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Prologue






As soon as the light faded, Nyanna found
herself in the familiar darkness of her dream.

No, it wasn’t a dream. It’s the dragon’s
orb. Calm flowed through her at the realization and Fleir gave
her hand a reassuring squeeze.

“Are you ready?”

Nyanna nodded and smiled. “Yes, Mommy.” Her
smile faded as she focused on the surrounding darkness. “They are
near, but don’t know we’ve come.”

Fleir swallowed as she remembered the beings
from the last time she had entered the dragon orb. It hadn’t been
planned then, but Nyanna had allowed herself to be drawn in by the
pleas of the red dragon Fyrelynx. Had Nyanna’s efforts to resist
not surrounded the house with a white light, Fleir doubted she
would’ve arrived in time to save her daughter.

Forcing those memories to the side, Fleir
smiled at Nyanna. “They will soon, Sweetie.” Beloved, watch over
our daughter should I fail. Fleir didn’t know if Berek heard
her prayer or not, so she chose to think the former. It gave her a
much needed boost of strength. Steeling herself, she said, “We’d
better start.”

Nyanna looked from the darkness and toward
her and smiled, but the smile was one of resigned understanding
that caused Fleir’s heart to break. “I can hear them, Mommy.”

Nodding, Fleir swallowed and begin the
incantation.

Nyanna watched her until her time to join
came, then she recited her portion. Her words carried a weight and
power that came from her elder self.

For as long as she could remember, Nyanna had
a second set of thoughts in her that she allowed to speak for her
at times. The voice was an older version of hers she didn’t fully
know, yet trusted completely. This was the part of her that her
father, Berek, told her would help when needed.

Now, as she spoke, she felt her other self
rising from within until they stood as one. Looking at her hands,
she saw they were still her four-year-old ones, but they were
surrounded by a white, luminescent light in the form of an older
pair of hands. As their incantation continued, she felt the
boundaries of her physical body dissolve and merge with her
light-like body.

A sense of peace and joy at being united
swept through her, but so did a growing dread. Her voice hitched as
her four-year-old self started to sob, but her older self continued
without pause. She knew this was the beginning of her true journey,
and she couldn’t allow her childish fear to stop her as she stood
on the precipice of something great.

Four-year-old Nyanna struggled to remain
separate. She didn’t care or want to join and become whole. She
wanted her mother. She wanted her Uncle Galin. She wanted it to
stop.

An enraged roar pierced her wailing. “You!
You are the key to freedom!”

She knew the voice. It was the same one that
had begged her to help before.

“I have sought you for eons, Destroyer.
You shall live to be a burden no more!”

The second voice was familiar as well and
nearly froze her heart. The darkness from where it came surged as a
tendril blacker than the surrounding darkness lashed toward
her.

Four-year-old Nyanna tried to move, to hide,
but her older self held her firm. Despite the overwhelming fear and
desire to flee, four-year-old Nyanna somehow knew her older self
wouldn’t allow her to escape. She was trapped until her joining was
finished.

“NO!” Fyrelynx cried as he lashed out
with his magic to stop Solaria’s attack.

“No, you fool!”

A shield of white light suddenly surrounded
Nyanna as Flier once more appeared between her and the pair,
protecting her as Fyrelynx’s assault struck Solaria.

The Fallen God’s essence shimmered as he
screamed in agony. “You continue to betray me, dragon!”

Fyrelynx’s voice resonated in the darkness
around them. “I shall not remain imprisoned, fool!”

Solaria’s essence shimmered once more.
“Imprisoned?”

Nyanna felt the power of the Fallen God focus
on her. Her knees shook, threatening to betray her fear.

After a moment, the chorus of the disembodied
voices continued. “Join with me, dragon, now, or remain here for
eternity.”

Fleir looked over her shoulder and smiled at
Nyanna as a tear ran down her cheek.

“Mommy?”

“There is only one way, Nyanna. You must
realize your destiny.” Fleir turned her attention back to the two
beings and smiled. Her physical body slowly faded as she focused on
the one essence that was susceptible to Nymphs.

“Mommy!” Tears ran down Nyanna’s face as her
mother disappeared. As if guided by invisible hands, Nyanna lifted
her hands as her two consciousnesses merged. Before her, the two
dark essences intermingled, taking on a new form just as she had
done.

“Mother…” The word slipped from between
Nyanna’s lips as she watched Fleir reappear in her true Air Nymph
form, then shift into a female dragon that caressed the combined
essences.

