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Awakening

The moon covered the forest, like a heavy omen. Its pale light slipped through the branches in thin silver ribbons, touching the mist that crawled between the ancient trees. The forest should have been quiet. Instead, it whispered. Saphira stopped at the path's edge. Something stirred in the haze; she could not see it, yet she felt it. A tug pulled somewhere deep inside her chest, threading through her bones like an invisible hand reaching for something buried within her. Something that knew her. Saphira pressed a hand against her chest. “What is happening to me?” The forest did not answer. But the strange pull came again, even stronger. She had spent her entire life trying to ignore the part of herself that did not belong in the human world. Saphira was half human and half dragon. Her mother, Ivy Luna, was completely human. She was born and raised on a distant island, far from the forest and the city Saphira now called home. Her father was something else entirely.

Darius. He was the Dragon King. For most of her childhood, those words sounded more like legend than the truth about her family. Darius rarely spoke of his past. Whenever Saphira asked about the dragons, his kingdom, or the island their family had come from, his expression changed. Sometimes sadness filled his eyes—other times, anger; most often, fear. As Saphira grew older, she realized her father was not afraid for himself. He was afraid for her. He refused to discuss some places. Names he would not speak. 

Secrets he had carried from a life before Saphira was born. Now that she was grown, Saphira had begun uncovering pieces of that past herself. 

And she was beginning to understand why her father had tried so desperately to bury it. Saphira lived on the outskirts of the city, where the houses ended, and the ancient forest began. Beyond the trees stood jagged cliffs overlooking a dark, restless sea. The villagers tolerated her presence, but some weren’t so. They smiled when they had to and spoke politely when Darius was nearby. But Saphira heard their whispers. 

Dragon-blooded. Half-breed. Creature. Some called her birth unnatural. Others claimed a dragon and a human were never meant to have a child together. The cruelest believed Saphira should never have been born. She had learned long ago not to answer them. Keep your head down, hide your wings, and most of all, control your temper. And above everything else...

Never let them see the fire. Tonight, however, hiding was becoming impossible. Something was calling in the shadows. “Saphira.” She froze. The voice had come from somewhere inside the forest. She turned. Nothing. Only trees and moonlight. “Saphira.” This time the voice was clearer. She stepped beneath the branches. Her boots sank into the damp moss. Immediately, the fog thickened. The trees leaned inward, as if listening. Saphira pulled her cloak tighter, concealing the folded wings against her back. She should turn around. Every instinct told her to go home. But the strange pull inside her wouldn't let her. She continued forward. The farther she walked, the thicker the fog became until the path disappeared completely. Her heartbeat quickened. Then her throat began to burn. Saphira stopped. “Nooo.” Heat traveled upward through her chest, Dragon fire. She curled her fingers into fists. “Not now.” The heat intensified. Claws began forming at her fingertips. Her wings twitched beneath the cloak. 

Then something moved ahead of her. Saphira lowered herself into a defensive stance. “Who’s there?” A figure appeared through the fog.

Not a creature. A man. He was tall and thin, wearing robes that seemed almost woven from leaves, bark, and shadow. His eyes glowed with an unnatural blue light. But his skin disturbed her most. Ancient runes moved across his arms and neck like living ink. “Saphira,” he whispered. Her fire rose instantly. “How do you know my name?” “The time has come,” he said. “For what?” she asked. The man stepped closer. “The curse must be broken.” Saphira forgot how to breathe. The curse. She had heard stories. Whispers mostly. Stories about magic placed upon her before she was old enough to remember. A binding that prevented both sides of her nature from fully awakening. Human and Dragon. Forever separated inside one body. Her father had dismissed the stories whenever she questioned him. Yet this stranger spoke as though the curse were real. “Who are you?” Saphira demanded.

The man slowly bowed his head. “I am the Keeper of the Forest.” The runes upon his body glowed brighter. “And I have been waiting for you.” Saphira stared at him. “Waiting for me?” “For many years.” He looked at her. Before she could ask another question, the Keeper turned and disappeared deeper into the mist. Saphira hesitated. “Wait!” She followed him. The Keeper moved like the fog itself, silent and fluid, almost impossible to track. Several times Saphira was certain she had lost him, only for his blue eyes to appear farther ahead. “Where are you taking me?” She yelled. “To the heart of the forest.” He answered. 

She looked at him. “Why?” The Keeper did not look back. “Because that is where your story began.” 

They walked until the trees suddenly parted. Saphira stopped. A clearing stretched before her, completely untouched by fog. Moonlight poured down upon an enormous stone altar. Hundreds of symbols had been carved into its surface. The same symbols covered the Keeper’s skin. Saphira slowly approached. The runes began glowing. Her breath caught, and she could feel the altar. Not merely its magic. She could feel its memories. 

She reached it. “Do not touch it yet,” the Keeper warned. Saphira withdrew her hand. “What is this place?” The Keeper approached the altar. “Long ago, your father defied laws older than the kingdoms of men.” “Because he loved my mother?” Saphira said. “Yes.” He answered. Saphira stared at him. “There have been humans and dragons before.” “Not like your parents.” He looked at her. “Why?” She was curious. “Because Darius was not merely a dragon.” The Keeper turned toward her. “He was a king.” Saphira's eyes narrowed. “I knew that!” “Perhaps. But you do not understand what being the Dragon King meant.” The Keeper placed his hand upon one of the runes. “Your father carried an ancient bloodline. His power was meant to remain within the dragon kingdoms. When Darius chose a human woman, those who ruled beside him considered his love a betrayal.” “My mother wasn't a betrayal.” She yelled. “No.” The Keeper looked at her. “But to those who feared what their child could become, Ivy Luna represented something far more dangerous than betrayal.” Saphira's stomach tightened. “What?”

