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      The Tower of Shal stood tall, quiet, and lonely under a veil of snow and a slate gray sky. Light no longer emanated from its pointed peak, the first physical sign that the Hyperfold no longer communed with Odium of the Dark. That tower had formed the bridge between the Xenomind and Rakhim Shal’s abomination. Now, that the Hyperfold was gone, the Tower served no purpose.

      But far to the south, Odium still lurked. Perhaps the Hyperfold had been destroyed, but doing so had only delayed the inevitable. The battle for Earth had still to be fought.

      We flew our dragons through Hyperborea’s decaying towers, between which the wind howled, carrying with it shards of ice and snow. The despondent streets and alleys had never looked bleaker, nor more sinister, than in the gloom of this winter morning.

      Though the resplendent, ichor-woven clothing made for me by the Sea was warm enough, my face and ears were stinging with the first bite of winter. We were soon soaring over the snow-wrapped forest west of the city, above the Highbridge leading to the Thought Dome, which rose above the bridge’s terminus. Its color was faded and anemic, where before it had glowed.

      Before the Thought Dome’s entrance stood Shara and Isa’s tent, its veneer buffeted by the wind. Isaru and I’s time in the Hyperfold had only taken minutes for us. For them, however, it had been several weeks. A pile of firewood had been stacked against the tent’s side, while only ashes of an old cookfire remained in front of it.

      The four of us landed our dragons between the camp and the Thought Dome’s entrance. I walked ahead while the rest followed behind. I stared at it a moment before reaching out in an attempt to feel its power. I had to make sure it was truly gone.

      But all I felt was a gaping emptiness, deeper than even that of a reversion. It gnawed at me from within. Was something still inside, causing that feeling?

      “It’s dead, now,” Shara said. “Has been since yesterday.”

      Isa’s piping voice sounded jarring, given the circumstances. “We saw the light go out as it happened.”

      I turned my head toward them. “I have to make sure. This’ll only take a couple of minutes.”

      Silence met these words. They probably thought I was being stubborn. That I didn’t believe them.

      Well, let them believe that. I didn’t want to take any chances.

      Shara, seeming to understand, gave a nod of acceptance, though her green eyes were worried. “All right. I’ll wait out here, if you don’t mind.”

      “Me, too,” Isa said, wrapping her thick, winter cloak around her tighter. “Might get a blaze going if it’s going to be awhile.”

      “This shouldn’t take long,” I said.

      “I’ll have a look, too,” Isaru said, coming forward. Though his face was resolute, I could detect a trace of fear behind his gray eyes. “If that’s all right.”

      I gave a slow nod. To tell the truth, I was relieved he was coming. Surely, he felt that emptiness, just as I did. That should have been all the answer I needed, but I had come this far. I wanted to see what our sacrifices had bought us.

      This is where Isandru died, I thought. This is where Mia died. This is where Alex . . .

      No. I had to believe he was still alive. If he wasn’t . . .

      I stopped cold. My thought, or hers? I pushed the thought down. Better to get this over with quickly.

      Such was my hesitation that Isaru went ahead of me. He reached the Thought Dome’s outer, permeable barrier first, holding up a hand and pushing himself through. He slipped beyond the sheer surface. I followed him through easily enough, trading the frigid winter air of Ragnarok Crater for the sterile coolness of the Dome’s interior.

      Once inside, I was struck by two things; the darkness, and the silence. The barrier blocked all sounds from outside, while in the center, there was no nova of light released by the Hyperfold’s Point of Origin. Nothing could be seen save the dull, milky glow of the walkway. The silence was absolute, deeper than mere quiet. It was the quiet of space, of nonexistence. It felt as if any sound would only be swallowed by that silence.

      It would only take minutes to go mad in such a place.

      A phantasm of Shal’s emaciated form appeared before my eyes, his eyes dark and hollow pits, his open mouth a toothless maw. I would have screamed, but the sound was choked from within. Something was pressing down on my chest, making it difficult to breathe, all the while my heart pounded like a fist within me.

      This place was but a taste of where Shal was now: the dark void beyond the Hyperfold, unconnected to any reality, where even death itself could bring no relief.

      Isaru pulled me by the hand. When we got back outside, the cold air of the Crater had never felt more welcome.
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      Back outside, I was shocked by a world of life and color. Green pine, spruce, and old oaks bare of leaves were laden with fresh-fallen snow. The clouds above were parting, revealing a deep blue sky. Even the towers of the broken city had an eerie beauty in their ruinous state.

      Anything could be beautiful after that darkness.

      “See what you needed to?” Shara asked.

      I suppressed a shudder. “I wish I could unsee it.”

      Shara nodded sympathetically, seeming to wait for me to say more.

      “The Hyperfold’s dead,” I said. “Of that, I’m sure beyond a doubt.”

      Perhaps it was beyond dead. Isa watched me from behind the flame she had started, despite my earlier admonition that we wouldn’t be staying long. Isa embraced Isaru, neither of them speaking a word. I held my hands to the fire, grateful for any sort of warmth.

      Isaru was the one to break the silence that had settled over all of us. “The Hyperfold is not a part of me anymore, but I still feel its echoes. I’m thinking I shouldn’t have gone in there. Not with the wounds of my former slavery still fresh.”

      The Hyperfold had taken and used Isaru, and through Rakhim Shal, had made him do horrible things against his gentle nature. Things that couldn’t be undone. Isa hugged him tighter, though Isaru seemed numb to it.

      “The fight goes on,” I said. “We’ve done so much, but the battle is only beginning. Odium has had a month to be on the move. When we get back, we’ll find things changed.”

      And likely not for the good. I kept that thought to myself, though.

      Shara came to stand beside me, looking into the fire. “I’m almost afraid of what we’re going to find.”

      “Almost?” Isaru asked. “I’m terrified.”

      I thought of how perilously close Odium’s host had been to Sylva when we left the south. Doubtless, he’d assaulted the city by now. And Sylva wasn’t far from Kalear, where my parents were, along with the Sphere Priests, Sanctum-dwellers, refugees, and the people who called that place home.

      How many people were in danger of falling to Odium? How many had already fallen? My skin went cold at the thought that everything might be gone when we returned. That we might even be the only ones left alive.

      This realization only gave me a new sense of urgency. “We should find food and get going. With luck, we can make it to Haven two days from now.”

      “We still have the food Shara and I gathered,” Isa said. “Should be enough to make the journey and then some.”

      “We should eat now, then. Enough to last us until dinner tonight. Put on a warm stew, if you have the stuff for it.”

      Isa nodded and set to work. While the dragons flew off to find their own food, she threw in forage from the forest below, along with some venison she must have already hunted. Within the hour, the stew was boiling hot. Thankfully, it cooled quickly once taken off the flame. We passed the pot until the whole thing was gone.