“Only a dragon can inhabit the dragon orb,
Nyanna. You must complete the healing by reshaping the dragon orb.”
Fleir’s voice carried to her as though her mother still stood at
her side. “Remember, you are the Dragonmaster. The orb’s broken
shell must be repaired with a powerful dragon within. It is the
only way.”

The flow of tears increased as the broken
edges of the dragon orb appeared before Nyanna. She grasped both
sides of the crack with the three essences before her. Grimacing as
the sharp edges bit into her palms, she struggled to pull her hands
together to close the crack and merge the one controlling the
others into its surface.

“I will always be with you, Sweetie.”

The words caressed Nyanna’s face in the way
only a mother could. Swallowing the knot that had formed in her
throat, Nyanna nodded. With a renewed strength born of her mother’s
love and hope, she brought her hands together, closing the dragon
orb except for a narrow crack.

The three entities swirled as they struggled
with one another for dominance. While Fleir could control Fyrelynx
to an extent, giving her the upper hand, the red dragon refused to
be controlled and fought back. As the two dark essences pushed back
against her, Fleir pulled the white light she had used to protect
Nyanna from within and flooded the orb with an intensity so great,
it obliterated all shadows except the two entwined dark
essences.

With the pair weakened and screaming in
agony, Nyanna continued the merging process Solaria had started. “I
name thee Sareteon— Dragon of Smoke and Shadows!”

Focusing on the crack cutting the sight in
two, Nyanna watched as Fyrelynx and Solaria’s fusing neared
completion into a black dragon with a long, serpentine neck and a
second shadow behind it. Instead of finishing the merging, she
turned her focus on Fleir.

The white dragon that her mother had become
nodded. Her eyes flashed with a sorrow that bore into Nyanna’s
heart. Nyanna’s strength and intention of healing the dragon orb
ebbed with that one look.

“I can’t do this, Mother. I’m sorry. I… I
won’t have anyone left.”

“You can and you must. I and the dragon orb
are now one, and Sareteon shall be the gateway to your
destiny.”

A lone tear ran down Nyanna’s face as she
clenched her jaw to keep from blubbering. With a strength she
hadn’t possessed until merging with her older self, she swallowed
her tears and nodded. She opened her hands palms out, and pointed
them away from her. Energy she’d only felt in passing as a young
child surged through her and out of her palms as orange light
poured into the crack.

Am I truly outside it? She didn’t have
time to think over her question as images of the black dragon
battling to reach the opening came to her. The black dragon drew
within a breath of the crack when Fleir appeared in front of it,
cutting Sareteon’s escape off.

“Hurry, Nyanna. They’re too powerful to
hold back as long as the crack remains.”

It took Nyanna a second to realize she could
hear her mother’s voice in her mind and, if her concentration
wavered, Sareteon’s voice was dominant. The black dragon’s thoughts
of rending both of them before destroying the world tried to flood
her mind. Brief images of suffering and death twisted Nyanna’s
stomach and caused her knees to shake.

No! I must not fail! Shutting out the
thoughts, Nyanna pulled her focus back to healing the dragon orb.
The orange light finished filling the crack, slowly changed to a
dull yellow, then white, before becoming clear.

As she watched the mended crack disappear,
leaving no evidence it had ever existed, Nyanna couldn’t see her
mother and the black dragon as separate entities anymore. Now, they
were only a constantly swirling mist of changing colors.

“You did it, Sweetie. You healed the
dragon orb. Now, be with Janessa. She’ll need you as much as you’ll
need her in the coming days.”

Before answering, Nyanna looked down at her
hands. They no longer glowed; instead they were flesh and bone.

“I’m back.” As soon as she spoke, white light
erupted around her and her head swam. The next thing she knew, she
was back in Journlest with Janessa and Brok staring at her.

Out of reflex, she smiled at Janessa. “We did
it, Aunt Janessa. We healed it.” Darkness and dizziness overtook
her. The last thing she felt was her knees buckling.







Chapter 1






As was his way when sleeping, Morgan found
himself wandering through a wasteland of blackened earth and gray
ash-like tree stumps. He imagined it symbolized his past. There was
no basis for him to think it so, other than it felt right. To him,
who he truly was could remain there, hidden from the world. There
were a precious few that would take the word of a pig farmer for
anything. It didn’t matter if one were a Cleric of Falloria or a
disciple of Primal himself.

Morgan shook his head and took a step, then
froze. He stared at a shining object sticking out of the blackened
ground a few yards to his left. In all the times he had dreamed of
this place, at no time had he seen anything but the desolate
wasteland. The fact such an item was there was more than enough to
stir his curiosity, but he hesitated. Since when do my dreams
frighten me? He shook his head to clear away the thoughts. His
dreams were a sanctuary from the horrors of the world he found
himself in day after day. Then why am I acting like a ninny?
Morgan clenched his hands into fists and forced his legs to obey
him.