“Change.” He said. The forest grew unnaturally quiet. The Keeper continued. “A child born from a human mother and the Dragon King could unite powers that had remained separated for generations.” His glowing eyes settled upon Saphira. “That child was you.” Saphira stepped backward. “That doesn't explain the curse.” 

“The gods feared what you might become if both halves of your blood awakened together. Others feared you for their own reasons. So magic was placed upon you. Your dragon nature was forced away from your humanity. Your fire was weakened. Your wings were bound. Your true strength was buried.” Anger rose inside her. “All my life...” She looked at her hands. “All those years I thought something was wrong with me. “There was never anything wrong with you.” He smiled. The words struck deeper than Saphira expected. Her eyes burned. The Keeper pointed toward the altar. “But the curse can no longer contain you. 

You have grown too powerful. That is why you heard the forest calling tonight.” “What happens if I do nothing?” she asked. The Keeper's expression darkened. “The curse will eventually begin tearing you apart.” Saphira stared at the altar. “So, what do I do?” “Accept what you are.” He said. “I already know what I am.” She looked at him, curious. “No.” He shook his head. “You have spent your life hiding it,” Saphira said. “Hiding your wings does not make you human,” the Keeper continued. “Breathing fire does not make you a dragon. You are not required to choose between them.” He extended his hand toward the altar. “You are both.” Slowly, Saphira approached. Her fingers touched the stone. The world exploded into light. Saphira screamed, and Magic ripped through her body. Her wings burst free from beneath her cloak and spread wide behind her. Silver scales appeared along her arms, shoulders, and neck. Fire raced through her veins.  But beneath all of it...

Her human heart continued beating. Voices surrounded her. Some humans, others deeper, ancient, and powerful. She heard her mother's voice. Her father's. And countless others she did not recognize. Do not choose. Saphira squeezed her eyes shut. Become. Something shattered inside her. The curse broke. 

A column of light erupted from the altar and shot toward the heavens. Across the forest, birds fled from the trees. The earth trembled. And somewhere far beyond the forest, something ancient opened its eyes. Then silence returned. Saphira collapsed to her knees. She stared at her hands. Silver scales shimmered beneath the moonlight. But they did not frighten her. For the first time in her life, they belonged there. The Keeper bowed. “You have done it.” Saphira slowly stood. “The curse?” “Broken.” He smiled. A smile began forming across her face. Then the forest trembled again. The Keeper's smile vanished. Fog poured into the clearing. “Saphira,” he whispered. “We must move quickly.” “Why?” she asked.

“Because breaking ancient magic is never quiet,” he answered. A branch snapped somewhere beyond the clearing. Saphira turned. Her newly awakened senses exploded to life. She could smell wet earth and animals hiding beneath the roots. And something else. A metallic scent, Blood. Or something pretending to be alive. The Keeper's runes brightened. “Do not panic.” Two red eyes appeared between the trees. Saphira's wings opened. The eyes vanished. “What was that?” “Your curse.” He said. Saphira looked at him. The Keeper's expression grew grim. “When the magic divided your nature, it wounded more than you. Something happened to this forest. Creatures were born from that wound. Creatures that should never have existed.” “And now?” she asked.  “They felt you awaken.” He pointed. Saphira swallowed. “They can sense me?” “And they can find you.” He frowned. Another branch snapped. Closer. Saphira raised her hands. Fire gathered against her palms. “Then tell me how to fight them.” “You must first learn how to control what you have reclaimed.” He said.

The fire grew brighter. “Your dragon fire is no longer bound,” he continued. “Your strength will grow. Your senses will change.

But your human heart will be tested more than anything else.” “My heart?” She was confused. “The forest does not fear your fire, Saphira.” His eyes met hers. “It fears your choices.” Something moved behind her. Fast. Saphira spun around. A tall figure stepped through the fog. A man. Broad-shouldered and Powerful. Wings were folded tightly against his back, and gold scales covered portions of his arms. One emerald-green eye caught the moonlight. Saphira stopped breathing. She knew him. Not well. But she remembered him. Years earlier, when she had still been a child playing among the cliffs, she had seen someone watching her from a distance. A stranger. She had never forgotten those eyes. “Draven.” The Keeper stiffened. “You should not be here.” Draven ignored him. He looked only at Saphira. “So, it's true.” He moved closer. “You broke the curse.” “Why are you here?” she asked.

“Because I felt it.” He grinned. His wings shifted. “The moment your fire awakened, mine did too.” Saphira frowned. “What are you talking about?” Draven stepped into the moonlight. “Because when you broke your curse, Saphira...” His expression hardened. “You freed me.” The Keeper stepped between them. “Draven, this is not the place.” “Move.” Tree man, he said. “Not until you tell her the truth.” Draven glared at him. Saphira pushed between them. “Enough.” Both men looked at her. She faced Draven. “Tell me.” For the first time, his confidence cracked. Fear appeared beneath it. “When the gods punished your father's bloodline, they didn't stop with you.”

“My father's bloodline?” She looked confused. Draven shook his head. “Mine.” The Keeper spoke quietly. “Draven is the last descendant of your father's other bond.” Saphira's eyes widened. “Our families are related?” Bound,” Draven answered. “And cursed.” He lifted one arm. The scales covering it suddenly glowed bright emerald and gold. Then it faded gray. Then flared again. Saphira watched it in horror. “Your magic is unstable.” “That's putting it mildly.” He looked at her. Draven spread his wings. Saphira gasped. Parts of the membranes appeared scarred, as though fire had burned through them from within. “When your magic awakened tonight,” Draven said, “mine erupted with it.” His voice dropped. “I thought it was going to destroy me.” The Keeper stepped closer. “His bloodline's fire was bound to yours. While your power remained dormant, his remained weakened.” Saphira understood. “And when I broke mine...” “You began breaking his,” the Keeper said. Draven looked at her. “I need you.” The words seemed difficult for him to admit. “I came because you're the only person who might be able to help me control this.” Saphira stepped closer. “What do you want me to do?” “Teach me.” He smiled. “I've had my power for less than an hour.” She said. “Then we learn together.” He looked at her with a weird smile. Something about the way he said it made her realize he was holding something back. Draven had another reason for finding her. She could see it in his eyes. “What aren't you telling me?” Draven looked toward the Keeper. The Keeper's expression became grave. “Saphira, if you help Draven stabilize his magic, there may be consequences.” “What consequences?” She crossed her arms. “Your fires are connected already. Strengthening one may strengthen the connection between both.” She looked between them. “How connected?” The Keeper hesitated. “That answer cannot be found here.” “Then where?” she asked. Neither spoke. Saphira's irritation grew. “Where?” Draven finally answered. “Fangthor Isle.”

