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      Families are never what they appear to be.
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      Jor shuddered. The wilderness of southern Tregaron had been her home for three moons since the encounter outside the walls south of Woodpine, and she still was no closer to finding Lailoken. Forced to flee after the dragons destroyed the meeting with the Kull Naga, she and the remaining dragonslayers travelled far from those lands. Deep within her bones, she knew Lailoken was alive. He had to be.

      “Jor, are you gonna eat that?” Belthos asked. He sat on the opposite side of the raging fire. The flames flickered, offering light in the early dark of winter. Snow blanketed the land and a bitter wind swept across the barren fields.

      When they fled the plain, Jor escaped with the former Magus novice Belthos and the crossbowmen Tozgan and Ori. The four of them barely managed to live off the land far from Tregaron, fearing the Kull Naga Myrthyd had a price on their heads. Food scarcity was difficult for all of them.

      “No, go ahead. You need it.”

      Belthos had grown exponentially in his magical abilities even without supervision from the Order. His raw talents were improving. It was common to see him off in the distance waving his hands, the stone around his neck glowing. The more time he spent harnessing the powers, the more energy he expended. They had to increase their hunt in order to keep him going and have food for themselves, which was no easy task in winter, especially with decreasing food sources.

      Between worrying about Lailoken and what she’d done, Jor wasn’t hungry.

      Tozgan sat next to her. He pulled off his cap, twisted it, and put it back on. “Jor, I know you want to make sure he’s got the energy he needs to continue, but what about you? Don’t you need your strength?”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine. Really. I know my limits.”

      “Sure, but you don’t know when we’ll eat again. You know the hunt has been dwindling. Winter’s heart is upon us and our food grows sparse.”

      “I’m fine,” she said in a quiet voice. She rested her hands on her knees and watched the dancing flames leap from the wood in front of her. Frigid winds swirled around them, forcing ashes into the air. The fire crackled, embers glowing and fading.

      Lailoken, she thought. I will find you. I have to avenge my actions.

      Tozgan gave up trying to get her to eat and the three men finished their meal quietly as Jor stared blankly into the fire.

      The night grew darker and the fire died down. The men retired to their blankets for difficult sleep in the frigid night. Jor huddled under her own blanket, hoping to rid her mind of the guilt for what she’d done to her friend. Time did nothing to heal her wound.

      But it wasn’t you; it was the Kull, she told herself. No matter how it happened, it was her hands that thrust the blade into his chest. It was her hands that tore the Blood Stone from him and handed it to Myrthyd. Alushia witnessed her father’s downfall at Jor’s hands. No, it wouldn’t be soon that she’d forgive herself. And that’s why she pursued Lailoken. To beg forgiveness and make things right. She’d already lost Darlonn. She’d not lose Lailoken, too.

      The dark night gave way to morning’s rays, and Jor stoked the fire, waking the rest of the group. She slept little and worried much, but that was her lot.

      “You’re going to need your rest,” Belthos said, stepping next to her. It had only been three moons, but the boy seemed to age by years. He used to be scared and timid, but since Driano’s murder at Myrthyd’s hands and their escape from the fight, Belthos had grown up in front of her. He was a good ten to fifteen years younger than she, but since his continued training with his powers, he matured quite a bit and had an air of a Magus about him, even though he had denounced the Order a while back.

      “I’ll take my rest when I’m dead, if Meanos will have me. There’s too much to do now for me to waste it in slumber. If I slept half as long as you three, I’d never get anything done.” She punched his arm and winked.

      “Fine; do as you will. I swear, you’re not doing yourself any favors. Rest makes a man strong and wise.”

      “Is that what’s wrong with you?” she asked, smiling. He waved a hand at her dismissively and gathered his belongings, clanking pans and utensils. Soon Ori and Tozgan stirred.

      It took Tozgan a few moments to get out from under his blankets. Though Belthos had healed him, the boy’s powers in the craft weren’t proficient and the slayer still had lingering pain from his injury. When Belthos tried to heal him again, he flatly refused, wary the boy would do more harm than good.

