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      Hello, reader, and welcome back to the world of Udalara! If you’re new here, I hope you’ve packed your sword. But if you’re returning to live the adventure once again, I say welcome back, fellow traveler.

      Fall of the Crystal Moon is the epic conclusion to the Crystalline Dragons series!! Our heroes are racing against the clock and the world is not on their side. Will they save Udalara from destruction? Or will they trip at the finish line?
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      Tiernan stood in front of them, dressed in black with the matching ruby crown on his head, having stepped out of a sheet of obsidian glass. He’d tried to do a similar trick before with a mirror in Emerald Deep, but this time, he’d succeeded. It wouldn’t matter if they shattered the glass now. The danger was already in front of them, in the flesh.

      “Hello Dusk,” he said with a cocky grin, arms held at his sides. He turned to look back at the wall of obsidian glass. “That was much easier than I expected. That dragon should really have thought a bit more about security for this place beyond some illusory mist and a few humans with blow guns. It was hardly a challenge.”

      Dusk was at a loss for words. All he could do was stare in horror at the man he’d spent so many months trying to escape. The mountain was supposed to be a safe haven, a place he could train or recuperate in peace. Before he could find his voice again, he felt Lex step up beside him and grab his hand, holding it tightly.

      “Did you two finally make up, then?” Tiernan teased, cocking his head to the side. “I suppose it’s poetic at the very least. Together in the end. How sweet.”

      “You’re pretty arrogant for a guy standing all alone at the top of a mountain,” Lex growled deep from within his chest. “It’s a long way down.”

      Tiernan laughed, putting a hand on his belly. “Oh Alexander, you can’t be that naïve. You know I never come alone.” He looked between the pair of them. “And that I never do my own dirty work.”

      Just then, as if on cue, Dusk heard the echoes of yells coming up from the inside of the volcano. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it didn’t sound good. He felt a creeping sense of dread creep up his spine like an ice-cold spider crawling across his skin. The caretakers were never armed. Even with their small amount of magic, they probably didn’t stand a chance. He glanced at Lex, exchanging a look of worry before turning his attention back to Tiernan.

      “And I brought someone especially for you Alexander,” he chuckled, taking a step to the side of the glass. “Come through,” he waved, beckoning a shadowy figure forward that had appeared in the obsidian without anyone noticing.

      The figure strode through confidently, not testing his passage beforehand like Tiernan had. He was cloaked with his hood up, much like the other Circle members always were, but something about his stature and demeanor was different from the others. For a moment he stood there, staring at the pair of them from under the lip of his hood. Then, slowly and deliberately, he reached up with well-manicured fingers to the edges of the fabric. Dusk noticed a large ruby ring on his right index finger that caught a glint of moonlight. It was heavy and golden, definitely not something a grunt of the Circle would wear.

      As the hood fell to his shoulders, Dusk couldn’t help but gasp lightly. It was like he was looking at Lex, but more time worn with deeper lines. He noticed the jaw was a bit wider and the eyes weren’t blue, but brown. The man had well-kempt blond hair streaked with silver that was pulled back into a ponytail at the base of his neck. He wore a silver circlet with a single ruby in the center of his forehead. Before he even spoke, Dusk knew exactly who he was.

      “Alexander,” the man said in a deep baritone voice like rich velvet. “Your mother and I have been quite worried about you.”

      Lex was quiet, staring blankly at the man in front of him, his injured arm held close to his chest. Dusk leaned a little closer, wanting to protect him.

      “It’s time you gave up this ridiculous charade and came home. You have a fiance to attend to and she’s growing impatient. I can’t force her to wait for you forever. You will pack your things immediately and return with me to Ronja,” he ordered.

      The man spoke with an authority that struck a deep chord in Dusk’s psyche. It brought memories flooding back and he found himself instinctually wanting to comply out of a sense of self preservation. But nothing in the world could make him give up Lex’s hand. Somehow, even after all the years of abuse, he’d finally found something stronger to hold on to. A reason to fight. He squeezed Lex’s hand, letting him know he was there without uttering a word.

      “Come,” his father insisted, holding out his hand. “Your mother is waiting at the chateau. You have a duty to attend to.”

      There was a brief pause. “I’m not going,” Lex murmured, keeping his eyes locked on his father.

      “Now Alexander!” he yelled, stomping his foot on the ground.

      “No! I’m not going back home with you to marry a woman I don’t want! I found what I want out here and I’ll be damned if you ever force me back to that horrible place!” Lex gripped Dusk’s hand harder as he shouted. “What are you doing working with this asshole?” Lex cried. “Have you become so desperate and sunk so low? This man has been trying to kill us for months!”

      “Ah-ah,” Tiernan clucked. “You recall incorrectly. If you think carefully, you’ll realize I’ve been trying to collect you for some time now. Your father is a personal friend of mine and I would never hurt his only son.”

      “That is correct. I commissioned him to return you after you ran off. I needed someone I could trust to deliver you unharmed. No price is too large to get my son back where he belongs, in the home of his loving family.”

      “I’ll never trust you again,” Lex spat, staring up at his father. “If you can trust a man like this, your judgment is more clouded than I thought possible. You’re not fit to serve as the head of the family or the lord of Ronja!”

