. With her leader asleep and no one else to bear witness, might she become bold enough to cause me further harm? I certainly didn’t like the notion; I could scarcely tolerate my pain as it was. Fortunately, she gave me a wide berth at each pass, and her watch ended uneventfully. 

	Just after midnight, another soldier took over the watch. I recognized him immediately; he was the same man who had thrown the flasks toward me after I’d been captured. While he’d been under orders to do so, I didn’t believe I could trust him any more than I could trust his commander. Anyone who followed Robert Claybourne was no ally of mine.

	He appeared unconcerned by my presence and said nothing as he made his rounds. Each time I heard his footfalls draw near, I steeled myself, but he did nothing to further my misery.

	I fell into a fitful sleep sometime before dawn, only to be awakened a short time later. Claybourne shouted curses while he began rousing his soldiers, preparing to break camp. It wasn’t until the tents and gear were stowed that anyone bothered to pay me any heed. 

	Claybourne drew one of the men aside and pointed in my direction. “The king wants this creature alive when we reach the Capitol. It’s your job to feed it.” 

	Claybourne smirked as he spoke while the other man visibly paled at his words. I knew I appeared intimidating, and it was clear that Claybourne had given the man this task as a form of punishment. In my current state, I couldn’t harm him even if I wanted to. I wasn’t hungry and didn’t trust Claybourne, but knew I must eat in order to regain my strength. Enduring the constant pain had sapped most of my energy.

	“What’s left in the porridge pot can go to the beast,” Claybourne continued, smiling maliciously as he handed the man a key. “Don’t stand there gaping like a blasted fool. Get to it! We depart soon, you lazy fucking lout.”

	The man nodded, eyes wide with terror as he turned away to disappear behind a cart of supplies. Claybourne stalked off to oversee other aspects of the departure, staring daggers at everyone in his path. Moments later, the soldier returned carrying a heavy cast-iron pot. He placed the pot at the end of the cart I was bound to and stared at me for several long moments. His hands shook as he fumbled with the key.

	I sighed, weary of his hesitation and unnecessary fear. I didn’t know whether his reaction stemmed from Claybourne’s propaganda or from having witnessed what I was capable of during the recent battle, but I doubted there was anything I could say to ease his fears. Even if I’d wanted to lash out, I couldn’t, bound as I was.

	The man stepped onto the cart mere inches from my jaws. He forced the key into a lock holding the iron muzzle firmly in place as sweat dripped from his brow. He gazed at me, terror in his eyes, as he carefully removed the lock from its hasps.

	The muzzle sprang open and I experienced a wave of relief. I hadn’t realized how tightly the contraption pressed against my face. I worked my jaw from side to side, grateful to have even that limited movement granted to me. The man leapt backwards, startled by the motion, and scrambled off the cart.

	“Considering that your commander has me strapped down to the point of immobility, you have nothing to fear from me,” I said dryly.

	His eyes grew wide as I spoke and he swallowed hard, but he didn’t respond, nor did he finish the chore he’d been assigned. He stood gaping, his face drained of color.

	Claybourne reappeared then, glowering like a storm cloud. “Norris, you lout, I’ll have you flogged if you can’t pick up the pace.” He cuffed the man in the back of the head and sneered. “Get on with it, man. The damned beast can do little more than gnash its teeth.”

	I glared at Claybourne, tired of the constant barrage of insults he’d spewed at me since I’d awakened. “My name is Andrew,” I growled.

	Claybourne shrugged as if my words were of no consequence, then turned to spit. “The names of beasts have little meaning in the realm of men.” He shoved Norris roughly. “Finish your task, or I’ll have you fed to that creature as its next meal.” 

	Claybourne stomped away while Norris nodded adamantly. He was visibly shaking and the color had not yet returned to his cheeks, but he stumbled forward. I pitied him, then wondered what compelled him to remain in the employ of a man like Robert Claybourne. 

	“I don’t eat people,” I said, unable to keep the irritation from my tone. 

	My words seemed to give him some measure of relief. He picked up the porridge pot and hefted it onto the cart. There was little left inside and it was likely cold, but I was grateful to receive anything at all. Based on how my time had played out as Claybourne’s prisoner so far, I’d expected to be left hungry.

	Norris unceremoniously dumped the meager contents of the pot into my mouth, then backed away once more. It was little more than a mouthful, but I would not complain. It would only provide Claybourne with a measure of satisfaction as he prolonged my torment, something I was unwilling to give him. As I swallowed, Claybourne reappeared behind Norris.

	“Good, you’ve finished.” He held out his hand. “Give me that damned key and help me secure its muzzle once more.” 

	I growled low in my throat, weary of being referred to as “it.”

	Claybourne narrowed his eyes in momentary rage, then pulled himself onto the cart and launched a kick at the side of my jaw. The blow was solid, but I scarcely felt it. The pain was inconsequential when compared with the agony radiating from my limbs. 