      “Here, let me help,” Ori said extending his hand. At first, Tozgan waved him off.

      “Get that away from me! I can take care of myself!” He struggled. Ori waited. Eventually he accepted the offer.

      “I hate that I can’t do things like I used to.”

      “Let the boy heal you! How many times do we have to go over this?”

      “Pah! That boy won’t be touching me unless a limb was hanging from my body, and even then I might think twice about it.”

      “Pride will get you killed,” Belthos said, interrupting them. “I can heal you. I’ve been training since I first tried to help. I’m sure I can fix it now.”

      Tozgan shuffled back from the boy. “No, no. You keep that power to yourself. I’ll let you know when I decide to let you practice on me. I’ve made it this far, and I’ll be fine a bit longer.”

      “Have it your way. I’m stronger in it now. You’ll be surprised what I can do.”

      Belthos left them to finish packing. Jor watched it all and wondered how she managed to get saddled with such a misfit group.

      The two crossbowmen were hired to join their group with the lure of riches for their duty. Why they continued to stay with her while the prospect of payment vanished with Driano’s death, she’d hadn’t figured out. She understood why Belthos stayed. Where else was he going to go? He broke from the Order and if he hadn’t, it’s not like Myrthyd would have accepted him back. The Kull was intent on killing all witnesses to him obtaining the Blood Stone, especially those of the Order.

      “Boys, we’ve got ground to cover. Hurry up and let’s get moving,” Jor called.

      Since the events on the plain, she kept them on a straight path westward. “To the dragons!” she called it. It was rumored that dragons congregated in the west just across the sea. If she were to find Lailoken, that was where she assumed he’d be. If not, then at least they were out of Tregaron, and none in the group disputed leaving. One of the last memories she had of Lailoken was of the giant Garnet dragon carrying him off with its smaller protectors. She’d kill that dragon. Other than rescuing Lailoken, nothing else mattered.

      “Jor, we’re never gonna make it across that mountain today,” Ori said. He and Tozgan had gathered their belongings in the bag on their backs and stood next to her. Belthos was behind them, waving his hands as though swatting at invisible insects.

      “Why don’t we take a ship instead of going the hard way?” Tozgan asked for the first time that day. When she announced her plan, Tozgan insisted they sail across the sea to shorten their time. Jor flatly refused. She knew land. She knew mountains. They’d cross the Dragonback Mountains and take the long way. It took more time, but she was also more confident they’d arrive safely.

      “Then stay here. You know my mission. You know what I plan to do. Go back. Beg for mercy from the Order. I’m sure Myrthyd is a forgiving soul.”

      Belthos snorted. “Meanos knows better,” he said quietly.

      “Listen to the boy. Myrthyd won’t be kind to either one of you. Don’t you remember the hate in his eyes? He meant to kill all of us. Only Driano knew his fierce anger.” She turned and headed for the base of the mountain ahead of them. Snow swirled around her, the bitter winds piercing their heavy coats.

      “Wait up!” Belthos called out and rushed to join her.

      Soon, the two crossbowmen followed. Tozgan grumbled, but Jor knew better. He’d come because he sensed adventure. If they were gonna stay with her, they had to follow her lead, no matter how wild it was. The thought made her smile.

      The day wore on, winds blowing harshly. Overhead, a black figure crossed the crisp blue sky.

      “Look!” Belthos cried, pointing skyward. All eyes went up, watching the dragon circle. Its enormous wings flapped soundlessly. It roared and the sound echoed through the mountains. It spewed a dark mist of acidic vapors.

      “I hate those things,” Jor said, reaching back to grasp her sword’s pommel. It was a reflexive action, and when she realized it, she quickly let go.

      “Aye, but they may be the source of our salvation from that boy Myrthyd,” Tozgan said. “I saw what happened that day. I’m no fool. Those dragons had every chance to slaughter all of us, but instead, they allowed us to escape.”

      “And stole Lailoken away!” Jor retorted.

      “True. However, maybe there was a reasonable explanation.”

      “Are you turning soft on me? How many dragons have you helped kill?”