      “Think of your mother.” His tone suddenly changed to one of softness and concern without warning. “She’s been worried sick about you for months. You snuck off in the middle of the night with no hint as to where you were going. We were terrified something had happened to you or that you’d been kidnapped. She spent the first weeks sending anyone she could find out to search for you. Guards, servants, friends, the townspeople, anyone she could command or pay to go. After a while, she slipped into despair, thinking you’d been killed on the road.” Tears dripped from his eyes, but his expression was blank. Emotionless. “And then we were finally delivered some hope when Falgorin spotted you in Kinallin. I was on my way to Windshear Pass to collect you after word of your capture when you escaped yet again.

      “I’d have made it further to follow you to Louring, but the Inahandrian soldiers cut me off. I couldn’t break through as they were burning down the villages. But we had renewed hope because Tiernan had already found you again.” He looked towards Tiernan with a look of genuine gratitude, the tears suddenly stopping. “He had a guide leading you through the dangers of Ditania on the way to bring you home to us at last.” Suddenly his head snapped back at Lex, his eyes narrowing. “But you’ve been childish and foolhardy every step of the way! Now it’s time for you to finally come home and do what is expected of you!”

      “You’ll never change, will you?” Lex muttered. His head was hung low, blond hair draping around the sides of his face. “I hate you.”

      “What did you say to me, boy?” his father raged, suddenly going red.

      “I hate you!” Lex yelled back at him, tears streaking down his face.

      The man in front of him seemed to snap and stepped forward, his arm reaching out to take hold of Lex. Dusk, without hesitation, felt the crystal on his chest warm as he formed a symbol in his mind. He let it flow out of his palm as he raised his hand up in front of him. A ripple spread through the air, enclosing him and Lex in a clear bubble of what looked like solid glass. Lord d'Ronja collided with it hard, causing him to stumble.

      “You won’t be taking him anywhere,” Dusk growled through gritted teeth. He could feel Lex squeeze his hand beside him once more, but he didn’t break eye contact with his father. “Lex doesn’t want to live by your rules anymore. You'll be going home empty-handed.” His gaze shifted to Tiernan. “You both will.”

      “Goodness me, this is amusing,” Tiernan chuckled as he watched Lex’s father bang his fist on the shield over and over again.

      Dusk knew the shield would hold him back for now, but every time his fist collided with it, he could feel a tiny bit of energy sucked away from his body. It was just like the one he’d created on that stormy night west of Watersedge, although this one kept out more than just rain. But he knew he couldn’t keep it there forever. Eventually, it would weaken him too much to keep it going.

      “Dusk, this is all very noble, but don’t you think we should call an end to this?” Tiernan folded his arms and leaned against the obsidian wall as if he had all the time in the world. “We both know that Tephyss won’t be saving you this time since you so foolishly lost control. You may have some interesting gifts, but you have so little power to expend without that dragon. Wouldn't it be easier to just turn yourselves over and be done with it?”

      A roar echoed up from the inside of the volcano, causing Tiernan to startle. He nearly slipped and fell to the ground, catching himself at the last second. Dusk smiled in his direction, knowing what was coming.

      “We aren’t going anywhere with you,” Dusk called back over the thump of wingbeats drawing nearer from deep within the mountain. “Looks like your lackeys couldn’t subdue the one thing that was a real threat to you.”

      A jet of flame announced Lyra’s arrival as she burst from the inside of the volcano. Her roars rumbled deep in Dusk’s chest as he watched her loop upside down and land on all fours with her teeth bared in Tiernan’s direction. Smoke poured from her mouth as she kept her eyes locked on him, a growl rumbling in her chest.

      “How dare you invade my home and kill my people,” she hissed, the sound echoing through Dusk’s mind. “You will pay dearly for your hubris.”

      Dusk watched as two figures jumped down from her back, landing hard on the rock below. Tara and Nedarya had their weapons drawn and Dusk could make out his pack and bow slung across Tara’s shoulders. Nedarya held Lex’s sheathed rapier in her off hand, but stayed behind Tara and the massive greatsword aimed towards Tiernan’s heart. Both of them looked ready to skewer him at the slightest blink.

      “You’re a real idiot for splitting up from the rest of your men,” Tara sneered, looking down her blade at him with a smile curling across her face. “I wonder if you’ll go down as easy as they always seem to.”

      “I want to be the one to kill him,” Lyra breathed, her shoulders rocking back and forth like a cat about to pounce.

      Lex’s father had stopped hitting the barrier and began to back away. Something about the sudden appearance of a massive red dragon brought him out of his frenzy. Dusk watched as the genuine fear slowly spread across his visage. He took a step further and tripped over a stone, falling to the ground in a heap, the sound of ripping fabric filling the air as his cloak shredded across the sharp obsidian spike. He looked to Tiernan for a moment, then back to Lex, but the flash of emotion melted away almost instantly. Expressionless once more, he started to push himself back to his feet.

      Dusk took that moment to clench his palm shut with a flick, shattering the shield around him and Lex. Pulling on his hand, he led Lex over to the other two. They all took their weapons and readied them, standing shoulder to shoulder. Lyra had her teeth bared while Dusk had an arrow aimed for Tiernan’s left eye. The other three all had their swords pointed in his direction. They were ready for a showdown, and with a dragon on their side, Dusk didn’t see how they could lose.

      Tiernan righted himself, brushed off his cloak, and began to clap slowly. “Impressive,” he chuckled, mocking them. “The five of you almost look like a legitimate threat.”