The first step strained every fiber of his
being as his body rebelled, but he refused to relent. Soon, his
steps came easier until the resistance was gone. The sudden lack of
opposing force gave birth to more consternation. Swallowing, Morgan
continued along his path until he reached the object.

A small corner of what looked to be a gold
box stuck out of the ground. He stared at it for a few moments in
disbelief. Though the box was mostly buried, what he did see seemed
to glow with an internal light. The more he stared at it, the more
he questioned his sanity. This was the last thing he expected to
see, never mind the fact he never saw anything like it before.

It’s so beautiful! Morgan’s hand
reached for it on its own volition. When he realized what he was
doing, he grabbed his hand to keep it from continuing and stared at
it. Nothing makes sense. How could this be in my
sanctuary?

Morgan’s eyes moved from looking at his hand
to the gold box. The steady light felt warm and reassuring while
everything else struck him as queer. A sudden thought came to him
that this wasn’t a dream. That he was actually dead and the box was
sent for him as a means of escaping from the Abyss. Taken with his
new thought, Morgan dropped to his knees and started digging.

Though the ground looked hard packed, his
fingers dug into it as easily as a knife through cloth. Throwing
handfuls of blackened soil to his left and right, his thoughts
focused on how he came to be in the Abyss.

He had always sought to serve Falloria well,
so why had she allowed him to be sent here, to the lowest level of
the Underworld? As hard as he tried, Morgan couldn’t think of a
reason besides Sylvain had somehow tricked him. As soon as the
thought came to him, his thinking shifted to when they were first
attacked by the Goblins and his eyes flew open to find himself
riding a horse. Omara rode alongside him, her horse’s pace matching
his.

Thank Falloria. How did I not manage to
fall?

Looking around him, he took in his
surroundings. The day was the same as any other, except with the
sun high in the sky following a storm. The storm was the only thing
that was different, and hadn’t been more than a brief downpour, so
General Ellis had maintained the march. When the storm had passed
and was replaced with the sun, Morgan thought it strange how the
rain pelting armor and the ground had deadened their hearing to the
world around them as he drifted off to sleep. Still groggy, he
didn’t notice how the animals continued to be as quiet as they were
before the storm.

The journey had only been for two days, but
Morgan found himself quickly entranced by the movement and sound of
the knights and foot soldiers as they marched. Seeing the look on
the peoples’ faces wasn’t as memorable, but there were some
children that stared at them wide-eyed as they passed though
village after village.

He smiled at the memory of the children’s
sparkling eyes at having seen real knights on the move. He felt
waves of uneasiness come from Omara, and turned to face her and
accept her displeasure when a series of guttural screams and cries
of pain cut through the air from behind them.

Morgan turned at the sound, only to see
soldiers falling with arrows protruding from them at various
angles. As his mind raced to understand, another arrow volley
turned the sky behind them dark. He opened his mouth to shout a
warning when a bestial growl off to his side caught his attention.
Forty Goblins poured from their hiding places among the trees. Each
Goblin held long, jagged-toothed swords in their hands. Their
greenish-gray molted complexions were twisted into grotesque masks
as they rushed toward the column.

Morgan heard someone shouting as blinding
anger shot through him. Instead of falling ill and passing out, as
had been his reaction to Omara’s emotions as of late, he raised his
hand and cast a spell for a blood-oozing plague. No sooner had the
spell been cast than a searing pain tore through his chest. He
turned in time to see a Goblin with blackish red eyes standing next
to his horse. The Goblin pulled his arm back, ripping his sword
from Morgan’s chest with a sickening, tearing sound. Surprised,
Morgan looked toward Omara as he fell from his horse.

He never felt the impact of the ground.
Instead, he found himself crouched over the same gold box from his
dream.

It can’t be… he wanted to shake his
head, but he couldn’t make himself move. His body refused to obey
his wishes if it meant breaking eye contact with the box. Something
more than its beauty held him enthralled.

Realizing he was bewitched, he fought against
his body’s resistance, but his efforts did him little good. Sweat
beaded on his forehead as he struggled to break free from whatever
hold the box had on him.

“Morgan!”

The voice was faint, as though it came to him
over a great distance, but he recognized it as being Omara’s.

Fear tightened its hold on him as he
understood what must’ve happened. When he died, his bond with the
Dark Priestess brought her to the Abyss with him. With tears
welling in his eyes, he found the strength and turned from the box
toward Omara’s voice.