      “That means nothing. Things are different. People can change. I’m not saying I think they’re noble creatures with pure intentions, but I do question the severity of their evilness, and I wonder if maybe we haven’t been led astray by the Order.”

      The dragon roared again, flying off to the west.

      “I don’t care what their intentions are or what we’ve been led to believe,” Jor started. “All I know is they stole Lailoken and I doubt it was for something good. The longer we go without finding him, the more worried I am they’ve done something terrible.”

      Belthos stepped closer to Jor. “What about his daughter? Alushia, right? She left on a dragon’s back. Was she kidnapped or did she leave voluntarily? It seemed to me she went of her own accord.”

      “I have no patience to debate this!” Jor replied. “All I know is Lailoken was taken by the Garnet, and I intend to find him. I will bring him back home where he belongs whether I have to fight an entire horde of dragons or not. Stay here for all I care. I’ll do it myself.” I’m the reason he’s gone, anyway. I owe it to him, she thought.

      The day wore on, and the small band of slayers trekked through the snowy mountain passes until the way grew too treacherous.

      “There’s shelter ahead. I suggest we stay there for the night and continue in the morning,” Jor called out over her shoulder. She didn’t turn to see if they were behind her. She led them across a small plain until they came to the side of the mountain where the wind had died down.

      “Tonight we rest. Tomorrow we continue our quest. I need to know if all of you are still with me.”

      One by one, the men nodded.

      “Good. We have a long way to go.”
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      Lailoken only saw blackness. Voices surrounded him, but they were muted and distant. His body ached. It felt worse than his massive hangover the morning after he and Etain were married. Never in his life had he felt so bad. When he moved, angry blasts of misery surged through his torso. His vision was blurry. He willed his arms to move, but they ignored him and remained at his sides.

      Am I dead? he thought. The last thing he remembered was standing on the plain outside Woodpine, facing Myrthyd and refusing to hand over the Blood Stone.

      Then Jor.

      Did she kill me? She stabbed me. Why did she betray me? It couldn’t be true. She was his longtime friend. On more than one occasion, she had placed herself in mortal danger to save him. Why would she harm him now?

      The foggy events made it difficult to piece together. Images flashed through his mind like paintings furiously thrust in front of him for only a moment before vaporizing into nothingness.

      Driano lay on the ground with a massive hole in his chest.

      Tower guards racing to the rest of his men in the forest.

      Jor ready to kill him to obtain the Blood Stone.

      Dragons.

      The largest Garnet he’d ever seen and two other smaller Garnet dragons dropped from the sky. One lonely Garnet approached with a human on its back and a snowcat in its claws.

      Alushia? What are you doing with a dragon? he thought. It couldn’t possibly be her. No daughter of his would dare side with the Drakku. It was cause for death. He wondered if these visions were real or imagined. They were so bizarre that they couldn’t possibly be real.

      But yet…

      “How do you feel?”

      That voice. The sweet timbre of the woman he loved. It couldn’t be!

      “Etain?” he whispered, knowing it was folly on his part.

      “Yes,” she replied. “It is I.”

      Without seeing her, without holding her in his arms once again, he forced his excitement down, unwilling to believe it.

      “How do you feel? Can you move?”

      Lailoken concentrated on moving his hand, the one singular movement his sole focus.

      “Don’t strain, my dear. You were gravely wounded. We rescued you and now you are safe. You’ve been sleeping for close to a full cycle of the moon. You’ll heal. Know that my love for you runs deep, deeper than any I’ve ever known.”

      He felt a warm presence surround him, similar to the moment on the plain when he spoke with Myrthyd.

      “Your injuries are severe, but my power is much greater. It will take time, but trust that you will return to health and I will be here when you do. No longer will we be apart.”

      Lailoken tried desperately to open his eyes. For one brief moment he wanted to see the woman he had longed for over the years. He had never given up that she was alive, and now as she spoke to him—if it were truly her—he couldn’t lay eyes on her. The tease was almost too much, his heart weighted down under the agony of not knowing for sure it was her.

      “Etain,” he managed to whisper once again.