      On the final clap, Tiernan pulled his hands apart with vigor, the fingers bent towards one another like claws. A complex series of silver threads, like a spider's web, formed between them. Lyra barely had time to cry out as she was slammed to the earth, thick bands of silver energy identical to the ones in Tiernan’s hands holding her down. She struggled and kicked, her tail flailing and striking at the cords. Managing to get one in her mouth, she bit down. A bright flash of lightning arced between her teeth and across her neck. She shook violently for a moment before falling still under the web of bonds. With a vicious grin, Tiernan flexed his hands downward and Lyra cried out in pain, the cords crushing her into the ground.

      Instinctually, Dusk let an arrow fly. True to his aim, it headed straight for Tiernan’s left eye. With a mere wave of his hand, the arrow disintegrated in mid air, curling into smoke and dust in front of him. Tiernan kept his arm held up in front of him, the fabric of his sleeve falling to the elbow. There, Dusk could see deep scars running down his arm with strange lumps showing under the skin and a few crystalline spikes protruding out of it. Whatever he’d done to Nedarya paled in comparison to what he’d done to himself. Dusk felt his pulse quicken and his fingertips grew cold. The fight was far from over.
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      Dusk stood in shock as he stared at Tiernan. Lyra, the oldest dragon to have ever lived, was pinned to the ground by a web of magic restraints and the man in front of him hadn’t even broken a sweat to do it. He couldn’t imagine how much power it must have taken to subdue her, but Tiernan didn’t show the slightest sign of fatigue. Even Nedarya didn’t have that kind of power with pieces of the crystal heart embedded in her arms. Dusk reached up and touched the exposed crystal on his chest. He wished he could hear Tephyss’s voice, but even without him, he knew he had to give it a try.

      “Don’t be foolish,” Tiernan said, letting his arm fall to his side. “That crystal is worthless against me. The only reason any of you are still alive is because I have use for you.”

      Dusk let his hand fall away from the eye. He knew Tiernan was right.

      “How about we test that theory, bitch,” Tara growled, stepping forward with her greatsword leveled at his throat.

      “Must we do this?” He crossed his arms once more, clearly growing tired of their threats.

      Without a word, Tara lunged forward, her sword aimed to plunge through his chest. With a lazy snap of his fingers, the sword suddenly began to glow red. Tara let out a howl of pain as it burned her hands and clattered to the ground, still glowing hot against the stone. She stared down at the bubbled flesh on her hands, all the aggression replaced with pain. Tiernan flicked his wrist once more, and the sword lifted off the ground and shot through the air, going over the side of the mountain and falling out of sight to the ocean below. He turned back with a smug look on his face.

      “We had a deal!” Nedarya shouted, running to Tara’s aid. She stooped down and carefully looked over Tara’s damaged hands. “You told me she’d be unharmed!”

      “I made no such promise,” he chuckled. “Merely that she would live, and live she shall.”

      Dusk felt his eyes widen with realization. He glanced at Nedarya, who was holding Tara’s hands in her own.

      “What does he mean?” Tara managed to ask, wincing as Nedarya’s fingers touched hers. “What deal?”

      Nedarya was silent, her head bent so that her eyes were hidden.

      “Neddie,” Tara said again, stooping down to look at her. “What’s going on?”

      “Don’t use that on me now,” Nedarya replied, her words soft. “You never use that name unless you’re disappointed with me. I hate it.”

      Tiernan had re-crossed his arms once more. “Would you like to explain it?” he asked, a big smile plastered across his face. “Or shall I?”

      Nedarya didn’t respond, but kept her head bent so as to not make eye contact with Tara.

      “So be it.” He strode forward, coming up behind Nedarya and placing his hands on her shoulders. He looked up at Tara, who met his gaze, a snarl forming on her lips. “Your little princess here has been extremely useful. She’s been tailing you all for some time, ever since you were captured in Calendia, in fact.” He reached down into Nedarya’s satchel at her side and pulled out the round golden mirror she’d gotten from her suitor in Malkekna. “Such handy things, mirrors. Did you know they were first invented by magicians? The silver makes for such a wonderful conductor of messages across long distances. Wouldn’t be caught dead without one.”

      Nedarya had always been checking herself in that mirror, every morning before they set off and every night before they went to bed. Dusk had never thought twice about it, even when he’d caught her talking to it earlier that day. She was the person Tara loved more than anything in the world and because of that, he trusted her. To betray the group was one thing, but to betray Tara’s love was something else entirely. He would never do such a thing to Lex, and the thought of it made him sick. In that moment, Dusk felt something swell up inside his chest, an aching sadness for Tara and pure rage directed at the small woman in front of her.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?!” he shouted, lunging towards Nedarya. Lex grabbed his arm, holding him back from getting too close to either her or Tiernan. “How could you do that to us? To Tara?” Dusk struggled, trying to break free from Lex. He wanted to rip out that perfect blonde braid she’d spent so much time on in front that mirror. “You made us believe he was hunting you down! I felt sorry for you!”

      “It was a pretty clever ruse, wasn’t it?” Tiernan clasped his hands behind his back, circling around the silent women. “It was her idea to use the Amarok to win your trust and I agreed, knowing your little group can’t help itself when it comes to doing the noble thing. But then I sent a band of men after her as well to really seal the deal. Want to know the best part?” He flashed a wicked grin at Dusk. “None of them knew she was working for me. And, you know, it just slipped my mind to tell them she had powers of her own as well. How unfortunate.