The final thing he heard before opening his
eyes was a quiet voice whispering, “Find me and cure the
world.”

As soon as he turned, his eyes opened to see
Omara looking at him with a pleading in her eyes. Her carefully
tied back hair had come undone and her face was streaked with dirt
smudges and black blood.

Tears welled in Omara’s eyes as a smile split
her face in twain. She couldn’t help the feelings swelling within
her at knowing her apprentice would survive. Has he really grown
to mean so much to me? She shook away the thought. It’s only
due to facing my own mortality had he not recovered. The words
stung for her to think them, and she knew it would take time before
she could utter them out loud with any conviction.

She cleared her throat and forced her smile
away. “Glad you decided to remain with us, Apprentice.”

Hearing his position mentioned in such a
manner both confused and infuriated him. Chastising himself for his
previous feelings and sending them to his mistress trough their
bond, he forced his mind to clear as much as he could. “M’Lady, I’m
sorry if I…” He tried to sit up, but growled in pain as fire tore
through his chest.

Omara’s gentle hands were immediately on his
shoulders as she pushed him back down. Her eyes flashed the concern
she had tried to hide a moment before. “Easy. It’ll take a few
minutes more for your wound to fully heal.”

Someone behind her called for Omara. After
looking to see where she was needed, she disappeared in a flash of
black robes.






*****






Omara wiped the back of a grime and
blood-covered hand across her forehead. The sweat pouring from her
wasn’t her biggest concern, but it gave her a much needed
distraction from the task at hand. During the handful of days since
King Vernaco exposed King Venata’s plot and received new swearing
of fealty from the Lords, Omara’s life had been turned upside down.
At no time were things any worse than the last couple of days.

It’d been three days since she and Morgan
were sent with reinforcements to Solava’s southern border, and one
day since they were attacked by a horde of Goblins. What had struck
her dumb and unable to react when the first dozen men fell was that
they were still several days’ march from the kingdom’s border. They
should have been safe. Now, both she and Morgan worked past the
point of exhaustion to save as many of the soldiers as they could.
Despite their spells, prayers, and skilled hands, many of the
soldiers continued to die. Those that would survive their wounds
would do so at immense cost.

Omara caught herself wondering if they
would’ve been better to have let the wounded die. The idea of doing
so appalled her, but as she rested her back against a tree, she
couldn’t help but wonder if anyone would show such concern or mercy
to her. The idea would’ve been laughable a few days earlier.

A familiar calming sensation flowed through
her, helping her to release her frustration and smile at Morgan’s
presence. It wasn’t until someone made a huffing sound as they sat
next to her that she realized she’d closed her eyes. “You shouldn’t
waste your strength like that. You may need it in the coming
days.”

Morgan chuckled, but his exhaustion caused it
to be little more than heavy breathing. “It’s second nature to me,
now. Besides, you are the stronger of us. Your strength is what is
needed.”

Omara’s smile faded as she forced her eyes
open. Hearing those words come from Morgan tore at her heart. She
didn’t want to argue, and she hoped that would shock him out of his
mindset. “There haven’t been any more attacks since General Ellis
found those caves and sealed them.”

Morgan nodded, but his eyes were half open as
he struggled to remain awake. “I wonder how long your curse on
those rocks will keep them at bay.”

It was something that had been gnawing at
Omara since she cast a plague spell on the cave’s collapsed
entrances. The last thing any of them wanted was for the Goblins to
dig themselves another exit point. For a moment, she thought of
voicing her concern, but thought better of doing so. After what
they had been through, she felt it as a kindness he deserved for
the moment. When she did speak, her voice came out barely above a
whisper. “Can’t be long enough.”

Morgan rested his head against the tree. His
body refused to move, and he found himself not wanting to fight
against his fatigue anymore. He tried to think back. The details of
his vision were hazy. If anything, they had vindicated the
countless hours they had spent in meditation and prayers to
Falloria. Had he not been so exhausted, he could’ve entertained
ideas of celebration.

A light snore coming from Omara caused him to
smile. It was a piece of information that would get him killed if
she knew he had heard her. Thinking it would be for the best to
keep it secret, Morgan let out a slow breath, leaned his head back,
and closed his eyes one more, allowing the darkness of slumber to
claim him. In seconds, the dream with the golden box started
anew.






*****






Viola stepped into the sunlight of Pyrain,
closed her eyes, spread her arms wide, and took a deep breath. When
she couldn’t take in anymore, she held her breath until she felt as
though she would burst, then exhaled. She relished the feel of the
air as though she’d nearly drowned. Though the smell was similar,
it was different enough for her to appreciate it after not
expecting to step foot on Pyrain again.