      Isa doused the flame with some nearby snow just as the dragons returned, settling on the edge of the bridge in a row to make ready for departure. It was almost noon now, but all of us, dragons included, were well-fed and ready for the long journey south.
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      We made good progress, flying high and over the southern Ragnawall, and then over the Plains of Decay well into the evening, which was clear of fog for the first time in months. When the mountains at last rose in the distance, their snowy slopes were lit by a canopy of stars and full moon. The cold was really starting to settle in. I was wearing every piece of clothing I had over my ichor-woven robe, and thankfully, my hair was long enough to cover my ears, offering some protection from the wind. When I sensed the dragons reaching the point of exhaustion, I asked Flame to make camp in a hidden mountain vale below us, which seemed to have plenty of trees for cover.

      Once dismounted, the dragons flew off to look for food while we gathered wood for our own dinner. Before long, a strong blaze was burning while a pot of stew simmered over the flames.

      We ate quickly, the dragons returning a short time after. I slept longer and more soundly than I had in a long time, safe in the knowledge that the Hyperfold could no longer haunt my dreams.

      I woke to the sight of early morning snowfall. The fire was still going strong, someone having tended to it during the night. I slept another hour and then roused everyone, after which we ate the previous night’s leftovers.

      After dousing the flames with snow, we mounted the dragons and began the last leg of our journey, which would hopefully be warmer. If all went well, we would be in Haven late tonight.
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      To my great relief, Haven didn’t look any different from the air. My greatest fear was seeing the tree burned or dismembered, a husk of its former self. Instead, in defiance to Odium and his swarm, Haventree glowed beautifully in the night, as it had every night for the past two centuries, while the walls of the Grand Canyon shone with the luminescence of the xen coating it. Several Askaleen dragons patrolled the air above the tree, their screams piercing the night as they caught sight of our approach.

      I directed Flame to land on the High Veranda outside the palace. I was so exhausted and stiff from the cold ride that I almost collapsed on the planks below instead of gracefully sliding off. We stretched our limbs and rubbed our hands together, welcoming the relative warmth of more southern lands and lower altitudes.

      Despite the patrolling dragons’ earlier cries, no one exited the palace to receive us.

      “It’s quiet,” Shara said.

      “A lot might have changed in the past month,” I said. “Be ready for anything.”

      I wasn’t sure what “anything” might entail, but it was better to be careful.

      The doors of Haven Palace opened, revealing none other than Fiona, still fully dressed and awake, even at this hour. Her face was tired and worn, and despite the one month since we’d seen her, she appeared years older. All the same, her face brightened with a smile. Her guards rushed to keep pace, their black armor clanking as they did so.

      She threw her arms around me first. “You’re alive! I’ve had such terrible dreams that I was sure it was over.”

      “It’s not over yet,” I said.

      “Everyone’s here,” she said, backing away. “Some good news at last!”

      She hugged the others and began crying as she embraced Isaru.

      Up close, I could see just how strained her features were. Deep shadows underlined her gray eyes, while small wrinkles crinkled the corners of them. Like us, she’d been through things, too, things that might have been just as hard as what we’d been through.

      More people filed out of the palace, the lead man being Elder Arminius, who was flanked by several Seekers bearing the flame of the Augur Sect on their sashes. The Chief Elder gave a formal bow as he lowered his head. “Welcome back, Anna. Welcome, all of you. Your arrival is none too soon.”

      “It’s good to see you, Chief Elder,” I said. “Truly.”

      With the greetings out of the way, Fiona settled down to business. “Well, tell us. Is it truly gone? There have been reports that the northern fogs are lifting.”

      I nodded. “Yes. It’s done. Rakhim Shal is gone, and so is the Hyperfold. All the people he’d trapped there have returned to the Xenofold, as it should be. Including Elder Isandru and Mia.”

      Fiona closed her eyes in relief and permitted herself a small smile. “At last. Despite everything that’s happening, I feel hope for the first time in weeks.”

      “What’s been happening here?” Isa asked.

      “Too much for me to bear alone,” Fiona said. “The Elders have been helpful – more than helpful – but I’ve been so busy running the Two Kingdoms, and every day, the options for their preservation become fewer.”

      Before I could ask her to elaborate, we were interrupted by a young, dark-haired man running up from the inner ramp built into the trunk of the tree, who wore the black armor and red cape of an officer of the Annajen army. He raised a hand to his heart in salute. “My Queen. Lord Harrow has arrived.”

      Fiona nodded. “Good, perfect timing. Bring him to the Palace at once.”

      The man nodded. “He’s at the Roots now and shall be here in a few minutes.”

      “Excellent. You may return to your duties.”

      The man bowed and walked swiftly away.

      “Queen?” I asked.

      Fiona’s lips tightened at the question. “Uncle Arius has fallen. We . . . lost the Siege of Sylva two weeks ago. The King of the Makai died in the final defense.”

      The news was like a stab to my heart. I had hoped Sylva would still be there, but perhaps that was too much to ask. It had pretty much already been under assault when we left for Ragnarok Crater.

      “Fiona . . .” I began. “I’m so sorry.”

      “He fought bravely,” Fiona said. “And refused to let his men die alone. Not all could escape the fires of the siege. Indeed, most couldn’t.” She swallowed as she steeled herself to continue. “Thousands dead. Anything Sylva or further south now belongs to Odium. The Radaskim have been there ever since, gathering their power, waiting to push north.”

      “Waiting for what?” Shara asked. “How’s Kalear? Does it still stand?”

      Fiona nodded. “Yes, it does. As I said before, Odium and his creatures haven’t moved a mile north of Sylva, as far as our scouts report.”

      Elder Arminius cleared his throat. “With King Arius’ passing, Fiona is now de facto head of both remaining Elekai kingdoms. King Arius’ closest heir is not of age, so the Elder Council has unanimously voted to give Fiona of House Annajen full rights to both kingdoms, not knowing the fate of King Isaru.”

      Isaru nodded. “That’s as it should be. Though I wasn’t in control of myself at the time, I’ve lost all rights to the kingship. Whatever I need to do to abdicate my claim in favor of my cousin, I’m ready and willing.”

      Everyone was quiet at these words, some perhaps being shocked. It was not often that a king laid down his birthright, but knowing Isaru, I knew he never wanted the power. Besides, a change in leadership at such a pivotal time could prove disastrous.

      “Sylva . . . gone,” Isa said. “I just can’t believe it.”

      “Some of their troops have joined us, including the Dragonriders wise enough to flee and fight another day,” Fiona said. “Their numbers have been added to the Annajen Dragonriders. More still chose to die defending their home, refusing to abandon their king. I loved my Uncle Arius, but I can’t forgive the decision he made. How many thousands lost their lives because he refused to abandon his seat?” She shook her head. “But I must leave that in the past, however difficult it is.”

      “I thought ending the Hyperfold would end Odium too, somehow,” Shara said. “I guess that was just wishful thinking.”

