
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: image]





ALSO BY JAMES MAXWELL

THE SHIFTING TIDES

Golden Age

Silver Road

Copper Chain

EVERMEN SAGA

Enchantress

The Hidden Relic

The Path of the Storm

The Lore of the Evermen

Seven Words of Power





[image: image]





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2018 by James Maxwell

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

Published by 47North, Seattle

www.apub.com

Amazon, the Amazon logo, and 47North are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.

ISBN-13: 9781477805138

ISBN-10: 1477805133

Cover illustration by Fred Gambino

Cover design by @blacksheep-uk.com





For my wife, Alicia, with all my love





CONTENTS

MAP

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

62

63

64

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR





[image: image]





1

Dion brought his horse to a sudden halt. From his position on a high mountain trail, he had a clear view of the village of Brook Farm in the valley below. He watched as dozens and dozens of red-scaled dragons descended toward the houses. He could almost hear the screams of the folk fleeing in all directions. The dragons tucked in their wings to plummet with speed. Jaws bit down on unarmed peasants. Soldiers astride the dragons thrust spears or hacked down with axes and swords. This village, almost identical to so many others in Xanthos, had no stronghold for people to flee to, no soldiers to fight back. It wasn’t war, it was butchery.

‘Dion?’ Cob’s concerned voice broke through his reverie.

Dion blinked and the dragons were gone. He realized he was clutching the reins tightly. The village was as it had been before: a small settlement of thatched houses with smoke snaking up from chimneys. Nearby, fields of wheat made a patchwork of the lowlands, while goats and sheep milled on the green hills. The people who lived in the houses and worked the fields led simple lives, centered on family and the flow of the seasons. They were the lifeblood of Dion’s kingdom. Their efforts fed the urban population in the city. If war came – when war came – he didn’t know how he would protect them.

He saw that Cob had brought his wagon to a halt. The old man sat on the driving seat, his round, bald head turned to look back at Dion. His worried expression was familiar. Cob had been like a father to Dion ever since he’d first taught him to sail as a boy, and lines of concern were etched into his weathered face.

‘Lad?’ Cob’s voice was rough and gravelly.

‘It’s nothing,’ Dion said. He nodded ahead, indicating the trail they were following. ‘We should push on.’

Dion dug in his heels and his horse put on a burst of speed to catch up with Cob. Heading north, they would soon be leaving Xanthos behind. The dirt road was wide enough for both Dion’s horse and Cob’s wagon, and drooping trees by the roadside provided blessed shade from the burning sun. It was high summer, and the two men were tanned a deep brown.

Holding the reins, Cob grunted at the cart horse and then glanced at Dion again. Cob now looked curious rather than concerned, but Dion kept his thoughts to himself.

The vision of dread stayed with him.

Dion had taken valuable time away from preparing his defenses to make this journey, and he prayed to all the gods that he would be successful. He had shaved and dressed in his finest tunic, which was crimson, the color of Xanthos, and belted with a golden cord, marking him out as royalty. His flaxen hair was neatly combed, and his pale-brown eyes were filled with purpose. But he hadn’t brought an escort with him. Something told him that the man he wanted to make an impression upon wouldn’t appreciate the arrival of armed soldiers. And so Dion and Cob traveled alone.

‘Subtle,’ Cob said, nodding at a sign by the road. It was a vertical stone slab; the lettering on it was clear and crisp: You are now leaving Xanthos. The domain of the king ends here.

Worry gnawed at Dion’s stomach as he rode. He was a king, and accustomed to being treated as such. But the man they were visiting, the famed philosopher Xenophon, had deliberately sited his school outside the border. The statement was obvious: he was ruled by no one. Xenophon answered only to himself.

The trail continued to climb for mile after mile. Cob tried to make conversation but gave up; Dion obviously wasn’t in the mood. Time passed, and then the road rounded a bend to reveal a distant stone wall and a pair of wooden gates. Dion’s anxiety grew; he had so much to do and hoped this journey wouldn’t be in vain.

Dion and Cob came to a halt at the trail’s end and exchanged glances. Dion was about to dismount when the gates began to draw apart. They opened just a short way and then stopped.

A man exited. He was middle-aged and plump, with a wart on his nose, and wore a white tunic. Dion nudged his horse forward to meet him, while Cob drove the wagon alongside.

‘This is Dion, king of Xanthos, here to see the philosopher Xenophon,’ Cob announced.

The man at the gate inspected Dion with interest. ‘I am the scholar Petros. What is the purpose of your visit?’

‘I need to speak with your master,’ Dion said.

‘To what end?’

Cob growled. ‘We have come a long way—’

Dion silenced Cob with a look. ‘Petros, I come as a supplicant. I bring no escort other than my friend Cob. I must speak with the philosopher Xenophon.’

The scholar’s eyes rested on the dagger at Dion’s hip and traveled to the axe hanging from Cob’s belt. He then focused his attention on the cart. Its contents were covered in sackcloth, but there were lumps and bulges that suggested whatever was hidden was big.

‘And what do you have there?’

‘Something for the philosopher,’ Dion said.

Petros opened his mouth, but then he saw Dion’s tight expression. He changed whatever he’d been about to say. ‘Wait here.’

Petros vanished through the gates, closing them behind him. As time dragged on, Dion tried to remain calm. He was desperate to be back in Xanthos. But he needed Xenophon more than he cared to admit.

Finally the gates began to part; this time Petros and a fellow scholar opened them wide. Dion spurred his stallion forward and Cob followed after.

The dirt road gave way to a path of pale gravel that carved its way through green lawns. The school of Xenophon was surprisingly large, made up of a dozen stone buildings separated by flower and vegetable gardens, all connected via a network of well-worn trails. Dion saw pigs in a pen, goats nibbling at a hedge, and a stable with room for a dozen horses. Students of the philosopher carried water, washed linen, and tended to the gardens.

Dion and Cob came to a halt when the road ended at a wide graveled circle outside a two-storied manor that was the biggest structure of all. Dion dismounted while Cob jumped off the cart. Petros’s companion then led the two horses away to drink.

Dion cast an inquiring look at the manor, but Petros pointed away from the buildings, to where the grassland rose to form a tall hill.

‘You will find Xenophon there,’ the scholar said.

The sun shone fiercely, and Dion wiped sweat from his face as he and Cob climbed the hill. Bees buzzed over the field and the grass was soft underfoot, but Dion was too consumed with urgency to take in the tranquility of his surroundings. He straightened his tunic and finally saw a group of a dozen young men seated in a circle. No one paid him any attention as he approached; the students were all focused on the man in the center.

Xenophon looked comfortable, sitting cross-legged and now and then tugging absently on the blades of grass beneath him. He was an old man, but sprightly, with a crown of curly white hair and an immense beard stretching halfway down his chest. He was clad in a voluminous white robe and spoke in an easy, conversational tone.

‘But why be moral in the first place?’ he asked the young men seated around him.

His voice was smooth and full of confidence. He turned his head to direct his gaze at each of his students as he waited for a response. It was then that Dion noted the philosopher’s eyes. They were as blue as sapphires and bright with intelligence. Xenophon took note of Dion and Cob standing outside the circle but made no other sign of acknowledgment.

‘To lead a just life,’ one of the students answered.

‘But why be just?’ Xenophon pressed. ‘To explain that we are moral because we must be just is no answer at all.’

‘To please the gods,’ another student with a scar under his eye said. ‘To be judged and found true.’

‘And why is it so important to please such distant beings?’ Xenophon challenged the same student.

The young man with the scar hesitated. ‘In order to gain entrance to heaven.’

‘So is it self-interest then?’ Xenophon raised an eyebrow. ‘Is it truly moral to be so consumed with self-interest? Is there no reason to be moral in this world, regardless of the next?’

An older student spoke. ‘We treat people the way we wish to be treated ourselves. If I help someone, he may help others.’

‘Then tell me.’ Xenophon raised a finger. ‘If a beggar drops his only coin on the street, why chase after him and return his money? The beggar has nothing to offer us.’

‘Our actions will be seen,’ the same older student replied. ‘They will influence the community.’

‘Self-interest again,’ Xenophon said. ‘So is it true then that we should be moral when it suits us, even gaining a reputation as a moral person, but act immorally if it gives us an advantage?’

Dion raised his voice. ‘We are moral because of the way it makes us feel inside. Acting with kindness and justice affects who we are, giving us the strength to treat others with more of the same, just as cruelty wears at one’s soul.’

Xenophon looked up to meet Dion’s eyes. ‘That is a good answer, one of the best. But surely, King of Xanthos, you can see that your reasoning is still circular. Being good makes us more able to be good, you say. But what is good? Why is it good? And your argument is still posed in terms of self-interest. Is there no true argument that can be put toward the logic for morality?’

The students pondered, silent for a moment, before one of the youngest asked, ‘What do you say, master? What is the argument?’

Xenophon spread his hands. ‘I know of none.’ He smiled when his words were met with puzzlement. ‘Go now and reflect. If you think you have the answer, share it with me.’

The students rose and dispersed, some casting curious glances in Dion’s direction. Xenophon climbed to his feet without groaning; the old philosopher was clearly in good health. He waited until the students had left and then spoke. ‘Dion, son of Markos. I knew your father, as much as any man can know a king. A strong warrior in his day . . . though not much of a thinker.’

‘This is Cob—’

‘Cobrim,’ Cob interrupted. He gave a small bow. ‘An honor to meet you, philosopher.’

Xenophon looked from face to face. ‘Now, why don’t you tell me why you are here?’

‘I have something to show you,’ Dion said. ‘If we may?’

Xenophon shrugged and fell in beside Dion and Cob as they headed down the grassy hill toward the area of stone buildings.

‘I need your help,’ Dion said.

The old philosopher tugged on his beard and frowned. He glanced at Dion while he walked. ‘I am long retired, as you no doubt know. Help with what exactly?’

‘Long ago you cataloged the library of Phalesia. You built the statue of Balal that stands outside the god’s temple in Xanthos. Your plow design is still in use throughout Galea, as is your axle and composite bow.’

‘I have made many more accomplishments than that in my time,’ Xenophon harrumphed. ‘The embankment wall in Phalesia. The pulley system used in the silver mines. The list goes on. But as I said, I am retired, young king. I am content to teach here in my school. I serve no one. Whatever it is you want my help with, I am not interested.’

The group of three reached the cart and came to a halt. ‘You know of the dragon army?’ Dion asked.

Xenophon gave a short laugh. ‘You have a problem that is far too difficult for me to solve.’

‘If Xanthos is conquered it affects you too,’ Cob said.

‘I think not,’ Xenophon replied, stroking his long white beard. ‘I have nothing to offer a conqueror, other than wisdom.’

‘Please, philosopher,’ Dion said. ‘Just take a look at this and give me your thoughts.’

Cob walked to the cart and unfastened the ties holding the sackcloth, before yanking the covering hard. In an instant it was revealed: an ugly black contraption made of wood and iron. Big enough to fill the whole cart, it had two curved arms at the front of a long channel. The cross-shaped base had been dismantled and rested on its side.

Dion said, ‘It’s a—’

‘—a ballista,’ Xenophon finished. ‘I know what it is, young king.’

The philosopher approached the cart and leaned forward to examine the weapon. He tested the thick string between his fingers and inspected the crank. He took his time to make an assessment, muttering under his breath, before straightening once more.

‘This is the best my engineers have come up with,’ Dion said. ‘It can fire a solid iron spear sixty paces with enough force to put a hole through a shield. But it is not good enough. It is complex to manufacture, takes too long to reload, and misfires one shot in five.’

‘I am not surprised,’ Xenophon said. ‘I can tell at a glance that this design has been improved on with trial and error. It needs to be remodeled from the ground up.’

Dion began to feel hope. ‘I need your help, philosopher, to make it more powerful, more accurate, easier to build, and more maneuverable. Our enemies will come from the sky. The dragons’ hides are thick, and their riders wear armor of steel chain. Ballistae could be essential to our struggle, but we must build them in quantity.’

‘I said it needs to be redesigned. I didn’t say I was the one to do it.’

‘So you cannot do better?’ Dion raised an eyebrow.

Xenophon scowled. ‘The question is not whether I can. It’s whether I want to.’

Dion met the old philosopher’s piercing blue eyes. ‘Many people will die. Surely your morality teaches you to do what you can?’

Xenophon shrugged. ‘Perhaps I prefer to stay far from the fighting. Perhaps my morality is just an expression of self-interest.’

Dion tried to hide his frustration. He wondered what would appeal to the old man. If it was a strong challenge the philosopher needed, he had no shortage of problems to solve.

‘Xenophon,’ he said, ‘time is short. I don’t just need a new ballista design. I need to revolutionize the way my people work.’

‘Simple,’ Xenophon said. ‘Just break the design into parts, and get each worker to either focus on one part or assemble the pieces into the whole.’

‘Do you see?’ Dion pressed. ‘This is why I need you. What you just said makes sense to me, but I am no craftsman, nor am I an engineer. I need new fortifications and new weapons. I need to eke out the iron I have and use wood where I can. I can’t do this on my own!’ Dion broke off when he saw that his words weren’t having an effect. He thought again and then spoke firmly to Xenophon as he lifted a finger. ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘While I am gone, I want you to think about how many people there are in Xanthos and Phalesia. Then think about this.’

Dion strode away from the cart toward the two-storied manor. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Xenophon cast a puzzled look in Cob’s direction, but Cob was as mystified as the philosopher. Dion walked angrily, heading behind the manor until the two men could no longer see him.

His speech had revived all his tension. His jaw was clenched tightly. Away from the other two men, hidden by the building, he had no trouble bringing on wild thoughts of primal emotion.

Mist clouded him from head to toe, billowing out and elongating. Dion’s body vanished from his awareness, replaced with a new, far larger form. He felt the familiar sensation of stretching.

Xenophon’s eyes nearly burst from his skull when he saw the black dragon with shining scales rise from behind the building. Dion beat his wings with slow, leisurely movements, his gaze fixed on the old philosopher. He decided to put on a burst of speed. He flew forward and swooped toward the old man in the billowing robe, and then drew up hard, blowing dust over the ground. Aloft and directly facing the philosopher, close enough to reach out and touch, he slowly parted his jaws to reveal sharp, knife-edged teeth. A low rumble came from within his chest, rising in volume.

Xenophon stood frozen in place, his eyes wide with fear. Even Cob was white-faced.

Dion’s wings snapped, and he rose into the sky until he was directly over Xenophon’s head. The philosopher gazed up and swallowed, seeing the veins in his outstretched wings and the fork in his long, curved tail.

Finally Dion initiated a tight turn and descended to settle on the graveled path. He concentrated on his usual, human form and a pale mist formed around him and shimmered.

The mist dispersed. Dion approached Xenophon and Cob. He couldn’t smooth his expression now; when he changed his emotions often threatened to overwhelm him.

‘I . . .’ Xenophon swallowed and then started again. ‘I take your point.’

‘Imagine hundreds of dragons, all with riders on their backs. The only thing that stands against them is these.’ Dion scowled at the ballista. ‘I need you. We all need you. It is up to you to do what is right.’

‘I understand,’ the philosopher said slowly. ‘But do you have the resources I will need? You say you want fortifications, which means plenty of cut stone. You want weapons and ammunition, which will require vast quantities of iron.’

‘I will make sure you have whatever you require,’ Dion said. ‘I give you my word, as king.’

Xenophon turned and looked around him. A faraway look came into his eyes as he ran his gaze over the school, the place where he could contemplate the world in peace. He turned back to Dion and nodded. ‘Give me some time while I fetch my belongings.’
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Dion saw that Cob’s expression was troubled while they waited for one of the scholars to fetch their horses.

‘Lad,’ Cob said. ‘You know the treasury is low. How will you find the money to pay for all this? The citadel at Fort Liberty, the new defenses at Xanthos, these weapons . . .’

‘I’ll borrow.’

‘But so much . . .’

‘I’ll strip the palace of gold and sell everything not related to the war effort. By the gods, I’ll even sell our winter stores. We’re running out of time. Palemon will be busy with his new fleet, but that won’t occupy him forever.’

Dion thought about Chloe. He had barely seen her since his return from Malakai. He knew she was hurt, but his preparations for war had to come first. And after losing Isobel . . . failing her . . . he had also decided that the safest place for Chloe was far from him.

Chloe would soon be in Sindara. At least she would be protected there, and he trusted her to do what must be done. Everything had to come together. Everything and everyone.

Xenophon returned, carrying a small satchel on his shoulder.

‘I’m ready,’ the philosopher said. ‘The gods sent you here. Let no one say that Xenophon did not heed them.’





2

‘I said the answer is no.’ Queen Zanthe lifted her chin. ‘I have changed my mind.’

Chloe’s eyes wanted to pop out of her head. She wished she could scream at Zanthe and shake her.

Instead she kept her expression as calm as she could make it.

Zanthe stared coldly down at Chloe from the high-backed wooden chair she used as a throne. Chloe had never met the queen of Tanus before these negotiations, but now she felt she’d come to know her well. Zanthe’s expensive purple robe and heavy gold necklace couldn’t hide the ravages of time: she had a drooping quality to her face, with sad, bloodshot eyes and long gray hair matted like a bird’s nest. She was also greedy.

‘I have explained my position. What use are jewels?’ Queen Zanthe shrugged. ‘Tell those creatures it is no longer enough.’

Chloe wondered what to do. What would her father do? She wished Zanthe’s advisers were present, but on this occasion Zanthe had summoned Chloe quickly, with none of the usual ceremony, and they were alone.

Chloe decided to stall for time. She had thought they were close to an agreement. Experience told her she needed help.

‘Queen Zanthe,’ Chloe said, ‘allow me some time to discuss your . . . new request . . . with the eldren.’

‘Very well,’ Zanthe said. ‘See what you can do.’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘I have explained what you can give me to conclude a deal.’

Chloe showed none of her frustration as she bowed and left the queen’s pavilion. She walked quickly past tents and soldiers of Tanus seated around fires, heading for the eldran camp a mile away, although she wasn’t looking forward to giving Eiric the news.