 	“I’ve no patience for your games, beast,” he snarled even as he and Norris managed to close the muzzle around my jaws once more. Claybourne snapped the lock closed and leveled another kick in my direction before leaping to the ground. “You’ll do well to mind your manners around me. Your life, such as it is, may well depend on what I see fit to tell the king.”

	I narrowed my eyes and clenched my jaw, though I managed to hold my tongue. Nothing I said would change my fate—Colin would have me executed when we arrived at the Capitol. My heart was heavy with the knowledge that my own brother had become so heartless and cruel. 

	Claybourne continued to glare for several seconds before wheeling away to address the soldiers under his command. Within a few minutes, a team of six horses was hitched to the front of the cart, and a different soldier was assigned the task of sitting mere inches from the end of my nose in order to guide the animals. She appeared less afraid of me than Norris had been. 

	With every rut the cart struck and each bump in the road, jagged shards of agony shot through my limbs. The stakes had been pounded into the bed of the cart, but even slight movement made them shift, reopening my wounds.

	I clenched my jaw in an attempt to internalize my anguish. I refused to give Claybourne the satisfaction of learning the extent of my misery. 

	We made slow progress. The horses strained against their harnesses, managing little more than walking speed due to my weight.

	We traveled through farmland, angling south and east along roads that were in a state of disrepair. Though a few curious onlookers stopped their work in the spring-greened fields to watch our passage, none ventured near the procession of soldiers leading the bound and suffering dragon to the Capitol. By the time Claybourne called a halt as dusk began to fall, my wounds were raw and bleeding, my pain so intense that my limbs trembled beneath the chains and straps that bound them. My jaw ached from being clenched against my anguish, and my skull thundered in time with my heartbeat.

	When the cart mercifully came to a stop, the cessation of movement was a profound relief. It was only then that I realized the extent of my exhaustion, but it would be some time before I’d relax enough to sleep. Pain continued to lance through my arms and legs, though it was a mere shadow compared to what I’d endured while we’d traveled.

	I observed Claybourne’s soldiers as they set up camp, wondering how Thomas fared at the keep where the battle had recently taken place, and if Alexander had reached the designated rendezvous point at Willever Ferry. I didn’t know if Claybourne had been informed of his army’s defeat in the south, but he’d been unaware of it when he’d attacked Thomas’ forces. 

	I replayed the final moments of the battle in my mind. Claybourne had known it was lost as he’d worked to apprehend me. He’d come to the Northern Marches specifically for my capture, and though I’d striven to avoid his damned nets, I’d been unable to escape in the end. My only solace was that Rynn had survived. 

	Ah, Rynn. I could envision her bright smile, the vibrancy of her blue eyes, the way her blond curls bobbed and swayed as she walked. Though I’d been in love before, she’d captivated my heart in a way that no other woman had. I hoped I’d one day be reunited with her, even if only to look upon her one final time. 

	Colin wouldn’t hesitate to execute me when we reached the Capitol. He’d made the mistake of delaying similar plans with Alexander, giving me time to free him. I didn’t believe Colin would make the same mistake twice. He was a heartless bastard, but he wasn’t stupid.

	With those thoughts, I fell into a fitful sleep, broken by dreams of battle and unending pain. 
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I was awakened roughly by a solid blow to the side of my face. Startled, I jerked aside. Both of my hands pulled against the stakes impaling them, and I roared from the sudden onslaught of pain even as I realized the source of my initial discomfort had come from Robert Claybourne. He stood near my head, hands on hips, sneering, his cold blue eyes filled with malice. 

	“So, the beast feels pain after all,” he mused. “I was beginning to wonder how much it would take before you screamed. The king will no doubt be interested to learn of my findings.”

	Though I wished to reply with a scathing remark about Colin’s unworthiness to rule, I knew it would only provoke Claybourne further. I teetered on the brink of endurance as it was, and I didn’t want to further my misery. I merely glared at him in response.

	“We’ll be breaking camp soon,” he said after a time. “I’ll have Norris bring your feed as he did yesterday. It’s a pity the little shit failed to wet himself. I’d hoped he would. He’s a coward and deserves some humiliation, in my book.” He turned to spit toward the ground below. “No matter. We’ll reach the Green Fords this afternoon, and there will be plenty of time to watch your humiliation at the hands of the townsfolk. I rather look forward to seeing the spectacle.”

	When I made no response, he leapt from the cart and stomped toward the campsite. During our brief exchange, he’d revealed our location, and based on the pace the horses had maintained the previous day, I had a week before we reached the Capitol. A week to free myself—or prepare for my inevitable death.

	The Green Fords was a river crossing that had grown into a bustling town. Whatever Claybourne had in store for me there would be painful and humiliating, but I would endure. I must.

	The main route between the Green Fords and the Capitol would lead us to a point only three miles from Willever Ferry. If Alexander were there… 

	I pushed the thought firmly from my mind. It was folly to rely on hope that might not exist. I must find a means to escape my bonds without counting on outside assistance, and I had approximately one week to do so.