The name struck her harder than the magic had. Saphira gasped. “No.” Her father had spoken that name only once. Fangthor Isle. The homeland of the dragons. The place Darius had come from—the place he had abandoned after choosing Ivy. 

As a child, Saphira had begged him to take her there. She still remembered his answer. Never. When she became older, she asked again. Darius had taken her by the shoulders and looked directly into her eyes. 

You and your mother are not welcome on Fangthor Isle.

He had never explained why. Saphira looked at Draven. “My father said I can never go there.” Draven's expression darkened. “Your father told you many things because he wanted to keep you alive.” “You don't know my father.” She yelled. “I know more about his past than you do.” He said. Fire immediately ignited around Saphira's fingers. “Careful.” Draven didn't move. “There.” He nodded toward her hands. “That's precisely why we have to go.” Saphira extinguished the flames. “I am not going anywhere until somebody tells me the truth.” She was angry. The Keeper approached her. “There are answers on Fangthor Isle that neither Draven nor I can give you.” “About my curse?” she asked. The Keeper hesitated. That hesitation frightened Saphira more than any answer could have. “My mother has something to do with this?” She looked at them both.  “More than you realize.” The Keeper frowned.

Saphira's stomach dropped. The Keeper looked toward the distant mountains beyond the forest. “Fangthor” is where Darius's kingdom once stood. It is where his brother's bloodline was cursed. It is where the magic binding you and Draven originated.” Draven stepped beside her. And it's where we may find a way to keep this power from destroying me. Saphira stared through the trees. For years she had obeyed her father. She had hidden. She had stayed away from places he considered dangerous. She had accepted unanswered questions because Darius insisted the truth would only put her in greater danger. 

But that had been before tonight, and her fire awakened. Now the curse broke. She discovered another member of her family had been suffering because of magic tied directly to her.

“I need to speak with my parents.” She looked toward home. “You may not have much time,” Draven warned. The forest suddenly shook. A thunderous sound echoed somewhere in the distance. Saphira's wings instinctively spread. Red eyes appeared among the trees. Not one pair this time; they showed up one at a time. The Keeper turned sharply. “They are coming.” Draven's hands burst into emerald flames. The fire flickered wildly. He grimaced. Saphira grabbed his wrist. “Draven.” “Let go.” He yelled. “Look at me.” She looked at him. His fire surged. “Let go!” “Look at me!” This time she screamed. His emerald eye found hers. Saphira felt his fire. Not on her skin, deep in her soul. She closed her eyes. “Stop fighting it.” “You don't understand.”  He cried. “I understand perfectly.” She tightened her grip. “All my life, I thought my dragon blood was something I had to control because everyone else was frightened of it.” She pointed toward the city. Her own silver fire moved along her fingers. “But the Keeper was right. Fighting half of myself was never control.” Draven's flames flickered. “Breathe.” She smiled. Slowly, he did. The emerald flames softened. For one heartbeat, their fires touched. Silver and emerald twisted together. The entire forest flashed with light. Saphira jerked her hand away. Draven stumbled backward. The Keeper stared at them.

“What just happened?” Saphira whispered. The Keeper looked genuinely frightened. “The bond has begun.” A roar tore across the forest. It had come from far beyond the trees. Far beyond the cliffs. From across the sea. Saphira slowly turned toward the sound. Her dragon blood recognized its call. Draven stood beside her. “Fangthor.” Saphira's heart hammered. The island was calling her. Perhaps it always had been. The Keeper stepped backward into the mist. “Go home, Saphira. Speak with Ivy. Speak with Darius. But understand that after tonight, the truth can no longer remain buried.” Saphira stared into the darkness. “What will happen when Fangthor learns I'm coming?” Draven's expression hardened. “That depends on who finds you first.” A chill traveled through her. “Who is looking for me?” Draven glanced at the Keeper. Neither answered. Saphira's fire returned. “I am tired of secrets.”

“You should be,” Draven said quietly. “Because the greatest secret isn't why your father left Fangthor.” Saphira turned toward him. Draven's emerald eye burned beneath the moonlight. “It is why he was forbidden to return.” Another roar rolled across the sea. Saphira stood motionless. Her father had spent her entire life protecting her from Fangthor Isle. Now she wondered if he had also been protecting Fangthor Isle from her. And somewhere across the black water, on an island she had been forbidden to enter, something was waiting for the daughter of the Dragon King to come home.
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The Call of Fangthor

By the time Saphira reached home, dawn had not yet broken. The house stood near the cliffs, its windows glowing against the darkness. Waves crashed far below, filling the night with a steady roar. Saphira stopped outside, staring toward the house she lived in, and now she felt like a stranger. Something was wrong. She felt it, and her parents were awake. Light burned in nearly every window. Saphira looked down at her hands. The silver scales had faded, but they had not disappeared completely. Thin patterns shimmered across her wrists and disappeared beneath her sleeves. Everything felt different. Her own heartbeat seemed louder. Behind her, somewhere beyond the trees, Draven waited. Saphira had told him to stay behind. This conversation belonged to her family, at least for now.