      “He can no longer use the Hyperfold as a source of power,” I said. “But he is powerful in his own right. Odium is an old Xenomind, and the form he’s chosen to take is physically powerful. With the Hyperfold’s dissolution, however, we won’t have to watch our backs to the north and can fully focus on Odium and the south. Which means saving Kalear. What progress has been made on that front?”

      “I gave Lord Harrow orders to extricate the garrison from Kalear,” Fiona said. “Along with any refugees, and to bring them here. However, I never received confirmation of that order, and Lord Harrow’s army has been on the march here ever since, having now just arrived.”

      “How could he ignore you?” Shara asked, her mouth twisting in distaste. “That’s low.”

      “I don’t think he’s ignoring me,” Fiona said, her eyes troubled. “Odium controls the skies, except around Haven.” She paused. “I’m afraid the greatest possibility is that my message never arrived, confirmed by the fact that we haven’t heard word from Kalear since the fall of Sylva.”

      “How do we know they’re still alive?” Isaru asked, bluntly.

      “I’ve dreamed of them,” Fiona said. “There is great fear to the south. But so far as I can tell, they are still alive. Desperate, but alive.”

      “We have to rescue them!” Isa said.

      “I agree,” Fiona said. “But our Dragonriders can’t hope to match Odium’s host in the air. Perhaps with your dragons, Shanti, we can do something. But they won’t follow anyone except you, and they’re still trying to regroup after the Battle of Sylva.”

      “Where are they?” I asked.

      “Most of them are in the forest north of here,” she said. “But the Elder Dragons that survived the first battle at Dragonspire are still missing.”

      “Any news of where they are?” I asked.

      “No one knows.” Fiona heaved a tired sigh. “There have been reports of them heading north, but no one knows their actual location.”

      Back to Ragnarok Crater, maybe. “Any word from Pallos?” I asked. “What about the Odin?”

      “Just before the attack, he managed to repair the ship enough to try to fly toward Shenshi,” Fiona said. “Whether he actually made it, I can’t say.”

      “What makes you think he wouldn’t?” Shara asked.

      “He himself seemed skeptical that Odin could make the entire journey,” Fiona said. “And the skies were rife with Radaskim dragons. I’d like to think he made it, though. I’ve tried to Call him, but the distance is too great, and he may not know how to answer that call.”

      Pallos was one of us now, and Elekai in the full sense of the word. If he was in trouble, we’d need to help him, just as he had helped us.

      “There is a lot to do, but I can tell that all of you are cold and tired,” Fiona said. “And probably hungry and in need of refreshment.”

      “Yes, to everything,” Isa said.

      “I can wait for Lord Harrow out here,” Elder Arminius offered. “I’ll bring him myself once he arrives.”

      Fiona nodded. “That works, Elder Arminius. Thank you.”

      She motioned us to follow her into Haven Palace.
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      It was well past midnight by the time we settled down for a hastily assembled meal of meat, cheese, and bread. All of us scarfed it down while Fiona caught us up on everything that had happened.

      “There are thousands of refugees gathered south of the canyon,” Fiona said. “General Tertullian has entrenched himself about ten miles from here.”

      “What’s he doing here?” I asked. “Is he going to help us?”

      Fiona gave a bitter laugh. “If only. He claims there have been no orders from Nova Roma authorizing him to suspend military actions here. So, he’s only fortifying his position.”

      “Military actions?” Shara asked, incredulous. “Against us?”

      Fiona heaved a sigh. “Who knows? Whatever the case, it seems he’s just looking out for himself.”

      “How many men does he have?” I asked.

      “We estimate forty thousand,” Fiona said. “We can’t challenge his men on the ground, not without grievous losses. So, he’s taken the liberty of gathering and controlling a lot of the harvest. People will start going hungry if nothing is done.”

      “As long as there haven’t been any hostilities yet, there’s still hope he’ll work with us,” I said.

      “More than that, it’s necessary for him to commit to Haven’s defense,” Fiona said. “There’s no way for him to withdraw back to Nova; Odium’s host stands in his way. And we need his legions, ballistae, and cannons to fight the crawlers and dragons.”

      “What does he want, exactly?” Shara asked. “He must be holding out for a reason.”

      “I haven’t gotten much out of him, but he wants guarantees that we’ll cede much of the Southern Wild to him, especially the parts that border the Gulf. The Emperor has long had a goal of connecting the Empire’s homelands to its northern colonies east of the Red Mountains, but some Makai territory stands in the way.”

      “What do the Makai stand to lose if they give that up?” I asked.

      “Everything, apparently,” Fiona said, in a sarcastic manner. “Many of the Makai nobles would see any cessation of territory to the Novans as the greatest humiliation imaginable, worse apparently than all of our deaths at the hands of the Radaskim. Worse, if I give in to the Novans too quickly, I lose the support of the Makai. You’d think they’d be grateful we’re allowing them to stay here, sleeping in our quarters and eating our food. The Makai Dragonriders have threatened to not help us if any of the Novans’ demands are met.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Larre, which the Novans still occupy, would itself be turned over as well.”

      “That’s almost half their territory,” Isa said. “I can understand them being upset.”

      I saw that, too, but what was that compared to all of us dying to Odium? It was hard to believe that there were people quibbling over whose land was whose when Odium was on the move.

      I forced myself to remain calm. “Anything else Tertullian is asking for?”

      “Aside from a yearly tribute to be delivered to the Imperial Palace at Nova Roma by the first of each year, no,” Fiona said drily. “He doesn’t want much at all.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s a very stressful situation, and one that seems to have no solution that makes everyone at least somewhat happy. I think Odium’s lack of movement is starting to make a lot of people complacent. Some are even thinking that he just means to stay there.” She shook her head.

      “Well, at least you won’t have to deal with this alone anymore,” I said. “We’re all here to help.”

      I wanted nothing more than to immediately set out and save my parents, but I saw now that this would have to be taken care of first. Word would soon reach Tertullian that I’d returned, and he’d be expecting to enter talks, probably immediately. An army of forty thousand men stealing all the food wasn’t something I could just ignore. The threat had to be neutralized as soon as humanly possible, and without violence.

      Negotiations with Tertullian, I saw, would have to be opened before I set out with the dragons to save Kalear.

      But before we could discuss the matter of the Novans further, Elder Arminius appeared at the entrance to the inner courtyard, with Lord Harrow in tow. The general’s face was grave and narrow, while his thin mouth was turned down in his characteristic, perpetual frown. As they both approached, Harrow’s eyes widened upon seeing Isaru, his sworn king, sitting next to Fiona, the new monarch. There was a moment of confusion in his features, as if he didn’t know who to address first. He only spared me a short glance, and ended up deciding to give Fiona a small bow, with hand over heart, and was about to turn to Isaru to do the same, when Fiona impatiently cleared her throat, which brought his back straight up.

      “My Queen,” he said, his voice graceful and his eyes low, “I await your pleasure.”