	The day passed much as the previous one had. My injuries reopened with each jostle and bump of the cart, and beneath the pain, I began to feel the first true pangs of hunger. The meager rations Claybourne had allotted me weren’t sufficient for one of his soldiers, let alone for sating the appetite of a wounded and miserable dragon. 

	We arrived at the outskirts of the Green Fords late that afternoon. Claybourne ordered his soldiers to make camp just outside the town, but our arrival didn’t go unnoticed. 

	Curious onlookers soon appeared, and Claybourne was thrilled to oblige them with fabricated tales of my terrible misdeeds. Not a word he said was true, but I doubted his audience knew that. He relished the role of perverse showman, adding new supposed crimes to his list with each rendition of his story. Attempting to contradict the man would get me nowhere and would likely result in further torture later that night. I remained silent and miserable, and did my best to ignore the insults and jibes shouted in my direction. 

	As word of our arrival spread, the crowd grew larger and more boisterous. I was beginning to understand why such fanfare and revelry had taken place on the eve of Alexander’s scheduled execution. Claybourne thrived on the attention he received and the renown he’d earn for capturing the last of the dragon-kind. The audience hung on his every word, eager to hear more tales of the terrible beast the mighty Robert Claybourne had captured. In his tales, he was the hero, the man protecting the realm from the horrors of magic and depraved creatures like the one pinned to his cart.

	I closed my eyes and clenched my jaw as I battled my pain. I would not react to the taunts of the crowd. I was trapped in this hell, but wouldn’t provoke an increase in my suffering. 

	Once night fell, Claybourne ordered his soldiers to disperse the crowd. He posted six to each watch during the night, far more than I believed necessary for the size of their camp. Was he concerned the townsfolk might return and cause trouble?

	I secretly hoped some would. It might provide a chance to escape—if I could convince someone to assist in the removal of my shackles and the damned stakes that pierced my hide. 

	My hope was not realized. As the night drew on with no movement and nothing for the guards to concern themselves with, I knew I’d be at Claybourne’s mercy another day. I slept but little.

	I woke before dawn, avoiding a repeat of the brutal awakening I’d received the previous morning. The camp was quiet, but after a while, I heard the rhythmic sound of hoofbeats traveling in our direction. It was a single rider. After a few moments, I spied the man as he raced around a thick stand of trees. He wore the armor of the king’s garrison and sported a broadsword across his back. As he noticed our camp, he urged his horse to a greater speed.

	He reined in at the perimeter and dismounted. “I’ve an urgent message for the commander,” he said to the nearest guard, who disappeared amongst the tents. He returned several minutes later with a surly Robert Claybourne in tow.

	“Out with it, man,” Claybourne growled impatiently. 

	“The king sends word that your army in the south has been defeated,” the messenger replied with a frown. “While he understands the reason for your detour to the Northern Marches, His Majesty is sorely displeased with your lack of progress so far.”

	Claybourne’s shoulders tensed as he braced himself. “I had every confidence that the men I left behind would be victorious. They’ve failed me, and they’ve failed their king,” he snarled.

	“The king has requested an audience with you once you’ve reached the Capitol.” The messenger paused to survey the camp, his expression impassive. “Is this meager company all that remains of your forces, Commander?”

	Claybourne hesitated. “No,” he lied, “the rest will follow me to the Capitol in the coming days.” 

	The messenger crossed his arms and looked down at Claybourne with a contemptuous glare. “While it is not my place to doubt your words, I will return to the Capitol ahead of you and inform His Majesty that you have at least managed to complete one of your tasks.” His gaze drifted to my location. “I believe he’ll be pleased with that bit of news despite your other shortcomings.”

	“I assure you, the rest of my army will follow,” Claybourne growled, incensed that he’d been contradicted by the messenger. “Include that in your damned report, or you’ll—” 

	“Or I’ll what, Robert?” the man demanded, cutting him off. “I don’t answer to you. I answer only to His Majesty, our king, Colin Marsden. You may be the commander of his army, but I command the castle’s garrison and the king’s personal guard. As such, I outrank you.”

	Claybourne glowered for several seconds, then spat to one side. “Very well. Tell the king what you will. I’ll be back in the Capitol in less than a week’s time.”

	“He’ll be awaiting you,” the man replied before turning toward his horse. 

	Claybourne grumbled something to himself, then turned on his heel to begin shouting at the soldiers under his command. “Break camp! We’ve wasted too damned much time already!”

	I’d found the exchange between the two men illuminating. They clearly didn’t like one another, and Claybourne resented the presence of someone who outranked him. I hadn’t recognized the messenger, but that was unsurprising. In my previous life as the former king’s commander, I’d also been in charge of the castle’s garrison. That Colin had split the role and had given the garrison’s leader rank over Claybourne might prove useful information if I managed to break free.

	The tone of Colin’s message indicated a measure of disapproval with Claybourne, and I found it interesting that he’d been compelled to lie about the whereabouts of his army. They would not be following in his wake as he’d reported; he’d taken severe losses during the battle with Thomas, and I doubted that any survivors would return to follow him. 