She took a deep breath and pushed the door open. “Mother?” “Saphira!” Ivy Luna rushed from the kitchen. She stopped the moment she saw her daughter. “Saphira...what happened?” Her mother's eyes traveled over the torn cloak, the faint scales, and the wings Saphira could no longer completely conceal. Saphira swallowed. “We need to talk.” Ivy stepped closer. “Are you hurt?” “No.” She frowned. “Saphira, your wings...” He mother looked. “Ivy.” Darius's voice came from the adjoining room. Saphira froze. Her father stepped into the doorway. He was fully dressed. That alone was unusual. But the expression on his face stopped Saphira cold. Darius did not look surprised. He stared at her wings. Then at the silver markings covering her wrists. His eyes closed momentarily. “It happened.” Saphira's anger rose immediately. “You knew?” Ivy looked between them. “Darius, what is she talking about?” 

Saphira entered the room and closed the door behind her. “You already knew something happened to me tonight.” Darius stood there saying nothing. “Answer me.” Saphira Yelled. “Yes.” One word. That was all it took. Years of questions, half-truths, and warnings crashed together inside her. “How?” Darius walked toward the window facing the sea. “Because I heard the call.” Saphira's anger faltered. “What call?” Darius stared into the darkness. “The call of Fangthor.” The room became silent. Ivy's face changed. “Darius...” “I heard it too,” Saphira whispered. Her father turned sharply. “When?” “In the forest.” She looked at him. His eyes widened. Saphira stepped toward him. “After the curse broke.” Ivy grabbed the edge of the table. “The curse broke?” Saphira nodded. Then the questions came spilling out. “The Keeper found me. He took me to an altar in the forest. He told me about the curse. About you and Mother. He said the gods feared what I would become because I'm both human and dragon.”

She turned toward her father. “He said you defied them.” Darius remained silent.  She went on. “He said my dragon and human sides had been deliberately separated.” Still nothing. “He told me that was why I could never control what I was.” “Saphira...” He called her. “No.” She held up her hand. “You're going to listen to me now.”

Darius stopped. “All my life, you told me to hide. You told me not to use my fire. You told me never to let anyone see my wings. Every time I asked why, you said you were protecting me.” “I was.” He cried. “From what?” She pointed to the forest. Darius's jaw tightened. “From them.” “Who?” She looked at him. “The dragons of Fangthor.” He put his head down. Ivy stepped forward. “Darius.” “She deserves to know.” He said.  “She always deserved to know.” Her mother stared at him. Her mother's words surprised Saphira. Darius looked toward his wife. Ivy did not back down. “You promised me that when she was old enough, we would tell her.” “I was trying to give her a life,” he said. “You were trying to stop the past from finding her.” Her mom cried.

“And apparently I failed.” He turned. His voice cracked through the room. The windows rattled. Saphira felt the power behind it. For one brief instant, Darius was no longer merely her father standing inside their quiet home. He was the Dragon King. Then the power disappeared. Darius lowered his head. “I heard Fangthor call tonight.” Saphira approached him. “So did I.” “That should not have happened.” He said. “Why?” She was curious. “The island does not call outsiders.” He looked at her. Saphira stared at him. “I'm not an outsider.” “To Fangthor, you are.” He frowned. The words hurt more than they should have. Darius saw it. “I did not mean it that way.” “Then what did you mean?” She grabbed his arm. Her father slowly approached. “When I chose your mother, I knew there would be consequences. I never imagined how far they would go.”

Ivy folded her arms. “You make it sound as though loving me was a crime.” “To them, it was.” Darius looked at Saphira. “And your birth became proof of that crime.” Saphira's fire stirred. “My birth wasn't a crime.” “No.” Darius's voice softened. “It was the greatest gift I was ever given.” Saphira's anger weakened, but it did not disappear. “Then why was I cursed?” Darius looked away.  “Father.” She begged him to tell her. He remained silent. Saphira suddenly understood. “You know.” “You know who cursed me.” Darius closed his eyes. “Yes.” He said. “Who?” She wanted to know. A long silence followed. “Not tonight.” Saphira laughed bitterly. “Not tonight?”

“Saphira.” He put his hand across his face. “No. You don't get to do that anymore.” She slammed her palm onto the table. A pulse of silver light exploded outward. The chairs scraped across the floor. Several dishes rattled inside the cupboards. Ivy jumped back. Saphira stared at her hand. “I didn't mean to...” Darius stared at the silver glow. Something close to disbelief crossed his face. “What?” Darius took her wrist. He examined the markings. “Father, what is it?” “These aren't the markings you had before.” He spoke. “The Keeper said the curse was broken.” She panicked.

“That is not what concerns me.” He explained. “Then what does?” She looked into his eyes. Darius released her. “The curse didn't simply suppress your dragon blood. It suppressed something else.” Saphira stared at him. “What?” “I don't know.” He cried. She pulled her hand away. “No more secrets.” “I am not keeping this from you. I truly don't know what that power is.” He turned and looked out the window. For once, Saphira believed him. Then she remembered Draven. “There is more.” Darius looked at her. “I met someone in the forest.” “Who?” He asked, “Draven?” She spoke.

Darius went completely still. Ivy noticed. “Darius?” He cried. Saphira did too. “You know him.” “Where is he?” He asked. The sudden edge in her father's voice startled her. “He stayed in the forest.”  She spoke. “Saphira, you must not go near him again.” Her fire flashed instantly. “No.” “Listen to me.” He pleaded. “That's exactly what I've been doing my entire life!” She yelled. “He is dangerous.” Darius walked back and forth. “So am I, apparently.” She pointed it out. “You don't know what you're dealing with.” He could not believe it. “Then explain it!” she asked. Darius stopped. Saphira stepped toward him. “The Keeper told me Draven is descended from your bond.”