      “We want news of the garrison at Kalear,” Fiona said. “Did you receive my orders to get them out?”

      Lord Harrow raised his cunning brown eyes to meet Fiona’s. “From you, my queen, we’ve heard not a word. My only orders were to withdraw when the threat seemed too great, given to me by the previous king.” Harrow looked at Isaru briefly, and then back at Fiona “The garrison gave a great cheer at my departure, and appeared as hale and as strong as it ever had. Indeed, not a single arrow was loosed by our men, in accordance to King Isaru’s – err, the former king Isaru’s, orders, and there was no loss of life on either side.”

      Lord Harrow related this all coolly and mechanically. Though he hid it well, I could still see the confusion painted on his face. Fiona was the unquestioned ruling authority of the Two Kingdoms, and who he had been summoned by, and yet his former king was here, a king who was rumored to have gone mad after abandoning his troops at the siege of Colonia. He had also surrendered his dragons to Elekim, the very same Elekim that Isaru had proclaimed a false prophet. It must have been jarring to see us on the same side with no real explanation.

      “You did do as I ordered, Lord Harrow,” Isaru said. “And I thank you for your loyalty. Fiona is now the undisputed monarch of all lands belonging to the Annajen and the Makai.” He looked at him seriously. “I trust that you’ll join all of us in uniting behind her.”

      Unsure of how to respond, Lord Harrow elected to give a bow. “As you wish. I stand ready to serve the kingdoms, however best I may.”

      “However, I meant every word I said to the army outside Colonia,” Isaru continued. “I have no doubt you’ve heard that conversation by now, or at the very least, a rumor of it.”

      “I’ve heard a version of it,” Lord Harrow said cautiously. “But I don’t know if it’s actually the truth.”

      “What’s the version you heard?” Isaru asked.

      Lord Harrow looked at me, and wasn’t completely successful at hiding his distaste. “That you believe this girl is Annara Reborn, and you ceded the authority vested in you and your line, and gave it to her.”

      “And you don’t believe that she is Anna Reborn?” Isaru asked.

      Lord Harrow shook his head. “With all due respect, I remain skeptical. This girl, who calls herself Shanti, has said you have given yourself to madness.” He looked at him pointedly. “Talking to you now, however, you don’t seem mad at all, but if you still insist she is Annara Reborn, then I can only conclude that this madness has not completely passed.”

      “I see,” Isaru said. “I can understand how that might be confusing. You deserve a full explanation.”

      Lord Harrow continued. “You told me that this girl,” he nodded toward me, “is your father’s murderer. If she is Annara Reborn, then she could not have done this.” Harrow’s icy glare was uncomfortable, even if I wasn’t the focus of it. “That begs the question, my liege. Who is King Taris’ murderer? Are the rumors true, rumors which I’ve closed my ears to, out of loyalty to you?”

      All were fair questions, but how to explain them? Would Lord Harrow even accept the explanation when he had so much difficulty believing who I was?

      “During my short time as king,” Isaru began, “I was possessed by Odium. The very same who is attacking us now. But because of Shanti, I no longer am possessed. I am my former self.”

      “The murderer,” Lord Harrow said, almost desperately. “I must know who killed him. Because if it was you . . .”

      Harrow trailed off, his neutral mask completely gone. It was clear from his twitching brow and intense gaze that he was in inner turmoil.

      “Yes,” Isaru said. “It was me, and at the same time, it wasn’t me.”

      “Because of your . . . possession.”

      Isaru nodded. “Though such things are not unheard of, they are uncommon in our world. I understand if you find it difficult to believe . . .”

      “I do.”

      “It is the truth,” I said. “We destroyed the Hyperfold, along with the man who controlled it, Rakhim Shal. That man used Odium’s powers to control Isaru, the same way an Elekai can tether a dragon and control it. During the time of his possession, Isaru could not control his actions. The actions you saw were Rakhim’s, who sought to conquer the Red Wild in Odium’s name.”

      Isaru nodded. “Despite the fact I know none of this is my fault, I still feel responsibility for it. I cannot bring my father back, Lord Harrow, as much as I want that. Even so, I don’t expect people to understand. Because I don’t expect this to be understood by people at large, I’ve given all my power to Elekim, and defer to my cousin as the rightful ruler of the Two Kingdoms.”

      Harrow was quiet for a long while as he considered all this. Elder Arminius watched from the side, his hands hidden within the sleeves of his robe. It wasn’t clear from Harrow’s face whether he understood the explanation.

      “You’re right about one thing,” Lord Harrow said, at last. “I could never follow such a king. I cannot make sense of any of this, to be quite honest, and feel as if I’m out of my depth.”

      “Fiona has related to me all the particulars,” Elder Arminius said. “Perhaps you can meet with me and the other Elders. We can answer any questions you might have.”

      “It seems as if everyone has come to the same conclusion,” Lord Harrow said. “I feel as if I’m the one given to madness, as if this is all some outlandish dream.”

      “You aren’t mad, Lord Harrow,” Fiona said. “You’re just trying to survive, like the rest of us. I apologize if you feel these things have been kept from you, but this isn’t exactly something that can be explained in a letter, and as you said before, none of mine even reached you. It’s impossible to put a puzzle together when you’re missing the key pieces. Even we don’t have all those pieces yet.” She looked at the Chief Elder. “I like the idea of you filling him in after this meeting, Elder Arminius.” She looked back at Lord Harrow. “Perhaps when you’ve listened to him in full and have had a day or two to think things over, you’ll be better equipped to decide whether or not we’re telling the truth.”

      Lord Harrow swallowed; the lump in his scrawny, wrinkled neck was almost comically big. “Perhaps so, my Queen. Is there something else you require of me in the meantime?”

      “Yes. Though you may not be fully convinced of Isaru’s explanation, nor Shanti’s identity as Anna Reborn and Elekim of the Elekai, I will ask you to conduct the rest of this audience as if you believe those things are true. Because all of us here do. Can you do at least that?”

      It was a moment, but Lord Harrow swallowed. “I shall do whatever my Queen requires of me.”

      Fiona nodded. “Good. I understand that you were under orders from the former king to return with your army . . . what were the conditions of that order again, Lord Harrow?”

      “That if I judged the army to be in any sort of grave danger, I was to abandon the siege at once and withdraw immediately to Haven, unless given another order by my liege.”

      “And I take it you judged the Radaskim host to be such a danger?”

      Lord Harrow nodded. “Yes, Queen Fiona. Most assuredly.”

      Fiona nodded toward me, which I took as my cue. Lord Harrow looked at me, equal parts interest and skepticism.

      “I need you to turn your army back around and march south for Kalear.”

      I watched to judge his reaction, and from a widening of his eyes, I saw that he hadn’t expected that. I could tell from the twisting of his lips that even pretending I was Anna was a struggle. “Of course, I’ll do whatever is required. But . . . why, if I might ask?”