      “But she did her job exceedingly well, I must say. Her knowledge of the royal family, contacts among the noble families, and her romantic ties to the captain here have made her an invaluable asset to my plans.” He paused, turning on his heel to look back at them all. “I bet she even told you what my real plans are, huh? To further solidify your trust in her and victimize herself in your eyes. Such a clever girl.”

      “It can’t be true,” Tara whispered, wincing as she reached up and brushed Nedarya’s hair behind her ear. “You’d never do that to me. Would you?”

      “Oh, but it is true.” He reached out and jerked Nedarya’s chin up forcefully so everyone could see the tears running down her face. “And she’s done a beautiful job. Thanks to her, I’ll have the eye, the heart, and the throne of Ditania once more.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the mouth.

      Tara took a step backwards before falling to her knees. The look on her face was one of pure defeat, something Dusk recognized immediately. Meanwhile, he and Lex stood by, watching as Nedarya clenched her eyes shut, her hands balling into fists at her sides. Tiernan took his time, his eyes turned towards Tara to wound her further. There was a maniacal grin on his face, and Dusk knew he was taking great pleasure in torturing them all.

      But then something happened.

      Dusk watched Tiernan pull back abruptly, crying out in pain. At first Dusk thought she might have bitten him, but as he took a step back, both he and Lex saw the long dagger sticking out from under his ribs. He looked down at Nedarya, a fierce expression now painted across her tear streaked features. Tiernan’s muscles suddenly went stiff and he fell to the ground, blood oozing out from the wound in his chest, the knife still buried to the hilt. The crown on his head fell to the dirt and rolled a few feet away, coming to rest near the edge of the volcano.

      “The poison will stop you from doing any magic,” she hissed, reaching up to wipe her mouth on the back of her sleeve in disgust. “And that wound will kill you once I remove the blade. But you’ll have to wait for a while longer before I give you that mercy.”

      Tara looked up at her, still in shock. Dusk glanced at Lex, both of them clearly confused, but almost relieved by the turn of events. Nedarya stepped over to Tiernan and squatted down at his side, her arms draped across her knees. She reached out and began to twist the blade slowly, more blood pouring from the puncture. Tiernan didn’t make a sound.

      “I’ve spent months playing your little game just for this moment,” she growled, grinding the blade further into his flesh.

      Paralyzed on the ground, he was unable to cry out, but Dusk thought he could just make out the hints of an internal scream behind his dark eyes.

      “I’m so tired of people thinking they can tell me what to do. I have plans of my own, and none of them includes you or your ideas.” Nedarya stood up and grabbed Tiernan by the hair.

      With considerable strength, she dragged him to the edge of the volcano near the stone platform before dropping him with a thud. She gave him a considerable kick in the side, and Dusk heard at least two of his ribs break.

      “But you have some things I need first,” she growled, lifting her arms up at her sides.

      Dusk watched as the air around Nedarya began to ripple, like heat rising off stone in the height of summer. She held both her hands out as energy began to arc between her splayed fingers, noiseless as it streaked back and forth. The loose blonde hairs began to rise around her, creating a halo-like effect, and wind swirled the dust around her feet. Suddenly, she reached down and took Tiernan by the arms, lifting him clear off the ground so that his feet dangled in the air. Tiernan’s cloak began to unravel as the energy connected with him, exposing the scars and shards buried under his skin. His head tilted back into a silent scream as the lumps under his skin began to wriggle like maggots. Slowly, the crystals began to work their way out of his skin, blood streaming down his arms and across Nedarya’s hands. Like thousands of glass shards, they inched down, slicing every tiny bit of flesh they came in contact with until they met with Nedarya. There, they melted and made their way to her own scars. As they connected, they began to fuse with her own shards. Aquamarine colored crystalline spikes grew out of her forearms, puncturing the skin, and coalesced around her, creating something akin to faceted bracers that looked as if they could never be removed.

      Dusk didn’t understand what was happening. He watched Nedarya, who had her eyes squeezed shut as if she was in pain. The energy continued growing around her, the crystal armor growing and forming over her arms. It spread from wrist to elbow before the skin on Tiernan’s body finally stopped moving. Slowly, the arcs of energy faded away and Nedarya’s eyes flashed open. Instead of their usual honey color, they were almost white, with the faintest hint of blue. A wide, triumphant smile spread across her face. She was someone Dusk didn’t recognize.

      “And now I’ll destroy all of your hopes and dreams with a simple snap of my fingers. It will be too easy to put an end to your pathetic group of imbeciles. Or maybe I’ll use them to my advantage.” Nedarya grinned maliciously, pulling Tiernan close. “Say hello to death for me. And tell her she’s about to have a lot of very unhappy customers.”

      With that, she opened her blood-soaked hands, and Tiernan fell from her grip, his body tumbling into the volcano and slipping out of sight, the knife still plunged in his chest.

      There was an intense silence as everyone stared at Nedarya. Dusk was confused, relieved, and shocked all at the same time. Why was any of this happening? Had Nedarya betrayed them just so she could betray Tiernan? Whose side was she really on? Why had she taken the crystal shards from him? She’d said so many things, but he didn’t know which to believe. An endless barrage of questions streamed through his mind, each with fewer answers than the one before. But no matter how many came, he couldn’t bring himself to break the silence.