      “I’m here, my love. Always.”

      He felt a hand run through his hair. It was such a simple motion, but the touch transported him to the past when Etain used to run her hands through his thick hair, her nails lightly running across his scalp. It had to be her! He strained to open his eyes, but the blackness remained. A deep, dark horrific void surrounded him, weighing on him. If this were Etain, he had to know!

      “Sleep now. Your body will heal quicker if you do. No harm will come to you, I promise. You’re in my hands now.”

      She stroked his hair again, the touch so long forgotten now forced his mind to believe that the voice speaking to him was his long-lost wife.

      Lailoken felt the warmth surround him once again, and soon he fell asleep.

      He had a difficult time discerning between reality and dream. Sometimes he saw interactions like a spectator to the events, and at other times, he experienced them through his own eyes. Every time, though, he noticed a black dragon circling in the air far in the distance. It never roared and never approached, but was always present. Often as it flew in the sky, thin tendrils of smoke trailed behind it.

      When he first noticed it, he wished for his sword, and his mighty dragon-eyed broadsword appeared in his hands. But as the visions mounted and it never drew closer, he put the sword away and only kept a watchful eye on it.

      A recurring vision was of Jor.

      At one point, she was by his side ready to defend him and Driano. The next, she was acquiescing to Myrthyd’s commands and coming for him with anger and hate in her eyes. He was frozen, unable to defend himself as she plunged her sword through him, the cold steel piercing his flesh and pushing through his soft insides. The pressure of the blade was intense as it protruded through his back. Then he fell to the ground. His breathing grew labored. It felt like he was going to drown as air refused to enter his lungs. Jor stood over him, her eyes distant, and reached inside his coat to remove the Blood Stone. From his periphery, he saw her hand it over to Myrthyd and there the scene ended.

      Every time the vision occurred, it’s the same thing. He can smell the burnt flesh from Driano. The winds always blow across his face from the west. Myrthyd’s hair sways just the same every time. Jor’s angry look always maddening. The feel of cold steel piercing through his coat and flesh.

      The memory was emblazoned in his mind, never to leave.

      He had no idea how many days and nights had passed. It was either darkness or the strange dreams, but they were so intertwined that he had no idea what was real and what existed in his mind. He tried to move, hoping to stand and clear his foggy brain, but then he’d feel a familiar warm sensation envelop his body and he’d slip back into total blackness until wandering into another vision.

      It was a difficult existence, never knowing if he was alive or dead, free or captive. Dull pain existed within, threatening to intensify. He felt like it would burst forth and subdue him. Luckily, it never did. He wondered if maybe the pain was allowed to thrive within him, he’d feel alive again.

      He stared into darkness, thinking about his family. He thought about Etain, his lost wife who claimed to be near him now. He thought about Alushia, the dear daughter he raised alone, and the unnerving vision of her riding on a dragon’s back. Perhaps the vile creatures stole his daughter like they did his wife?

      Days rolled on, one no different than the other. Lailoken attempted to count them but had no idea when one day ended and another began. The futile exercise exhausted him and he forced himself to remain calm despite his growing frustration. If this was death, it was a terrible way to spend the afterlife. If it was life…he’d eventually wake.

      Or so he hoped.

      After the third vision of Jor piercing him with her sword, he heard her voice again.

      “I think it’s time, my dear. Your body is healed. Wake slowly. You’ve been recovering for a long time and need to ease back in.”

      “Etain?” he replied. This time, it was not a whisper. He heard his voice loudly.

      “I’m here, Lailoken. You’re under my protection now.”

      “Protection? From what?”

      “Open your eyes, my love. It is time.”

      He forced open his eyes and the darkness was chased away by a bright orange light. Shutting his eyes quickly to guard against the brilliance, he then tried again, opening his eyelids slowly now.

      Blurry dark outlines were illuminated by flickering light. He closed his eyes again, letting them adjust to their new setting. Then, he opened them and saw wider, indiscernible shapes forming into something familiar. Something terrifying.

      The unmistakable outline of a dragon towered over him.

      “Etain, what is this?” he called out. “Why are these things here? What have you done?”