      “To rescue the garrison you left behind.”

      Lord Harrow’s face blanched. Seeing the stares from everyone else, he recognized that this was an order he couldn’t disobey.

      “I will get my troops ready as soon as you wish, but they are weary from a forced march already. To tell them that they have to go back, right into the jaws of doom . . .”

      “They traveled some one hundred fifty miles in three weeks, did they not, Lord Harrow?” Fiona asked.

      He nodded to affirm this was true.

      She seemed to do some mental calculation before resuming. “That is an average of seven or eight miles a day, is it not?”

      Lord Harrow cleared his throat. “It is, Queen Fiona.”

      “They are to set out tomorrow,” I said.

      He frowned. “Surely, the Radaskim will have reached Kalear by now. I have four thousand men under my command. These are my men, with families and homes . . . why commit them to death and destruction?”

      “Because there are people trapped in Kalear right now,” I said. “My own parents are there, and besides the civilians, there are good soldiers and Seekers, along with those under their care, that have committed themselves to my cause. But don’t worry. You’re not being sent to engage the Radaskim directly, and if all goes well, you won’t even see the Radaskim swarm.”

      “What do you mean?” Lord Harrow asked.

      “I’m going to go on ahead to Kalear with the dragons, as soon as I’m done talking to General Tertullian tomorrow morning,” I said. “Hopefully we can put up enough of a fight to get the garrison out safely. You mentioned a forced march. How fast can you get your men to Kalear, if they were to pack light?”

      “It’s difficult to say. The effect on their morale will be great, since I promised them rest here.”

      “Find a way to keep their morale up, then,” I said. “Men and women’s lives are on the line in Kalear. They are to perform escort duty for the garrison, who can never hope to make it to Haven otherwise.”

      He nodded. Even he had to recognize the sense of that.

      “More than that,” I continued, “your job is to escort any refugees you meet on the way to Haven. Your troops are protection against the crawlers, which I know are running rampant in Makai lands by now. You’re to escort whatever refugees you find to safety and restore order however and whenever you can. But your priority is the garrison at Kalear, many of whom are Seekers that can greatly aid us in the coming battles.” I watched him; for once, he seemed to be listening and taking me seriously. “Are your orders understood?”

      He glanced once at Fiona to confirm, and judging by her steely gaze, he couldn’t look at her for long. “Clearly understood, Lady Shanti.”

      “March south with all speed,” Fiona said. “Take the time to rest for the night. You have a long day ahead of you tomorrow.”

      Elder Arminius leaned over to Lord Harrow. “Let’s go outside to talk.”

      Gray-faced, Lord Harrow withdrew with Elder Arminius, until it was just the five of us left. Shara and Isa watched thoughtfully, neither having said a word the entire time.
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      Once Lord Harrow and Elder Arminius had left the room, Fiona slouched in her Silverwood throne with a sigh. “I’m getting tired of this queen business.”

      “Well, you seem to be doing well at it,” I said.

      “Please,” Fiona said. “I’d rather hear the opposite, that way people would want me replaced.”

      “It’s that bad, huh?” Shara asked.

      Fiona sighed again. “You have no idea. Let’s just say I’m relieved all of you are back. I was beginning to lose hope after a couple of weeks.”

      I didn’t blame her, and I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be responsible for not just one, but two kingdoms, all while not knowing whether she’d have to face the coming storm alone.

      “You’re not alone anymore,” I said.

      I felt as if I should say more, but I was so exhausted that I couldn’t think straight.

      Seeing my state, Fiona straightened in her seat. “All of you are obviously tired. And so am I, for that matter. Let’s get some rest and then we’ll pick up again tomorrow morning.”

      She escorted us to some guest bedrooms. As soon as she showed me to my room, I went right for the bed. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was fast asleep.
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      I awoke to sunlight filtering through the eastward-facing window. My first instinct was to keep sleeping – I was still so exhausted. But the thought of my parents not being able to sleep in peace, and remembering the plight of the people at Kalear, was all I needed to get up. Before I could even set myself to saving Kalear, however, I needed to meet General Tertullian. There simply wasn’t any time for sleep.

      I spent a few minutes trying to calm my anxieties so that I could face the day clear-headed. I sat on my bed, crossed my legs, and centered myself on Silence, reaching for the Xenofold and letting its placating, yet invigorating, presence sharpen my senses. I felt the life of the Red Wild stirring all around me, detected the presence of people in the city, felt their fears as if they were my own, undermining my original goal of trying to calm myself.

      I let go of Silence and stepped out of my room. The empty corridor curved the entire way around the tree trunk, even exiting at points onto outside verandas and balconies that were part of Haven Palace. I went to the central courtyard, thinking that if anyone were to be up at this hour, it was probably Fiona.

      When I entered the courtyard, filled with its trees, circulating stream, and small stone bridges, I saw that my instinct was correct. She sat in conference with what was left of the Elder Council: Elder Lian, Elder Draeus, and Elder Arminius. All of them turned as I approached, while Fiona’s brow was furrowed in thought, or perhaps worry.

      Without preamble, Elder Arminius addressed me. “We sent a courier last night to General Tertullian, stating that you had returned and were willing to parley. We’ve just received his reply.” He nodded toward a letter sitting on the shared table. “He’s willing to meet with you this morning around 9:00. His camp is about half an hour from here, as the dragon flies.”

      I picked up the letter and scanned it, but it conveyed no information other than what Elder Arminius had just told me.

      “And what time is it now?” I asked.

      “Nearly eight,” Fiona said. “I’ll be present at the meeting as well. You can also bring the others, if you wish.”

      “I’d planned on it,” I said. “But I also plan on going straight to Kalear as soon as this meeting is over. Lord Harrow is already on his way?”

      “His troops departed earlier this morning,” Judge Lian said.

      I nodded. “Good.”

      “Though I’ll be with you with the General, I won’t be joining you for Kalear,” Fiona said. “Too much to do here.”

      “I understand,” I said. “The rest of us can handle it.”

      “I wish I could say the same for myself,” she said. “In truth, what you’re doing sounds like a vacation compared to what I have to deal with.”

      After a moment of quiet, Elder Arminius touched her arm. “Queen Fiona, we Elders can quite take care of the affairs of the city today after your meeting with Tertullian. You’ve been going nonstop ever since your ascension.”

      “I can handle it, Elder,” Fiona said.

      “Take the day off,” I said, coming to Arminius’ support. “You’re exhausted.”

      Fiona sniffed. “As if you aren’t.” Her face softened. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . .” She paused. “Perhaps you’re right.”

      “We understand,” Shara said. “If I were in your shoes, I’m pretty sure I would have killed someone by now.”

      Fiona didn’t laugh at the joke. “I may have already done that since my ascension, more than once. Though not willingly.” She brooded for a moment. “What should I do with myself? I don’t have the luxury of taking a day off.” Fiona looked at me seriously. “I would come with you to Kalear, if you’ll have me.”