      “Lex?” a voice said off to his left.

      Dusk turned to see Lord d'Ronja looking up at Lex. He looked like a man who was staring at a ghost. Lifting his hands, he stared down at them for a long moment, as if searching for something.

      “What’s going on? Where are we?” He paused, turning his gaze back to Lex, a look of confusion plain on his face. “When did you get so big?”

      Something about him had changed. His eyes had lightened to an amber color, and behind them, Dusk could see something that hadn’t been there before. Emotion. Dusk had a feeling he was now seeing the real Lord d'Ronja for the first time.

      “Lex,” he said again, taking a step forward.

      “Stay away from me,” Lex muttered, his rapier swinging up, trained on his father’s heart. “I don’t want any more of your tricks. I’ve had enough surprise and betrayal for a lifetime.”

      “Lex, I don’t understand.” He took another step. “What’s going on?”

      “Stay back!” Lex shouted.

      Lord d'Ronja stopped in his tracks. Dusk had never seen someone look so hurt and confused at the same time. He wanted to say something to Lex, but he doubted his own intuition.

      “He doesn’t remember anything,” Nedarya piped up, not turning away from the hole in front of her. “He’s been under Tiernan’s spell for a long time. I imagine he won’t be the only one to awaken from such a thing.”

      Off to Dusk’s right, Lyra began to shift, the silver cords that held her down having disappeared with Tiernan’s power. Slowly, she pushed herself to her feet, flexing her wings and claws one at a time as if checking for damage. Lex, noticing her newfound freedom, let his sword dip a few inches.

      “You really have no idea where you are?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

      “No,” Ronja replied. “The last thing I remember was getting you ready to be presented to Princess Nedarya at court.” He glanced back to the blood stained woman with crystalline gauntlets before he turned back to give Lex a once over. “How long ago was that?”

      “I was fourteen,” Lex said, dropping his sword to his side. “That was almost ten years ago.”
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      Lord d'Ronja stared open-mouthed with a look of horror on his face.

      “It’s not possible,” he uttered, reaching up to grab the sides of his head. “That can’t be…”

      “Save your breakdown for later,” Nedarya snapped, pulling her eyes away from the volcano. “I don’t wish to be here to witness it.”

      Lord d'Ronja was silent, but plain were the thousands of thoughts streaming through his head, each one of them probably more disturbing than the last. Dusk felt sorry for him, but there was something else bothering him. He turned to stare as Nedarya took a few steps, bending down to pick up the black ruby studded crown that had come to rest in the dirt. She held it in her outstretched hands, staring at it intensely. Slowly, it began to lift off her palms, rotating gently in the air as it hovered. With a small puff of breath, all the dust and dirt came off its black surface, leaving it shining and unnaturally clean. Without touching it, Nedarya manipulated the crown above her head with magic before bringing it down to rest. As soon as it found its rightful place, the rubies flashed into life, giving off a faint blood-red glow on her platinum colored hair.

      “Much better,” she murmured to herself. She turned back and walked over to Tara. “It’s time we headed back home, my love,” she said gently, pulling Tara to her feet. “I have much more to accomplish now that I have what’s rightfully mine.”

      “Nedarya,” Dusk called out to her, trying to figure out what to say. “I… I guess I should thank you for taking care of Tiernan.” He kept a close watch on her face, trying to gauge her reaction. “Now we can give the heart back to Lyra and finally go on with our lives. Maybe we can all find a place to settle down together and have a farm or something. Wouldn’t that be great?”

      “A farm?” Nedarya cackled, letting go of Tara’s hands. “You’ve got to be kidding me! You think after all this fucking pain and suffering I want a farm?!” She turned towards Dusk and he saw the ferocity in her eyes. “Oh no, Dusk. I don’t want that pathetic existence you crave. I want blood and now that I have the power, I will have it.”

      "Why don't you let me remove those Nedarya," Lyra said, noticing the definite and sudden shift in Nedarya's character. She took a step forward, keeping her voice soft and low. “You’ll feel much better once they’re gone.”

      "No," Nedarya hissed, backing away with her hands held in front of her as if ready to cast.

      "Please, the heart was never meant to be part of anyone. Its power can drive you mad, just like the dust. Let me take them back." Lyra took another step towards her. “You’ve already been through so much suffering… you deserve to be happy. Let me give you that chance.”

      "Don't take another step," she spat, holding her ground in front of Tara, who had yet to make a sound. "For the first time in both of my lives, I now have enough power to make my own decisions. My whole life has been planned out by people and their traditions, but never again will I be a bargaining chip so someone else can wear the crown." She turned to Dusk, pointing at him viciously. “You have something I need. Give it to me.”

      Dusk instinctually reached up and clutched at the eye. Nedarya was acting just like Tiernan, but somehow, it was more frightening. Tiernan wanted to gain power so that he could be the person in charge of everything. He was nothing more than a wannabe tyrant. But Nedarya was something else. In her eyes was fury and vengeance, something Dusk had seen many times at the mines. When a man got that look in his eye, there was sure to be blood. More than once, a handful of guards had been murdered before they could slay the raging beast the slaves turned into. The other problem was that it was contagious. When one man went, a few more were sure to follow in the coming days. Dusk had learned long ago that inside every person was a caged monster. Once it was let loose, there was no stopping it. As he gazed into Nedarya’s eyes, he no longer saw a human. All he saw was an animal with nothing left to lose.