Ivy slowly turned toward Darius. “Your bond?” Saphira looked at her mother. “You didn't know?” Ivy shook her head. Saphira stared at her father. Even her mother didn't know everything. Darius looked trapped by a past that had finally caught him. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I had a bond.” “Had?” Ivy yelled. Darius stared toward the sea. His voice became distant. “A very long time ago.” Saphira waited, but he offered nothing more. She decided not to push that question. Not yet. “Draven's fire was connected to mine,” she continued. “When my curse broke, his began unravelling too.” Darius turned. “What?” “He nearly burned himself from the inside.” She cried. Darius's anger disappeared. “His curse awakened?” “Yes.” She spoke. “That cannot be.” He looked shocked. “The Keeper said our bloodlines were bound.” She cried.

Darius began pacing. “No. They could not have known how to do that.” “Who?” She asked. Darius stopped. “Father, who?” Tears rolled down her face. He ignored the question. “What exactly happened between you and Draven?” He looked at her and pointed. “He couldn't control his fire. I touched him and...” She stopped. Darius spun toward her. “You touched him?” “I was trying to help him.” She was really confused. “Saphira!” He yelled.  Silver fire flashed around her fingers. “Stop shouting at me.” Ivy stepped between them. “Both of you, stop.” The fire vanished. Ivy looked at her daughter. “Tell us what happened.” Saphira took a breath. “I could feel his fire.” “Inside me.” Darius stared at her.  Her father's face went pale.

“I told him to stop fighting it. Our flames touched. Mine was silver. His was emerald.” She went on. “What happened next?” Darius asked. “The Keeper said a bond had begun.” She looked at her hands. Darius stepped backward. “No.” Saphira's stomach tightened. “What?” “No.” Darius walked toward the window again. “What's wrong?” She asked.  He did not answer. “Father!” she said, panicked. Darius turned. “You cannot complete that bond.” “Why?” She didn’t understand. “Because if the bond is what I think it is, once fully formed, it cannot simply be undone.” He cried. Saphira remembered the Keeper's warning. Your strengths...and your weaknesses. “What does it do?” She wanted to know. “I don't know exactly.” Her father looked at her. “You expect me to believe that?” She crossed her arms. “My generation knew the stories. Nothing more. The old blood bonds disappeared long before I was born.” He sat down.

“Then where can we find out?” Saphira wanted to know. Darius knew the answer. So did she. “Fangthor,” Saphira said. “No.” He shook his head. “Draven said we have to go there.” She pointed to the forest. “No.” Her father just stared out the window. “The Keeper said the answers are there.” She kept pushing. “I said no.” Once again. Saphira stepped directly in front of him. “And I am not a child anymore.”

“You are my daughter.” He pointed it out. “And this is happening to me!” She stood there. Her wings spread behind her. “I spent my life hiding because you told me it would keep me safe. I believed you. I trusted you.” Darius's expression softened. “And now?” Look at me. “Now my curse is broken. Draven's magic is unraveling because of me. Creatures are hunting me through the forest. Something on Fangthor called across the sea the moment my power awakened.” She held out her hands. “And I have magic inside me that even you don't understand.” Ivy moved beside her daughter. Darius looked at his wife.  “Ivy...” “She is right.” She spoke.  “You don't understand what you're asking.” He frowned. “Then make us understand.” She looked at him. Darius looked between his wife and daughter. “I left that island for a reason.” “And I've heard that my entire life,” Saphira said. “No.” His voice dropped. “You haven't.”

The room became silent. Darius crossed to an old wooden cabinet. He knelt. He removed a loose floorboard from beneath it. Saphira stared. A small iron chest lay beneath the floor. Darius lifted it onto the table. Ivy frowned. “How long has that been there?” “Since we came here.” He opened it. Inside lay a bundle wrapped in black cloth. Darius carefully unfolded the material. Saphira stepped closer. A medallion lay within it. It was old and dark, engraved with a dragon curled around a mountain. Saphira reached for it. Darius caught her hand. “Don't.” She stopped. “What is it?” “The royal seal of Fangthor.” He spoke. Saphira looked at him. “Yours?” “Once.” He looked down at it. Darius released her wrist. “When I left Fangthor, I surrendered my throne.” “Because of Mother?” She spoke. “Because I refused to surrender your mother.” He cried. Ivy's expression softened. Darius looked at her. “They gave me a choice.” The room became very quiet. “What choice?” Saphira asked. Darius's eyes met hers. “Return to Fangthor alone and remain king...” His gaze shifted toward Ivy. “...or choose the woman I loved and never set foot upon the island again.” Saphira looked at the medallion. “You chose Mother.”

“Without hesitation.” He spoke. Ivy reached for his hand. Darius took it. “Then why keep the seal?” Saphira asked. “Because some part of me knew this day might come.” He looked at her. Saphira's heart began beating faster. “The call?” Darius nodded. “What does it mean?” She was curious. “The dragons of Fangthor can feel ancient changes in their bloodlines. Tonight, something changed.” He pointed out.  “The curse broke.” She spoke. “More than that.” Darius looked at his daughter. “The moment you awakened, Fangthor recognized you.” Saphira's breath caught. “Recognized me as what?” Darius looked down at the royal seal. “The blood of its king.”

Nobody spoke. Then a low vibration moved through the house. Saphira stiffened. Darius's head snapped toward the window. The sound came again. A deep, distant roar rolled over the sea. The medallion began glowing. Ivy stepped backward. “Darius?” His face changed. He snatched the medallion from the table. “No.” “What is happening?” Saphira asked. Darius moved toward the window. Across the dark horizon, far beyond where Saphira could see, a faint red glow appeared between the clouds. Darius stared at it. His hand closed around the medallion. Saphira stood beside him. “That's Fangthor, isn't it?” “Yes.” He spoke.  “What is the light?”  She stared at it. Darius didn't answer immediately. “Father?” She yelled. “The mountain.”  Something in his voice frightened her. “What about it?” She just would not let it go. Darius turned toward her. “The mountain beneath Fangthor has not burned like that since before I left.” Saphira's silver markings suddenly flared. She gasped. At the same instant, the royal medallion blazed red in Darius's hand. Then a voice entered Saphira's mind.