      “That’s not taking a day off,” I said.

      “If you leave me here, then I definitely wouldn’t be taking any time off,” Fiona said. “Something would require my attention.” She stood up and smoothed her dress. “Coming with you, though . . . that would force me to stop thinking about administrating the Two Kingdoms for the first time in weeks.”

      I looked to Arminius to see his thoughts, but he was looking at me, probably to see mine. Maybe it wasn’t a bad idea.

      “If you think that’s best, then I have no problem with it.”

      “It’s decided,” Fiona said, not waiting for anyone else’s possible protests. “If we’re heading to General Tertullian’s camp, we should go now.”

      It would take time to go gather the dragons, too. “We should be back in a few days, Elder Arminius.”

      “The Elder Council will continue enacting Queen Fiona’s programs,” he said. “Ballistae in the trees, fortifications on the Southern Rim, food and tents for the refugees . . .”

      “Are you sure everything will be okay without me?” Fiona asked.

      “Yes,” Elder Arminius said. “Suffice it to say, I have decades of experience administrating and serving as advisor to great lords and great men. If my hands aren’t capable, then no one’s are.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Let’s pack up and head out.” My stomach growled in protest. “But first, something to eat.”
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      After I had gathered everyone and we had a quick meal, we exited the palace onto the High Veranda. The winter air was crisp and cool. The day seemed idyllic, with a deep blue sky visible above the high canyon walls. It was hard to believe that just a couple of hundred miles south, the land was in turmoil.

      Our dragons were ready and waiting for us in front of the palace. Once we were all mounted, I directed Flame into the sky. He obliged, and soon we were all rising on the cool breeze, as the Elders stood to see us off. The wind rushed past my face as we shot upward. Flame seemed to sense my urgency, and very quickly we were cresting the northern rim of the Grand Canyon, revealing a wide vista of pink-tinted trees. Half of the taller trees, mostly Silverwoods, contained buildings and bridges like Haven’s structures, some even holding entire towns. Fallow fields spread between the trees.

      All was silent as we flew north, save the wind rushing past our faces. I reached out with Silence to pinpoint the exact location of the dragons that had once been Isaru’s Mindless swarm, but were now part of my army. I felt their presence not ten miles away, northwest of Haven where the last of the fields and villages ended.

      We were there within a few minutes. Though I felt we were right on top of the dragons, I couldn’t see a sign of them. I realized they must be in the trees.

      I’m here, I said, directing my thought outwards, so that any dragon around could hear. Elekim has returned.

      The still morning was broken by dozens of dragon cries, so loud that my bones started to rattle. They shot out of the trees as if of one mind, flying directly toward us.

      Shara shouted something, but it was completely lost to the din. The dragons began circling around us, their movements creating a great wind that pummeled me. I clutched Flame more tightly with my legs, as more and more dragons joined the procession in a display of power. They swirled around us, faster and faster, getting so close that I could almost touch them, a blur of pink and black scales, glowing white eyes, and enormous, billowing wings. Despite all this, our dragons remained as calm as ever, flapping their wings slowly to maintain altitude and not budging an inch in any direction.

      I’ve returned, I said to the swirling mass of dragons. Will you fight with me?

      The dragon swarm cried out again, but thankfully, their cries didn’t last as long this time. My ears were ringing.

      Follow me, then, I said. We’re going south to rescue some of our own. I need your help.

      To let them know just what they were dealing with, I opened myself up, letting well over two hundred of these fierce creatures see my innermost thoughts and fears. I showed them my parents, trapped in the castle, the hundreds of lives that were at stake, and a vision of hundreds of black dragons controlled by Odium leveling the castle to the ground.

      The dragon army became incredibly quiet, though the noise from the beating of their wings was still great.  All eyes were on me as they broke off their circle and fell into line behind me.

      Let’s go, Flame, I said. To the Novan camp.

      Flame gave a cry of assent as he dove sharply. I gripped him tightly, my stomach seeming to rise to my throat. He banked sharply to the left and righted himself quickly before I could lose my balance.

      The others followed, Shara and Isa screaming in either terror or exhilaration as their own dragons’ movements mirrored my own.

      And behind my friends flew the dragons, over two hundred strong, hungry for battle.
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      The Novan war camp became visible on the horizon not twenty minutes later, situated on a rise above a wide field which gave it a commanding view of the surrounding land. It contained four square walls, the area within large and filled with rows of tents numbering in the hundreds. Several wooden buildings had been built within, including various stables housing the Novan cavalry. Wide swathes of local timber had already been felled, while a ditch lined with stakes had been dug deep into the xen outside the wall itself.

      When Fiona had said the General had entrenched his army here, I hadn’t imagined it would be to this extent. He and his army had only been here a few weeks. Given more time, I wouldn’t be surprised if the fortifications became even more intricate.

      Outside the walls and trenches, hundreds more tents and lean-tos had been haphazardly set up. These were shabbier than the Novan kind within, so it was hard to imagine they belonged to them. Maybe they belonged to refugees and camp followers. An army of forty thousand men was a city, and as with any city, it required services. The tents of the camp followers clung to the fort like a parasite.

      As we neared, I could make out the finer details of the fortifications: ballistae set up in high turrets and spaced at regular intervals, and even several cannons pointing at forty-five-degree angles into the sky, clearly meant to stop an assault of dragons.

      It didn’t take long for the camp to react to our presence. Even as high as we were in the air, I could hear bugles sounding the alarm, while the people in the exterior camp swarmed as they ran for cover. Ballistae and cannons wheeled and pitched in our direction, still far out of range to do any damage, but close enough to warn us off. Unbelievably fast, legionaries in red armor and towering shields mustered within the camp, in staging grounds situated at regular intervals within the tents. These staging rounds funneled the soldiers into a large, central area, where they could be deployed to wherever needed.

      In all, from the time they had sighted us to the time they were ready to fight, had all happened in less than a minute. I couldn’t help but be a bit impressed.

      Obviously, we couldn’t go any nearer. My goal wasn’t to attack the Novans, but to get them to stand down at the least, and hopefully, to even help us. I directed Flame to glide down toward the ground, landing at the periphery of the exterior camps, far out of range of their artillery. I was the first one on the ground, about half a mile from the western gates of the camp. About half the dragons flying with me also landed, forming a line three deep, while the other half remained airborne to patrol, still out of range of the camp’s artillery.

      There, we waited for a response from General Tertullian.
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      We didn’t have to wait long. A hundred mailed horses, upon which sat fully armored knights with lances pointed skyward, thundered forward on monstrous black destriers. Behind the knights were more horsemen, lesser armored but bearing short bows, who raised small horns to their mouths and bugled a marching tune. All the horses came to a standstill, arranging themselves into three neat rows, just as the dragons were in three rows. Upon completing their trumpeting, the smaller horses gracefully danced backward, forming a walkway where the General galloped on his own warhorse at full speed, flanked by several other armored and caped men.