It started when the eldren returned to Sindara. They had been exiled, living in the Wilds and the Waste, for hundreds of years. In that time Tanus had put blood and sweat into this land, where the Blackwell Mines formed deep holes in the hills high above. The human and eldran views were irreconcilable. It was a loss of both prestige and income for Tanus to give the mines up, but they were within Sindara’s borders, and the eldren considered it wrong to burn forests and dam rivers. The two groups had fought over the area, with casualties on both sides.

It was Chloe’s task to bring about peace.

With her pale skin, long dark hair, and white chiton, Chloe stood out from the uniformed men around her as she navigated the camp of Tanus and then left it behind. The fast-flowing river that divided the two groups made soothing music below her as she crossed over the makeshift bridge. As soon as she neared the eldran camp, as always, she noticed the change in smell.

The soldiers of Tanus rarely bathed. They oiled their hair and wore the same clothes day after day. They cooked stews in iron pots that bubbled constantly and butchered the deer and rabbits they hunted close to their fires, leaving the discarded guts to rot in the sun.

Now that she was approaching the eldran camp, Chloe inhaled deeply. The air smelled moist and fragrant, a combination of green grass, moss, and fresh flowers: the ever-present scent of Sindara.

Chloe’s gaze took in the eldren. Tall and lithe, clad in deerskin, they were silver-haired and had odd-colored eyes ranging from pale green to gold. They loved to swim in the streams that ran throughout their homeland, laundering their clothes while they splashed in the water to cool themselves off. They slept under the boughs of trees and disdained all use of metal. Their king, Eiric, slept alongside his people. They were so different, yet Chloe was surprised to find that she felt more at home with Eiric, Liana, and Zachary than she did with people of her own race.

Eiric stood waiting for her a short way from the camp, and his tightly set jaw gave away his tension. Extremely tall and slim, with close-cropped silver hair and golden eyes, Eiric had a commanding presence. Like the other eldren busying themselves among the trees and small fires, he was clad in a deerskin vest and leggings, but he also wore a crown of twisted laurel leaves, the only thing that marked him out as king. Chloe had heard the soldiers from Tanus whisper; they were all terrified of him.

Liana noticed Chloe’s arrival and hurried over. One of Chloe’s closest friends and also Eiric’s lover, she had a calming influence on Eiric’s occasional black moods. She was short for an eldran, which meant that she was slightly taller than Chloe, and she was pretty, with delicate features and grass-green eyes.

‘What news?’ Eiric asked.

Chloe knew they were both impatient to hear Queen Zanthe’s latest response. ‘Should we wait for Finn?’

‘Just tell us,’ Liana said.

‘It’s not good news,’ Chloe said. ‘It seems, well . . . Zanthe has changed her mind.’

‘Changed her mind?’ Eiric frowned. ‘I have already said, we have no more gems.’

It had been Dion’s idea for the eldren to buy the mines from Tanus. There was a wealth of precious stones in Sindara, and the eldren knew where to find them. The payment would allow Queen Zanthe to save face, in value worth years of the mines’ output. The alternative was for Zanthe to keep fighting, but she had already learned her lesson there.

‘A merchant arrived last night,’ Chloe said. ‘Everyone in Galea is talking about war. There’s a sudden scarcity of iron.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Eiric said. He turned to gaze up at the mines on the distant hillside. ‘They want to dig for ore?’

‘No.’ Chloe shook her head. ‘That’s not what Zanthe’s saying.’ She remembered the queen’s rasping voice. What use are jewels? Tell those creatures it is no longer enough. ‘The problem is that she’s trying to get iron as well. She knows my people also want peace, and now she’s asking for us to contribute. I’ve already told her that my role here is to mediate. And even if I had the authority, the Assembly of Consuls would never agree to it.’

‘Dion said—’

‘I know what he said, but the situation has changed.’

‘Just like that?’ Liana asked.

‘Things can happen quickly in matters of trade.’

‘They certainly can,’ a new voice interrupted.

Chloe saw Finn walking toward them with an eldran child on his shoulders. He gave a little jump every second or third step, making the silver-haired girl giggle. A slender man, if his shoulder-length hair had been silver instead of light brown Finn could almost pass for an eldran himself. He was Dion’s master of trade and treasury, representing Xanthos in the negotiations. Everyone wanted there to be peace between Tanus and Sindara. Everyone, it seemed, except for Queen Zanthe.

Finn set the silver-haired girl down. She took a couple of tottering steps, looking back at him despondently, before she sat cross-legged on the grass and began plucking daisies. Finn watched her for a moment and then spread his arms as he approached the group.

‘So,’ he said. ‘Zanthe has shown her colors yet again.’

Chloe wasn’t surprised that he already knew. Finn always kept abreast of any gossip in the other camp.

‘But why is she doing this?’ Liana’s expression was puzzled.

‘The first rule of any trade is to know your opponent,’ Finn said. ‘Zanthe is fickle. She desires everything she cannot have. Of course she wants the gemstones – and believe me when I say that your offer is more than fair – but with war coming everyone needs iron, so she wants iron too. Her advisers will be telling her to take your offer. It is my opinion that this comes directly from her.’

‘But how are we supposed to get iron?’ Liana frowned.

‘Ah,’ Finn said. ‘But you already have it.’ He grinned, looking from face to face. ‘All we have to realize is that trade is not always an exchange between two parties.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Eiric said.

‘It’s simple, King Eiric. I know any number of merchants who would happily accept your gemstones in return for iron.’

Eiric shook his head. ‘Why would we want iron? You know we cannot touch pure metal.’

‘Perfectly fine,’ Finn said, ‘because the iron isn’t going to you anyway.’

Chloe tilted her head. ‘So we trade the gemstones for iron in Phalesia, and then give the iron to Zanthe. She gets what she wants and withdraws her claim on the mines.’ She pondered. ‘It’s complicated. You’re sure we can make the exchange?’

Finn shrugged. ‘I don’t have to be. As soon as we propose it, and Zanthe realizes that with her wealth of gemstones she can purchase iron and much more, she will agree to our original terms.’

‘Ah,’ Chloe said. ‘I see. We threaten that she might lose the gems completely.’ She nodded. ‘I think it will work. King Eiric?’ she asked the tall eldran.

Eiric sighed. ‘It makes no difference to me,’ he said. ‘We give someone the stones. We then make peace.’

‘Finn,’ Chloe said. ‘Will you come with me to talk to Zanthe?’

‘You don’t need me, Chloe,’ Finn said. ‘You’ve brought us this far. It’s fitting that you see the new treaty to its conclusion. And Zanthe knew your father and respects your lineage. Me? I’m just a pirate who made friends with a king.’
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‘Phalesia would trade iron for the gems?’ Queen Zanthe asked.

‘Of course,’ Chloe said. ‘But only in their entirety. Our traders would not want to release too many onto the market at once.’

The shadowed interior of the pavilion provided relief from the heat outside; the summer was proving to be even hotter than the last. Zanthe sat on her high-backed wooden chair and considered. This time she had a merchant adviser in a yellow tunic standing next to her throne. A slim man with curly black hair, he hurriedly leaned in close to his queen to whisper in her ear. There was a tightness around his eyes, and although Chloe couldn’t hear his words, she could tell that he was speaking with urgency.

When he straightened, Chloe tried not to show her own anxiety, instead appearing relaxed and confident.

Zanthe drummed her fingernails on the arm of her chair and finally spoke. ‘I have made a decision. We will accept the gemstones.’

‘Then we have an accord?’ Chloe asked.

‘We do.’

‘Then, if it pleases you, Queen Zanthe, tonight we should gather on the battlefield and say a prayer for the dead.’

‘That is fitting.’ Zanthe nodded.

‘And, finally, the two camps should join in a feast to honor the new treaty between Tanus and Sindara.’

‘A feast?’ Zanthe sat back in her chair, looking perplexed. ‘But what do eldren eat?’

‘Basically the same food we do.’ Chloe smiled. ‘There are more similarities than differences, Queen Zanthe. This is something we will all learn in time.’
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‘You’ll soon be leaving?’ Liana asked.

Chloe nodded. They were sitting side by side on the soft grass, under the shade of a willow, watching the still surface of the emerald pool in Sindara’s heart. Limestone walls rose up on all sides to form a basin. Trees clustered at the top of the cliffs. The last time Chloe had been in this place, she had helped Eiric challenge Triton for the leadership of the eldren. Eiric had sounded the horn, and she had seen him put to rest the last of the roaming wildren.

Chloe found herself captivated by the pool. It shimmered with a warm green light, casting a glow on the walls and on Liana’s face. Deep beneath its surface Triton had said there was a jewel, the Wellspring, the origin of all eldran magic. There was another jewel, the Source, somewhere deep in the Oracle’s cave at Athos. The powers of gold, silver, copper, and iron were connected to the Source’s white light in the same way that the ability of the eldren to change their form was linked to this place.

‘I brought you here to show you something.’ Liana waited a moment and then frowned. ‘It only happens occasionally.’

Chloe watched the pool expectantly, but nothing changed. ‘I do have to get home. I’ve been here for longer than I expected.’

Liana turned to face Chloe. ‘What if I come with you? I can get you home much quicker than by ship, and if there’s any news, Eiric said he wants to get it as soon as possible.’

‘As long as you don’t mind sleeping on a bed in a house?’

‘I lived in Phalesia for a time.’ Liana smiled. ‘You get used to it.’ She suddenly became serious. ‘Chloe . . . There’s something else Eiric said.’

‘What?’

‘He asked me to thank you. Zanthe wouldn’t have come if you hadn’t gone to Tanus on our behalf. You convinced her to negotiate. You calmed their fears of us.’ Liana gave a short laugh. ‘You even got us to feast together.’

Chloe spread her hands. ‘It was Dion who—’

‘Wait,’ Liana interrupted. ‘Here it is. It’s happening.’

Liana was staring intently at the pool. Chloe watched, puzzled, but then she saw that the shade of the green light was slowly changing. From the color of emerald, it gradually shifted hue, developing a yellow tone. In moments it was gold, but still the shade continued changing until it was orange. Chloe held her breath as the light filling the glade became sinister: a fiery red. It pulsed, like crimson coals catching onto fresh tinder. Soon it was yellow, and then green once more.

‘How often does that happen?’ Chloe finally asked.

‘Often enough,’ Liana said. ‘I think I know what it is. Zachary is at Malakai now, keeping watch. He said he has seen the Arch of Nisos in use. They force a human to go through it . . . always some poor slave. A dragon comes out the other side. I think they just changed another one.’ She hesitated. ‘Somehow the power of the arch is linked to the Wellspring.’ She met Chloe’s eyes. ‘Do you understand it?’

‘No.’ Chloe shook her head. She reflected. ‘But we might be able to learn something at Athos.’

The idea of going to Athos frightened Chloe. Her teacher, Zedo, had said something about her becoming the next Oracle, when all she wanted was to live her own life. But she needed answers, and Athos was where she would find them.

‘We’ll go there as soon as we can,’ Chloe said. She knew that answers were more important than her own dread. ‘How is Zachary?’ she asked, changing the subject.

‘Getting old,’ Liana said. ‘He spends a lot of time alone. When he returns to give us news, he doesn’t stay long. I miss him.’

‘He knows that what he’s doing is important,’ Chloe said.

Liana nodded. ‘He said they have far more than a hundred dragons now. At least two hundred. Most of my people become furies, merfolk, or ogres when we change. Only some of us have the power to become dragons. I can see no way to defeat them.’ She paled. ‘At least if they depart Malakai, we will be given some warning.’

Just thinking about it made Chloe’s heart rate increase. She stood. ‘Let’s get going. We have a lot of work to do.’
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On the shore of the Aleuthean Sea, by the city of Malakai, twelve huge vessels rested side by side. Every ship was a hive of activity: crewmen coiled ropes and unwrapped sails; warriors carried casks, crates, and barrels up the gangways. Already slave masters were assembling oarsmen, ready to begin the work of heaving the ships off the sand.

Palemon, king of Malakai and heir to Aleuthea, felt tension in his shoulders: this rescue attempt would be a dangerous undertaking, fraught with peril. A tall man with a braided beard and long graying hair, wearing a leather vest, black trousers, and high boots, he stood above the tide line, where he could watch the fleet prepare for departure.

Waves the size of mountains would challenge the skills of the sailors and oarsmen. Blizzards and bitter cold would shock the Ilean slaves to their cores. The sailors and officers were sourced from Malakai’s population; icebergs would be utterly new to them.

Then, when the fleet approached the frozen lands of the north, there was always the chance that it would become lost. Despite Zara’s promise that the sorcerer they were sending would be able to find those of his brethren left behind in Necropolis, Palemon knew that Zara’s magic had failed her once before, when they first followed the pull of the ark.

There was so much that could go wrong. Palemon didn’t like thinking about it.

He didn’t even know if his people in the north were still alive. With their hunting grounds depleted, they and the tribes who had called the north home for far longer than the exiled Aleutheans – the kona and nusu – would have been fighting for fewer and fewer resources. Stores were low when Palemon departed nearly a year ago.

‘Why the dark expression, sire?’ Zara said. Standing beside him, clad as always in her figure-hugging navy dress, her brilliant blue eyes were sparkling as the wind blew her raven-black hair around her face. ‘This is a happy day. Our people will soon be returned to us.’

‘I should be going with them,’ Palemon muttered.

He knew, however, that with so many enemies he was needed here. Both Dion, king of Xanthos, and Kargan, king of Ilea, were preparing for confrontation. Once his fleet had departed, his enemies could no longer threaten the rescue of his people in the north. When the ships were away, Palemon could finally go to war.

Finally the activity on the ships began to settle. Palemon saw Kyphos walking down the gangway of the largest of the twelve vessels, a bireme called the Targus. Kyphos, Palemon’s right-hand man, a stocky warrior with a pelt of curly black hair and thick eyebrows, fixed his gaze on his king as he approached. A sorcerer in a gray robe fell in beside him.

Kyphos wore the same rough sailor’s clothing as most of the other crewmen: trousers cut off at the ankles and a tight-fitting brown tunic. He had dedicated himself to his new role as commander of the rescue fleet, and had been learning all he could about ships, navigation, and how to feed and discipline the men who served him. But, despite his common clothing, no one could mistake who he was. His shoulders sat oddly high and his head was hunched forward. His arms were the size of other men’s legs; he was the strongest man Palemon knew. He was a hunchback, and he had Palemon’s complete trust.

‘We are ready, sire,’ Kyphos said, coming to a halt. He glanced at Zara. ‘Keep him safe, sorceress.’

Zara’s eyes shifted to Palemon and then to Kyphos. ‘You have my word.’

Palemon cleared his throat. When he spoke, there was a catch in his voice. ‘They say it is improper to wish you good fortune, and so I will simply say: may the gods go with you.’ Palemon surprised himself by pulling Kyphos into an embrace. He kissed both his cheeks. ‘My faith is in you as you embark on this most important endeavor.’ Kyphos was speechless as his king released him. Palemon then turned to the sorcerer who was Kyphos’s companion. ‘Magus Elmar.’

‘Sire?’

Elmar was in his winter years, with white hair and dry, pale skin, but there was nothing frail about him. He stood taller than Kyphos and clutched a wooden pole crowned with a hoop of solid gold: a sun staff.

‘We are all counting on you to guide the fleet to Necropolis,’ Palemon said.

‘When the sun and stars no longer guide the way’ – the sorcerer raised his staff – ‘I will find my brethren.’

‘Fare you well,’ Palemon finally said. ‘My thoughts will be with you.’

Kyphos met Palemon’s eyes one last time, and then he and Elmar returned to their vessel. They climbed the gangway and Kyphos bellowed an order.

Soon the slaves were sliding the ships off the beach and into the water. The slaves then climbed into their places. Oars slid out. Whips cracked. The pounding rhythm of drums filled the air. Each bireme backed away, one at a time, and then turned. Palemon watched them go, his heart pounding in his chest as if there were another drum inside him. The Targus moved into the lead. He watched and prayed silently for their quest to meet success.

Finally the fleet was out of sight.

‘Are you certain Kyphos was the right choice?’ Zara asked.

Puzzled, Palemon turned to face her. ‘He is bold, clever, and loyal. There is no other I would entrust, with the possible exception of you, Zara. The men respect him. He can keep his head in a crisis.’ He smiled. ‘I will never understand your rivalry, sorceress. You are unique. I am fully aware that there is no other like you.’

Zara looked away, silent for a moment, before meeting Palemon’s gaze. ‘What now?’ she asked.

‘Now? Now, Zara, we have a war to prepare for.’
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Over the desert plain outside Malakai’s walls, a battle took place. Two forces of equal size fought each other in the sky. Sunlight glistened from blood-red scales as dragon fought dragon and rider fought rider.

Palemon and Zara watched the fight from the battlements. The cold bloods, warriors originally from Necropolis, had been evenly distributed among the two sides. Their skills, even on dragon back, were far superior to the clansmen from the desert, and their chain mail protected them from all but the luckiest blows. But the clansmen were improving, Palemon noted with satisfaction.

Every rider held reins of copper chain in one hand while wielding spear, sword, or axe with the other. Dragons banked steeply and executed tight turns, but the reins controlled them utterly, and they would never place their riders at risk of falling off. The men of Palemon’s indomitable army stabbed at each other with blunted wooden spears and hacked with training blades. Many would be battered and bruised when the exercise was over, but this training would keep them alive when they faced an enemy determined to kill them. One day they might find themselves pitted against a powerful eldran or swooping down on an army, picking off targets at speed.

‘Look.’ Zara pointed. ‘They are watching, as always.’

A glossy silver dragon soared high in the sky where it could see everything taking place in Malakai. Palemon scowled. There was nothing he could do. This eldran was larger and swifter than his own dragons, and would only disappear when challenged, something he knew from experience.

Palemon tracked it for a time, before he shrugged. ‘Let the eldran watch,’ he said. ‘The sight will instill fear.’

Zara returned her attention to the training. ‘Do you think we are ready?’

‘We have fifty more dragons to create, and just as many riders to train. Then, sorceress. Then we will be ready.’

Palemon thought about the rescue fleet on its way north, wondering how Kyphos was faring. ‘Xanthos, Ilea . . . all the nations of the three seas . . . They will need to be cowed,’ he said. ‘I want the fighting to be over when our people return from across the sea.’