While Viola did her thing, Seyna stepped onto
the long grass and crouched to enjoy the feel of it on her hands.
It was something she hadn’t done since she was a little girl
playing with her brother. Feelings of joy started to grow within
her, but she pushed herself back to her feet before it could take
hold. The constant fear of being taken away from the realm of the
living and its glorious sunshine left her little choice but to
refuse allowing herself to become complacent. More importantly, her
self-imposed quest to save her brother weighed on her mind.

“Hello, there! What brings you ladies out
here all by yourselves?”

The pair turned as one toward the man sitting
at the front of a small wagon that was little more than a carriage.
A dull red coat covered in dirt showed the miles his travels
covered, but nothing seemed able to dull the luster of his
smile.

He removed his beaten and worn hat and placed
it over his left breast. The motion freed his hair, allowing his
long salt and pepper sprinkled locks to fall over his shoulders.
“My apologies if I disturbed you.”

Seyna let out a grumble at seeing the man
while Viola tried to summon a few spells in the event they were
needed. Her throat clenched when none came to her. After being able
to cast them so readily in Mid, the second and middle level in the
Abyss, she forgot that she would need to study them daily. The
thought of being so unprepared appalled her, but there was no
reason to allow the stranger to know that.

“Your apology is accepted, kind sir. We are
traveling through on our way to Journlest to visit with a friend.”
Viola cursed herself as soon as the words were uttered, but there
was no taking it back. She was too preoccupied with her thoughts to
notice Seyna’s look of disgust.

The man’s smile remained despite his shaking
head. “My, my. If you were planning on going to Journlest, I doubt
you would be doing so on foot.”

Seyna’s eyes narrowed as she looked from
Viola to the man. “And why is that, friend?”

The man’s gaze remained steady, but any humor
had left his eyes. “Why, you’re on the western side of Angor. To go
there on foot would take a couple of weeks. Begging your pardon,
but you don’t seem the type to go to such lengths voluntarily.” His
eyes shifted to Viola as he spoke.

The sudden interest caused her cheeks to
flush. “I do not know what you wish to imply, but rest assured, I
am no pampered waif.” Causing a confrontation was the last thing
Viola wanted, but she couldn’t help herself. After tasting the
ecstasy and power of magic coursing through her once more, she
couldn’t allow one such as this man to demean her.

The words surprised Seyna, for she had begun
to think of her traveling companion as little more than extra
weight needing to be shed. Her hand flexed where her crossbow would
have hung before she had been turned. Silently curing her luck, she
eyed the man while waiting for him to act. If she was right, he
would go for the mage first.

Instead of showing any anger, the man burst
into laughter so loud and full of energy that he nearly fell
backwards into his wagon. Seeing his reaction confused the two
women, who exchanged a look as he wiped tears from his eyes.

“My dear lady, I didn’t mean to imply
anything so improper, rather, how I never heard of a magic user not
using their magic when it suited them.”

Viola opened her mouth to respond, but Seyna
cut her off first. “You dare challenge the great and powerful Viola
of Tagon Keep? For such insolence, you deserve to be flayed where
you sit.” Seyna took a step toward the man. Her hope that Viola
would be intelligent enough to realize her ploy and play along
faded as she took a second step. She was spared having to press her
luck with a third step as Viola commanded her to halt. Hearing the
mage’s voice helped to calm her and push away her growing fury.

“Seyna, cease! I will have no harm befall
this man for a single mistake.” Viola turned to face the man,
uncertain what emotion his stoic expression held. “Please, sir. I
ask for your forgiveness at this transgression, but know that
another insult and my familiar shall not be stayed.”

Despite her quick thinking and actions,
bartering from a weak position was something Seyna didn’t
appreciate, and the urge to turn and flee into the woods was
strong. As an Elf, she would have little trouble losing the humans.
She could then double back and kill them before they understood her
intentions. She had killed in cold blood many times before, but the
only thing that stayed her desire was knowing she needed the mage’s
help to save her brother. Turning to Viola, she bowed her head.
If not for Evlysia, you would already be back in Sylvain’s
embrace.

The thought of the God of the Underworld and
the cold hollowness of being a Shade to do his bidding sent a chill
down Seyna’s spine. She had trusted her brother to save her from
the Darkness that was Solaria, and he had betrayed her. By killing
her himself, her brother hadn’t granted the mercy he claimed;
instead, he condemned her to a half existence. Only her new body
existed as her soul was given to Sylvain. Though she still didn’t
understand how the servant of the Phoenix had restored her, she
knew it was to the Godling that she owed her current existence.