	The atrocities I’d witnessed him commit against his own people had been a source of disgust and outrage. If any of his army had surrendered, Thomas would have offered them the choice to defect or return to their homes. Those seeking to rejoin Claybourne should have overtaken us by now, but there were no new faces in his camp. It seemed Claybourne had few friends and commanded little loyalty once the soldiers were beyond his immediate reach.

	As the first rays of dawn broke over the eastern horizon, we resumed the trek towards the Capitol. The only route through the Green Fords was the main road through town, which would lead to a shallow river crossing beyond. 

	After the previous afternoon, I was uncertain what awaited me within the town and braced myself for a potential onslaught. In my current state, I could do nothing to defend myself, and struggling would only deplete my energy further. I was weak from hunger and the constant pain in my limbs, and lacked the willpower to engage in even verbal combat. 

	Several residents paused in their morning routines to study us as we passed into the town’s outskirts. A boy of about ten shouted somewhere ahead, then raced toward the town center. I had no doubt he planned to gather as many residents as he was able to watch our passage. Claybourne had made me a spectacle.

	Claybourne motioned to his soldiers. “Keep an eye on the commoners. They’ve had a taste of the beast’s misfortune and seek to add to it. If not for my orders, I’d let them, but the king wants this brute alive.” He spat on the ground to further his point. 

	A milling throng became visible as we rounded a bend in the road and began making our way through the marketplace. Though it was still early, most of the population of the Green Fords had crammed themselves into the space, elbowing and jostling one another for better views. When the crowd took note of me, a cacophony of shouts and cheers rang through the market; insults mixed with exclamations of surprise and shouts of outrage. 

	The current driver of my cart turned to glance over his shoulder. “The commander certainly didn’t help matters by putting you on display yesterday,” he whispered. I sensed he feared to speak any louder, lest Claybourne overhear the exchange. “For what it’s worth, I believe what he’s done to you is wrong, but we all fear for our own skins around the man.”

	“Hmm.” I didn’t want to risk a reply, but I wanted to let him know I’d heard his words. The sound was nearly drowned out by the angry mob encroaching on our path.

	Something soft and pulpy hit my left flank, and sticky liquid began to run down my side from the point of impact. I couldn’t turn my head to look at what had been thrown from amidst the crowd, though based on the feel, it was likely a piece of fruit. Soon more projectiles were thrown, though I couldn’t determine if I was the primary target or if the king’s soldiers were. Our whole procession was subject to the barrage.

	Claybourne snarled as a soft apple hit him squarely in the chest. Without warning, he drew his sword and slashed at the nearest townsperson. The young woman’s eyes widened in shock as his blade cut through her woolen dress and ripped across her abdomen. He wrenched the weapon free, then spat as she fell to the ground. Several others knelt to assist her, but she was bleeding profusely. I doubted she’d last more than a few minutes.

	A hush fell over the crowd as they took in the scene.

	“I’ll have the lot of you damned commoners thrown in the dungeons!” Claybourne bellowed, seething. “Be gone, all of you, before I make good on my threat!”

	Stunned, the townspeople began to disperse. I’d been hit during the onslaught numerous times, and though none of the missiles had caused any harm, I was coated with rubbish from head to tail and helpless to remedy the situation. 

	I released a despairing sigh. I was weary, hurt, and humiliated. Even Colin could not have devised a worse fate if he’d set his mind to it.

	From one of the windows above the street, a woman’s voice carried over the marketplace. “Release the dragon!” she cried, her tone impassioned.

	A new wave of people poured from within the surrounding buildings, charging toward the cart. They were armed, brandishing swords, axes, knives, and one man held a pitchfork. Claybourne laughed mirthlessly as they approached, signaling to the soldiers. There was an equal number of townspeople and soldiers, but none of the commoners wore armor, and it was unlikely they’d ever trained for combat. Within seconds, it was apparent they were outmatched, and Claybourne was a merciless foe.

	I struggled feebly against my bonds, but only succeeded in tearing open the wounds in my hands anew. The bolts of pain that shot through my arms were blinding in their intensity. I was forced to cease all movement immediately, incapacitated by the agony. 

	I watched helplessly as two dozen townspeople were cut down while Claybourne shouted curses and insults. The fight was over in a matter of minutes.

	Claybourne turned to survey the damage, seemingly satisfied that none of his soldiers had been seriously injured. He pointed to several, indicating he wished to speak with them.

	“Find that woman,” he growled. “Find the bitch who shouted from the window. I want her hanged for treason!” When the three blinked at him, uncomprehending, his face became almost purple with rage. “Do as I’ve ordered, or you will join her!”

	The soldiers scrambled to obey, angling away from the devastation on their appointed errand. Claybourne turned to glower at the rest of his soldiers, his pale eyes alighting on mine after a time. “I suppose you hoped they would succeed, didn’t you, beast?” he snarled. 

	I held his gaze but kept my expression carefully neutral. Nothing I said would help my situation. Claybourne was more volatile than I’d anticipated, and it wouldn’t do me any good to incite his ire further. 

	My limbs throbbed, and I grew weaker by the hour. I was no longer certain of my ability to withstand any further torture he might inflict.