Daughter of Darius.

Saphira stumbled backward. Her mother grabbed her. “Saphira?” Saphira stared toward the distant sea. The voice came again.

Blood of Fangthor.

Her wings spread. Silver fire raced across her hands. Darius saw the recognition on her face. “What did you hear?” He asked. Saphira couldn't answer. The voice thundered through her mind once more. 

Come home.

The light disappeared. Silence returned. Saphira slowly looked at her father. “It spoke to me.” Darius's face lost its color. “What did it say?” Saphira swallowed. “It called me the daughter of Darius.” Her father's grip tightened around the medallion. “And?” Saphira looked toward the darkness beyond the cliffs. “It told me to come home.” Darius closed his eyes. For a long moment, nobody spoke. Then Ivy asked the question Saphira was afraid to ask. “What do we do now?” Darius opened his eyes. There was no hesitation this time. “We prepare.” Saphira stared at him. “You mean...” “Yes.” Darius looked down at the royal seal he had hidden for so many years. “We're going to Fangthor Isle.” Saphira's heart pounded. “And Draven?” Darius's expression hardened. “If his curse is tied to yours, he comes with us.”

He wrapped the medallion in the black cloth. “But once we reach the island, Saphira, you stay close to me.” “Why?” She asked. “Because Fangthor called you home.” Darius looked directly into his daughter's eyes. “That does not mean Fangthor intends to welcome you.” Outside, far across the black sea, the red light appeared again.

And this time...

Something enormous moved through the clouds above it.
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Chapter 3
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Preparing

The sun had barely touched the horizon when Saphira stepped outside. She had not slept. How could she? Less than one night ago, she had entered the forest believing the greatest mystery in her life was the curse that kept her dragon blood suppressed. Now the curse was broken. Her powers were awakening. Draven's magic was somehow connected to hers. An island she had been forbidden to visit her entire life had called to her in her blood.

Come home.

The words still echoed inside her. Saphira pulled her cloak tighter around herself and looked toward the sea. Somewhere beyond that dark horizon lay Fangthor Isle. Her father's homeland. Her bloodline. And, apparently, her destiny. Behind her, the door opened. “You should eat before we leave.” Saphira turned. Ivy stood in the doorway holding a small cloth-wrapped bundle. “Mother, I'm not hungry.” “That wasn't a question.” She spoke. Despite everything, Saphira almost smiled. “That sounded like Grandmother.” “Good. She was usually right.” Ivy smiled. Ivy handed her the bundle. Saphira opened it. Bread, cheese, dried fruit, and several small cakes were carefully packed inside. “You made all this?” “I couldn't sleep either.” She smiled. Saphira's smile faded. “Are you afraid?” Ivy looked toward the sea. “Yes.” The honesty surprised her. “But not of the dragons,” Ivy continued. “Not entirely.” “Then what?” She asked.  “What Fangthor might do to this family.” She looked down. 

Saphira frowned. Ivy looked at her daughter. “Your father spent years trying to forget that island. He never succeeded.” “He never talks about it.” Saphira frowned. “Not talking about something doesn't mean you've forgotten it.” Ivy kept packing. Ivy reached up and gently moved a strand of hair from Saphira's face. “Fangthor took something from your father long before Darius met me.” “His brother?” Saphira asked. Ivy's hand stopped. “I don't know.” “But you think so.” She looked at her mom. “I think there are parts of your father's life he has carried alone for far too long.” Ivy frowned. Saphira remembered the way Darius reacted when she mentioned Draven. Not surprise. “We're going to find out.” Ivy gave a small nod. “Yes.”

A voice came from behind them. “You may not like what you find.” Darius stood in the doorway. He wore clothes Saphira had never seen before. Dark leather covered his chest and shoulders, layered beneath a heavy black traveling cloak. A sword hung against his hip. But the symbol fastened at his shoulder caught Saphira's attention. A dragon curled around a mountain—the same symbol engraved on the royal seal. Saphira stared. “You're wearing the Fangthor crest.” Darius looked down at it. “For the first time in many years.” “I thought you surrendered your title.” She spoke. “I did.” He looked down at it. “Then why wear it?” She was a curious one. “Because whether they acknowledge my crown or not, the dragons of Fangthor remember my blood.” He spoke. “And mine?” She smiled. Darius looked at her. “That is precisely what concerns me.” Before Saphira could answer, Darius's head snapped toward the trees. His entire body stiffened. “Stay behind me.” “What?” She asked. “Darius?” Ivy asked. He drew his sword. Saphira heard it then. Footsteps. 

Someone was approaching from the forest. Slowly. Darius's eyes narrowed. “Come out.” The footsteps stopped. Then Draven stepped from between the trees. His wings were concealed beneath a dark cloak, but emerald scales remained visible along his neck and hands. 

“Good morning, Your Majesty.” Darius tightened his grip on his sword. “Do not call me that.” Draven looked at the Fangthor crest. “Interesting choice of clothing, then.” “Draven,” Saphira warned. “What?” He said. “This isn't helping.” She looked at him.  “I wasn't aware I was supposed to help.” Looking at her father. Darius took one step toward him. “You weren't invited.” Draven glanced at Saphira. “She invited me.” Darius looked at his daughter. “You did what?” “No, I didn't.” She pointed. Draven raised an eyebrow. “You told me we were going to Fangthor.” “I said we might have to go.” She shook her head. “Close enough.” He grinned. “It is absolutely not close enough,” Darius yelled.