      “Hush, my dear. You’re safe here. They will not harm you.”

      Lailoken opened his eyes completely and scanned his surroundings.

      He was inside a large cavern with several flaming orbs floating in the air. Two Garnet dragons and three smaller Jade dragons flanked him. If they wanted to kill him, he’d have no chance against so many.

      Then to his left, he saw the face that he longed for so many years.

      “Etain,” he mumbled, barely able to speak her sacred name.

      She reached out a hand and stroked his hair. “Yes, my love. I’ve longed for you over all these years.”

      “But they stole you away! Now they have us both!”

      “Calm yourself. You’re out of harm’s way here. I promise you; nothing will hurt you here. They will not touch you,” she said, waving a hand toward the surrounding dragons.

      “But Etain…look around. How are we going to escape?”

      She lowered her head and took in a deep breath. “We don’t need to escape. They’re with me.”

      “What do you mean?” He rose up from the straw bed. His body ached and a dizzy feeling swept over him.

      “Move slowly. You’ve been there quite a while.”

      Lailoken paused, letting the dizziness fall away. His back was sore and his legs felt stuck in mud. There was a small point of pain near his heart and he rubbed his hand against his bare chest, feeling the deep scar left by Jor’s sword.

      “Where are we? Why are they not attacking us?” He sat upright and stretched his back. It popped in several places.

      “We’re safe. They will not attack you because I’ve commanded it. Believe me, they’ve wanted to, but defying me is not in their best interest.” She glared at one of the Garnets across the cavern. Lailoken didn’t understand.

      “But, you’re their captive. Why would they listen to you?”

      Etain stood and nodded toward the dragons.

      “I had hoped to wait for this, but you are due an explanation.”

      A bright flash of light erupted in the cavern, forcing Lailoken to cover his eyes. When he removed his arm to see, a massive Garnet dragon stood where Etain was. In his mind he heard her voice.

      This is why they refuse to harm you. As their Dragon Lord, they do so by my command.

      “No! It’s impossible! I must still be sleeping! How can you be one of them? I refuse to believe this!”

      I’m sorry to have deceived you. It was never my intention to let things get this far out of control. But now, we must unite as one and stop what’s about to come.

      “You lie! My Etain was never one of you!” He pushed himself away from her, edging toward the cavern’s wall.

      I’m afraid I’ve always been one of them. We have a lot to discuss. And I have an apology I need to share. You are owed that from me.
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      Myrthyd sat in his large fur-lined chair. With his eyes closed he meditated on the forces surrounding him, specifically looking for the essence of dragon.

      

      The dragon soul you will bind,

      A night-wraith to destroy the mind.

      The living will live among the dead,

      When you control the visions within their head.

      

      Vile offspring of a dragon’s lie

      Controlled by the onyx eye.

      Within the fatal dragon fate,

      Power of yours, a night-wraith.

      

      The old spell replayed itself in his mind as he held the Blood Stone. Its power was intense.

      With the Blood Stone in his possession, he channeled a power greater than anything he’d ever felt before. It was as if the entire world opened to him and bowed to his will. Any person with a drop of dragon blood coursing through their veins was shown to him. He had yet to uncover the means to track that person—or dragon—but he was close. He could sense them, but only as a faint energy source. He grew frustrated at the lack of clarity offered by the gem. According to the ancient tome, it afforded the user a direct line to anyone with dragon essence, and yet he found the process maddening. It was something he’d discover. Nothing would stand in his way.

      Myrthyd had used the Blood Stone a few times, careful not to unlock a force he had no control over. He discovered faint dragon echoes were present fairly close, maybe even within the Black Tower itself. The thought disgusted him. How did those horrible things enter the sanctuary of the Black Magus, the true religion and defender of humanity? He’d flush them out somehow, and when he did, they’d pay with their lives. It was not wise to cross him or carry that diseased dragon blood within them.

      A loud knock on his door interrupted his session with the gem. He stuffed it in his pocket and adjusted his black robes. “Come in,” he said, not in the mood to entertain whomever thought needed to disturb him.