	After a moment, he made a sound of frustration and spun around. He shouted further orders, and within a few moments, we’d resumed our slow progress through the streets. The slain townspeople were left where they lay, bleeding on the dusty cobblestones, while their sightless eyes stared in horror at the cloudless spring sky.

	I grunted in pain as the cart hit a rough patch in the road. My foolish attempt at breaking free had left me bleeding and raw, and what little healing my body had managed during the night had been rapidly undone. The cart driver glanced over his shoulder, compassion in his dark eyes.

	“I truly wish there was something I could do,” he whispered, his words scarcely audible over the creaking of the cart’s wheels. 

	Silently, I thanked him for his empathy despite his reluctance to act on it. Claybourne would likely have him killed if he knew.

	There were no further entanglements with the locals as we made our way through town to the river crossing beyond. The crossing was little more than a shallow place in the river bracketed on either side by the road, the water only knee-deep for most of the soldiers. 

	Claybourne ordered a break once we reached the other side. He pointed to several of his people, then jerked his chin in my direction. “Clean the filth off that beast. He smelled foul enough before he was coated in grime, and I’m in no mood to tolerate the stench.” He shifted his gaze to meet mine, his lips upturned in a smirk. “Don’t think I’m growing soft, beast. If you so much as twitch while they’re bathing you, I’ll put you in such agony you won’t stop howling until the king takes your fucking head.”

	I averted my eyes and said nothing. I’d been right to assume Colin wanted me dead and hoped to do the deed himself. But at least I wouldn’t remain covered in rotten fruit and refuse any longer.

	Once his soldiers had finished rinsing the grime from my scales, we moved on. I kept silent despite the ache that had grown in my jaws from clenching my teeth against the pain. 

	We made camp that evening three miles south of the Green Fords. I trembled from the agony the trek had inflicted on my wounded extremities, no longer capable of controlling my response to the continued pain. I didn’t believe I could tolerate much more of Claybourne’s prolonged torture. I’d never been so helpless and it was not in my nature to give up, yet I began to doubt that I’d survive the journey to the Capitol. 

	I was losing my strength, and with it, my hope.
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A piercing cry broke the stillness of the early morning air as we set out from the camp the next day. I recognized it as the cry of a raptor but didn’t bother to open my eyes to investigate. I’d been awakened roughly by Claybourne as he’d kicked at my muzzled jaws only moments before, and the jolt had torn open my wounds yet again. In my weakened state, I lacked the willpower to entertain curiosity, so I ignored the bird. The cry issued again, closer this time, but I continued to ignore it.

	What good was seeking the source of the cry, when locating it would only remind me I was no longer free? Unlike the bird, my wings were useless, bound tightly to my agonized body as they were.

	“What sort of bird is that?” One of the nearby soldiers asked. “I’ve never seen its like before.”

	“It’s a hawk, you dolt,” another answered. “They’re always flying around this area. It’s good hunting for them. Plenty of rabbits.”

	“That’s no hawk,” the first replied. “It’s too large.”

	“Cal’s right,” a third said, this one a woman. “I’m from this part of the kingdom. I’ve never seen a bird like that. It looks like…an eagle, perhaps.”

	At her words, my eyes snapped open and I peered skyward, seeking the source of the shrill cries. I dared to hope the bird would be one I recognized, that it would be the eagle bonded to Alexander. Unable to turn my head, I had a limited view of the sky, and I was unable to locate the bird they’d spoken of.

	“Ah, it’s gone,” the second man said, disappointed. “I would have liked to have a better look at it. I’m certain it was a hawk.”

	“And you’re a fool to think so,” the woman countered. “That was no hawk.”

	“Enough chatter!” Claybourne shouted from the head of the column. He was surlier than usual and everyone seemed to sense it. The conversation died as quickly as it had arisen. 

	Dismayed and cursing myself for a fool, I closed my eyes once more. Even if Alexander had reached the ferry at Willever, I didn’t know if he’d learned of my capture. Communication had been difficult between Thomas and Alexander due to distance, and it was folly to hope he was aware of my present situation.

	It was almost midday when Claybourne called a halt to the march, and I was provided with a brief respite from the rhythmic jostling of the cart. I lay with my eyes closed for some time, too weary to open them, and merely listened to the sounds of the soldiers as they talked amongst themselves and shared a cold meal. Some were eager to return to the Capitol, while others seemed to dread it. From their snatches of conversation, I gleaned the city had been starkly changed during Colin’s brief reign, and not for the better.

	Another piercing cry broke the air, and this time I opened my eyes immediately. The bird flew high in the sky, spiraling overhead. It sported at least a six-foot wingspan and was slate gray in color, but I detected a slight reddish hue in the raptor’s tail feathers. 

	My heart stuttered to life with renewed hope. There was no doubt this was a gray eagle and could very well be Galewing himself. 

	“Look at that,” Cal muttered. “The bird came back.”

	“It’s definitely not a hawk,” the woman stated. “What draws it here, I wonder?”