      “Nedarya, please. Listen to Lyra,” Dusk begged, trying to diffuse the situation. “Tiernan is gone. There’s nothing left for us to worry about. Our journey is over. We can go find a home and live out our lives in peace.”

      “You’re a fucking idiot,” she snarled, her eyes narrowing. “You think you can just go build a house somewhere and forget everything that happened to you? Ha! Your past will haunt you for the rest of your life. Every day you’ll think about it and every night you’ll dream about the pain and the shackles again.” Her voice fell low and deep. “And then, one day, everything will finally seem like it’s getting better. You’ll do everything you can to stay positive and find happiness where you can get it. But someone always comes along to crush it. People will never let you forget your place in this world, no matter how far you run from it.” She was silent for a moment. “Death is the only freedom from the pain and sorrow of life.”

      Dusk stood silently, staring back at her.

      “If you ask, I’ll give you true freedom right now.” She placed her hand on the hilt of the sword at her side. “The thing you’ve always craved so much. I’ll be quick, so you won’t even know it happened.”

      A long moment stretched between them, their eyes locked together. Dusk knew she was mad. The despair inside her had won. Something about her had broken and he felt an overwhelming pity for her. But deep in the back of his mind he heard a small voice. She was right. If there was one thing Dusk had learned since he left the mines it was that they had never left him. His past haunted him daily, plaguing his thoughts with awful images and emotions and pain. Every time he looked at the tattoo on his arm, he was reminded that he had been property for ten years. Even Lex was a constant reminder that he was still owned by another person, that his life wasn’t truly his own.

      Days before she’d died, Juniper had told him to let go of his past, to live in the present. She wanted him to have the same thing that everyone else took for granted: freedom. But his cage wasn't some cell that locked him inside. Instead, it lived in his mind at all times, constantly reminding him of who he was and how that his past would ruin his chances of ever truly being happy. His view of the world would always be through bars. He knew, even surrounded by supportive people, he would never truly forget and, in that way, Nedarya was right. Life was full of pain and sorrow and bad reminders. Maybe she had a point.

      But he never got a chance to respond to her as Lyra suddenly lunged forward, her jaws snapping out towards Nedarya. Thrusting her palm outward, a massive arcane circle erupted in the air, shimmering pink and purple. Lyra slammed into it as if it were made of stone. She crumbled to the ground, clearly dazed and surprised. Nedarya took that moment to bring up her other hand and clap them together, drawing the same web of silver cords between them. In a flash, Lyra was bound and forcibly smashed into the stone. With a curling motion of her finger, Nedarya summoned another cord that wrapped around Lyra’s snout, crushing it shut and causing her fangs to puncture her own skin. Lyra’s eyes darted between Nedarya and Dusk. It looked as if she were trying to tell him something.

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to work,” Nedarya grinned, letting her hands fall back to her sides. “Nobody can hear you with that binding, even with all your magic. I’ve had enough of your meddling.” She turned her attention back to Dusk. “I can see your thoughts. You know I’m right. Living out your days on this island or on a farm as a peasant isn’t going to magically rid you of your past. And the future will only bring more suffering.” Her eyes flicked to Lex and she held up a threatening finger. “Someday that fool is going to die. Do you really want to live through that? But if you died together, you’d never have to be apart.” She paused. “All you have to do is give me the crown and the eye. Then everything will be fine. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      Lex stepped up beside Dusk, his blade pointed in her direction. “I’ve had enough of this,” he growled, taking Dusk’s hand in his own, the warmth surprising him. “We’re not giving you anything and you need to go back to death where you belong. This is why necromancy was forbidden to all, even the dragons. Those who have been to death never come back the same. How could they?” He paused for a moment, a bright fury in his eyes. “I feel sorry for you, but I’ll send you back where you belong before you take anyone else with you.”

      Nedarya stood there frozen, a deranged grin curling across her face. “Well then,” she said. “Come get me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lex whispered, and broke into a sprint.

      He was out of reach before Dusk could react, the sound of his boots grinding into the dirt. He cried out, rage spilling from his lungs as he ran forward. Nedarya didn’t react. She merely lifted her hands, pointed them towards Lex, and laughed.

      Dusk watched as Lex closed the distance. In an instant, two crystalline spikes thrust themselves from Nedarya’s arms, catching the moonlight as they flashed through the air. Lex didn’t make a sound as both of them pierced through his chest, pushing clean through to his body and out the other side. His blade fell to the ground and struck a piece of obsidian that rang like a glass bell. The haunting noise pierced the still night air and everything was still. With a flick of her wrists Nedarya called the spikes to her. They slipped out of Lex’s body silently and flew back to her, melding into her crystal gauntlets as if they were made of liquid. Tara stood behind her, motionless, expressionless, and quiet as if in a trance.

      Lex turned on the spot, stared at Dusk with wide eyes, blood oozing out of his chest, and crumpled to the ground in a heap.

      “LEX!”