      “I apologize, Kull Naga, but I have an urgent message for you,” the boy said. He was one of the new initiates to the Order, a boy named Cowlrith from a small village in eastern Tregaron. He had modest ability with his powers yet was wildly inconsistent.

      “What is it?”

      Cowlrith handed him a sealed scroll. The black wax depicting an image of a talon, the sigil of his contact on the other side of the mountains. Instantly he knew the message would not be pleasant.

      “Thank you, Cowlrith, you are dismissed,” Myrthyd said, waving a hand. The boy bowed and scurried off, closing the door behind him.

      He slid a finger beneath the wax and broke the seal, unraveling the scroll. The words were what he feared.

      Lailoken and his small band of slayers still remained hidden, even after three moons had passed. Those infernal dragons carried his body away and the rest of his people scattered, including that weak-minded Jor, who had retrieved the stone from Lailoken.

      Myrthyd slid a hand over the Blood Stone in his robe, feeling its cool surface. He marveled at how easily Lailoken had stumbled upon it as though it wanted to be discovered.

      The annihilation of the Drakku was but a formality now with halflings providing the means to build his army. If what the ancient tome said was true, he’d enslave dragons to do his bidding and use their night-wraith form to destroy halflings and command them to wipe out those who’d oppose him.

      Lailoken and his people presented a problem. They were the only ones who knew he possessed the gem. If they shared that information, then they’d all have to die. No one should know he wielded such power. He had to try more desperate means to rid himself of his greatest challenge.

      Lailoken and his people must die.

      Myrthyd pulled the Blood Stone from its secret pouch, grasping it in both hands and channeling his magic into it. It vibrated softly and the coolness drifted up his hands and along his arms, making his hairs stand on end. The coiling coldness circled his arms and then crawled toward his neck where it covered his head like the hood of his robe. Then his mind exploded into a vast openness, as if the universe itself was at his command. It was here in this state where he could select any dragon or halfling and get some sense of their location. It was also the state where he connected with the one night-wraith that Lailoken had inadvertently given him.

      The gem housed the soul of the Opal guardian dragon Chepon. The Opal offered little resistance and he exploited its power to his benefit.

      Myrthyd reached out in search of Lailoken and Alushia. Lailoken could not be found, but he did find Alushia. She gave off the slightest essence of dragon but not enough for him to consider her a halfling. Maybe one of their ancestors had once been a halfling and the trait presented itself in her. How it got there, he didn’t care. He couldn’t point out exactly where she was, only that she was southeast of the Tower.

      He reached out with an unseen force and connected with Chepon, seizing control of her. Chepon screamed in pain. Myrthyd grinned.

      “Find a halfling. I sense one near.”

      Chepon snarled at him. Her eyes were now gone, having been replaced with smoke, and her wings were black and tattered.

      “You have no choice. Do as I command,” Myrthyd growled.

      Chepon flew away and Myrthyd’s view was just over her back shoulder, as though he was riding with her in the dream. Eventually she spotted a young girl and dove at the sleeping body. The motion blurred but Myrthyd couldn’t look away. He wasn’t sure where they were, only that it was a small village. They dove through the roof of the tiny house and the scenery changed. They were now in the girl’s dreams. Myrthyd marveled at the life essence around him. He tried to make sense of what was different about her in order to use the knowledge to track others like her.

      “Destroy her,” Myrthyd commanded. Chepon growled back at him. He sent a wave of pain through their bond and Chepon howled.

      “Do not deny me again.”

      Chepon voraciously attacked the girl’s dream. The sunny meadow where she played with her dog turned into a black nothingness. Chepon consumed all the trees, the grass, the clouds…everything.

      “Keep going. Do not let her wake before you’re done!”

      In the quickly reducing meadow, the girl screamed. She held her hands to her face in horror while Chepon tore through her dreams, shredding the serene scene into a nightmarish black void.

      Finally, all that remained of the dream was the little girl with a small patch of green under her feet. If she woke now, all Chepon’s work would be for nothing.

      “Finish it,” Myrthyd boomed, his voice echoing in the vast nothingness.