He tried to forget about Kyphos’s mission and focus his attention on the mock battle. He occasionally muttered and tugged on the braids of his beard when he saw a soldier whose moves were sloppy or a group who worked well together as a team. Seeing so many winged creatures, a new thought suddenly occurred to him.

‘What happens when our dragons die?’ he asked. ‘Do they become human once more?’

Zara frowned. It took her a moment to answer. ‘In truth, I am not certain,’ she replied. ‘None were killed when we captured the Ilean fleet.’

‘I suppose we will find out soon enough,’ Palemon said. ‘There.’ He pointed. ‘Watch those two, on the right. The man with the sword is quite skilled.’

Two warriors fought from the backs of their red dragons, one leveling a blunted spear and the other swinging a wooden sword. They both darted in and pulled away, each looking for an opening. The soldier with the spear sent his dragon crashing into the swordsman’s, but the swordsman held firm and didn’t lose his seat. The swordsman struck hard, a good, solid blow that landed directly on the neck of his opponent’s mount.

Palemon nodded approvingly. ‘There, did you see—’

He suddenly broke off when the stricken dragon shuddered – the blow would have hurt it – before opening its jaws wide as it roared. Its neck craned and it snapped at the swordsman who had landed a blow on its neck. Fortunately the swordsman dodged and hauled on the reins in his hand, veering and then flying away.

Palemon was surprised. ‘Have you seen that before?’ he asked.

‘It happens.’ She shrugged. ‘Usually when one of them gets hurt.’

‘But the copper chains are supposed to control them.’

‘It is nothing,’ Zara said. The two combatants abandoned the fight when a horn blast signaled the end of combat. ‘There is a matter of importance, however, that is on my mind. The world will soon be ours. But while you train the last of our soldiers, there is something I believe I must do.’

Palemon turned away from the plain to raise an eyebrow. ‘Go on.’

‘I want your permission to take my sorcerers on a mission. We have had our magic disrupted before, with near-disastrous consequences for all of us. We cannot let that happen again.’

‘Ah.’ Palemon nodded. ‘The woman.’

‘Yes,’ Zara said. ‘The woman. I once believed that the peoples of the Realm had forgotten about magic, but we have seen that is not the case. I finally know the truth. The one who broke my spell calls herself the Oracle and lives on an island called Athos.’

‘You’re sure it’s her?’

‘I am certain of it. She claims to foretell the future. In return for offerings, she gives prophecies. Ask any traveler about a woman who uses magic, and they will tell you to go to Athos.’

‘So what are you proposing?’

‘I want to take a small group out at night. We can be swift and silent so the eldran scouts do not see us. If the woman is there, I will kill her, and any others like her. Then nothing will surprise us.’

‘Do it,’ Palemon said. ‘She could be an obstacle. Find her, Zara. Find her if you can. But be quick about it.’ He smiled mirthlessly as he watched the activity above the plain. ‘These dragons eat their weight in livestock every day. Come back soon, or they might start eating us.’
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Chloe felt wind whistle past her face as the dragon underneath her lost height. Liana coasted slowly toward the gates on Phalesia’s landward side, making sure the archers on the walls had a good look at her silver color before she settled to the ground outside the city.

Chloe was conscious of the soldiers’ eyes on her as she dismounted. They lined Phalesia’s walls for as far as she could see. Spears and javelins were in every soldier’s hand, while most men also shouldered a bow. Her first thought was relief that the gates were open: the city was on high alert, but still at peace. She combed her dark hair with her fingers, straightened her chiton, and waited as Liana changed back to her normal form, becoming a slender eldran in deerskin.

The soldiers called and waved as Chloe and Liana entered the city. She was known everywhere she went. Her father, Aristocles, had been Phalesia’s longest-serving first consul, and it had been Chloe who denounced his murderer, the traitor Nilus. The common folk of Phalesia had once feared and despised the eldren, but again it was Chloe who spoke up for them at the lyceum, and now, after the tumultuous events of the past year, Liana could walk through the gates without fear.

As Chloe entered, she saw that in the time she’d been away a wide swathe of dusty ground had been cleared between the walls and the nearest houses of the lower city; Phalesia was preparing for war. She and Liana passed only a handful of farmers bringing goods into the city; it wouldn’t be harvest time until later in the season, and with rumors of war spreading like wildfire, few people were traveling the roads.

When her gaze followed the broad avenue that connected the upper city with the lower, Chloe couldn’t believe how many soldiers there were. Formations of uniformed men marched toward the city walls. Archers clustered on the rooftops of houses, scanning the sky. Amos had obviously been hard at work since her departure.

‘Chloe!’

Chloe stopped in the middle of the avenue when she saw Amos heading toward her, walking with urgent strides. A gray-bearded consul in a white tunic and a young officer struggled to keep up with him.

The first thing she noticed was that Amos had forgone his white consul’s tunic and instead wore full armor: a leather jerkin, a skirt made of strips of hide, and a steel breastplate embossed with the eagle of Phalesia. The armor hugged his athletic frame, and with his height and broad shoulders it made him look like what he was, an experienced leader of fighting men. It was far from what a first consul would normally wear, but a least the white cloak on his shoulders was a nod to his position. He was clean-shaven, with close-cropped curly hair and craggy, weathered skin.

‘You’re back. What happened with Zanthe?’ Amos asked.

‘First Consul,’ Chloe admonished. As a former soldier, Amos had a habit of skipping pleasantries. ‘You remember Liana? She’s here to help.’

‘Apologies, lady,’ Amos said to Liana; he looked flustered. ‘You are, of course, welcome in Phalesia.’

‘You have every reason to be busy,’ Liana said. ‘As for your question, there is now peace between Sindara and Tanus. We have Chloe to thank.’

‘Good, good,’ Amos said. ‘One less thing to worry about. Perhaps we can all work together for a change.’ He glanced back at the gray-bearded consul, who was speaking with the young officer. ‘You can tell me all about it later.’

Chloe knew Amos well enough to see he was anxious. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Actually’ – he let out a breath – ‘you’ve returned at the perfect time. I need your help.’

‘Of course,’ Chloe said. ‘Whatever you need.’

‘We’re conscripting every grown male into the army, but there aren’t enough officers to train them. I need you, Chloe. The business of the city is more than I can handle. Can I ask some of the consuls to meet with you?’

Chloe’s eyes narrowed. ‘But I’m a woman. You know what they’re like.’

‘Queen Zanthe is also a woman,’ Liana said beside her. ‘And you can’t say people don’t listen to her.’

‘News of your success at Sindara will travel swiftly,’ Amos said. ‘I’ll make sure of it.’ He gave a weary smile. ‘The price of responsibility. Proving yourself only means you’re given more. Above all, I trust you.’ Amos reached out and clasped Chloe’s shoulder. ‘It is good to see you home again.’
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Chloe led Liana on an inspection of the city. She wanted to get a feel for the problems the people might be facing and also to familiarize herself with Amos’s new defenses. Everywhere she went she saw soldiers on the walls and on the rooftops of the taller houses, searching the sky with bows at the ready. But with so many men drafted to fight, she also saw that it was mainly women in the streets. They clustered in groups as they chatted near doorways with worried expressions on their faces. Rather than shop at the markets or sweep the steps of their homes, they brought food to their husbands, brothers, fathers, and sons. When Chloe spoke to them, they told her that they wanted to do more to help.

Her tour of the lower city complete, she then climbed the steps that led to the upper city to reach the agora. Passing the statue of the god Aldus and heading down to Phalesia’s famous main square, she was lost in thought, and Liana, sensing her mood, didn’t interrupt her. A long, thin row of archers lined the sloped embankment above the shore. The market was strangely deserted. Even the people outside the temples – mainly women again – were talking and watching the sky. Reaching the embankment and looking out to sea, Chloe inhaled the fresh, salty air and watched the blue expanse for a time as fishing boats sailed in to shore after making a day’s catch.

‘I have always found it a beautiful city,’ Liana said.

‘It is.’ Chloe swept her gaze over the place she called home. ‘And I’m worried it’s going to fall.’ She shook her head, trying to dispel dark thoughts. ‘Come on. The villa isn’t far.’

She finally led Liana to the house where she had lived for her entire life. Elegant and understated, the villa crowned a hill and boasted unrivaled views of the sea, the agora, and even the cliff-top Temple of Aldus. Two-storied, with a main level for the residents and a lower floor for the servants, it was accessed via a winding path that climbed past gardens of flowering bushes.

Chloe called out as she entered the reception. ‘Hello? Sophia?’

She heard the splash of water in the kitchen, and then Sophia rushed out. Now thirteen, Sophia was pretty, with the same dark hair and angular features as Chloe, but her face had more of an impish cast. Sophia’s hands and lower arms were wet, but she ignored it as she threw her arms around her older sister.

‘You’re back!’

‘I am. And Liana’s here.’

‘Please tell me you’re staying too?’ Sophia beamed.

‘Just for a short while.’

Sophia clapped her hands together.

‘What have you been doing?’ Chloe took Sophia’s hands and turned them over, seeing that her palms were covered in red and yellow splotches.

‘I’ve been making poison.’ Sophia said it so casually that for a moment Chloe thought she’d misheard. ‘Powerful enough to kill a dragon – or so I hope.’ Sophia saw Chloe’s dark expression. ‘It’s not the first batch,’ she added. ‘I’m very safe.’ Still Chloe glared at her, until Sophia scowled. ‘Uncle Amos is busy from dawn to dusk. If there’s something I can do to help him, I’m going to do it, and you can’t stop me. I’m very safe. Don’t forget, I learned a lot from Balion.’

Chloe bit down on a retort; Sophia had far too much freedom. ‘Fine, but do you have to use our kitchen?’ She shook her head. ‘I’ll speak with Balion and you can move to his workshop . . . Perhaps he’ll even give you a little supervision.’

Suddenly a voice called out and Chloe glanced at the doorway. She saw a middle-aged man in a white consul’s tunic peering inside the villa. When she saw the man’s slicked-back dark hair, sharp eyes, and narrow face, she immediately recognized Consul Gaius and exchanged a panicked glance with Liana and Sophia. She wondered what he was doing at the villa, but then she remembered what Amos had said. Her heart began to race.

She looked around. The reception was tidy enough, but no doubt the kitchen was a mess. ‘Sophia, quickly,’ she hissed. ‘Go to the market and get some food and wine. Take the servants.’

‘I’ll go with her,’ Liana said.

‘Thank you.’ Chloe gave her friend a grateful look. ‘On your way send up old Haemon with whatever wine he can find.’

‘We’ll go out the back.’ Sophia took Liana’s hand and led her away.

Consul Gaius made a sound of acknowledgment when he saw Chloe approaching. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I was beginning to think no one was home.’

‘Please, come inside,’ Chloe said. ‘I’ve been expecting you.’

She led him to one of the recliners that sat clustered around a low table. Gaius settled the folds of his tunic; he glanced around, appearing ill at ease. Chloe knew she should offer him something and hoped that Haemon would come soon.

‘What can I help you with?’ she asked.

‘Well,’ he harrumphed. ‘To be frank, I am not certain if you can help me at all.’

‘Try me.’ Chloe smiled.

Gaius scratched at his cheek. ‘Is there a point? It is well known where you stand on slavery, lady.’

‘Slavery?’ Chloe frowned.

‘There is not enough labor in the city. Every set of hands is turned to making arrows and javelins, bows and shields, but it is not enough. Some of the work is menial, but the craftsmen’s guild says that whether a craftsman makes arrows or costly ceramics, he still deserves the same pay. At this rate, the treasury will soon be exhausted.’

‘What about the unskilled laborers? Can’t you use them?’

‘They’ve all been conscripted into the army.’ Gaius spread his hands. ‘If we bought some slaves from Sarsica or Koulis, we could work them far harder, and with much less cost.’

‘The first consul believes as I do,’ Chloe said. ‘Slavery isn’t coming back.’ She tilted her head as she pondered. ‘I do, however, think I may have a solution for you.’

Gaius raised an arched eyebrow. ‘And that is?’

‘What about asking if there are any women who want to work?’

The consul leaned back, almost recoiling, as if Chloe had said something shocking. ‘Women?’

‘They . . .’ Chloe began. ‘That is, we . . . are all anxious to do our part. Women can weave, sew, and craft. Who is to say they can’t make arrows, once they know how?’

Gaius’s mouth was open. He looked more puzzled than anything else. The elderly servant, Haemon, finally arrived with wine, placing two cups in front of Chloe and Gaius. The consul was pensive as he took a sip.

‘Consul Gaius, do you have a wife, a daughter?’

‘Both,’ he said, setting down his cup.

‘And I would wager that both can do whatever they set their minds to.’ Chloe knew she had struck a nerve when he smiled.

‘You may have the right of it there,’ he said.

‘Then you know that this isn’t a complicated idea.’

‘But women, working alongside men? It would be disruptive.’

‘Then separate them, if that’s the problem. Try it. If something isn’t working, change it a little.’

Gaius abruptly stood. ‘I will give it some thought.’ Something occurred to him. ‘Your suggestion has the first consul’s support?’

‘Of course.’ Chloe knew she would have to get to Amos before Gaius did.

The sharp-faced consul was shaking his head as he left. ‘Times certainly are changing,’ he muttered to himself.
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After Gaius left, Chloe sipped her wine, thinking. She was glad to be helping, but she wanted to do more. She kept returning to the conversation she’d had with Liana at the emerald pool. She was afraid to go to Athos, but it was the only place she might find answers. Zedo, her teacher, had said there was a flaw in the ancient Aleutheans’ magic. What was it? Was it something she could exploit?

There was someone she could turn to for advice. He still loved her, she was sure of it, even though grief had built a wall around his heart. She came to a decision. As soon as she could, she would go to Dion. He would know what she should do.

She looked up as Sophia and Liana returned with stuffed vine leaves, olives, hard cheese, and herb-crusted bread.

‘Gaius is gone already?’ Sophia grinned. ‘No matter. There’s another consul climbing up the stairs.’

‘Good luck,’ Liana whispered. ‘I’m going with Sophia to see Balion.’

Chloe shook herself, returning to the task at hand. She hurriedly laid out the food and then went to the door to welcome her next guest. She recognized Consul Felix, a tall, lanky man with bristling black hair that darted in all directions from his crown and his chin. He carried a scroll of papyrus under his arm.

‘It is good to see you again, lady,’ he said. As he stooped to kiss her hand, meeting her eyes, he gave her a mischievous smile. ‘What did you say to Consul Gaius? I tried to ask him, but he kept mumbling and shaking his head.’

‘Nothing as bold as he seems to think,’ Chloe said. She led Felix to the recliners and the tall consul seated himself, placing the scroll on the table. ‘And you, Consul Felix?’ she asked. ‘How do you feel about working with a woman?’

Felix sobered. ‘I am shocked, to be honest, that the first consul would ask this of me.’ He reached for his cup of wine and dramatically drank it in a single gulp, before slamming it down on the table. ‘I don’t see how you, of all people, could help me with these supply allocations.’ Felix tapped the scroll he’d brought with him. He was now scowling, while Chloe didn’t know how to respond. ‘You cannot read or write.’

Chloe’s eyes shot wide open. ‘I can—’

Felix held up a hand. ‘You have no experience of politics. And you know nothing of the city’s administration.’

Chloe opened her mouth to retort, but then she saw the twinkle in Felix’s eyes. She tried to stifle a smile, and then Felix was grinning too.

‘Show me what you have,’ Chloe said. ‘And I’ll try to think what my father would have done.’

‘That is a question I often ask myself when I have a difficult problem,’ Felix said. ‘He was a good man.’

‘The best,’ Chloe said.

‘Now . . .’ Felix began to unfurl the scroll. ‘The new conscripts are putting a strain on our reserves of grain . . .’
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‘And this is where the last stage in the process takes place,’ Xenophon said proudly. ‘The lever is connected to the winch wheel and, finally, the stays are attached to the arms.’

Dion and Xenophon stood a little away from the long bench and watched as a sturdy woman in a leather apron deftly slotted the wooden lever into place. Her movements were swift and sure; she had obviously done this many times before. As soon as she was finished, she slid the ballista to the right, where an older man immediately began to attach the treated cord to the arms jutting out at both sides.

They were at one of the workshops recently repurposed to produce ballistae. It was a sprawling structure, filled with room after room of people working side by side. Boys with red armbands took the ballistae away as soon as the last worker at each bench called out to them.

Dion watched the bustling workers with something close to awe. Like all good ideas, it was so simple that he wondered no one had thought of it before. His composite bow had been made by a single craftsman over several weeks. This was far more efficient. The city’s blacksmiths, carpenters, and tanners could concentrate on making the individual parts and making them well, leaving the task of assembly to the less-skilled laborers.

He met Xenophon’s intense blue eyes. ‘Xenophon . . . What you’ve done in just a month—’

‘Do not thank me yet, King of Xanthos,’ the old philosopher interrupted. ‘You still have a war to win.’

Dion gazed around him. He and Xenophon were the only people standing motionless in a room that hummed with activity. The air smelled of leather, wood shavings, and sweat. He sniffed. There was another odor . . . something sharp and unfamiliar.

‘What’s that smell?’

‘Ah . . .’ For once Xenophon looked a little unsure of himself. ‘It is a personal project of mine.’

‘Can I see it?’

‘It is far from ready.’

‘Then let me ask you another question. Am I paying for it?’

‘I suppose you are.’ The philosopher’s long beard wagged as he laughed. He hesitated for a moment, and then nodded to himself. ‘Just remember it is a work in progress. Come.’

Xenophon led Dion to the back of the workshop, through a doorway to a smaller room located far from all the activity. The strange smell grew stronger as Dion neared. He followed Xenophon inside and stopped in surprise.

Dion saw a fire pit in the center of the room, framed with bricks, and an iron pot containing a thick brown liquid resting on the hot coals. The morass in the pot bubbled under a metal hood apparently designed to capture the rising steam. A copper pipe connected to the hood performed a series of loops and then emptied into a bucket sitting on a table.

Something about the nature of the air stung Dion’s eyes, causing them to water. He coughed; the sharp odor was overwhelming. He watched as Xenophon checked on the contraption, first inspecting the hood and the copper tube, then peering into the container that appeared to be the end result of the process.