Ivy stepped forward. “This is Draven?” Draven looked at her. For the first time, the arrogance disappeared from his expression. “You're Ivy Luna.” Ivy studied him. “You know who I am?” “Everyone from Fangthor knows who you are.” He smiled. Silence fell. Ivy's expression sharpened. “Should I be flattered or concerned?” “Concerned.” He spoke. “Draven,” Darius growled. Draven looked back at him. “What? You wanted honesty.” Darius's sword lifted slightly. Saphira stepped between them. “Enough!” Her voice carried more power than she intended. Silver light flashed through the air. Both dragons stopped. Saphira pointed toward her father. “You are not killing Draven.” “I hadn't decided.” He spoke.

“Decide now.” She cried. Darius stared at her. “Fine.” Saphira turned toward Draven. “And you.” Draven raised both eyebrows. “Stop provoking my father.” “He makes that extraordinarily difficult.” He grinned. “Draven.” She pointed a finger at him. “Fine.” He grunted. Ivy looked between the three of them. “This journey is going to be delightful.” For the first time that morning, Saphira laughed. Even Darius's expression softened. Briefly, then Draven staggered. Saphira caught him before he fell. “Draven?” Emerald light erupted beneath his skin. His scales flashed violently. Draven clenched his teeth. 

“Get away.” Saphira held on. “No.” “Saphira.” His breathing became ragged. Darius moved forward. “What is happening?” “The curse,” Saphira said. Emerald fire burst from Draven's hand. Darius grabbed Ivy and pulled her backward. “Saphira, move!” “I can help him.” She cried. “You don't know that.” He said. “Yes, I do.”  She grabbed both of Draven's hands. “Saphira!” Darius shouted. She ignored him. “Look at me.” Draven's eyes opened. Emerald fire swirled around them. “Breathe.” “I can't.” He cried, “Yes, you can.” She yelled. “The fire is too strong.” He fell to his knees. “Stop fighting it.” She commanded him. Draven's grip tightened around hers. Saphira felt the connection again. His fire entered her awareness. And beneath all of it...

Something else. A heartbeat. Not hers. His. Saphira closed her eyes. Silver fire surrounded her hands. Draven's emerald flames reacted immediately. The two colors twisted together. Silver and Emerald. Separate but connected. The fire around Draven began to calm. His breathing slowed. Finally, the flames disappeared. Saphira opened her eyes. Draven was staring at her. “You felt that.” She nodded. “So did I.” Darius stood several feet away. The look on his face frightened her. “Father?” She looked at him. Darius slowly sheathed his sword. “The Keeper was right.” “About what?” She spoke. “The bond.” Saphira released Draven's hands. “What exactly is this bond?” Darius looked toward Fangthor. 

“If we survive the journey, perhaps someone there can tell us.” Draven straightened. “If they'll speak to us.” “They'll speak.” He spoke.

Draven laughed quietly. “Confidence hasn't changed much, Darius.” Saphira stared between them. “You two have met before.” Neither answered. Saphira's eyes narrowed. “Father?” Darius walked toward the house. “We need to leave.” “That wasn't an answer.” She yelled. “No.” He was upset. “Darius,” Ivy said. He stopped. Ivy folded her arms. Saphira recognized that expression immediately. Her father was in trouble. “You know Draven,” Ivy continued. Darius remained silent. Draven saved him the trouble. “He knew my father.” Darius turned. “Don't.” Saphira's heart quickened. “Your father?” Draven nodded. “He was Darius's nephew.” Silence. Saphira looked at her father. “Then Draven's father was your nephew?” She looked at them both. “Yes.” He cried, “Which means Draven is...” “Family,” Ivy finished. Darius's expression hardened. “Blood does not always make family.” Draven's face changed. The smugness disappeared. “No,” he said quietly. “Sometimes it only gives people someone else to abandon.” Darius flinched. Saphira noticed. So did Ivy. “I'm going to prepare.” “You're coming?” Saphira asked.

He looked back. “Unless your father intends to throw me into the sea.” Darius crossed his arms. “The journey is young.” “Darius,” Ivy warned. “Fine.” He yelled. Draven disappeared toward the path. Saphira stared at her father. “What did he mean?” Darius didn't answer. “He said you abandoned someone.” “I heard him.” He spoke. “Was he talking about his father?” She asked him. Darius stared into the distance. “He doesn't know what happened.” “Then tell him.” She yelled. “I cannot.” He looked down. “Why?” She was getting frustrated. “Because some promises survive even after the people you made them to are gone.” Draven frowned. Before Saphira could ask more, Darius entered the house. Ivy sighed. “Your father has never been especially good at simple answers.”

“No kidding.” She laughed. They spent the next several hours preparing. Darius insisted they travel lightly. Ivy packed herbs, bandages, and several jars of remedies. Saphira packed books. Darius immediately removed half of them. “I need those.” “You need food.” He spoke.  “I can carry both.” She crossed her arms in protest. “You say that now.” He pointed at her. Saphira grabbed the books and shoved them back into her bag. Darius sighed. Ivy walked past carrying another pack.  “She gets that from you.” He cried. “Absolutely not.” She giggled.  For a few minutes, they almost felt like an ordinary family preparing for a journey. Almost. Then Saphira found something in her room. An old drawing. She had made it when she was a child. Four figures stood together, badly drawn beneath a large red dragon. Saphira, Ivy, and Darius. And the dragon she imagined she would someday become. She smiled sadly. Back then, dragons had seemed magical. She had never understood why her father looked troubled whenever she asked about Fangthor. Now she understood. At least partly. Saphira folded the drawing and slipped it inside her bag. When she walked downstairs, Draven had returned. Darius stood beside him. Neither spoke. Ivy looked exhausted already. Saphira approached. “Are we ready?” “We are,” Darius said. She looked toward the road. “Where are the horses?” Draven laughed. Saphira frowned. “What?” “You thought we were riding to Fangthor?” He laughed. “There is an ocean in the way.” She looked at him. “Exactly.” He grinned. “So, we're taking a ship.” She smiled.

Darius and Draven exchanged glances. Saphira didn't like that. “What?” Darius walked toward the cliffs. “Follow me.” They followed an old trail descending toward a hidden cove. 