Her thoughts were pulled back into the now as
her instinct screamed there was danger surrounding the man. She
hoped the mage was capable of finishing their gamble. If not, there
was little to do but flee.

When he had laughed a moment before, his
emotions were genuine. When he answered this time, he made his
intentions as clear as they suited him. “There is nothing to
forgive, for it is I who must beg forgiveness. I am not wise in the
ways of magic users, so I do not know your name. However,” he held
up a hand to quell the expected outburst. “I am traveling south to
Resila Point. I can offer you transport that far, if you
prefer.”

Viola stared at him for a moment as she
weighed their options. As much as she wished to reach Journlest and
see Janessa, she knew it would be easier for them to become
sidetracked if they walked the entire way. That was, if the man was
telling them the truth about where they were. The idea he thought
to trick them into not knowing their location had merit, and she
had to admit it was an intelligent plan considering he probably saw
them appear out of nowhere. It was an often shared myth that mages
traveling by the roads of magic exited the portals confused and
ripe for the plucking. While it was true to an extent, it was due
to mages not knowing what was happening on the other side of the
portal when they stepped through that gave the impression.

As was the case with many rumors about them,
few mages chose to correct it. If someone felt capable of
challenging a mage appearing out of nowhere, then it was welcomed.
Nothing inflated a mage’s legend among non-magic users more than
overcoming such an “ambush.”

Viola dismissed that notion after a few
seconds. Nothing in his manner or way of speaking gave her any
indication that this man was anything more than a traveler
happening across them. She believed if he intended them harm, he
would have already done so. Besides, Seyna was without a weapon and
Viola had yet to relearn her magic spells. If they traveled alone,
the risks were greater than if they traveled with someone they
could watch. When she accepted the man’s offer, she heard a
surprised gasp from Seyna, but chose to ignore it for the
moment.

With their deal struck, the man nodded and
smiled at them with all the radiance of the sun. “Pleased to have
your company. I’m Nadiri Hedge.” He made to get down from his seat
to help the pair, but was stopped by Seyna.

“No need to trouble yourself, friend. My
mistress and I can manage.” With a cold, but passable motion, Seyna
bent a knee to offer Viola a step to the seat next to Nadiri.

Viola paused for a moment as mages didn’t
require their familiars to be servants, but she brushed aside the
thought as quickly as it came. It was important to maintain the
pretense Seyna established. Viola just hoped Nadiri was as
unknowledgeable about the ways of magic users as he claimed.

Once Viola was settled, Seyna leapt into the
small area behind the driver’s seat. It being no more than two feet
by two feet meant she wouldn’t be able to stretch her legs until
they stopped somewhere. She could accept that, so long as Viola
didn’t fail in her part.

“I am Viola Cantril, assistant to Boviar the
Great, Archemage of Tagon Keep.” Viola motioned toward the seated
Seyna. “She is my familiar, Seyna Halfmoon.”

Halfmoon? Seyna rolled her eyes at the
stupidity and simpleness of the name. When Nadiri accepted Viola’s
word, Seyna’s instincts intensified. No human can be this
simple.







Chapter 2


Janessa remained sitting next to Nyanna’s bed
night and day through four days without sleeping more than a few
minutes here and there. After Nyanna appeared out of the flash of
light, it took Janessa and Brok to carry her to the girl’s bedroom.
With each passing moment and burned out candle, she hoped Fleir
would reappear as well.

This was something Janessa wasn’t ready to
deal with. Sure, she made a promise to Galin to look after Fleir
and Nyanna, but without Fleir, what could she do? It’s hard
enough to feed myself with Viola’s help. How am I going to take
care of a child? Janessa shook her head to chase away the
thought. The Nyanna sleeping before her was at least fourteen, not
the four-year-old girl that had been in that bed days earlier.

She tried to understand, but this was
different than when Viola had been Mern’s apprentice in the
Dragon’s Graveyard. Even though years had passed for Viola, Janessa
and the others had only aged days, and Viola hadn’t changed all
that much. Not like Nyanna.

Janessa didn’t know how long she was lost in
her thoughts, but no matter the time of which memories she relived,
she always came to the same conclusion: She failed. She failed
Galin. She failed Fleir. And she failed Nyanna. Worst of all was
the knowledge that she couldn’t have done anything more.

Her eyes moved from studying the gentle lines
of Nyanna’s face to the dragon orb that remained clutched in the
girl’s hand. The colors inside swirled and changed from the
brightest of whites to the darkest of blacks and everything in
between. It was beautiful and mesmerizing to watch.