‘What in the names of all the gods is it?’ Dion asked.

‘Distillation of tar,’ Xenophon said, lifting his head from the bucket. He smiled. ‘At least that’s what I hope it is. Some call it naphtha. Others Galean Fire.’

Dion came over to join Xenophon and stared down into the container. Three inches of perfectly clear liquid looked like nothing more than water, if it weren’t for the smell. Seconds passed before he saw the tiniest droplet fall from the end of the tube.

‘Naphtha?’ Dion asked. He suddenly realized what the old philosopher was talking about and jerked away from the table. ‘Is it dangerous?’

‘I believe so.’ Xenophon grinned. ‘That is the point, is it not? To be honest, I am better suited to engineering than alchemy. I wasn’t going to show you until I had produced more. Well? Can you find a use for it?’

‘Definitely,’ Dion said. ‘I won’t turn down anything we can use to defend ourselves.’

‘I can’t promise you quantity,’ Xenophon said. ‘It takes a great deal of time to distill. But I suppose one should never put off beginning a project in the fear that there won’t be time to complete it. As the philosopher Arturo said: “The best time to plant a tree was ten years ago. The second best time is today.”’

Dion nodded in appreciation. ‘I’ve never heard that before.’

Xenophon turned away from his project to meet Dion’s eyes. He stood in silence for a time, considering, before he finally cleared his throat. ‘Speaking of advice, young king, may I give you some?’

‘Go on,’ Dion said apprehensively.

‘A lot of processes take time. Take wounds, for example. They say time heals all wounds, even wounds of the soul. Do you believe that?’

Dion’s eyebrows came together in a frown. He knew what Xenophon was referring to. ‘I’m not certain all wounds can be healed.’

‘People talk,’ Xenophon said, ‘and I have ears to listen. You lost your young bride, who was carrying your child.’ The old philosopher’s voice was grave. ‘It is no easy thing to go through. But I am older than you are, and, yes, wiser. Believe me. You will heal.’
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The Royal Palace was always busy. Tall and grand, with a large terrace facing the sea in the east and a smaller terrace gazing at the hills in the west, it was the scene of constant comings and goings. Officers gave reports and overseers delivered updates. Almost everyone made requests for money.

Dion was in his throne room, standing in front of a copper urn that occupied a niche in the wall. He tilted the urn to look at its underside. The design was relatively plain, but it had been fashioned by Lentos, who was a famed craftsman in his day. Dion wondered how much coin the urn might fetch. He sighed and gave up; the answer was that it would barely be worth the effort.

There were dozens of empty niches around him. Every item of gold or silver had been sold to fund the war effort. Dion had plundered the rings that once belonged to his father, King Markos, as well as the necklaces that his mother wore long ago. He had kept only the ivory comb she’d once pulled through the dyed tresses of her secretly silver hair.

Hearing voices, Dion turned away from the wall.

His uncle, Glaukos, was approaching with Finn by his side. The two men were often together: Glaukos was Dion’s most senior adviser, and Finn was his master of trade and treasury. Glaukos hated being an administrator, and was far more comfortable in his role as Xanthos’s largest landowner, but Dion depended on him far too much to let him give the responsibility to another. He was a tall, slim man, with neatly combed gray hair and sharp, patrician features.

Finn, with his garish taste in clothing and theatrical manner, was a rogue and former pirate, and couldn’t be more different from Glaukos. But they were the two men Dion relied on the most in all things. He knew he was fortunate that they were as close as they were.

Finn had told Dion about Chloe’s success in forging peace between Tanus and Sindara. She was in Phalesia now, he knew. He could count on Amos to look after her. She was never far from his mind, but the important thing was that she was safe. In his experience, safe meant anywhere away from him.

‘You will remember our conversation from last night,’ Glaukos said. ‘Here he is, so that he can explain to you himself.’

Finn spread his hands. ‘In simple terms,’ he said, ‘we’re broke.’

‘Then borrow,’ Dion said, scowling.

‘We have already borrowed all we can,’ said Finn. ‘And yet the lists Xenophon sends me grow longer day by day.’

‘He told me he found a way to simplify the new citadel at Fort Liberty,’ Dion persisted. ‘That should save money.’

‘We could not afford the citadel in the first place,’ Glaukos said. ‘We have even sold our reserves of winter grain.’

Dion turned to Finn. ‘How much grain do we have left?’

‘Barely enough to last six months.’

‘Then sell two-thirds of it.’

‘But Dion—’ Glaukos protested.

Dion raised a hand when he saw three newcomers approaching. They were priests of Balal, dressed in black robes. One of them, stick-thin and older than the others, carried a scroll.

Glaukos and Finn turned in surprise. ‘What’s this?’ Glaukos demanded.

‘Finn,’ Dion said, ‘do you mind leaving us?’

Finn looked from face to face. ‘With pleasure,’ he said, giving a deep bow before fleeing the area.

‘This is it?’ Dion held out his hand.

‘As you requested, sire.’ The old priest gave Dion the scroll.

Dion immediately unfurled it and looked it over, quickly reading the text. It was simple enough to follow. He nodded in satisfaction and handed it to his uncle. ‘Here.’

Glaukos was perplexed as he held the scroll at the top and bottom and read. His expression shifted from confusion to disbelief. ‘Dion, listen to me—’

‘I’m making you my heir,’ Dion said. ‘If I die, you will be king of Xanthos.’

He took the scroll from his uncle and looked around the chamber, finally setting his sights on the raised wooden throne. He motioned for the priests to follow as he strode over and laid the scroll out on the throne. He then beckoned for one of the younger priests to pass him a stylus.

Dion swiftly signed before glancing at his uncle. ‘We both need to make our marks.’

Glaukos walked over slowly; his expression hadn’t changed. ‘Listen, Dion. The heir should be your son, or a younger man. You need a wife. Share the burden. Bear a son.’

‘After Isobel, I doubt I’ll ever marry again. Do it, Uncle. Please.’

Glaukos scowled, but he signed where Dion indicated. Dion shook the scroll to dry it and then handed it to the priest.

‘Thank you all,’ he said to them, before turning back to Glaukos. ‘I have to go to the barracks. Sell the grain. Find the money.’
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It was late at night and Dion was too fatigued to work, plan, talk, or even to sleep. He sat alone on a bench on the Orange Terrace, smelling the sweet scent of citrus and leaning his elbows on the stone table as he gazed out to sea. Summer was always dry in Xanthos, and there wasn’t a single cloud to obscure the swathes of glittering stars. They glittered like faraway campfires, as if the armies of heaven were encamped on the black expanse and preparing to make war. Dion shook himself; he needed to think about something other than battle plans.

He started; there was a sound, at the limits of hearing. It was like fast breathing or the panting of bellows at the forge. It reminded him of a sail snapping as it caught the wind, but the sound was repeated, time and again.

It grew louder. Soon it was undeniably the sound of dragon wings.

Dion shot to his feet. If they were coming, surely the alarm would have been raised. Could it be that Palemon had chosen to raid his palace at night?

Finally he saw silver scales reflecting the moonlight and breathed a sigh of relief. He slumped, putting a hand over his heart. He realized that he should have known who this dragon was; now that he could see her, he could also sense Liana’s presence. Fatigue had clouded his mind.

The silver dragon descended and slowed on the terrace, wings fluttering before coming to a complete rest. By the time Dion had walked toward the decorated stone rail at the terrace’s end, Liana had changed back to her usual form. She stood side by side with a beautiful, dark-haired woman in white. Dion didn’t mean to ignore Liana, but he couldn’t look away from Chloe.

Her long hair blew in the sea breeze. Almost black, its color contrasted with her pale skin. A copper necklace with a medallion dedicated to the goddess Aeris graced her neck. Her large brown eyes stared directly into him.

‘Chloe . . .’ Dion finally tore his eyes away from her. ‘And Liana. It is good to see you both well.’ He saw Chloe frown slightly and took a deep breath. He knew he was speaking too formally, but he didn’t know what else to say. He softened his tone. ‘Thank you, Chloe. I heard what you did in Sindara. It can’t have been easy.’

Her frown deepened, and he knew her well enough to realize she was becoming angry. Perhaps he hadn’t been to see her, but it was better that way, and surely safer for her.

‘This was a bad idea,’ Chloe said. ‘I shouldn’t have come.’

Dion noticed that Liana was looking from face to face, staring at them both as if watching strange, incomprehensible creatures. She cleared her throat. ‘I think I’ll leave you to talk.’

Chloe waited until Liana had left and then stepped forward. She reached out to take Dion’s hand, but he moved back. A look of hurt crossed her face.

‘Why are you here?’ he asked.

‘Why—’ She broke off and color came to her cheeks. ‘You have to ask why I would come to see you?’

‘Chloe . . . Don’t you understand? Isobel died because of me. I don’t want you to be a target too. I want to protect you, and that means staying away from you.’

Chloe’s face tightened; her expression became fierce. ‘I don’t need you to look out for me. I’ve taken care of myself for a long time.’ She shook her head. ‘I came to you for advice, but I’m already regretting it.’

‘What are you planning?’ he asked slowly.

She lifted her chin. ‘I’m going to Athos. I have questions for the Oracle, and I thought you might too. We need to learn what we can.’

‘No,’ Dion snapped without thinking. ‘You can’t. It’s too dangerous. That sorceress, Zara . . . You broke her spell. She will be looking for you, and searching for magic could lead her to Athos.’

‘We are all of us in danger,’ Chloe said.

Dion thought furiously. He knew that once Chloe had made up her mind he would never convince her otherwise. But he simply couldn’t let her go to Athos when the sky might become filled with dragons at any time. He wanted her to be surrounded by soldiers, not risking herself far from home.

He had an idea. It wasn’t subtle, but it was the best he could come up with. ‘I need some time to think. Can you wait until the morning? You can stay here tonight in one of the guest chambers.’

Chloe frowned, but seeing Liana returning, her manner softened. ‘Yes, fine.’

‘I’ll summon the steward,’ Dion said.

‘Dion . . .’ Chloe called after him as he left. ‘I . . . I know you’re still grieving. Remember, it wasn’t your fault.’
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The bed was comfortable, but Chloe tossed and turned for hours. Meanwhile Liana snored softly nearby; somehow Chloe had never suspected that an eldran might actually snore. Finally Chloe’s exhaustion won the battle with her hopes and fears and she sank into sleep.

It was still mostly dark, in the hour or so before dawn, when there was an urgent rapping on the door.

Chloe woke with a start, shaken out of a nightmare. She saw Liana hurry to the door and speak to someone for a short time. The rumble of a man’s voice was curt and quick before Liana replied. The conversation was over in moments and then Liana returned.

Chloe became worried when she saw Liana’s troubled expression. ‘What? What is it?’

‘There was an urgent message from Phalesia,’ Liana said. ‘Apparently . . . Apparently something has happened to your sister.’

‘Happened? What do you mean?’ Chloe rushed to the doorway and poked her head out, scanning the corridor, but the messenger was gone. She turned back to her friend. ‘What did he say?’

‘I asked him for information, but he didn’t know anything more. Only that you’re needed at home – urgently.’

Chloe stood transfixed for a moment. Sophia had been making poison. She might have had an accident. She could be dying.

Chloe started throwing items into her satchel. ‘Will you take me back to Phalesia?’ She glanced up at Liana.

‘Of course I will. We should say goodbye to Dion.’

‘There’s no time.’ Chloe straightened, ready to depart.
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The next morning Dion was once again at the Orange Terrace. He pondered as he paced. He regretted deceiving Chloe and giving her false news about her sister, but he needed to keep her safe. He hadn’t bought much time, but when Chloe did finally make it to Athos he planned to have soldiers already on the island.

He came to a halt near the edge of the terrace where he had a clear view of the shore. The sight of his defenses helped him to think about something else.

A long palisade followed the sea. It stretched from one headland to the next, completely guarding the small bay that was Xanthos’s harbor. The barrier consisted of sharpened logs, embedded deep in the sand and leaning outward to face the water. The angle meant Dion’s ballista crews wouldn’t have to worry about an enemy coming in below their field of fire. Charging dragons might throw themselves onto the sharpened poles. The side of the city facing the sea was Dion’s weakness. He had to pray that the barrier would do its job.

Dion turned when he heard a gruff voice.

‘You asked for me, lad?’ Cob called as he approached.

Dion nodded and waved at his old friend to join him. He lifted his gaze to take stock of his fleet, drawn up side by side on the beach, just outside the barrier. There was a gap in the palisade, a moveable piece of fence that enabled the fishermen to reach their boats and the naval crews to take care of their ships. Dion had twenty-two warships in total, including six triremes, as well as a host of galleys and merchant vessels. The navy was grounded, at Dion’s orders. Palemon would come from the sky. This confrontation wouldn’t be fought on water.

Cob joined Dion at the rail, and Dion drew his attention to the ballistae. They were evenly spaced on the high ground inside the barrier, just as they guarded the walls on the city’s other side. The oversized crossbows were usually operated by men in pairs, but could be managed by a single warrior if need called for it.

‘Have you seen them in action?’ Dion asked.

Cob shook his head.

‘Watch.’

A burly soldier, stripped to the waist, was climbing one of the logs that formed the palisade. He reached the summit, then a companion below counted down from three and tossed up a wooden shield, two inches thick and three feet in diameter. The burly soldier caught it and, using the leather strap at the back, fixed the shield to the top of one of the poles. Finally he shimmied back down.

‘There he is.’ Dion pointed.

In his loose white robe and with his beard as long as ever, Xenophon stood out from the armored soldiers of Xanthos as he directed the proceedings. Crews waited at the ready at a dozen ballistae, while a crowd of onlookers watched from behind. At a command from the old philosopher, one soldier at each weapon wound the crank as a companion fitted a sharpened iron spear in the channel, ready to be propelled forward by the taut string of hardened leather. The muscles in the soldiers’ arms bulged when they lifted the stocks that pivoted on the weapon’s base and pointed their ballistae at the wooden shield. Meanwhile their companions took another projectile from the nearby barrel, ready to reload at a moment’s notice.

‘Here it comes,’ Dion murmured.

Xenophon called out, and in unison the dozen ballistae fired. The sound of the weapons snapping almost made Dion jump, and the black flashes of the projectiles were so swift that he could barely follow them. A split second after Xenophon’s shout, the shield was ruined beyond belief. Tatters of wood hung from seven or eight shafts embedded deep in the pole where the shield had been. The accuracy of the ballistae was impressive, but it was the weapons’ sheer power that was devastating. There was no question of the thick shield deflecting a single strike. The logs behind, as thick as a big man’s thigh, had been penetrated clean through.

Cob let out a breath. ‘All right. I’m impressed.’

‘Wait,’ Dion said. ‘There’s more.’

The ballistae crews reloaded while Xenophon took another shield and walked through the gap in the barrier to reach the sandy beach, away from the soldiers’ view. The onlookers waited expectantly. The soldiers stood tensed and ready to fire their weapons. Without warning, Xenophon tossed the shield up and it arced into the sky, spinning as it gained height.

Again the ballistae fired. A cluster of a dozen iron spears peppered the sky. The shield dissolved in a splinter of fragments.

Dion nodded approvingly. Every shot had been close. And dragons were far bigger than shields.

Xenophon returned, while boys ran past him to dive into the sea and claim the bounty for any projectiles they could find. The philosopher moved on to the next dozen ballistae. The training would continue all day.

‘He’s utterly tireless,’ Dion said, watching him and shaking his head. ‘I don’t know how he finds the energy.’

‘I’ve thought that about you more than once,’ Cob said.

Dion smiled. ‘If I have half his vigor and a quarter of his wisdom when I’m his age, I’ll consider myself lucky.’

‘So what next?’

‘I hear the citadel at Fort Liberty is near completion.’

‘Aye, it is. Roxana’s there now. That woman knows how to organize a work crew.’

‘I’ll need you to take eighty ballistae with you when you go there. Get them up on the walls.’

‘You have enough to spare?’

‘Enough?’ Dion shrugged. ‘I’ve beggared the kingdom, but I can’t abandon Fort Liberty. I’m sending ballistae to Phalesia too.’

Cob scowled. ‘I hear most of your debts are to Phalesian lords. And now you’re giving them weapons with no promise of payment?’

‘I have to help the people I care about,’ Dion said. He hesitated. ‘And there is something else. I have a favor to ask.’

‘Anything, lad. You’re pushing yourself hard, I can see that. What can I do?’

‘How many ships are you taking to Fort Liberty?’

‘Three.’

‘Take five. And a full complement of marines. On your way to Fort Liberty, I need you to go to Athos.’

Cob frowned. ‘You want to give an offering to the Oracle?’

‘I want you to secure the island.’

‘Why?’ Cob’s brow furrowed, and then he realized. ‘Ah. Chloe wants to go there.’

Dion nodded. ‘She does.’

‘I understand,’ Cob said. ‘I’ll leave some men and send word when it’s done.’

‘Thank you, my friend.’

‘We all do what we can for the ones we love.’
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Zara circled over the island, making sure she’d come to the right place before committing to her assault. The merchants in Malakai said that the isle of Athos was long and low, with a thick forest of evergreens spread like a blanket at one end and cliffs and barren rock at the other. There was a small sandy beach enclosed by headlands: Seer’s Cove, the only good harbor for ships to come and go. Ancient structures of stone, now in ruins, clustered near the hills on the isle’s western side.

She had chosen to make her approach a few hours after dusk. Night’s black curtain was firmly in place, but the sky was littered with stars and the crescent moon shone on the terrain below. She saw the woodland, the cliffs, and the cove, and the piles of stone that were too orderly to be natural. The island she was flying over matched the description she’d been given, but there was only one way to be certain. She ordered her dragon to descend. Then, finally, she saw what she was looking for.

Bright-colored flames flickered and danced on the rocky landscape, scattered around a path of blue stone and burning near a cave. Some of the flames were pure white, but others were as green as emeralds or as red as the dragon she was riding. Zara’s eyes lit up with excitement. This was the thrill she always felt in the presence of magic.