	Seconds later, one of the supply carts erupted in flames, seemingly of its own accord. The soldiers nearest to it cried out in alarm and backed away, surprise and fear evident in their expressions. 

	Claybourne stormed towards them, his face like a thundercloud. “What have you louts done?” he demanded angrily. “We need every scrap of those supplies! Get that fucking fire out!”

	As he turned away, a curtain of flames erupted only a few feet in front of him, blocking his intended path. His eyes widened in momentary surprise, then narrowed into furious slits as he understood.

	“Mages,” he hissed. “I should have known.” 

	He bellowed the command to draw arms and brandished his sword.

	At that moment, a cloud of dust filled the air, bringing with it the distinct scent of tilled earth. Claybourne had been correct; there were magi nearby. I grinned within the muzzle, certain the magi would succeed where the people of the Green Fords had failed. Claybourne’s people were unused to combating magic.

	I sensed movement on my periphery, but it was far too rapid for my eyes to follow. Several of the soldiers standing near my side cried out in shock, then went silent as the unmistakable sound of bodies falling heavily to the ground replaced their shouts. The odor of spilled blood filled my nostrils. At least one of them had been wounded, if not killed outright. 

	The cloud of dust coalesced around several of the other soldiers, effectively penning them in. They could not penetrate the curtain of fine sand that had enveloped them, though they tried. One woman struck the cloud repeatedly, terror in her eyes when it failed to dissipate. 

	Claybourne bellowed insults, enraged that they were incapable of following his commands.	Again, I detected rapid movement nearby, but this time, the blur of motion stopped a few feet ahead of the cart.

	Profound relief washed over me and I recognized Alexander’s countenance. He’d allowed his hair to grow long while we’d been apart, and it was pulled back into a short blond ponytail. He grasped an ordinary sword in his left hand, and held the red-tinged cursed blade I recognized from his trials in his right. He wore his black dragon scale armor, though he’d foregone the helm. He glanced over his shoulder and nodded to me once, deep sorrow in his green eyes. 

	“Alex—” I managed through the muzzle.

	He shook his head imperceptibly and turned his attention to Robert Claybourne. I knew we’d have time enough to speak once the battle was over and I was freed.

	And I no longer harbored any doubts that I’d be freed. Alexander’s presence ensured it.

	Another gout of flame gushed skywards, blocking a trio of soldiers from joining their commander. Claybourne was cut off from his soldiers and had but one option left remaining to him. He must face Alexander—and my brother was furious.

	Alexander adjusted his grip on both weapons and braced himself, while Claybourne squared his shoulders and began to charge. I watched with growing wonder as Alexander stood his ground, moving rapidly at the last moment to evade Claybourne’s initial strike. He stopped a dozen paces away from Claybourne and now faced in my direction. 

	Claybourne spun around, nearly losing his balance as his swing failed to meet with resistance, then glowered at my younger half-brother menacingly.

	“I’ve no time for tricks,” he growled. “Face me, coward!”

	Alexander’s gaze flicked past Claybourne to meet mine for a moment, and I was certain I knew what he planned. 

	“You’re no match for me,” Alexander replied with a smirk. “But if you insist…” He shrugged, implying he was not responsible for the outcome should Claybourne choose to charge him a second time.

	The driver of the cart rose slowly and turned toward me. His expression was troubled, and it was clear he was uncertain of what he should do next. As Claybourne began to stalk toward Alexander, the driver appeared to make a decision.

	“It’s time to make right some wrongs,” he said in a low tone, drawing a knife from his belt. 

	I stared at him, abruptly terrified of the only man other than Claybourne who had deigned to speak with me during my tortured captivity. As he stepped swiftly toward me, I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to protect them from the strike I was certain would come.

	A moment later, one of the bands holding my head down slackened and gave way. Stunned, I opened my eyes to find him sawing through a second band with his knife where it met the bed of the cart. When he noted my expression, a faint smile crossed his rugged features. 

	“I told you once before this wasn’t right,” he said before continuing with his task.

	I turned my focus back to the scene unfolding between Alexander and Robert Claybourne. As Claybourne came within striking distance of Alexander, he swung his sword in a deadly arc of steel, only to have the blow parried swiftly by the sword Alexander held in his left hand. Alexander shoved him away with little effort, but my brother’s strength far surpassed that of an ordinary man. Claybourne stumbled backwards but immediately recovered.

	Another strike by Claybourne was parried by Alexander, this time by both of his blades. He shoved the commander back with even more force, and Claybourne faltered, losing his balance. He landed heavily on his backside mere inches from the wall of fire that continued to blaze along one side of the battlefield.

	The driver of the cart cut through the last of the straps holding my head in place.

	“Allow me to assist,” I heard a familiar voice say. 

	Now that my head had been freed, I turned slightly to seek the source of the words. From the corner of my eye, I made out the distinctive red hair and friendly smile of one of the Roche twins. Whether it was Nevin or Niall who stood alongside the driver, I couldn’t tell.

	“Don’t use magic,” I warned him through the muzzle. 