      He ran as fast as he could, throwing himself to the ground at Lex’s side, his pack landing open a couple of feet away. Lex was already beginning to cough and he could see blood coming out of the corners of his mouth. He was drowning.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” Dusk muttered, putting his hands on Lex’s wounds to stop the bleeding. “I’m not gonna let you die. Stay with me.”

      Dusk closed his eyes and saw the glyphs forming in his mind to heal Lex, to save his life. They were ones he’d never used before and he didn’t know what their price would be, but he had no other choice. Without them Lex would surely die. He didn’t care how much energy it took as long as he didn’t have to see the light leave those blue eyes he loved so much. The blood was pouring through his fingers from the wounds, Lex’s skin going cold and clammy. It didn’t matter what it cost him, Lex had to live.

      With one last rune sliding into place Dusk released the magic and let it flow down his arm. The palm of his hands suddenly grew bright gold and he could feel the warmth radiating from beneath them. He could feel himself weakening already, but the flow of blood seemed to slow. With every bit of strength he could muster he focused on the magic. Lex wasn’t going anywhere.

      Nedarya stepped up beside him, her hand reaching down into his open pack and pulling out the Inahandrian crown. She turned it over, looking at the sapphires sparkling in the moonlight. Dusk could feel himself weakening, quickly heading for dangerous territory, but he wouldn’t stop. Not for any reason.

      Nedarya’s face came into view as she leaned over his shoulder. Clicking her tongue she said, “No, no, no. I don’t think so. You had your chance and now you’ll pay the price.”

      Suddenly Dusk felt a searing pain in his chest as her fingers wrapped around the crystal, the shards in her arm alighting white all at once. With a vicious yank the crystal eye came free, tearing the flesh and bone from his chest. The magic he’d been casting faded instantly and the wave of exhaustion hit him, nearly causing him to collapse on top of Lex who had already blacked out. He looked up into her eyes, trying to understand why things had gone so terribly wrong. She did nothing but smile cruelly back down at him.

      “And now,” she whispered. “I have everything I need.”

      As she turned to walk away Dusk saw the eye grow bright in her hand. She lifted it up confused and examined it.

      “What is this?” she said curiously.

      The light grew brighter and a look of terror came across her features similar to the night Tephyss had spoken to her. She began to panic, trying to throw the eye and crying out as if in pain, but no matter how much she flailed, the crystal would not leave her skin.

      A blinding flash erupted from the stone and Dusk threw up his arm to shield his eyes. It lasted for a fraction of a second, a pulse of energy washing over the plateau. There was a smell of copper and the taste of blood in the air as he pulled his arm down, his eyes trying to adjust to the darkness once more. When they finally did, he saw Nedarya lying in the dirt, more blood covering her body than before. He couldn’t see the crystal anywhere, but he noticed her hand. It was completely gone, severed up to the cracked crystalline gauntlet that had formed there. Slowly she stirred, whimpering as she pushed herself back to her feet, cradling her stump against her body. She looked more angry than he’d ever seen her.

      “Where is it?” she hissed. “Where did it go?” Nedarya looked around furiously, searching for the stone. “What did you do?!” she screamed at Dusk.

      She started to move towards him, but just then Dusk noticed the silver cords around Lyra begin to fade. Her claws scraped against the stone as she struggled. Nedarya noticed as well and stopped in her tracks. She growled angrily before taking off towards Tara, abandoning her search for the eye. With her good hand she threw more magic into the air and the obsidian glowed to life. Beyond the glass Dusk could see a familiar stone room with a mural on the far wall of a white dragon. Nedarya passed through the glass as if it was made of air. Tara watched her disappear and looked back at Dusk, still holding her burned hands in front of her. As Lyra lifted her tail to strike out at the obsidian, Tara turned and charged through. She vanished just as Lyra’s hit landed, shattering the section of the wall into a million pieces.
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      Dusk turned away from the wall and looked back down at Lex. He was pale. His skin was cold, and a trickle of blood was running down his jaw from his mouth. If his chest was moving, Dusk couldn’t see it in the dark. He felt tears welling up. Out of pain, sorrow, or hopelessness, he didn’t know. With the crystal gone, there was nothing Dusk could do to keep him from slipping away.

      Lord d'Ronja suddenly kneeled at Lex’s opposite side. He leaned down and put his ear to Lex’s mouth, listening in the consuming, crushing silence.

      “He’s not breathing.” He looked up at Dusk, fear evident in his eyes. “Plug his nose and breathe into his mouth when I tell you!” he cried, putting both his hands on Lex’s chest.

      “What?” Dusk choked, not understanding what he wanted.

      “Just do what I tell you!”

      Dusk leaned down with his face close to Lex’s. There was blood everywhere. He didn’t understand what was happening, but he didn’t care. He’d try anything to keep Lex on their side of the divide. Lord d'Ronja placed his hands on top of each other over Lex’s sternum and began pushing them downward with force. Dusk thought he would crack all of Lex’s ribs.

      “Breathe now,” he commanded, pausing for a moment.

      Dusk pinched Lex’s nose shut and breathed into his mouth. It took less force than he anticipated to make his lungs inflate. He tasted like iron and copper. As he pulled away Lord d'Ronja began to compress his chest again, counting under his breath before telling him to breathe once more. They repeated the process several times and just when Dusk was just ready to give up to his grief, he felt a convulsion under lips. He pulled back as Lex began to cough up blood, his eyes flashing open. Lord d'Ronja quickly turned him over on his side so that blood wouldn’t fill his mouth and drown him again. After a few more coughs Lex went still again, his eyes flickering to a close. But he continued to breathe in a low wheeze.