As she flew down toward the path of blue stone, the six dragon riders with her followed suit. They were all sorcerers, trained since birth in light, wind, sound, and fire. They had lost their comrades to the sea when the dark-haired woman broke the spell that had revealed ancient Aleuthea. Like Zara, they wanted revenge.

Seeing the way the multi-colored flames clustered around the cave, Zara knew where her destination should be. The Oracle – a woman of magical ability who gained wealth by claiming to foretell the future – was well known even in Malakai. Magic wasn’t unheard of in the Realm; it was merely rare. The dark-haired woman and the Oracle were clearly the same person. Zara’s gaze was on the open mouth of the cave.

She lifted her fire staff and pointed it at an angle as she gave a piercing shout. With a swift command through the copper chains, she told her scarlet dragon to put on speed, and soon the wind was howling past her ears as she plummeted. The six dragons formed a tight wedge around her, filling her with confidence.

Then a bright silver light flashed below. A heartbeat later something struck the group of dragons with the force of a hurricane.

Zara cried out. The group was ripped apart and suddenly Zara’s dragon was spinning in the air. She alternated glimpses of starlight with visions of the dark sea below, but kept her knees clenched tightly to her mount as she gripped the copper reins and issued firm mental commands to bring the creature under control. The twisting wind began to die down, and finally its ferocity eased. Zara was able to right herself and regain her bearings.

The formation had been broken apart, but her sorcerers were well trained and had regained control of their mounts just as she had. Zara’s stomach clenched. She had been expecting to find defenders, but for a brief moment she wondered if she should have brought a larger force. Then she reminded herself that she was skilled in magic and had trained most of her companions herself. The dragons they rode would give them supremacy.

She steadied her nerves even as she saw that the wind was only the beginning.

A ball of flame the size of a barrel twisted and roared; it streaked across the sky, heading directly for her. She flattened herself on her dragon’s back while the fireball scorched the air where her head had been a moment before. Lifting her head, she saw that there were figures spreading out near the cave: four thin men in white robes. Each held a tall staff, and the metal devices at their tips were glowing as they fought to defend their island. Bright light flashed from a sun staff, but Zara knew it was intended to blind her and averted her eyes. Wind so fierce it was visible flew from a silver spiral, striking one of Zara’s group and carrying him away in another gale. A warbling sound split the air, slamming Zara’s teeth together, while more fireballs flew in a volley at another sorcerer on her left.

But with the dragons so high in the sky, the range was difficult for the defenders, and now that Zara and her sorcerers were alerted it was becoming easier to evade their magic. Zara’s dragon dodged another fireball and then she scowled.

To me! She projected the order through the copper chains, and it was relayed to the rest of the group through the bond between dragons. She then instructed her mount to fly as fast as it could go, directly at the men on the ground.

Wings tucked in. The dragon streamlined its body until it was as sleek and slender as a fish. Zara dived.

The drop made her stomach lurch. But at the same time, Zara pointed her staff and summoned all of her rage and hatred. Power surged in her mind and flowed into the iron claw, which glowed like the fires of the underworld. Leaning forward on the dragon, hugging its neck to her chest, she pointed her staff and launched salvo after salvo of fireballs at one of the four men below.

In her peripheral vision, she saw her six other sorcerers follow suit, plummeting at the island. Fire bathed the landscape. One of the defenders tried to raise a shield of air before throwing himself sideways to escape two consecutive fireballs. Zara snarled as he escaped the barrage. One of her companions sent a burning sphere into the middle of another defender’s chest and he burst into flame; soon he was charred to death. Weaving to present a difficult target, the skinny magus wielding fire attempted his own counterattack, but then a dragon grabbed him in its claws and carried him screaming into the sky before releasing him from a devastating height onto the hard rock.

Zara narrowed her gaze at the man with the resonance staff. Like the others, he was completely bald, with sunken cheeks and a skeletal frame. Legs apart, he stood his ground. He pointed his staff at her and the copper fork at the top flared. Piercing sound struck Zara’s eardrums, filling her head with agony. She screamed and began to lose focus on her power. Her ability to summon a fireball vanished, yet still her dragon swooped down, directly at her opponent. Zara flipped her staff to bring the sharpened metal spike at the bottom to bear. The distance narrowed to fifty paces, then twenty. The pain was excruciating. Her head felt as if it would explode. She could take it no longer . . .

She thrust the staff like a spear, stabbing into her opponent’s throat. Immediately the sound that had been shattering her senses vanished. As Zara flew up into the sky again and gazed down, the magus sank to his knees. He clasped both hands around the wound in his throat and then toppled to the side.

Her heart racing, Zara searched frantically and instructed her dragon to hover. She had seen three of the defenders killed, but where was the fourth? Finally she saw another body; the magus with the wind staff was scorched and lying in a crumpled heap.

The isle of Athos was still and silent. Zara looked at the mouth of the nearby cave, but saw no sign of movement.

Take me down, she instructed her dragon.

Clawed limbs settled to the stone, and Zara slipped from the creature’s leathery back. Her fellow sorcerers landed shortly after, exchanging shaky glances.

Zara took another moment to examine the area. The mysterious flames still danced on the hills and framed the sides of the winding path that led to the cave. After the ferocity of battle, the scene was strangely quiet, almost tranquil. She walked to the man she’d killed and wiped her weapon on his white robe. She then gazed down at him.

‘Who are you?’ she murmured.

He was a sorcerer, that much was clear, as skilled as any of her companions, if not more so. She had no doubt that without the advantage of the dragons their magical battle would have had a completely different outcome. But whoever he was, he wasn’t from Necropolis. Either he was of Aleuthean descent or he was something else altogether.

Zara’s brow furrowed, then she turned her attention to the cave. ‘I’m going in,’ she called to the men around her. ‘Wait here and keep watch.’

‘Sorceress,’ a gray-robed man said, ‘at least take one of us with you.’

‘That will not be necessary,’ she said curtly.

Zara wanted to take her revenge on the dark-haired woman personally. If the woman was hiding in the cave, it meant that she was afraid. Zara had faced her out on the open sea in a contest of wind and waves and easily defeated her. The woman had strength, but breaking a spell was easier than creating one. Zara was not afraid.

Fire staff in hand, Zara stepped onto the path of blue stone. She climbed the sloping ground and soon reached the shadowed entrance of the cave. Without pausing, she plunged inside.

As she had expected, it was dark. A fire staff wasn’t as effective as a sun staff, but she nonetheless sparked the well of power inside her and sent a burst to the iron claw. A crimson glow, hot as an ember, radiated from the top of the staff and revealed a rough passage that appeared to be naturally formed. Moisture showed on the walls and trickled down channels on either side of the smooth floor. The tunnel twisted and turned, but always headed down, farther into the earth.

Zara felt her anticipation rise as she followed the passage. At any moment she expected to find this so-called Oracle, who had wrought so much havoc at Cape Cush and nearly cost Zara her life. It was her quarry who should be afraid now. And if she wasn’t, she was a fool.

Soon Zara could see pale light ahead, flickering on the stone walls. She rounded a bend, and then she came to a round, high-ceilinged cavern.

She smiled.

Sitting on the cavern’s floor, in front of a tall white fire, was a woman. She had her back to Zara, and wore a long-sleeved black robe, but her shape was undeniably female. She was hunched, staring into the pale flames, and long hair the color of the snow in the frozen north cascaded down her back.

Zara’s smile faded.

The woman she was looking for had dark hair.

Zara circled the fire, her eyes on the woman the entire time. With the flames now between them, she studied her. The woman still hadn’t looked up, but Zara could see that she was beautiful, perhaps even more beautiful than Zara herself. Her long, straight hair obscured much of her face, but Zara saw that her cheekbones were high, and her lips were full. The dark-haired woman who had broken Zara’s spell had been pretty, but her features were sharp, and her bearing was proud, almost imperious. Zara remembered the face of her enemy all too well, and this wasn’t her.

The woman staring into the fire suddenly looked up.

Her eyes were a startling green, piercing and intent. When she spoke, it was in a sibilant hiss.

‘Zara,’ she said slowly, dragging out the word. ‘You do not know me, but I know you.’

‘Who are you?’ Zara challenged.

‘I am the Oracle.’

Zara clutched her staff tightly. She lifted her chin. ‘I do not believe in oracles. And you do not know me.’

‘But I do.’ The Oracle’s hissing voice raised hairs on the back of Zara’s neck. Her stare was unrelenting. ‘You are Zara, born of Reik and Astrid in the settlement called Necropolis. You were not always cruel. You were a sweet child, clever for one so young, who loved reading books while sitting on your father’s knee.’

Zara’s mouth dropped open. It took her a moment to reply. ‘How do you know their names?’ She heard her own voice shaking.

‘You were not always cruel,’ the Oracle repeated, still fixing Zara with a penetrating stare. ‘It was the sorcerers who took you away from your family and submitted you to fifteen years of savage training . . . It was they who made you as you are.’

Zara scowled. ‘Where is the woman I seek?’ She pointed her staff at the Oracle. The iron flared bright red, sending off waves of heat. ‘There is another sorceress. Where is she?’

‘I prophesize that you will not learn that today.’ The Oracle’s mouth curled in a grim smile.

‘There is no such thing as prophecy.’

The Oracle sighed. ‘I grow tired.’

She hung her head and seemed to sag, her shoulders rolling forward. She let out a long breath and when she lifted her head again Zara recoiled.

Gone was her beauty; there was now nothing pleasant in her face. Her skin was wrinkled beyond belief, with deep furrows carved across it like cracks in old leather. Her mouth was shrunken, lips peeled back to reveal worn, yellowed teeth. Her eyes had somehow become darker, as if an inner fire had left them. The only thing that stayed the same was her hair; it was still long, lustrous, and white.

‘I saw this moment,’ the Oracle said in a rasping voice. ‘I know that I am now about to meet my end. You will kill me, here in this cave.’ She gave a dry chuckle. ‘As for you, Zara, would you like to know the manner of your death?’

‘No.’ The word came out, despite Zara’s belief that there was no such thing as prophecy.

‘The woman you are looking for.’ The Oracle gazed directly into Zara’s eyes. ‘Her name is Chloe.’ The Oracle smiled. ‘She is the one who will kill you.’

‘Liar!’

In an instant Zara’s fire staff was moving. Without conscious effort, she drew on her power until the iron claw shone like the sun. She leveled it at the seated woman and released a torrent of flame.
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Far from Athos, at a villa crowning a hill in the city of Phalesia, Chloe anxiously paced the terrace and now and then glanced at Liana. It was late in the evening, a few hours past dusk, and still there was no sign of Sophia.

‘We’ve searched everywhere,’ Chloe said. ‘She hasn’t been seen in days. No one even knows who sent the message!’

She thought furiously. As soon as she’d heard that her sister was in trouble, she had come home as quickly as possible, but now she was both afraid and utterly bemused. The message had been passed on to her, which meant that its source was credible. But she’d been too worried, and too angry at Dion, to ask who it was from.

‘Chloe,’ Liana said. ‘Chloe!’

Chloe whirled, and stopped in shock and surprise. Sophia was climbing the stairs that led from the streets below to the terrace. She looked as bold and unconcerned as ever, and even smiled and waved as she carried a satchel over her shoulder. Her clothing was grubby, and her hands were dirty.

‘Sophia?’ Chloe strode over to her. ‘Where have you been?’

‘In the forest. I needed henbane.’ Sophia glanced from face to face. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘You’re all right? You haven’t been hurt?’

‘I’m fine.’ Sophia frowned.

‘Why didn’t you tell anyone where you were?’

‘You said you were leaving for Athos. How was I to know you came back?’

A new thought occurred to Chloe. She felt heat come to her cheeks, but took control of herself. ‘I’m glad you’re well.’

‘Of course I am. I’m going inside to wash.’ Sophia left Chloe and Liana still standing on the terrace.

Chloe and Liana exchanged glances.

‘Dion,’ Chloe said. ‘He lied to me. It’s obvious.’ Her anger rose when Liana didn’t disagree.

‘He is only concerned for your safety,’ Liana said.

‘And what would you do if Eiric made you stay in Sindara while he did whatever he pleased? How would you feel if he expected you to stay home and play the flute?’

‘Dion cares about you.’

‘He lied to me. He made me think Sophia was in danger. He convinced me to stay in his palace, just so he could stop me—’ Chloe suddenly broke off. ‘By the gods, what is that?’

She was staring out at the sea. A streak of white light like a comet was rising from the distant horizon. It swiftly climbed the sky and reached a high point before it began to steadily arc back down again. It streaked across the stars, far closer and brighter, and its path of travel was clear.

Chloe stood stunned, transfixed into place. The light was steadily getting bigger, coming closer and closer as it descended. It wasn’t fiery or radiant; it was soft and ethereal, like a spirit or a person’s soul.

‘Chloe! Look out!’

The white light struck its intended destination: her.

Chloe fell to her knees. She felt her entire body quivering from head to toe. Her mind was fragmented, thoughts bursting into shards as soon as she could form them. The power inside her surged.
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She was in a familiar place. It was the Oracle’s cave on the isle of Athos. She felt connected to two places at once. She knew that her body was on the terrace of her villa in Phalesia. But her mind, her awareness, was inside the cave.

Walls of smooth rock surrounded her on all sides. The cavern was well lit by the flickering fire in its center. The air was rank with the sickly stench of charred flesh.

Zara, the leader of Palemon’s sorcerers, stood across the white fire from a smoking corpse. She was panting, and her face was flushed with emotion. There was little left of the mysterious woman who had once shaped and predicted the future and received gold and jewels from kings. She was now a pile of black cloth and ash.

Zara’s expression was murderous. She gripped her staff tightly. The glow of the iron claw gradually faded.

Then, above the Oracle’s body, Chloe saw the ghostly shade of a woman.

She was tall, slender, and beautiful, with blonde, rather than white, hair. She smiled sadly and looked at Chloe with piercing green eyes. Meanwhile Zara stood shaking, completely unaware of the hidden companions she shared the cavern with.

‘I have tried to shape events as much as I can,’ the Oracle said to Chloe in a soft voice. ‘Now the future lies with you.’

Chloe wanted to speak, even though she didn’t know if she was able to, but then she felt a powerful sense of shifting.
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‘Chloe? Chloe!’

Chloe gasped for air and opened her eyes. Nearby, Liana sighed with relief as Chloe returned to her feet. She was still on the terrace of her home in Phalesia. Hardly any time had passed.

‘Are you hurt?’ Liana started to pat her all over.

‘I’m . . . fine,’ Chloe said.

‘What happened?’

‘The Oracle . . . She’s dead.’

[image: image]

Zara tore her eyes away from the Oracle’s corpse and tried to calm herself. The woman’s words had unsettled her. But no matter . . . She was dead now. There were no such things as prophecies.

Zara scanned the cave, obviously a place of magic. There might be more to learn. She wandered around its perimeter and then stopped.

There was a fissure in the rock, concealed from casual view. The cave appeared to continue farther.

With her slender frame, Zara easily slid through the gap, and a passage opened up again on the other side. A tunnel, narrower than the last and longer, led her down into the earth. The walls were smooth and glistening; she put her hand against the rock and felt wetness. Again she used her fire staff to guide her footsteps, ducking under the occasional overhang and navigating bends. But then the glow of the iron claw was no longer necessary.

As she approached the end of the passage, she saw a light ahead, so bright it made her squint. Unlike the light of the white fire, it didn’t flicker. It was powerful and steady, without color, as if the gates of heaven beckoned.

Zara lifted a hand to shield her eyes while she walked.

Soon she became aware of a soft humming, buzzing sound. It was low, almost beyond the range of hearing. As she waited for her eyes to adjust to the glare, she sensed that she was standing at the entrance to a vast space.

When she took her hand away from her eyes, the clear white light filled her vision. It was the purest light imaginable, utterly unlike sunlight, with no yellow in it at all. It carried no warmth, and although initially it made it hard for her to see her surroundings, it wasn’t harsh or painful.

Zara took a step forward.

Slowly her eyes adjusted and she began to make out detail. She saw a rocky, irregular ceiling high overhead, and dozens of stalactites hanging down like oversized dragon’s teeth. She was in a large cavern, naturally formed, with craggy walls and a smooth, stone floor. There were no other passages than the way she had come.

Her eyes returned to the source of the light.

Half a dozen paces in front of her, occupying the cavern’s center, was an immense white jewel: a symmetrical, multifaceted prism, with sharp angles and a diamond shape. It was larger than a man’s head and rested on a delicate stand made of steel, an object nearly as beautiful as the gem itself. The stand was made of multiple thin strands of gold, silver, copper, and iron, curling around each other and forming a depression to contain the prism. The jewel’s radiant glow appeared to come from somewhere inside, powerful and steady, neither waxing nor waning.

Zara approached the jewel slowly. She was struck by awe. The power inside her was drawn to the jewel, and she knew without doubt that she was looking at something not of this world. When she reached it, she peered down into its depths and hesitantly lifted a hand, hovering it over the jewel’s smooth, hard surface, suddenly afraid to touch it.

She summoned her courage and pressed her fingertips against it.

She started. Her hand went through the jewel as if it wasn’t there. She tried again and, despite the fact that she was looking directly at it, her fingers passed through empty air.

Zara’s sense of awe grew stronger. She contented herself with staring down into its depths.

At first she saw only light, but she continued to stare and concentrated. She felt her awareness sinking deeper into the light, and slowly, gradually, she lost all track of where she was. The low hum that filled the room struck a harmony with the power inside her. Together they became synchronized, and the light developed texture. It swirled and merged, parting like clouds.

Zara blinked. She could see something: dark shapes appearing and disappearing. The shapes had wings; they were creatures, flying through the ether, becoming larger and more distinct.

She concentrated harder on what she was seeing. She was watching dragons, hundreds of them, with shining red scales, wings like bats, and gnarled bodies, like demons circling the gates of the underworld. She peered still harder. One of the dragons was coming toward her. It flew at the surface of the jewel with terrifying speed. In an instant it filled Zara’s vision, obscuring everything else. The dragon’s jaws parted as it lunged at Zara’s face.

‘Sorceress!’

Zara jumped back and whirled, her eyes wide with fear. She saw a gray-robed sorcerer. He stood at the entrance to the cavern and had an uncertain expression on his face as he called out to her.