	He didn’t know of my sensitivity to magic, that an errant flame would wound me more thoroughly than anything Claybourne had inflicted. It was a secret even Alexander was not privy to.

	He looked at me strangely for a moment, then nodded. “As you wish.” He drew a short dagger from his belt and began to saw at my bonds as well. “We may need your brother’s help with the chains. A dagger won’t be of much use with those.”

	At the mention of Alexander, I turned toward the battle once more. Claybourne had regained his footing and was shouting curses at Alexander. Alexander’s expression was grim and becoming darker by the second. 

	Finally, Alexander said, “I believe I’ve heard enough.”

	He charged toward Claybourne in a blur of motion that was difficult to follow. In the instant before he made contact, I saw both of his blades rise up in preparation to strike, but Claybourne had no time to react. Alexander struck him in the temple with the hilt of his ordinary sword, and Claybourne collapsed in a heap, unconscious. 

	Alexander closed his eyes for several seconds, his chest heaving. He turned to the remaining soldiers, those penned in by the dust cloud or blocked by the wall of fire. 

	“I offer you the chance to return to your homes,” he called, “or you may surrender to me. The choice is yours.”

	With his words, the fire winked out of existence, and moments later, the cloud likewise dissipated. Alexander continued to hold his weapons at the ready, prepared for another attack. Most of the king’s soldiers appeared stunned, unable to comprehend the events that had just transpired. 

	I couldn’t blame them for their shock. It was the first time I’d witnessed Alexander’s newfound abilities in action. Though he’d mentioned he could make himself faster and stronger, I’d never understood the full extent of what his magic made him capable of. He hadn’t been boasting when he’d said Claybourne was no match for him. I doubted anyone was.

	I overheard the two men working on my bonds talking quietly somewhere behind my head.

	“I’m Niall Roche,” the twin said.

	“Wes,” the driver replied. “Wesley Carrick, but Wes will suffice.”

	“Well met. It’s nice to find someone with empathy amongst the king’s soldiers.”

	Wes chuckled, but I could not make out his response.

	Galewing released another piercing cry overhead. Four other magi slowly emerged from the trees bordering the western side of the road and came to stand alongside Alexander as he awaited the decisions of Claybourne’s soldiers. I didn’t recognize any of them, but that was unsurprising. According to the numbers Thomas had received from Alexander, he’d recruited several hundred magi, and I’d only met a scant handful during my travels in the Southlands. Even though I could not see their Marks, each possessed an ageless quality to their features, distinguishing them as something more than mere humans.

	“What do you plan to do with the commander?” one of the men asked, finally finding his voice. 

	Alexander smirked. “He can run back to Colin with his tail between his legs for all I care. Knowing my brother as I do, he won’t be lenient. Claybourne will be punished for what he has done, one way or another.” He shook his head, then glanced briefly over his shoulder to meet my eyes before turning to address the king’s soldiers once more. “Truly, Claybourne deserves death for what he’s done to Andrew, but I’ve spilled enough blood for one day. Let Colin decide his sorry fate.”

	Alexander looked down at Claybourne’s unconscious form. He shook his head, his expression one of disgust mixed with disappointment. When he looked up again, he said, “You’ve heard my offer. If you choose to surrender, we’ll treat you fairly. I need to tend to my brother.”

	As Alexander turned away from the soldiers, several began to move forward tentatively, placing their weapons on the ground in an act of surrender. A few chose to walk away, leaving their commander lying in the road behind them. One woman cast several hateful glances toward Claybourne even as she lay down her sword. Moments later, she sprang to her feet and rushed toward him, kicking him savagely several times before the others pulled her away. 

	Alexander stopped a few paces from the cart, his eyes moist with unshed tears. He studied me for a moment, then shook his head again before wiping at his eyes.

	“Holy hell, Andrew, I’m so glad you’re alive.”

	Niall and Wes continued to cut my bonds. They’d made it halfway down the length of my spine, but the chains remained. My arms were free, with the exception of the stakes driven through my hands, as were my head and neck. To have elicited such an emotional reaction from my brother, I must have looked even worse than I realized.

	Alexander dropped his gaze to study the ground for a moment. “When Galewing saw you this morning, your eyes were closed and you were unmoving. I’d feared…” His words caught in his throat, and he shook his head, stubbornly refusing to weep. 

	“Alex…” I managed through the muzzle, which caused him to look up sharply.

	“Where is the key to that vile contraption?” he demanded. 

	“Claybourne keeps it,” I said.

	He frowned and shot a glower in the commander’s direction. “I’m just as likely to kill that bastard as I am to leave him be if I go near him again.” He tensed his shoulders, but after a moment, mastered his anger. He turned to face me once more. “There is another way. Lay still, brother. I’ll break the damned lock.”

	I obliged him, and he drew his ordinary sword from its scabbard. He turned the hilt end toward the lock, then struck it once, powerfully, causing it to shatter. The muzzle sprang open, and with a sigh of relief, I lifted my head to allow Alexander to clear it away. It fell with a clang on the ground below.