      “Hold him there,” his father said, sinking back down on his knees.

      Dusk held Lex’s arm so that he wouldn’t roll onto his back. His chest rose and fell slowly although his breathing made an awful rattling sound. He was alive. The tears began to flow down Dusk’s face as he looked back at Lord d'Ronja. The once pristinely clean and put together man was now thoroughly disheveled. His black cloak was covered in dirt and dust, shredded in places by the obsidian spike he’d tripped over and his hands were coated in his son’s blood. At that moment he didn’t look much like the noble Dusk had always imagined lording over the mines. For a moment he wanted to feel bad for that rumpled looking man in front of him. But the mines had been around much longer than he’d been under Tiernan’s spell. Lord d'Ronja had allowed the slavery to continue of his own free will and Dusk had no pity to give him just yet.

      The crunching of stones caused him to spin around, fearful of another attack. Instead he saw Lyra standing there, the bindings now completely gone from her body. There were a few wounds on her arms and torso where the stones had cut her, but overall she seemed unharmed. A dark bluish blood slowly trickled from the wounds, but she didn’t seem to care.

      “Dusk,” she said with urgency. “Grab your bow, we need to clear the mountain and save what’s left of my people. They have no way to protect themselves.”

      “What about Lex?” Dusk asked, still holding his shoulder.

      “My people and I can help him, but we need the safety of the mountain to do that.” She looked at Dusk earnestly. “Please.”

      Lord d'Ronja reached out and took Lex’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of him.”

      Dusk glanced down to Lex, then to his father. With a nod he pushed himself to his feet, knowing he had no other choice. He scrambled over to where his bow had fallen, pulling it up from the dirt and examining its surface. It was still intact and true to Fayard’s word, the string had not broken even as it had skid across the razor sharp obsidian shards on the ground. Dusk slid it over his shoulder, checking the quiver that was still at his side. He had a handful of arrows, but not enough to be helpful for long. Lyra held out an arm and he clambered his way up to her back. There were rows of massive spikes running along her spine, each spaced just far enough apart so that he could sit with his legs on either side comfortably.

      “Hold on,” she warned.

      With a downward thrust of her wings she trod forward, throwing herself over the edge of the volcano. Dusk felt his heart leap into his throat, the sensation of falling causing all of his limbs to freeze up as he grasped the bony spike in front of him. Outside the moon had been bright enough to light the surrounding area, but past the lip of the volcano was pitch darkness. The only thing visible was the winding stream of lava far below them like an orange thread. Wind whipped his hair and Dusk wondered how Lyra could see anything in such blackness. He locked his arms around a spike as she spiraled downwards. Without moving his head too much he attempted to look around, searching for the Circle members who had infiltrated the volcano. Off to his left he caught sight of a small glowing light swinging violently.

      “Down there!” he cried, pointing towards the lantern he recognized.

      “I see it,” Lyra growled, violently turning herself toward the light.

      They sped towards the wall of the volcano. Dusk thought they were going to crash into it, but just before they collided Lyra gave a strong beat of her wings and he watched as the rush of air knocked over several figures, including the one holding the lantern. She clutched at the stone walkway, stone crumbling under her claws as she snarled in their direction. Dusk pulled an arrow from his quiver and shot towards the dark figures. One of them cried out, although he couldn’t see who he’d struck or if it was a killing blow. Amongst them he could make out one figure in white holding the lantern, getting back to their feet.

      Before he could warn Lyra, he saw three black-clad figures join hands in a bright flash of green light. A beam of energy flew towards them and landed a heavy blow against Lyra’s hindquarters. She cried out in pain, flames shooting from her mouth up into the air unexpectedly. Dusk gripped the spike and leaned over the abyss to get a better look at the damage. He could see boiling green flames licking at her scales, leaving a long gash behind that bubbled at the edges with the blood evaporating before it could run down her leg. Instinctually he pulled another arrow and aimed back towards the figures that were preparing for another attack. Even with a dragon he knew that they stood no chance against a handful of magic users all by themselves. He let the arrow fly and heard it strike, a guttural cry echoing across the stoney interior of the mountain.

      “Get out of the way!” Lyra roared, arching her head back towards the group.

      The white-robed figure used the distraction to dart behind the lip of a tunnel opening. Dusk felt the dragon’s body expand and grow hot underneath him as she took a deep breath. Her mouth and eyes began to glow, the bright violet of her irises menacing in the dark. The Circle grunts saw the light and knew what was headed their way. Dusk saw shimmering shields suddenly apparate in front of those who were armed with the dust, leaving the others exposed to fend for themselves with their iron bucklers.

      With a screaming roar Lyra lurched forward, jetting liquid flame from her mouth that lit up the entire interior of the volcano. Dusk watched as eight figures immediately caught fire and vaporized in front of him, their iron shields clattering to the ground useless with arms still smoldering in their straps. Another half dozen stood with their bodies turned sideways, shoulders tucked into a magical shield that kept the intense flames from reaching them. But Dusk knew how the shields drained energy and Lyra’s fire was too severe for them to last long. She continued to bear down on them, her ribs quaking with effort and the fire growing almost white hot as it spilled out across them like molten
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