‘Finally,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know if it was safe to approach. We have to leave.’

‘No.’ Zara turned back to the jewel. ‘I must study it more.’

‘Sorceress, you are not listening! It’s after dawn—’

‘Dawn?’ Zara frowned. She shook her head. ‘That’s not possible.’

‘You have been here all night. We have to leave. There are warships approaching the island.’

Zara swore. She turned to the jewel one last time.

There was something here that she was only beginning to understand.
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The morning sun glistened on the rippling waves and bathed the island of Athos in light. Five triremes – sleek, powerful warships with three banks of oars – approached cautiously, sails down and drums pounding with a slow march rather than a vigorous run. Archers lined the rails, arrows nocked to the string. Six ballista crews on each vessel scoured the sky, ready to unleash their weapons at a moment’s notice. Cob had his small but powerful fleet on high alert.

He wasn’t expecting trouble. The eldren watching Malakai would have reported any movement from Palemon’s army. But Dion had entrusted him to secure the island, and that was what he would do.

Cob had sailed the Maltherean Sea his entire life and had traveled to Athos before. At first it looked much the same as ever. He stood up near the bow and cast his eyes over the low wall of stone that separated the beach from the rocky terrain above. Colorful flames littered the area around the Oracle’s cave. A winding path of blue stone connected the gap in the stone wall to the cave on higher ground.

Cob shielded his gaze from the rising sun, and then his eyes widened. There were swathes of black, burned patches near the cave. It looked like fierce heat had scorched the ground in multiple places. He wondered if it was something to do with the multihued fires. It certainly wasn’t something he’d seen before.

He knew he had to be cautious, and he waited until all five of his vessels had navigated the channel before he ordered his fleet to drive up on the shore. The drums pounded. Oars churned the water. In near unison, the triremes slid onto the sand, beaching themselves and becoming like stranded whales, suddenly out of their natural element.

Cob bellowed to his crew. Everything had to happen swiftly now. The oarsmen hauled the vessels high enough to give them solid footing, but not so high that they couldn’t be easily launched again. The gangway sped out and armored marines holding javelins raced down to the shore, forming a wall. Archers followed and were soon arrayed behind the first line, staring up at the sky. Everyone stayed within range of the ships’ ballistae, which were armed and ready, swiveling one way and another.

Cob then disembarked and stood on the sand, gazing up at the entrance to the cave. An olive-skinned officer in a captain’s uniform joined him.

‘What orders?’ Captain Garion asked.

‘Send out the scouts,’ Cob said. ‘Everyone else remains here.’

The captain left to see it done. A dozen lightly armored men with the lean bodies of runners raced up the bank and dispersed when they reached the other side of the stone wall. Cob waited impatiently. He had a strong sense of foreboding. One of the magi should have met them when they arrived. He kept thinking about the strange scorch marks.

Suddenly one of the scouts came running back. He dashed down the beach and put his hands on his hips, panting as he spoke. ‘I think you need to see this.’

‘Everyone stay here!’ Cob ordered. ‘Captain?’

Captain Garion joined Cob as he climbed the beach and passed through the gap in the wall, following the scout. Cob scanned the area around the cave. Immediately he saw that the black patches on the rock were even bigger than he’d first thought. Most of the scouts were out of view, checking that there were no enemies anywhere on the island, but two were standing in the midst of the scorched ground.

Then Cob’s breath caught. He realized that they were looking down at a body.

Cob exchanged glances with the captain and increased his stride. Searching the area, he saw that there was a second corpse, a dozen paces from the first. Farther still was another.

He reached the pair of scouts and stared down. It was impossible to say what the man had once looked like. His body was charred into ruin, with nothing left of him but a bared rib cage, a collection of bones, and lumps of black and red flesh. Nearby was a hoop of what looked like gold, fixed to two inches of wood, with the rest of the pole now ash. A piece of white cloth fluttered in the breeze.

‘We’re too late,’ Cob muttered.

Shaking his head, he moved on to the next body. This man was more recognizable as one of the Oracle’s magi. He wore a white robe over his gaunt frame and had sunken cheeks, giving his face an uncanny sharpness. His eyes were wide and staring. Rows of gashes on his shoulders made it clear that he’d been the victim of a dragon. His head was bent at an odd angle.

Cob saw a scout running from the mouth of the cave. ‘The Oracle . . .’ The scout’s face was filled with horror. ‘They killed her too. She’s . . .’ The scout paled. ‘She’s been burned to death. There’s nothing left of her.’

Cob swallowed. The Oracle of Athos had been a force in his father’s day, and in his grandfather’s before that. People prayed to her and made offerings at her temples scattered throughout the land. Now, she was gone.

‘Who could do such a thing? To kill the Oracle . . .’ Captain Garion sounded shaken.

Cob looked again at the body at his feet and pointed at the dead man’s staff. An iron claw was fastened to its end, and it was whole and undamaged. ‘Take the staff.’

Cob moved on to the next corpse and saw that this magus had been speared through the throat. Then he heard a shout. A scout was standing over the last of the bodies and waving. Cob heard his words, carried on the wind.

‘He’s alive!’

[image: image]

Cob’s men swiftly assembled a stretcher and carried the magus down to the shore. He writhed and groaned as they moved him while his breath wheezed in his chest. They laid him down on the beach, then Cob crouched at his side and wondered what to do.

The magus’s face and body were badly burned on his left side, and one of his eyes was now a red, puckered socket. His bald scalp was raw, with the skin peeling away. But he was conscious, staring up at Cob with his one good eye.

‘What is your name, magus?’ Cob asked.

‘Zee . . .’ the magus croaked. ‘Zedo.’

‘What happened here?’

‘Attack . . .’ Zedo drifted off, and his eye slowly closed.

Cob thought about Chloe. The wounded magus was likely one of her teachers. Dion had charged Cob to secure the island, but the damage was already done; there was no purpose in leaving a contingent of soldiers now. He thought furiously. Dion also wanted Cob to take a load of ballistae to Fort Liberty.

‘What should we do with him?’ Captain Garion asked.

Cob straightened and made a decision. ‘Phalesia is closer than Xanthos and they have better healers,’ he said. ‘We’ll split up. Captain, take him to Phalesia. Take the staff we recovered with you. Chloe will know what to do. I’ll continue on to Fort Liberty with the rest of the fleet.’

Cob crouched at Zedo’s side again. ‘Hold on, my friend,’ he said. ‘We’re taking you on a journey. You must do your best to survive.’
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Chloe stared at herself in the silver mirror propped up on a table in her bedchamber.

‘I can see it,’ Liana said beside her. ‘Even if you can’t.’

‘You think I look younger?’ Chloe asked incredulously. She pressed her fingers against her cheek.

‘Not younger exactly. But there’s a glow about you. Sophia mentioned it to me. Even Amos said you look like you’ve been sleeping well.’ Liana hesitated. ‘Do you feel any different? Has your power changed?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Chloe closed her eyes and tried to sense the ebb and flow of the well of power inside her. She opened her eyes. ‘I think so. I think it feels stronger.’ She scowled. ‘We won’t be getting any answers now. Everyone who might be able to give them to us is dead. Zara would never have been able to get to the Oracle if the four brothers were still alive.’ She felt anger bring heat to her face. ‘If Dion hadn’t deceived me, I could have been there before Zara arrived.’

‘And then you and I would both be dead.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘Chloe, you say there were four powerful magi defending the island, and they were all killed. What chance would you or I have? Dion saved our lives.’

‘He lied to us,’ Chloe said bitterly. ‘Now we’ve missed an opportunity to learn something about what we’re facing.’

‘Dion just wants to protect you.’

‘But never to love me.’

‘I suppose this is his way of showing that he does.’

There was silence for a time, before Liana began to smile. ‘What am I about to say next?’ she asked.

‘How am I supposed to know?’

Liana’s grin broadened. ‘Just a test. It doesn’t appear that you can now see the future.’

Sophia’s voice came from the reception. ‘Chloe! Consul Gaius is here!’

Liana gave Chloe a squeeze. ‘The future will bring what it brings, Chloe. You have enough to worry about as it is.’

[image: image]

‘I don’t see the problem,’ Chloe said.

Consul Gaius snorted. ‘I suppose you wouldn’t.’

His tone made her eyes narrow. As always, he had a brisk, curt manner, and the way his lips turned down at the corners did nothing to improve his charisma. Today his slicked-back hair was especially oily.

Gaius counted on his fingers as if she were a child. ‘First of all, only men vote at the lyceum. Second, some votes determine working conditions. How many hours must be worked each day . . . Whether laborers must be fed and given water by their employers . . .’

‘Workers’ rights,’ Chloe summarized.

‘Exactly!’ Gaius threw up his hands. ‘And finally, now that women are working alongside the men, they resent that they are not allowed to vote on matters affecting their conditions. Have you heard? Hundreds of women are in Lawmakers’ Square. They sit under the statue of Aldus, all day, every day. They have red pigment on their foreheads, which they say—’

‘They say it symbolizes that they are willing to sweat blood, if they are given the same rights as men,’ Chloe said. ‘Yes, I’m aware.’

‘And while they protest, production is falling—’

‘The same production that rose when the women started working,’ Chloe interrupted. ‘Consul Gaius’ – she said his name in a lecturing manner, echoing his tone – ‘I do understand. I said I didn’t see the problem. Just give women the vote.’

The middle-aged consul’s lips thinned. ‘I knew you wouldn’t have a solution.’

‘That is the solution! They’ve earned the right—’

Chloe broke off as Sophia suddenly dashed into the room, red-faced and panting. ‘Chloe . . .’ she said. ‘They’re asking for you. Come quickly.’
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Chloe pushed through the crowd gathered on the pebbled shore. Soldiers of the city guard held the onlookers back; the unannounced arrival of a Xanthian trireme – one of their neighboring nation’s most powerful warships – was an event that would make people desperate for news.

The soldiers recognized Chloe and made way for her. She approached the vessel, as anxious as the onlookers herself. The gangway was down and a Phalesian officer was talking to a Xanthian captain on the shore nearby.

She then saw two Xanthian soldiers carrying a stretcher down the gangway.

Chloe’s frantic thoughts immediately turned to Dion. She stood frozen in place, unable to walk toward the bearers carrying the stretcher. Her eyes stayed fixed on the injured man. He was too old and thin to be Dion, but any relief she felt swiftly changed to concern as she saw that he was horribly disfigured, burned and blistered, with raw patches showing on half his face. She held her breath when he neared, and then despite his wounds she recognized him immediately. He was identical to his three brothers in every way, except for the brown dots on his bald scalp, visible in a place where his skin was pink but undamaged.

‘Zedo,’ Chloe whispered. But his eyes were closed. She could tell at a glance that he might never open them again.

‘Orders, captain?’ one of the bearers called.

The Xanthian captain turned and saw Chloe. He gave her a nod of recognition and came over, his expression grave. ‘Lady? I was told you would know what to do with him.’

Still stunned, Chloe thought quickly. ‘Take him to the Temple of Aeris,’ she instructed. ‘Tell the high priestess that Chloe, daughter of Aristocles, sent you. He needs urgent care. Quickly now!’

The two bearers moved into action, hurrying toward the agora. Chloe turned to the captain. ‘Has he been conscious?’

‘Not since we set sail from Athos. We gave him what water we could.’

‘He needs salves and soft bandages. It is the pain that will kill him.’

The captain hesitated. ‘Lady . . . I was also told to give you this.’

Chloe turned around and saw a Xanthian soldier with a staff held awkwardly in his arms as if afraid he might suddenly need to throw it.

‘You can leave it with me,’ she said, and the soldier looked relieved. ‘Why were you at Athos?’ Chloe asked the captain.

‘The king sent us to secure the island.’ A shadow crossed over the captain’s eyes. ‘It appears we were too late.’ He looked toward the stretcher bearers climbing the embankment steps on their way to the temple. ‘Will he live?’

‘We will do what we can,’ Chloe said, ‘but his fate is in the hands of the gods.’
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Chloe sat at Zedo’s side. It was cool in the Temple of Aeris. The ceiling was high and the columns holding it up were spaced far apart, letting in the constant sea breeze. She hoped that being away from the stuffy conditions and constant motion aboard ship would help him.

He was on his back on a pallet: an emaciated old man with the appearance of frailty even before he’d been hurt. Fresh linen bandages enclosed his torso and pale pastes glistened on the worst of the wounds on his face. His breathing was becoming shallow. Chloe had given him milk of the soma flower. It was a dangerous dosage, but either the relief would help him recover, or he would pass without pain into the next world.

Suddenly Zedo’s good eye opened. Chloe leaned forward over the pallet.

‘Who is that?’ he croaked.

‘It’s me, Chloe,’ she said. ‘Don’t try to talk. You need rest.’

‘Chloe.’ His breath rasped as he looked up at her. ‘I am glad I am here with you.’

Chloe felt the back of her throat catch. She remembered the cliff at Athos, when Zedo had taught her to build waves that were bigger and bigger each time she tried. She felt a pang of conscience at the way she had left him, taking a boat and vanishing without a word.

‘Do not feel sad,’ Zedo said, his voice strengthening. ‘The Oracle planned it this way.’ His eye moved, and he saw the fire staff leaning against the wall nearby. ‘And her powers are now yours to harness.’

‘What do you mean this was planned? Why me?’ Chloe couldn’t hide the frustration from her voice.

‘The Oracle needed a woman to be ready to receive her power,’ he said. ‘She saw the hand of the gods when you first came to her, and she saw how the materia responded to you.’

Chloe remembered the gleam in the Oracle’s eyes when she had received her three prophecies. That moment had changed her life in more ways than she could have imagined.

‘She used her prophecy to guide your actions,’ Zedo continued, ‘leading you to flee your marriage to Nikolas and encounter the sorcerer Vikram. Only he could show you the Aleuthean path and prepare you for your battle with Triton. Only the pain caused by your lack of control convinced you to submit to our teaching.’

Chloe clenched her fists. ‘You say she chose me. But what about me? Don’t I have a choice?’

‘Of a kind,’ Zedo said wryly. ‘From now on, every time you employ magic . . . visions of the future as well as the past . . . will come too. But you can always choose not to exercise your power.’

Chloe glanced at the fire staff.

Zedo coughed for a time before resuming, and now his voice was weaker. ‘The one thing I know is that the Oracle saw her end, and past it, to what must be done after her death. She must have seen my death too, for she gave me a message for you.’

Chloe leaned forward. Zedo’s voice was becoming faint. ‘Your destiny is at Athos. You will enter the cave and take up the Oracle’s mantle, but only when your entire world is cast into darkness.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I do not know,’ he whispered. ‘But one day, you will.’

Zedo’s eye closed. The breath in his chest slowed.

‘Back on Athos, you said there was a flaw in the magic of the arch!’ Chloe cried frantically. ‘What is it?’

But he gave her no reply. Zedo was dead.
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Far from the Realm of the Three Seas, twelve vessels made their way across the open ocean. A stiff wind built the waves to soaring heights, but also filled the broad, rectangular sails and propelled the fleet with speed. The power of oars meant the dozen biremes could travel close to the wind and always keep heading north and west. The drum pounded night and day. The slaves below decks had little rest.

On the Targus, the foremost ship, a stocky man with bushy black hair and a hunched posture stood with one hand on the mast and the other shielding his eyes as he gazed out to sea. Kyphos scanned ahead, always ahead, for his quest was urgent. He looked for storms, which might delay his rescue, and checked on the fleet’s bearing to make sure they were keeping the sun just on their left. The cool sea breeze stung his eyes, and his skin was already tanned. Around him men rushed to one task or another, but after weeks of sailing the crew knew their business and rarely bothered him.

Soon they would be changing course to head directly north. Before departing, Kyphos had spent weeks talking to the captains of his ships and studying the best charts he could find in Malakai. Of course the frozen land that was the place of his birth was uncharted, but this route promised following winds and best approximated the path of the Solaris, the ship that had brought them to the Realm.

The ship’s bell jangled, and Kyphos tore his eyes off the distant horizon to perform his hourly check. He turned slowly, counting the eleven ships following the Targus like ducklings chasing their mother. He knew their profiles well enough to name each in turn under his breath. His rule was that if he couldn’t identify a vessel, it was too far away. It was imperative that the fleet remain together at all times.

Kyphos had just finished identifying his last ship, a bireme a quarter of a mile off to starboard, when he saw Magus Elmar approaching. The old sorcerer’s pale face was tinged green; he was definitely not enjoying the voyage and spent most of his time below decks. The wind ruffled his straight white hair as he leaned on his sun staff to help ride the constant roll of the ship. He staggered to Kyphos and embraced the mast like a lover.

‘In future, Kyphos, if you want to see me I think it best you come to me,’ Elmar panted.

‘I am in charge of this expedition,’ Kyphos said curtly. ‘I suggest you find your sea legs, sorcerer. We have the greater portion of our journey still ahead of us.’

‘I want to find our people as badly as you do.’ Elmar scowled. ‘Now, what is it you want?’

‘You said your staff can find others like it. Any connection you make would help us choose our course.’

Elmar snorted. ‘We’re far too distant. When we see ice, then I will be able to assist you.’

‘Keep trying regardless,’ Kyphos said. ‘I want to know the moment you—’

‘Land ho!’ the lookout called from the top of the mast.

Kyphos exchanged glances with Elmar and then strode to the bow, easily moving with the ship, while the sorcerer struggled to catch up to him. Reaching the forked bench at the very front, Kyphos put his hands on the rail and waited expectantly.

He was surprised. Just a moment ago he had been scouring the sea and hadn’t seen the slightest hint of land. They’d left the coast behind weeks ago. The ocean was deep and dark, with whitecaps breaking on the waves, lifting the ship up before slamming it back down again.

‘There it is,’ Elmar said from behind him, pointing.

Kyphos scowled; he still couldn’t see it. But then it came into view: a long, snaking island, devoid of trees, covered in a crust of bird excrement. It was low, without cliffs or hills, and every time the waves crashed against its shore, spray misted the air and water traveled up its sides. It was big – big enough for the fleet to make fast while the men aboard enjoyed a night on solid ground.