      I got my first sight of him. He was black-haired with gray temples, and his many wrinkles seemed to be more earned from sun exposure than age. His arms were hairy enough to belong to a bear. He wore a steel breastplate, gauntlets, greaves, and bore a gladius on one side and a long-barreled pistol on the other.

      He gave a grim smile and raised a hand in greeting. His dark brown eyes coolly surveyed the dragons behind me, and if he was impressed by them, he gave no sign.

      “Greetings,” he called. “Let us step down and talk face to face, so that neither of us have the advantage. Annara, I presume?”

      I nodded and slid off my dragon. My friends dismounted theirs, too, and walked up to join me.

      “Queen Fiona,” General Tertullian said, giving a slight bow in Fiona’s direction. “It is an honor to speak to you directly once again.”

      “I hope our talks can be more productive this time,” she said.

      Tertullian’s eyes seemed amused. “I hope for that too, Queen Fiona. Very much so.”

      Fiona ignored his slight smirk. “This is Anna, leader of the free Elekai people, to whom I am subordinate as Queen of the Kingdoms of the Annajen and Makai. She is Annara Returned and Elekim of the Elekai.”

      Tertullian’s eyes widened slightly at this, but he duly turned his attention to me. “An impressive resume for one so young. What are you? Sixteen?”

      “I’m far older than you realize, General Tertullian,” I said, referring to when Anna was born, not myself. “I was there in the days when Nova Roma was new to this world. I even knew your first emperor, Augustus, and helped found the city of Colonia in the First Century. And I was there during the Ragnarok War, when all could have been lost had it not been for the bravery of heroes now worshipped as gods.” I eyed him hard. “With your help, I’m hoping to save the world a second time.”

      “I see,” General Tertullian said, somewhat amused.

      “Let me tell you how it will be,” I said. “The Radaskim swarm will be here within weeks, if not days. If we don’t work together, then we will both perish. That is an undeniable fact. Odium of the Dark, Lord of the Radaskim, would be glad if we weren’t working together. It only makes his job easier. Better yet, he would have us at each other’s throats while he watches from a safe distance.”

      At this point, Tertullian’s eyes turned to Isaru. “And though I’ve never seen him in person, this must be none other than King Isaru.” He cleared his throat. “The former king, and my former ally.”

      Isaru nodded. “Yes. I, too, have surrendered my authority to Anna. We must all unite behind her if we are to stand a chance.”

      Tertullian’s eyes smoldered as they stared down Isaru. “I expected to be feasting within Haven’s halls after a successful conquest of the Makai. Because of your disappearance, I have been forced to entrench myself here.”

      “The war is over,” Isaru said. “And the person you were dealing with wasn’t me, General Tertullian. I was possessed by Odium, who our true war is against. It was because of that possession that I sought to conquer the Red Wild, that I entered into an alliance with Emperor Titus.”

      General Tertullian grunted. “I was brought here under false pretenses, then.”

      “You were,” Isaru said. “For that, I’m sorry. However, it’s Odium you should blame, not me. The possession occurred through an accident that would take too long to explain, since we are flying south today to save the garrison at Kalear.”

      “So, this force of dragons was not meant to intimidate me.”

      I shook my head. “No. We’ve come here to formally end the war between our countries so that we might work together to ensure our mutual survival.”

      Tertullian frowned at this. “So, now that I’ve established myself here, you are extremely keen on having peace.”

      “We did not provoke this war,” Fiona said, heatedly. “Don’t you hear what we’re telling you? Odium possessed Isaru, something that is possible when speaking of Elekai and Radaskim. He is the one who lured you and your army here to its own destruction.”

      Tertullian’s lips tightened, clearly not trusting any of this.

      Fiona went on. “The Makai city of Sylva fell two weeks ago, and what Makai are left are fleeing to Haven. The Makai kingdom was never yours to take. And they’re coming for Haven next, but before they get to Haven, they will find your camp.” She nodded toward the outer defenses. “If you think that is enough to stop Odium’s numbers, then you will find out differently soon enough.”

      “Of course, we know of the troubles to the south,” General Tertullian said. “Though you have told me about Odium many times in your letters, I don’t know how much of it to believe. It could all be a story designed to lure me and my men out into the open field, to be prey for your dragons.”

      “The time for petty squabbles is over,” I said. “We need your men, General Tertullian, and we need food and supplies.”

      I didn’t mention the fact that most of the food and supplies were stolen from the Elekai. Tertullian gave no answer.

      “With your men,” I continued, “we have a hope of holding Haven. Without it . . . we will surely fall. Both of us.”

      “If all this is true, then what is preventing me from withdrawing my men and marching them south to Mexico, in the defense of Emperor Titus, as it should be?”

      I did my best to remain calm. “Perhaps that’s as it should be, but you and I both know that’s not possible. You are cut off, and as soon as you are too far to be helped, Odium will strike, and do so without mercy. That’s why we must work together if you’re ever to have a hope of seeing home again.”

      Tertullian frowned, perhaps realizing, for the first time, the situation he was actually in.

      “I’m sorry you were drawn here,” I said. “I know you were following the orders of your Emperor. The facts are simple, and I think you can see that. There’s no point in arguing about who should get what.”

      “An end to the war that’s barely even begun,” Tertullian mused. “So, you are surrendering?”

      I almost laughed at that. “There’s no winning and losing here. The only loss that matters is losing to Odium. When that’s over, then we can discuss other, less important matters.”

      Tertullian grunted a laugh. “And what would that look like, Anna?

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Sharing the food you’ve hoarded in your camp while redeploying your men in defense of Haven would be a start.”

      “The Elekai are our traditional enemies,” Tertullian said. “I could never convince my men to do such.”

      “You mean, they wouldn’t obey a direct order from you?” I asked.

      Tertullian shrugged, not really having an answer for that.

      “It’s not unreasonable to think that in the interest of preservation, old rivalries can be set aside,” I said.

      “It’s a nice thought,” Tertullian said. “Unfortunately, I have much to lose from a formal alliance with the Elekai.”

      “You didn’t think so when you entered into an alliance with me two months ago,” Isaru said.

      Tertullian smiled grimly. “Yes. There was that. I suppose exceptions can be made.”

      “I don’t have much time to stay,” I said. “I’ve said my part, and now must be on my way south. That will give you a few days to decide.”

      “Very well,” Tertullian said. “Unfortunately, I do not see an alliance between our countries as profitable, even in the short-term. I cannot disobey a direct order from my emperor, unless I wish for my head to be separated from my neck.”

      “That’s a great plan if you’d rather die between a dragon’s jaws,” Shara muttered.

      Tertullian’s face reddened, and his knights stirred uneasily. Shara looked nonplussed. I was a bit annoyed, because the comment could do nothing to help us. Worse, the comment didn’t specify whether the dragon was Radaskim, or ours.