Given her limited understanding of magic,
Janessa thought it best to take it from the girl. Her hope was that
being separated from it would somehow return Nyanna to her previous
self or, at least, allow the young girl to wake up. She didn’t want
to lose Nyanna to the orb any more than she already had. Despite
her best of intentions and efforts, along with Brok’s, they hadn’t
been able to pull the dragon orb free from Nyanna’s grasp. In a
way, it seemed to have become part of her.

After their last failed attempt, Janessa was
surprised to find that part of her was glad at not being able to
take the dragon orb away. A queer feeling came over her when she
drew too close to it. It was as though something was trying to
pierce her at every point of her body like a thousand dull needles.
Though it didn’t hurt, the sensation was enough to give the
Halfling pause to think about what wanted to enter her.

Thinking about it sent a shiver through her.
It triggered a fear she didn’t think of often. It was a primal
feeling most people on Pyrain had toward magic, but thanks to her
inquisitive nature and being around Viola for so many years,
Janessa rarely acknowledged the sensation. Besides, she had never
experienced anything close to the wondrous sensation being magiked
gave her. She came close, and through that she could understand
Viola’s infatuation with casting spells, but this was different.
Even living with Viola’s desire to reclaim the magic she had lost
when the red dragon Fyrelynx fell hadn’t felt as dangerous as the
dragon orb.

If only Galin had been here. Janessa
pulled her legs up and hugged them to her as she watched Nyanna
sleep. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop feeling
sorry for herself.

Letting out a breath, she tightened her grip.
It didn’t help her focus having Brok in the room with her. As much
as she appreciated his help, there was too much going on for her to
allow herself to follow her urges. She couldn’t help but glance his
way when one of his snores carried across the room. He sat in a
hard wooden chair like hers with his head slumped to the side.

Why do I always get stuck like this?
Janessa let out a frustrated sigh and shook her head. She could
feel her fatigue growing beyond her ability to remain awake, but
she couldn’t allow herself to fall asleep again. Not before Nyanna
was safe. She owed that much to Fleir.

Her gaze shifted back to the swirling colors
within the dragon orb as though an unseen hand moved her head.
Janessa didn’t understand why she was so drawn to it, but it didn’t
take long for everything else around her to fade to little more
than blended images. Even the sound of activity from outside the
house disappeared as though swallowed. The only sight and sound she
could hear came from the dragon orb.

Wait, is that…? Janessa narrowed her
eyes in an attempt to concentrate on the sound. It was something
she hadn’t noticed before, or had she? The more she tried to think,
the heavier the cloud around her became.

The dragon orb was calling to her, but more
importantly, it was doing so in a familiar voice.

I know her. It’s… it’s… Why can’t I
remember? Janessa tried to hold her head as it drooped, but her
arms refused to move. Cold fingers touched her forehead. They
burned her skin where they touched, and sent rivers of agony
cursing though her. Tears became burning ice as they pooled in her
eyes.

Janessa screamed. She knew she did, but the
sound was swallowed by the dragon orb. The fingers bore into her
face, pushing through her skin and bone before they stopped.

It felt as though the fingers shook like they
were in the grip of something stronger. Then fingers started
withdrawing, having seemingly lost their battle. As they pulled
back and their touch faded from Janessa’s skin, the colorful swirls
within the dragon orb changed to a black and gray shape with
teeth.

The shape lunged for her.

Janessa heard herself screaming before a wall
of white light appeared before her and she jolted awake, toppling
her chair backwards. As soon as she struck the floor, she scrambled
away from the bed until her back struck the wall below the window.
She couldn’t pull her gaze away from the white figure holding a
black serpent by its neck.

The white figure looked at her and smiled
before disappearing.

Janessa’s head shot back as though she’d been
struck and the room came into focus. She felt Brok’s hand take hold
of her shoulders while her eyes remained locked on the bed.

“How…” It was all that she could say as her
hands went to her face. When she didn’t feel any marks left by the
fingers, she looked toward Brok with wide eyes. All she could make
out was vague a shape.

Brok swallowed. “You screamed and fell… I
think.” He moistened his lips and lowered his gaze, unsure what to
say, then looked over his shoulder at the approaching figure that
had awakened at Janessa’s scream like he had. “Will she be all
right?”

Nyanna kneeled in front of Janessa and rested
a hand on her forehead. After a moment, she nodded. “In time. The
blindness was done to save her.”

Nyanna’s touch was cool and refreshing after
the burning cold Janessa had just experienced, but that was
forgotten at the mention of being blind. “But, I can see
shapes!”

Nyanna nodded. “And that will improve in
time. For now, you must rest.”