But they wouldn’t be stopping. Kyphos’s people in Necropolis needed him. There could be no delays.

‘Captain!’ Kyphos called back over his shoulder. ‘Continue our course.’

The island passed them on the right, and Kyphos saw a multitude of seagulls wandering its rocky shore, cawing to each other and flying about in search of food. Soon the fleet began to leave it behind, but then Kyphos turned, and his eyes narrowed.

One of the ships, the Shadrian Pearl, had deviated from its course. It was heading directly for the isle. The white rectangular sail was being lowered.

Kyphos strode back along the deck. ‘Captain! Turn us about. Take us to the Pearl. Bring us close to the other ships as we pass.’

The deck listed as the helmsman moved the tiller sharply, and the mast creaked as the sail adjusted to the new reach, fluttering and crackling before snapping tight again. The Targus turned tightly and then began to pass alongside the vessels that a moment before had been following in its wake. Kyphos bellowed across the water to the captains of each in turn, telling them to continue their current course. The Targus would soon catch up with them.

The distance between the ship and the island closed once again. Kyphos paced the deck and thumbed the head of the axe hanging from his belt. His lips were thinned, his expression murderous. Finally the Targus reached the Shadrian Pearl just as the Pearl’s crew was preparing to deploy a small boat.

‘Take me as close as you can,’ Kyphos instructed the captain.

Oars slid back into the vessel so that the Targus could draw near to the Pearl. Kyphos wrapped a rope hanging from the top of the mast around his wrist. When the time came, he ran along the deck and then flung himself over the gap between vessels. He released when he was over the Pearl’s deck and landed on his feet solidly, if not gracefully.

He straightened and then immediately cast his eyes over the Pearl’s crew. Four men had coiled ropes in their hands and were lowering the Pearl’s all-purpose rowing boat. ‘Do not launch that boat!’

They froze and exchanged glances. Kyphos continued to glare at them until they nodded and brought the rowing boat back onto the top deck.

Kyphos then cast his eyes over the ship. ‘Where is Captain Kalim?’

‘I am here.’

Kyphos whirled and saw Kalim approaching from the bow, where he’d evidently been inspecting the island. With olive skin and a triangular beard, he was a fishing boat captain from Malakai, a man who had proven he could sail a bireme and had the respect of the sailors he’d picked for his crew.

‘Kalim, why are you stopping?’ Kyphos demanded. ‘Were my orders not clear enough?’

‘It was just for a moment, lord.’ Kalim flashed his white teeth. ‘There is a wealth of guano, there for the taking.’

‘Guano? What in the names of all the gods is guano?’

‘That’ – Kalim pointed at the island, where sea birds continued to throng in dense flocks – ‘is guano.’

‘Birds?’

‘No, no.’ Kalim laughed, a mirthful, musical sound. ‘What the birds leave behind is guano. The soil in Imakale is poor. We must irrigate and fertilize. Lord’ – his eyes gleamed – ‘just a small amount of guano can be exchanged for a great deal of silver.’

‘I see,’ Kyphos said. He scanned the ship’s crew. ‘Tell me, Kalim. Who is your second-in-command?’

‘Hafa, lord.’

‘Hafa!’ Kyphos called. ‘Where are you?’

‘Here, lord.’ Unlike Kalim, Hafa kept his eyes lowered and was obviously afraid. He looked like he knew what was coming.

‘You can sail this ship, Hafa?’

‘Y . . . Yes, lord.’

‘Good.’

Kalim looked puzzled as Kyphos walked up close to him. Kyphos was the shorter man, and with his finger he beckoned Kalim to stoop to bring his face down to his. Kalim swallowed and leaned in.

In one swift movement Kyphos wrapped his arm around Kalim’s neck. In full view of the crew, he marched him to the stern and made him stare down into the water.

‘Master, no, I cannot swim.’

Kyphos shoved hard, throwing the former captain of the Shadrian Pearl over the side. Kalim crashed into the water and then began to cry out and flail with his arms.

‘Captain Hafa,’ Kyphos said. ‘Get that sail up and get us moving. Take me back to the Targus.’

‘Of . . . Of course, lord.’

Sailors dashed out of the way as Kyphos strode to the bow, and soon he had the place to himself. He thumbed his axe and thought about the people he’d left in Necropolis. Only the strongest male warriors and a dozen sorcerers had been lucky enough to leave on the Solaris. There were still so many women and children, along with their husbands and fathers, left in that place of cold.

The next time he had to make an example, he decided he would use his axe to do the job. Nothing kept men in line like a little blood.
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Kargan, king of Ilea and ruler of a vast empire, walked along the docks of Koulis, inspecting every ship as he went. A barrel-chested man, with a mop of black hair and an oiled beard, he was sweating in the summer heat and wished he were back in the cool interior of his palace at his capital, Lamara. But some tasks were simply too important to hand over to others.

‘This one,’ Kargan said, stopping near an old, tired bireme with weathered timbers and barnacles visible on the hull below the water’s surface. ‘Scribe!’ he bellowed. ‘Add it to the list.’

The scribe scurried forward and took note of the ship’s name and appearance. Kargan’s companion, Lothar, head of the Council of Five, rubbed his hands eagerly. He was a wrinkled old insect of a man, with thin limbs and gray hair. But his eyes were sharp and avaricious: Lothar was notoriously greedy, and if Kargan wanted to buy his ships, he wouldn’t say no, particularly if the price was right.

‘Five vessels thus far. Are there any more that take your interest, King Kargan?’ Lothar asked.

Kargan glanced back at Javid, who was keeping his distance, along with the courtiers, soldiers, and scribes of Kargan’s escort. Javid watched impassively, thumbs tucked into his trousers. Tall and athletic, with thick lips, dark eyes, and wiry hair tied back behind his head, as always he saw all and said nothing. Only later would he share his thoughts with Kargan, whether Kargan wanted to hear them or not.

‘There is one other I’m interested in,’ Kargan said.

He resumed walking the docks, dismissing decrepit fishing boats, fat-bellied merchantmen, sleek sailing boats, and rowboats that were like children’s toys beside the bigger vessels.

‘I won’t turn down the gold,’ Lothar said. ‘But King Kargan, you are buying my best warships.’

Kargan stopped in his tracks. He strode back toward Lothar and raised a finger, nearly prodding him in the chest. ‘I lost half my fleet, as you well know. And, Lothar, you may consider yourself a canny man, but I know ships, and these are far from your best. They won’t come close to making up for what I lost.’

Kargan turned on his heel and continued his long stride. He finally saw the last of the vessels he wanted, tied alongside a pier farther away. He appraised it as he neared and finally nodded when he came to a halt in front of it.

‘And this one,’ he said. ‘Scribe! This is the last one.’

‘Yes, Great King.’ The scribe’s hand scratched furiously on a sheet of papyrus.

‘An excellent choice,’ Lothar said, wheezing by the time he caught up.

Kargan snorted. ‘They will all need a complete overhaul. Hulls scraped clean. New sails. Planks recaulked. But it’s a start.’ He suddenly turned to face Lothar. ‘Why did you come yourself, Lord Lothar? You could have sent another.’

Lothar looked at the vessel and then met Kargan’s eyes. ‘You brought your entire fleet with you when you came here. Fourteen ships, all crammed full of soldiers. I almost thought it was an attack.’ He smiled without humor. ‘King Kargan, I have heard all kinds of rumors. What is the nature of this new enemy? How worried should we be?’

Kargan looked past Lothar, the most senior administrator in Koulis, and saw Javid watching the exchange. The bodyguard and former assassin gave a slight nod.

Kargan clapped a hand on Lothar’s shoulder. ‘The only thing you need to know, Lord Lothar, is that the stronger my navy is, the more I am able to protect you. You gained your independence, but that doesn’t mean I won’t look out for you.’ Glancing again at Javid, Kargan saw him scowl.

‘But is it true that you were defeated by men on the backs of dragons?’

Kargan barked a laugh. ‘I have heard that story myself. Listen, there is a powerful usurper in Malakai, it is true. But we were taken by surprise at the Chasm. It won’t happen again. Koulis is far from Malakai. You have nothing to fear.’

Lothar looked relieved. ‘When do you want to take delivery of your new ships?’

‘We will leave with them tomorrow.’

‘So soon?’ Lothar’s eyebrows went up. ‘You have barely arrived.’

‘Matters need attending to,’ Kargan said. ‘And don’t pretend that you want me to stay any longer, Lothar. I have the gold with me. You know you’re being paid well.’

Kargan roved his eyes over his new vessel. In time, with work, she would be as proud as any other ship in his navy.

‘Men!’ he called back to the small crowd of people who had been following him. He pointed at the ship. ‘Get to work!’
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Fourteen ships arrived in Koulis but twenty departed. The sizeable fleet left the port city’s harbor and traveled in convoy, heading in the direction of Fort Liberty. The island settlement specialized in chandlers, and Kargan hoped to pick up new sails, ropes, oars, and caulking materials.

The journey to Fort Liberty wouldn’t take long and would give Kargan an opportunity to appraise the new vessels that trailed in the wake of his flagship, the Nexotardis. He was pleased to see that they were sluggish but managing to keep up.

But he was also apprehensive. He scanned the sky constantly. All around him archers stared upwards. Back in Lamara he was recruiting from all over his empire, furiously spending the gold in his treasury. He had been far too wary to travel to Koulis with just two ships or even five: he’d brought his entire fleet.

Fear wasn’t something that Kargan was used to experiencing.

He remembered the terrifying sight of a hundred scarlet dragons attacking his ships like vultures feasting on a carcass. Palemon had procured them out of thin air, and Dion, the king of Xanthos, seemed to think that the usurper of Malakai was using dark magic to create even more. Kargan’s ambition was no longer to reclaim the city Palemon had stolen. It was simply to survive.

He sensed someone else at the ship’s rail and turned to see Javid glowering at him. ‘And what is that look for?’ Kargan scowled.

‘You should have told Lothar the true nature of our enemy.’

‘And why would I do that?’

‘He has a right to know.’ Javid shook his head slowly. ‘Telling lies leaves scars on a man’s soul.’

‘Perhaps it escaped you that Lothar was selling me warships,’ Kargan said. ‘You know the state of the treasury.’ He jerked his chin at the six trailing ships he’d bought from Koulis. ‘If I’d told him the truth, do you think he would have let me buy even those old hulks for the price I did? He would have known how desperate I was and asked for more gold. Or refused to sell them altogether.’

‘And what will happen to the city of Koulis when the dragons come?’

‘The fact is, Palemon won’t come for Koulis; he will come for Lamara. If we fall, Lothar will surrender, but if we win, Lothar will thank us.’

‘But you now have what you wanted,’ Javid said. ‘Send word to Lothar. Tell him what is coming.’

‘Bah.’ Kargan turned away. ‘He will find out soon enough.’
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Palemon strode along the corridors of his palace in Malakai. He was covered in dust, grime, and sweat – he had thought these lands were hot, but that was before high summer. He unbuckled his sword belt as he walked, clutching it under his arm as he yanked off first one mailed glove and then the other. He reached the throne room and threw the pile onto the ground, before attempting to yank off his mail shirt.

Even though the steel shirt was heavy and confining, he had always been able to do it unaided. Yet now, after a full day training with dragons and men, he was fatigued to the core. He grimaced as he bent over at the waist, trying to slide the garment up over his torso and broad shoulders. His slaves knew well enough not to offer help unless he asked for it.

Palemon cursed. He was getting old. There was more gray in his hair than black. And now he was embarrassing himself in his own throne room. At least the only witnesses were slaves.

He suddenly felt hands helping him, but couldn’t see who it was. ‘Sire,’ a soft, female voice said. ‘Let me help.’

‘You’re back,’ Palemon said as Zara assisted him out of the mail shirt. He threw it onto the pile and, now clad in a gray leather vest, headed directly for the high-backed wooden throne, collapsing into it with a barely concealed sigh of relief. He rubbed at his eyes and then regarded the sorceress. ‘Well? Did you find her?’

‘I once believed that the woman we saw at the ruins of Aleuthea was this Oracle, but it is clear that she was instead one of the Oracle’s minions. Unfortunately when I went to Athos, she wasn’t there,’ Zara said. ‘But there were sorcerers on the island. There was a struggle. We killed four of them.’

‘More sorcerers,’ Palemon muttered. ‘Who are they? And who was this Oracle?’

‘Undoubtedly she was the head of the snake,’ Zara said. ‘She was . . . different . . . I questioned her before I killed her, and learned that the dark-haired woman we seek is called Chloe.’

Palemon nodded. ‘So this loose end remains.’ His brow furrowed. ‘How did these people come to use magic? Why were they working against us?’

‘Perhaps they were a rival order to that of Nisos the Archmagus. They may even be more ancient still.’ Zara’s eyes glazed as she remembered. When she spoke, her voice was filled with awe. ‘There was a jewel there. Deep under the ground. Like nothing I have ever seen before. As clear as crystal, but glowing inside with white light. When I stared into its depths, I realized that my power was connected to it. I felt I was looking at the source of it all. I saw our dragons . . . This jewel . . . It knew about them.’ She looked up at him. ‘I want to go back.’

‘No,’ Palemon said sharply. He saw her recoil, as if he’d slapped her.

‘Then let me at least search for—’

‘Time is running out,’ Palemon interrupted. ‘You have had your chance. Soon Kyphos will be at Necropolis. It sounds to me like this Chloe has just lost the rest of her order. If she knew a way to break the spell of the arch, she would have done it.’

‘But there was something the Oracle said . . .’

Palemon smiled without humor. ‘You believe in oracles now?’

‘No,’ Zara said, straightening. ‘You are right. It is nothing.’

‘I need your complete commitment, sorceress.’

‘You have it, sire.’

‘Good. It is time.’

Palemon shifted off his seat and beckoned for Zara to follow him. He led her to a table, which was entirely covered by a map of the Realm of the Three Seas.

‘We have an unbeatable army, but what we don’t have are numbers. We want the Aleuthean Sea safely in our hands, with tribute flowing in from the kingdoms of the Maltherean. Now,’ Palemon said, facing Zara across the table, ‘we can destroy our enemies and raze their cities to the ground, but then we would have no one to rule. No, we need to harness fear as our main weapon.’

‘So what do you propose?’ Zara asked.

‘Eldran scouts are watching us. It is possible that our enemies already realize how powerful we are, in which case the kings of the Maltherean might be willing vassals.’

‘Not after what happened to the king of Xanthos’s bride,’ Zara murmured.

‘And the king of Ilea has long howled for my blood.’ Palemon smiled. ‘No, turning them into willing vassals is something we must work toward.’

‘Hence the fear.’

Palemon nodded. ‘In order to create fear, what we need is action. We must send a message. When they realize they cannot stand against us, they will surrender soon enough.’

‘So where do we attack?’ Zara’s eyes gleamed.

‘There is an outpost far from help. It belongs to the king of Xanthos, but it is an open port, used by Ilea as well.’ Palemon lifted a finger and stabbed it down on a tiny island, almost in the very middle of the Maltherean Sea. The label gave its name: Fort Liberty.

‘Prepare your sorcerers, Zara. We ride to war.’
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Zachary flew high in the sky, conserving his energy. He was old, and experienced at controlling the abilities he’d been born with. If he remained calm, as he was now, he could stay changed for hour after hour, soaring over the city of Malakai, waiting for Palemon to make his move.

Since the death of his wife, Aella, he had become used to spending time alone and had volunteered for this duty. He also knew that it was important, perhaps one of the most important things he would ever do. Despite the fact that all eldren could change their form, only the most powerful of Zachary’s race could become dragons, and it was dragons who were needed to give warning to the nations of Xanthos and Phalesia. Zachary’s scales were mottled with age, but the spread of his wings was immense. He could outrun any red dragon that tried to pursue him. He could change for longer periods than even his son Eiric.

There were far too many dragons in Malakai for them all to be kept in the city, and Zachary saw them now, formed up in rows on the dusty plain outside. At last count there were two hundred and forty winged monsters, resting patiently side by side, utterly under the control of the copper chains that these people from across the sea had salvaged from Aleuthea. There hadn’t been any more added to their numbers in several days, which told him that every set of chains was now in use. As it was, it was a huge number. Each row was a dozen dragons wide, and there were twenty rows in the group. Zachary had never thought he would see such a thing.

He remembered the time before Eiric had sounded the Horn of Marrix. When just a handful of dragons roamed the world, they had terrorized villages and feasted on humans and livestock alike. This was an evil far greater.

Zachary spied movement and tilted his body, riding an updraft to gain height. He gave three sweeps of his wings and coasted forward, peering down at the plain and watching as it suddenly became filled with people.

His heart rate began to increase. He flew faster to gain a better vantage.

Soldiers were climbing onto their dragons, but Zachary could see that this was no mere training exercise. Rather than blunted wooden lances, these soldiers were carrying sharp metal spears. Sunlight reflected from swords and chain mail. And this time there were sorcerers: six men in gray robes mounting dragons in the foremost row.

Zachary lost height and circled. With the sorcerers was a woman in a dress, also holding a staff like her companions. A tall man with dark hair and a long beard wore a huge sword sheathed on his back with the hilt poking up over his shoulder. He settled himself astride the biggest of the red dragons.

The tall man – Zachary knew he was Palemon – clasped his hand over his sword and drew it in a single motion. He raised it into the air, and Zachary could almost hear the roar of the riders arrayed behind him. Palemon’s dragon lifted him into the sky, while the sorcerers fell in behind him, followed by the first row of mounted soldiers, then the next, until the entire army was trailing after the king.

The army of dragons flew over Malakai, past the harbor walls, and soon traveled toward the sea, heading east and slightly north. Zachary shadowed the red dragons from above; there was no chance that the occasional cloud would cause him to lose them.

They would need to rest. The Maltherean Sea couldn’t be reached in a single day. He had to follow them and find out where they were going.

He had to give whatever warning he could.
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Fort Liberty was a lopsided island, with towering cliffs on one side climbing to a high plateau that then descended sharply to the twin headlands of the harbor. The thriving settlement clustered around the sandy beach, but there was only so much space, and so the timber houses rose up the hillside in tiers, which meant that almost every resident had spectacular views of the sea. The island that the Free Men had established as their base was now an important trading outpost, and Cob traveled frequently between Fort Liberty and Xanthos.