      But Tertullian chuckled, as if Shara’s insult were a great joke. “It is a risk I’ll have to take. Unless we have further business?”

      I shook my head. “Good luck, Tertullian. There’s only one right answer here. I hope you have the courage to find it.”

      “I’ve enjoyed this talk,” he said. “It’s been . . . entertaining. I truly hope it isn’t our last.”

      He clicked at his horse, turning it around. As soon as he did this, his knights did the same as one unit, their steel armor gleaming in the morning sun. Trumpets sounded once again as the Novan train returned to the walls from which they came.

      “That went about how I thought it would,” Fiona said.

      “It was a conversation that needed to happen,” Isaru said. “He knows now where we stand, and who leads the Elekai people.”

      “Is there a way we can contact the emperor?” Isa asked. “See if he can give permission for Tertullian to help us?” Isa asked.

      From her tone of voice, I could tell that even she thought this would be worse than useless. It was an excuse on Tertullian’s part, a way to deflect responsibility. He had no real intention of helping us.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “I won’t waste any more time here.”
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      Within minutes, we were flying south with the dragons toward Kalear. The distance would only take a few hours to cross. The dragons flew lower than Odin would have, and it was much easier to make out the details of the land below. We were over the heart of the Xenoplain, following the line of the Pilgrimage Road, which was thronged with thousands upon thousands of refugees fleeing north, almost all of which cowered for cover at the sight of our dragons. There was nothing to be done about that, but maybe some of them would realize who we were once we had passed.

      Morning passed into afternoon, and the roads grew emptier, the fields, houses, and towns fewer, and the terrain rougher, covered with forests and hills. Smoke rose from various points in the distance, tinging the air with an acrid aroma. The horizon was gray, lost to fog or smoke, and the land seemed to lay in darkness despite the brightness of the sun above.

      The land turns foul, Flame said.

      Is it the fires, or something else?

      There was a pause as Flame considered his answer. It is the flames. But beneath the flames . . . something worse. There’s something in Odium’s army doing this, clouding the skies.

      A reversion?

      Something else, Flame said. It is bile to my soul.

      I wanted to ask more but was distracted by an alarming sight. Upon a high hill stood a wooden-walled town, not unlike Northold or Kalear, reduced to a smoking heap of ruins, out of which still poured smoke from smoldering coals. I could see crawlers scuttling on the ground between collapsed wooden buildings, their high screeches sounding in alarm upon seeing us.

      If Odium doesn’t know of our coming, I said, allowing everyone to read my thoughts, he knows now.

      We should be close to Kalear, Isaru said.

      Close enough, I hope.

      Within a few minutes, the mountains in the distance closed in, and within the haze covering them, I could see the outline of the Stronghold, looking incredibly small with distance. The town lay at its foot, lost to the trees and smog. It was hard to tell from where we were, but the walls looked intact and the town whole. There was no reason to think anything had happened. Yet.

      As we closed in, the air became more difficult to breathe, and warmer, though there was no evidence of fires in the town south of the Stronghold. Looking down, the buildings looked all but abandoned. No one was in the streets, though doors and windows were opened, and many of them broken. Random debris, furniture, and rubble was strewn along the streets, as if people had been in a rush to escape, but unable to take everything.

      But the Stronghold itself stood at the end of the main road, its gates closed, its towers seemingly empty. Something didn’t seem right, and my heart fell.

      Stay back, I called toward the other dragons.

      I let the rest of my friends follow me on their own dragons over the wall.
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      The entire inner courtyard was filled with people and campfires. The fruit trees had been felled by this point, likely for firewood. Shouts and screams filled the air as people rushed for cover.

      I only had a few moments to make myself known before Flame became the target of ballistae and crossbow bolts.

      So, I directed Flame to land in front of a contingent of Sphere Priests, who were readying themselves for battle with swords drawn.

      Flame landed and I slid off, all in one motion, landing nimbly in front of them. They stared at me dumbly for a moment before recognition registered on their faces.

      At last, one of them broke into a laugh and shouted, “Anna returns!”

      I turned around, so all could see and recognize me, while my friends circled up above. Others took up the shout, and slowly but surely, others joined in. What had been abject terror a minute before had become praise and adulation.

      “Where are my parents?” I asked.

      “In the keep, my lady,” a random man said. “By the gods, she’s returned!”

      He reached to touch the hem of my cloak. I backed away as others crowded around me, some crying for joy.

      “Excuse me,” I said, pushing my way through the crowds.

      At this point, spaces were cleared, which allowed the rest of my friends to land. Isaru landed neatly beside me, hopping off Falling Star in a graceful motion. Several stepped back, apparently recognizing him, and he quickly joined me in my attempt to get to the wooden doors.

      Those doors promptly opened, revealing my parents standing there and gazing out at the five dragons resting in their courtyard. But before they could do anything else, I was shouting at them above the din of the crowd.

      “Mom! Dad!”

      They seemed to hear me, but to not pinpoint where I was. I was rushing forward, and in a moment, they saw me. They ran out the doors in my direction.

      I was just a few feet away from embracing them when the screams of multiple dragons filled the air. Out of instinct, I turned up to see several of the dragons from my army circling the air above. Something was wrong. I could feel it.

      My parents each threw their arms around me, but I had to untangle myself.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said.

      “They massacred the town,” my father said. “We could only save a few within our walls before we were forced to bar the gates. The crawlers . . .”

      Trumpets sounded an alarm. Soldiers and white-clad priests manned the walls and towers, pointing upward into the air with what few ballistae they possessed.

      “They’re back,” my father said.

      “Get everyone who can’t fight inside,” I said. “If the battle above goes well, we have to leave Kalear.”

      I left them with that as Isaru and I ran back to our dragons.
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      As soon as I was mounted, I urged Flame into the air. I rose above the walls and turned Flame in the direction of the disturbance.

      Dozens of black dragons streamed from behind one of the mountains rising behind the Stronghold, and more were appearing all the time. I felt dread rise in my heart. Just how many would there be? Was it better to attack now, or to wait until we had a better idea of what we were dealing with?

      I reached for the Xenofold. Its power was weaker here, near the source of Odium’s reversion, but it was still present. There was still hope we could turn them back.

      Stay with me, I said, making sure all the dragons heard, along with my friends. Fight with me. We can win this if we stick together.

      Around me, the others remained seated on their dragons, nodding to show that they understood.

      The black dragons ahead fanned out, forming a single line while flying high into the air.

      We needed to not let the Radaskim get above us. Up! Fly with all your strength!

      Flame screeched his assent, flapping his wings with steady strength. I looked behind me, to see that the two hundred dragons at my command were doing the same, their eyes glowing in the afternoon darkness. Ahead of us flew what appeared to be an equal force of dragons. At long last, no more dragons were appearing from the other side of the mountain.

      All
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