Brok looked from Nyanna to Janessa and back
again. “Wait! You said it saved her. What did becoming blind save
her from?” As he spoke, Brok slowly stood to his full three feet in
height. While he meant it to be an imposing gesture, it only
brought his eyes even with the kneeling Nyanna’s.

Nyanna watched him for a moment, unsure if
this was the proper time and place to discuss what had happened.
She glanced at Janessa and, seeing the scared look on the
Halfling’s face, changed her mind. Letting out a sigh, she said,
“The dark entities tried to flee into her from the dragon orb. They
only way to stop them was for Mother to temporarily blind her.”

“Fleir… did this?” Janessa’s voice caught in
her throat at hearing someone she considered a friend had harmed
her in such a way.

Nyanna hesitated, but nodded. When she
realized Janessa couldn’t see her, she answered, “She did. It was
the only way. Their strength is nearly unequaled, and only with
Mother’s help they were contained.”

Tears rolled down Janessa’s cheeks as she
shook her head. “Why me? Why would they…” Sobs wracked her body,
taking away her ability to speak.

Brok took Janessa in his arms before glaring
at Nyanna. “How could you after all she did for you?”

Nyanna remained silent as the words crashed
over her, swelling her own guilt at allowing Solaria and Fyrelynx
to break free of her hold over them. The dragon orb pulsed warm in
her hand, offering comfort. She tightened her grip as a thank you
to her mother and forced her emotions aside. “You were angry and
upset. They used that against you and that was my fault. I can only
offer my sympathies, Janessa, and hope that you will understand
Mother did this to protect you. Please,” she reached out with her
free hand, but Brok turned so she brushed against him instead of
Janessa.

It was the first time he had ever been angry
at another being in such a way that the thought of disemboweling
Nyanna made him happy. “Thank you, but I’ll see to her rest.”
Without another word, he lifted Janessa and carried her to the
doorway. He paused to send a warning look to Nyanna, but she hadn’t
moved from facing the wall. It’s for the best. He looked at
Janessa and realized she had fallen asleep with her eyes open.
Those damn gray eyes! He turned to continue to Janessa’s
room as tears spilled down his own cheeks.

Nyanna sat with her eyes squeezed shut and
listened to Brok’s footfalls down the hallway as he carried
Janessa. In the short time she had known the Halfling, Janessa had
treated her well and was the closest thing she had to a friend. The
idea that she expected to lose that friendship caused her to
tighten her hand around the dragon orb once more. How could I
have allowed this to happen? I am the master of the orb!

“No, my dear. You are the Dragonmaster,
and this orb is your weapon to wield that power.” Fleir’s voice
was as soft and gentle as ever, but it also carried a sternness
only mothers are capable of.

That understanding helped to lessen Nyanna’s
grip and her anger began to recede.

“There, that’s better. Janessa will
understand. Give her time, Sweetie.”

Nyanna clenched her jaw to make sure she
responded in her mind. This was a difficult exchange to become used
to. “How did they do this, Mother? I thought they were
subjugated?” After hearing a familiar sound, a thought came to
her. Did I just hear her laugh?

Fleir remained silent for a moment, which
caused Nyanna to shift her weight and her face to flush. “They
will never be fully subjugated. Expecting that from a mortal is
dangerous, but to do so with a dragon and God is cataclysmic at
best. And to answer your other question…”

Flaming biscuits, she heard me.

“Yes, I did. Our minds are open to one
another so long as you possess the dragon orb.”

Nyanna chewed on her lip in thought. When she
was ready, she asked, “How can I learn more? Father said you
would help me, but I fear we are near the end in that.” She
hated how she sounded, but she had learned everything Fleir could
teach her, and they both knew that. Fleir didn’t answer at first,
during which time Nyanna forced herself to remain calm and wait.
The dragon orb pulsed in her hand as her mother thought how to say
what they both knew.

“I knew this much through your father’s
visit. What I can offer you is this: You are the only Fey child in
history, and as such, your ability is without limit aside from the
Gods.” Fleir paused for a moment before continuing, “There
will come a time when you alone will have to decide whether the
world lives or dies, just as your father did.”

Nyanna remained silent for a moment. During
Fleir’s confrontation against the red dragon Fyrelynx and the
Fallen God Solaria, Nyanna had grown in both knowledge and
strength, but it was a different battle now. One that held more
than the future of a dragon orb in the balance. Had she been able
to, she would have cried. But her tears had been burned out of her
long ago. There was only one thing she could think of that would
help.

How can I see Father again?

Despite their mental link, the question
surprised Fleir. “I… I don’t know. If he is able, I would
imagine he will come to
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