      Chepon roared louder.

      “I said finish her!” Myrthyd sent wave after wave of intense pain through their bond.

      “No! I can’t!” Chepon replied, speaking for the first time.

      “Finish her now or you’ll experience something so terrible you’ll wish you could die.”

      The girl had stopped screaming and stared at the night-wraith—at Chepon—with a look of wonder and awe. Myrthyd only saw the abomination of a halfling.

      “Take her now!” he screamed.

      “I’m so sorry,” Chepon whispered to the little girl. She roared a loud, sad sound and devoured the quiet little girl and the grass underneath, leaving only the black nothingness.

      After a few moments of silence, Myrthyd spoke. “Where is she? She should be a gray-soul under my command! What did you do wrong?”

      Chepon said nothing, her tattered black frame barely visible. Then a movement caught his eye. To his left, a faint glow illuminated a staggering, shambling figure.

      “You did it! It worked!” Myrthyd cried out. He chortled maniacally, dark and disturbing. “Soon my army will be limitless and I shall rid Tregaron of the accursed halflings! Our land will be free! Nothing shall stop me. Nothing!”

      Myrthyd watched as the glowing figure grew closer and confirmed it was the little girl, now a gray-soul little girl. In the waking world, she would’ve risen from her bed and if the tome was true, she’d be a threat to anyone near her. She’d also be in search of the one who controls her and no matter what obstacles stood in her way, she’d make her way to him.

      “You shall be the first of many, my dear. Soon the world will bow to your collective strength. Your parents were ignorant to have you. Two species should never interbreed. You are the result of their heretical act. No more. We shall wipe out the halflings and take a fair number of dragons with us.”

      Chepon roared. Had it been any other dragon, Myrthyd might have been worried. With the Blood Stone in his control, the night-wraith was utterly powerless and cowed to his command. “Make sure she finds me,” he said to Chapon. He shot a bolt of pain through the bond to ensure she understood his directive, then willed himself away.

      Myrthyd opened his eyes and looked down at the Blood Stone clutched in his hands on his lap. Sweat streamed down his face despite the coolness of the room. A grin crept along his pallid face.

      “Nothing will stop me. The Black Magus shall rise to rule Tregaron and beyond as we’ve been ordained to. The southern pagan lands shall bow to the power of the north. Their god will be wiped from the face of the planet and their vile practices erased from memory. The time has come for us to crush them once and for all.”

      With a measure of reverence, Myrthyd placed the Blood Stone in a small velvet pouch and tied it inside his robe. The gem must always be near him. No one else would ever touch its power.

      “Now, to find that slayer and his daughter and clip that particular thread from the pattern.” He rose from his seat and left the room, keeping a hand against his robe as he walked to keep the gem safe.
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      Alushia relaxed, leaning under a tall oak tree in the afternoon sun. Brida sat opposite her rubbing her large head against Ryn, the Verdant Tower guard who happened to be a dragon. He wasn’t just any dragon, either, but a protector sent by her mother. It had been two moons since the encounter on the field and she still found it difficult to accept the truth.

      Ryn’s wounds had healed considerably since then. He no longer limped and only a faint scar crossed his arm.

      “Ryn, I think she’s warmed up to you a lot. Looks like she’s more your snowcat than mine. Maybe I ought to find another one.” Alushia smiled as she watched them. Brida’s loud purring drowning out the noisy birds of the forest.

      “I never would have guessed myself a cat person but look at me!”

      Ryn rubbed Brida’s head and leaned forward until his forehead touched hers.

      “Don’t you have snowcats back in the Dragon Lands?”

      Ryn turned to her. “Not many. They prefer the colder climes of Tregaron.” He rubbed Brida’s head and continued. “There are, of course, several dragons’ nests in Tregaron.”

      His words hung in the air.

      He scratched Brida’s head and stared at Alushia.

      “What? Is there something on my face?”

      “No, no.”

      He paused.

      “Why do you think the Towers were built? They’re located in specific locations for a reason. Have you ever thought about that?”

      “Not really. They were
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