	“Alex,” Niall called from somewhere behind, “do something about these chains, will you? They’re fastened to the cart in such a way that we’re unable to release them.”

	Alexander’s eyes met my own, and he reached over to place one hand along the side of my jaw. “We’re getting you out of here, brother. Give us a few minutes.”

	I nodded gratefully. I owed my continued existence to Alexander and the five magi who had accompanied him. “Thank you,” I said as he turned away.

	He chuckled, though the sound was strained. “I suppose we’re even,” he replied as he made his way to the end of the nearest chain. “Colin has attempted to execute both of us now.”

	I watched as several of Claybourne’s soldiers began to bind their commander’s wrists and ankles with a length of rope. They dragged him toward the supply cart that had not been blasted apart by Niall’s fire magic and left him propped against its side. 

	I’d suffered extensively at Claybourne’s hands, but I understood why Alexander had decided against taking his life. Too many of Novania’s people had already been killed during Colin’s brief reign—Alexander didn’t want to add more to the tally.

	As the remainder of my bonds were severed, I relaxed somewhat, giving my sore muscles a brief respite. Alexander came to the front of the cart once more, a frown creasing his face.

	“Andrew, I’m not certain how to best remove the stakes. I suppose I could ask Iva to pull them out with her air magic—” 

	“No,” I replied emphatically.

	Alexander raised an eyebrow, alarmed by my response. I knew I’d be forced to tell him what I’d learned in the days before Rynn and I had departed the Southlands, but now was not the time. I could not be certain if the soldiers nearby would prove trustworthy, and I could not risk news of my greatest weakness making its way back to Colin or one of his cronies.

	“Why, brother?” Alexander asked, baffled. 

	“No magic,” I said again. “I’ll explain later.” 

	He sighed. “Very well. I suppose I’ll have to work them free myself.” He frowned as another thought crossed his mind. “Tell me one thing, Andrew. Why did you not simply change forms to escape all of this? Surely, you could have—” 

	“I can’t, Alex,” I replied. “The stakes… I don’t know how Claybourne learned of this, because I didn’t even know it myself. I can’t shift while something is…lodged in my body. It’s also why I couldn’t escape that damned net. There was something attached to it, and it caught in my wing. Believe me, shifting was one of the first things I tried once I realized I could not break free of the net. But I couldn’t.”

	Alexander’s expression was troubled. “This is vile news, brother. It means Colin or one of his people have been seeking ways to subvert your natural abilities. What else have they learned, I wonder?” 

	“Claybourne said he’d researched my kind.” I had no further answers for him. After a moment, he simply shook his head and sighed.

	He climbed onto the cart, moving toward my left hand. He studied the metal stake for a time, then glanced toward me, fear and compassion warring in his eyes.

	“I can pull these out, but I may have to enhance my strength to do so.”

	I nodded. “I trust you.” 

	Alexander’s magic was perhaps the only variety other than a healer’s that couldn’t harm me. He didn’t know that, but I’d tell him when we discussed our situation later.

	He frowned. “This is going to hurt, brother.”

	“I know.”

	The metallic scent of spilled blood permeated the air, and I realized belatedly it was the result of Alexander’s magic. I braced myself as much as I was able, though when he pulled the stake, removing it in one swift motion, I was unprepared for the blinding sheet of pain that coursed through my body. 

	Unable to stop myself, I roared in agony. Black spots swam across my vision, and it took me several seconds to realize Alexander had moved and was now standing in front of me.

	“I’ll wait until you’re ready for the next one,” he said, his expression pained.

	The sound had startled the others standing in the road ahead, and I noted with some surprise that one of the women was silently weeping. I drew several deep breaths and waited for the spots to clear from my vision. Already, the pain in my left hand was beginning to subside. 

	“I think it’s best if you pull the rest of them out in rapid succession,” I said after a time. “Don’t prolong this. I’ve been in constant pain for days…”

	His expression revealed the depth of his concern. “If you feel it’s the best path, then I’ll do it.” He paused and blinked away unshed tears. “Hearing you just now… It brought to mind that day in the Oracle’s tower. I’d hoped to never hear you in such agony again.”

	I nodded once, understanding his concern. “Hurry, Alex. Please.”

	He made his way toward my other hand and steeled himself. The result was much the same, but beneath the pain, I felt a profound sense of relief. Alexander moved on to the remaining two stakes, removing them despite my screams. I blacked out for several seconds as the last was pulled free, but the sensation of being trapped was gone. I could shift if I wanted, and my wounds would finally be granted time to heal.

	When I regained consciousness, Alexander knelt beside my head. His face was pale and his expression was drawn. He forced a smile when my eyes opened.

	“Tell us when you’re ready to move on from here, brother,” he said. “Rest as long as you need.”

	I sat up carefully, fearful of placing too much weight on my damaged extremities. “I want to be away from this place, away from him.” 

	I nodded toward where Claybourne was propped against the supply cart. It seemed he’d awakened as well. He shot murderous looks at those around him and snarled orders at the
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