Saphira had lived there nearly her entire life. She had never known the path existed. At the bottom of the cliffs, a boat waited. Saphira stopped. “No.” Darius kept walking.  “Absolutely not.” She kept shaking her head no. Ivy stopped beside her. “I had the same reaction.” Saphira pointed. “That thing is supposed to take us across the sea?” “It has before,” Darius said. “When?” She asked. “When your mother and I escaped Fangthor.” He smiled. Saphira stared at the vessel differently. Ivy walked toward it. “You kept it?” “I repaired it.” He grinned. “You told me you destroyed it.” Ivy looked at him.  “I said I intended to.” He laughed. Ivy looked at him. “You lie terribly.” Darius smiled faintly. “Which is why I've tried not to.” Draven climbed aboard. Saphira glanced toward the sky. She spread her wings. “Why don't we fly?” Darius's expression immediately changed. “No.” “I have wings.” She spoke. “No.” Her father yelled. “Draven has wings.” She smiled. “Barely functional ones,” Draven called from the boat. Saphira continued. “And you're a dragon.” “That is precisely why we cannot fly.” They both yelled.

“Why?” She looked at them. Darius looked toward the horizon. “Because Fangthor's skies are guarded.” Saphira lowered her wings. “By whom?” “Dragons who will recognize me long before we reach the island.” He spoke. Draven looked toward the sea. “And not all of them will be pleased to see the old king returning.” That ended the argument. They boarded. Darius untied the rope. The vessel drifted away from shore. Saphira watched her home shrink behind them. A strange feeling settled inside her. She had always wondered where she belonged. Humans feared her because she was part dragon. Dragons had rejected her because she was part human. Now she was traveling directly toward the place that had rejected her before she could even speak. 

Ivy slipped her hand into Saphira's. “Second thoughts?” “About a thousand.” She smiled.

Ivy smiled. “Good. I would be worried if you weren't frightened.” Saphira leaned against her mother. At the front of the boat, Darius stared across the water. Draven stayed toward the rear. As far from Darius as possible. Hours passed. Land disappeared behind them. Nothing surrounded the boat except dark water. Then Saphira noticed Draven trembling. She walked toward him. “You're losing control again.” “I'm fine.” He smiled. “You're terrible at lying too.” She pointed out. “That must run in the family.” He laughed. Despite herself, she smiled. Draven looked at his hands. Emerald light flickered beneath the scales. “It gets worse the farther we travel.” “Toward Fangthor?” She asked. “Yes.” He stared into the sea. “Why?” She was curious. “I don't know.” He put his hands in the water. Saphira sat beside him. “Maybe the island recognizes you too.” Draven laughed bitterly. “Fangthor hasn't recognized my family for generations.” “Maybe it doesn't have a choice anymore.” She smiled. He looked at her. “That's what worries me.” Saphira studied Draven for a moment. “What happened between our families?” Draven looked toward Darius. “He should tell you.” “He won't.” She frowned.

“Then perhaps there's a reason.” He looked at her. “Whose side are you on?” She asked. “My own.” He grinned. “At least you're honest.” Draven's mouth lifted slightly. Then his expression became serious. “Saphira.” “What?” She looked at him. “If something happens when we reach Fangthor, stay near me.” Saphira frowned. “My father told me the same thing.” “Your father is expecting enemies he already knows.” He said. “And you?” Draven looked toward the horizon. “I'm afraid of the ones he doesn't.” Saphira was about to ask what he meant when Darius suddenly stood. Everyone turned. “What is it?” Ivy asked. 

Darius stared toward the horizon. “Fangthor.” Saphira stood. At first, she saw only clouds. Then the mist separated. Dark mountains rose from the sea. The island emerged slowly, enormous cliffs surrounding a land covered in forests and jagged peaks. At its center, a mountain towered, glowing faintly red. Fangthor Isle. Saphira forgot to breathe. It was beautiful and terrifying. Her silver markings began glowing. Beside her, Draven's emerald scales ignited. He gasped. Their powers reacted simultaneously. Darius turned toward them. “Saphira?” She couldn't answer. The voice had returned. 

Daughter of Darius. 

Her wings opened. The air around the boat changed. Wind rushed past them. Then another voice joined the first. This one was different. Older. Darker. Blood has returned. Saphira grabbed the boat's side. “Father.” Darius rushed toward her. “What is it?” “Someone is speaking to me.” She cried. His face changed. “Who?” “I don't know.” She pointed to the island. The mountain erupted with red light. A roar shook the sky. Ivy grabbed Darius. Draven stood. Emerald fire surrounded his hands. Darius stared toward the island. “No.” Saphira looked at him. “What?” Her father did not answer. Something moved above the mountains. One shape. Then another. Then ten. Then dozens. Dragons. They rose from Fangthor's cliffs and circled high above the island. Saphira stared in wonder. She had never seen so many dragons. Her own blood surged in response. 

The dragons suddenly changed direction.  They were flying toward the boat. “Darius?” Ivy whispered. Her father drew his sword. Draven moved beside him. For once, neither argued. Saphira stepped between them. The approaching dragons spread across the sky. 

Then one enormous dragon flew ahead of the others. Black scales covered its massive body. Its wings seemed large enough to darken the morning sky. Darius went completely still. Saphira noticed. “You know that dragon.” “Yes.” He answered. “Who is it?” Darius lowered his sword. That frightened Saphira more than if he had raised it. “Father?” The enormous dragon descended. Its roar rolled across the sea. Darius stared upward at a figure from the life he had tried to leave behind. Then he whispered a single name. “Kael.” Draven's head snapped toward him. “No.”

Saphira looked between them. “Who is Kael?” Darius's eyes never left the approaching dragon. “The reason I was told never to return.” The black dragon opened its wings. And the sky above them disappeared beneath shadow.
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