Worried about his ability to protect Fort Liberty from afar, Dion had decided to build a citadel on the plateau. Any attackers would have to deal with the stronghold first, and with a high position and thick walls it could deter an invading force. But such a grand project required someone to oversee it, and immediately Dion had thought of Roxana. She knew the island well. Building ships was engineering of a different sort than erecting fortifications, but she had an engineer’s mindset and long experience managing work crews. The philosopher Xenophon’s detailed plans had augmented any gaps in her knowledge, and work had progressed speedily.

The citadel was now complete. Its design was basic: a broad rectangle with battlements like a stone giant’s teeth, high gates of solid oak, and a secure armory, which doubled as a place of sanctuary for the townsfolk. On three sides the walls continued down to the sheer cliffs and then the sea. On the fourth side the gates led to a dusty plain, and then a steep road connected the stronghold to the harbor settlement.

Cob and a young soldier climbed the series of stone steps that led from the citadel’s interior to the roof. Between them they carried a ballista, the soldier gripping its curved arms and Cob struggling with the sturdy base. Sweat streaked down Cob’s forehead; it was blazing hot and he had been working all day. He was red-faced by the time he and the soldier reached the battlements with their burden, and out under the open sky it was hotter still.

‘Let’s put it down for a moment, eh?’ Cob said to his younger companion. They lowered the weapon, and Cob wiped at his forehead as he regained his breath. ‘Getting too old for this,’ he muttered.

‘Where should we put it?’ the soldier asked.

‘There’s only one place left,’ Cob said. The realization that this was the last ballista to bring up filled him with relief. ‘Over there.’ He crouched and gripped the base. ‘All right, lad. Let’s go again.’

Working together, they carried the ballista to the row of matching weapons on the battlements, maneuvering it into place at the end of the line. With long practice Cob helped the soldier tilt it so that it was aimed up at the sky. They shifted it a few times before it was done. Cob then stood back to examine their handiwork.

Twenty ballistae stood side by side on the battlements in front of him, facing the plain. He turned slowly. Another twenty on each of the other three sides. Eighty in total. They could all pivot, and so whichever direction the enemy came from, they could bring every weapon to bear. Barrels filled with iron spears stood near the weapons. The stairs leading to the armory descended from the center of the floor, which meant there was plenty of room for defenders to operate.

Cob walked to the edge of the next wall and gazed down at the town. He could clearly see the rows of houses all facing the sea and the steep streets filled with people bustling about. The citadel had been built where the ballistae, with a range of half a mile, could guard the settlement below. Even if their enemies flew low over the sea, they would be in danger.

More soldiers emerged from the stairwell carrying large squares of sackcloth. One by one, they covered the ballistae. From the sky, the weapons would now blend in with the stone of the citadel.

Taking it all in, Cob felt proud of his wife, Roxana, and what she had accomplished, but then the cold hand of reality gripped his heart.

Fort Liberty had nothing like the strength needed to defeat Palemon’s army. The defenders had surprises to spring, and attacking the citadel would hurt. But that was the best they could do.

Cob walked to the middle of the area. Squinting as he looked up, he suddenly heard a voice behind him.

‘Keep staring at the sun like that and you’ll go blind.’

He turned and saw Roxana grinning. She was taller than him – but most people were – and ten years younger, but in Roxana he had found the companion that he’d never known he needed until he met her. She was stocky and tanned a deep brown, with close-cropped, sun-bleached blonde hair.

‘Just keeping an eye out,’ Cob said.

‘It’s hard not to.’ Roxana’s smile faded. She glanced around the top of the citadel, seeing the covered ballistae and the lids closed on the barrels containing projectiles. She nodded approvingly. ‘Looks like you’ve got everything in order. Shall we head back to town?’

Cob shook his head. ‘I’m going to stay here with the men.’

‘Then I’ll stay with you.’

Her hand enfolded his, and soon they were both gazing up at the sky.
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Dion stood on the summit of Xanthos’s thick surrounding wall. He gazed out at the barren ground directly outside the city, where six tall stacks made up of odd pieces of lumber stood in a row, easily within range of the archer’s bows.

He nodded. It was another idea of Xenophon’s. The lumber had been soaked in Galean Fire, the noxious substance the old philosopher had been concocting for weeks. Flaming torches burned night and day near where Dion was standing, and the archers had all been given fire arrows. If Palemon flew his dragons over the stacks, he would get a grim surprise.

Leaving the walls behind, Dion walked toward the shore, on his way gazing up at the tallest of the flat-roofed houses, where he’d chosen to site more archers. He climbed the ladders and greeted his men by name. He always said the same thing: ‘Be vigilant. I thank you for your service.’

He finally reached the palisade that followed the shore. Arrayed in a long row, the ballistae stood ready. More soldiers paced the inside of the barrier. Young and old, they straightened in his presence. He reminded them that what they were doing was important.

His tour complete, Dion walked to the water’s edge. He was hidden from his men by the palisade, and finally allowed the despair to show on his face.

While the hoplites were veterans, some of the boys fighting for him had yet to shave. He was making every preparation he could, but he had also seen the beginnings of Palemon’s army with his own eyes. When Palemon seized half of Kargan’s fleet the red dragons had been terrifying. How big was his army now?

Dion despised Palemon with every fiber of his being. He could lay Isobel’s death, and that of his unborn child, firmly at his enemy’s feet. Palemon had beaten Dion, collared him, and chained him to a wall. He’d dragged Dion through the dust and forced him to stumble all the way to Cape Cush.

Dion could never make peace with such a man.

But was survival even possible?

He put on a brave face for his men, but he had to admit to himself that Xanthos’s defenses were feeble. Long ago, Aleuthea had dominated the world, and Dion could see why. Palemon was able to strike at any time. He could come without warning. The idea of resisting him seemed hopeless.

Dion suddenly tensed. From his position on the shore, he could make out the broad, twin arcs of wings. The dragon was flying at speed, heading directly for Xanthos. At the same time that he saw that the creature’s scales were silver, rather than red, he sensed a familiar presence. Zachary.

‘Hold off!’ Dion called back to his men, and he heard the command echoed as it was passed down the line.

The dragon’s wings were pulled in tightly: Zachary was in a hurry. His almond-shaped eyes were narrowed as he descended directly toward Dion. Soon Dion saw the crescent scar on the side of his face. When Zachary reached the shore, his wings opened up at the end to brake his momentum, revealing veins as the sun shone through them. He came to a hard halt on the sand.

Mist enveloped Zachary from nose to tail, clouding him completely. The mist shimmered and then dispersed, revealing the tall, lean eldran, with gold-flecked eyes and long hair more white than silver.

Zachary shook his head from side to side; his eyes were a little unfocused. ‘Dion,’ he panted. ‘I bring urgent news.’

A chill raced along Dion’s spine. He knew what was coming.

‘The dragon army has left Malakai. Palemon leads. I shadowed them for a long time, long enough to guess their destination. They traveled due east from the Chasm.’

Dion stared out to sea. ‘Fort Liberty,’ he said softly. He knew it in his heart. Palemon wanted to send him a message. ‘How long do we have?’

‘They slowed after they came to the Maltherean. They will rest tonight and strike tomorrow.’

Dion’s heart skipped a beat. ‘Can you change again?’

Zachary nodded.

‘I need you to find my uncle at the palace and tell him what you told me. Then go to Phalesia and warn Amos.’

‘Where are you going?’

Dion was already imagining a new form: a long, sleek, black-scaled dragon. ‘To do what I can.’
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Chloe set down the reed she was using to write on a sheet of papyrus and rubbed her temples. Her hand ached from making notations against Consul Felix’s list of supply allocations and her head hurt from all the arithmetic.

She was in the villa’s reception, seated at the high table, and while she paused in her work, her eyes were on the nearby staff leaning against the wall. The tall wooden pole with an iron claw on its tip could project fire, although it was something she had never attempted. Even so, Chloe was keeping it close. The time might come when she would have to pick up a weapon rather than a reed dipped in ink.

She suddenly heard a voice calling her name. The female cry was urgent.

Leaving her seat, Chloe ran to the doorway and saw Liana climbing the steps to the terrace with another eldran beside her. Chloe saw the grave expression on both Zachary and Liana’s faces and knew it could only be bad news.

‘It’s begun,’ Liana panted.

‘Where?’

‘The island known as Fort Liberty,’ Zachary said.

‘Have you told Amos?’

Zachary nodded. ‘He is placing the city on high alert and sending runners to all the homesteads and villages.’

‘Dion?’

‘He left as soon as I told him. I have to go now to warn Eiric.’

Chloe paled. Despite the fact Dion had deceived her, she knew in her heart that he had done it out of a misguided sense of love. They had survived ordeals together. She knew how strong his feelings were when she looked into his eyes.

‘Dion doesn’t have many soldiers at Fort Liberty,’ Chloe said.

Liana met Chloe’s eyes. ‘We have to help him.’

Still standing in the doorway, Chloe turned to look back inside. Her heart raced as she stared at the staff. The iron claw suddenly looked menacing.

The time to fight had come.
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It was morning. Dion had flown as long as he could, but he was forced to rest on a barren isle or risk turning wild forever. He slept fitfully and woke with a jolt long before dawn.

Now he was flying again.

He soared high above the scattered clouds and the expanse of the blue ocean, with only the sound of rushing air and the hammer of his heart in his chest to keep him company. He was desperate to reach Fort Liberty before Palemon’s army of red dragons. Cob was there, and Roxana, along with hundreds of young soldiers. Many of the people he had led as the king of the Free Men lived in the small township. They needed him.

Thoughts whirled through his mind. He felt dread more than anything else. For all his plans and tireless efforts, he knew in his heart that when Palemon came the new citadel would fall without question. A few dozen dragons might be killed, but the outcome of any battle was inevitable. Palemon was making a point, but it was a point that Dion already understood. Did hundreds of young men need to die to prove something he already believed?

The rolling waves of the sea below passed in a blur. Dion was so high that the wind howled incessantly. The summer sun shone fiercely on his black scales, making him unbearably hot and draining his strength. Fatigue was becoming a problem.

He finally saw the island far below him. At the moment it looked peaceful. Four triremes – the ships that Cob had taken – bobbed in the harbor along with a dozen fishing boats and a handful of other vessels. Tiny figures on the summit of the new citadel moved about casually, without panic. But Dion had no doubt that the peace would soon be broken.

He inspected the citadel with interest; he had seen it during construction, but this was his first view of it complete. He then decided to fly higher, so high that he might be able to see the army approaching.

He caught an updraft and his stomach lurched as he climbed. Performing a series of wide circles, he scanned the sky. He was soon so high above the water that he could no longer make out separate waves. Broad and featureless, the blue went on and on. He gazed up, down, and in all directions. He couldn’t see any winged creatures, but that didn’t mean Palemon wasn’t coming. And when he did, Fort Liberty would be on its own.

Something drew his attention.

At first he thought it was nothing, perhaps a pod of whales traveling the sea. But when he narrowed his gaze, he saw that there was a collection of tiny specks that could only be ships. And to be visible from this height, they had to be large ships.

He flew toward the distant fleet. There were around twenty vessels, clustered together and sailing slowly, weighed down by six sluggish ships in the rear. Dion approached swiftly, feeling hope. There was only one man who could be traveling with such a large fleet, and that man owed Dion his life.

Keenly aware of every passing moment, Dion tucked in his wings and dived. Wind roared past his body. The ships came into greater focus as he rapidly lost height. He set his sights on the bireme in the lead, a big warship he recognized at once as the Nexotardis, Kargan’s flagship.

He saw the orange-and-yellow flag flying from the top of the ship’s mast, along with a fluttering purple pennant indicating that the king was traveling aboard. The sailors stopped what they were doing and stared up at the sky. Archers drew strings to their cheeks and waited for the command to fire on the menacing black dragon descending from above.

Dion opened up his wings and swept them down hard to lose speed. He hovered for a time, directly above the Nexotardis but out of bowshot. Finally he saw a big, bearded man in a bright-yellow robe striding on the deck and waving his arms as he bellowed. He recognized Kargan immediately.

The archers relaxed their strings and lowered their bows. The soldiers and crew cleared a large section of deck. Only then did Dion descend. He ignored the stares of the crew and settled himself, fluttering his wings. He imagined himself as a two-legged man; the shape of a dragon was not his true form. Mist welled around his body, enveloping him as he felt himself change. The sea breeze blew the mist away, and now the Ileans were looking at the king of Xanthos: a richly dressed young man with flaxen hair and an athletic frame.

Dion shook his head; his eyes were unfocused, but then clarity returned. He straightened and saw Kargan approaching.

‘King Dion,’ Kargan said in his gruff, growling voice. He spoke in a low tone, coming in close so his men couldn’t hear him. ‘You have news?’

Dion nodded, panting as he regained his breath. ‘They’re coming. Attacking Fort Liberty.’

‘How far away?’

‘Hours at best.’

Kargan’s expression became irritated when another man joined them. He was the huge, blank-faced bodyguard Dion had seen several times before. ‘What do you want from me?’ Kargan asked, ignoring Javid’s arrival.

Dion was taken aback. ‘What do I want? I want your help. This fleet is close enough to Fort Liberty to make a difference.’

Kargan stroked his oiled beard. ‘I will need to confer with my men.’

Dion couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘King Eiric and I saved your life. We put ourselves directly in the enemy’s path so you could escape Palemon with half your fleet intact. You owe me.’

Kargan spread his hands in a placating gesture. ‘Of course, King Dion. You will always have my gratitude.’

Dion pressed on. ‘This isn’t complicated. I need you to make all speed for the island.’

‘And then?’

‘Help defend it from Palemon!’

‘But can we win?’ he asked bluntly.

‘We can try.’

Kargan looked away for a moment, and then gave a sharp nod. ‘Go, King Dion. I will see you there.’

‘I have your word?’

‘Need you ask? Of course you do.’
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Kargan watched Dion go. He shook his head as the black wings propelled the lean body up into the air, and in a heartbeat the dragon had vanished into the distance. By Helios, the creatures could move swiftly when the need was on them.

‘New orders!’ Kargan called, pacing the deck and raising his voice so the captain and helmsman could hear him. ‘Marines, archers, ready your weapons. Be on alert!’ He saw Javid give him a nod of approval, but then Javid’s eyes darkened when Kargan continued. ‘Captain, take us far from the island. Far enough that we won’t be seen. We’re holding off.’ He nodded to the captain. ‘Pass my orders to the rest of the fleet.’

‘Holding off?’ Javid strode over to Kargan and hissed into his ear. ‘Why hold off? What are you doing? The king of Xanthos needs us.’

‘Remember your place.’ Kargan stared into Javid’s eyes until he backed away. He softened his tone. ‘Do not forget, my friend, that I was the one who helped Solon build this empire. In my time I have learned a thing or two. It always pays to have your force at full strength, and to arrive when your enemies are at their weakest.’

‘Enemies?’ Javid scowled. ‘Xanthos is our ally.’

‘Xanthos’s days are numbered.’

Javid opened his mouth, but Kargan cut him off with a gesture. ‘Dion is young and proud,’ Kargan said. ‘He will fight valiantly. But I won’t waste our forces on a doomed struggle. The best plan is to let them fight it out. We will wait . . . and find out who the victor is going to be.’
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Palemon finally saw Fort Liberty come into view. He was unfamiliar with the place, and roved his eyes over it from his lofty height on dragon back. The town by the shore was unimportant. Several ships nestled in the tiny harbor, enclosed in the embrace of twin headlands. A plateau of scrubby ground would afford long views of the surrounding sea, and was where the king of Xanthos had chosen to place a small fort, a citadel of sorts that defended the settlement below it.

Palemon saw a few hundred soldiers manning the citadel, staring up at the sky and taking in the sight of their unfolding doom. He smiled, and then turned to take in the force arrayed around him. He was at the head of an immense army, with as many dragons surrounding him as there were defenders below. One man of Xanthos for every dragon and its rider. The battle would be over in moments.

He met Zara’s gaze. She was flying at his left, her glittering blue eyes filled with excitement and anticipation. The sorceress held copper reins in one hand and her fire staff in the other. More sorcerers were fanned out on Palemon’s flanks. So many wings beat at the air that their fluttering movement was almost hypnotic.

Palemon had slowed, and now the army was formed up and ready. Victory was assured. There were archers below, but dragon skin was too tough for all but the luckiest strike. Like the rest of his cold bloods, Palemon wore chain mail. The newer recruits from Malakai wore leather armor, but they would be difficult to hit compared with the dragons they rode.

He turned around and lifted his broadsword into the sky. The men roared. Warriors from Necropolis and clansmen from the desert rode side by side, wielding spears, swords, and axes. Their faces were flushed with battle lust. They were well trained and sure of victory.

Palemon faced forward once more, still holding his sword aloft. The message he was sending to his enemies would be clear. But if total surrender didn’t come swiftly, he would teach more lessons. Blood would flow until it ran in the streets. Those soldiers down there . . . He would enslave their sisters, mothers, wives, and children. He would place their rulers’ heads on spikes. Terror would be his weapon, and he had the means to bring it about.

Then, when the first of the Realm’s nations swore fealty, he would receive tributes of gold and silver and young men to form a new, land-based army. The threat of the dragons would keep them in line. More traditional forces would swell in numbers, until no one would ever stand in his way.

When Kyphos returned, their people would always know that Palemon, the thirteenth king of that name, had rescued them from their exile. Palemon’s lifelong quest would be complete. He would have returned the descendants of Aleuthea to their former glory.

Palemon drew in a deep breath, about to cry out and point his sword at the citadel on the plateau, unleashing his army to war. He suddenly stopped.

A solitary man in a crimson tunic was walking away from the citadel. He was slim but broad-shouldered, with light-colored hair. The man stared up at the dragon army as he took long strides. When he was far from the safety of the stronghold, at least half a mile away, he came to a halt.

Palemon lowered his sword. He knew who the man was: Dion, king of Xanthos. Dion had once pretended to be cowed, and kneeled to him, but then Palemon discovered it was all an act. Dion and the dark-haired woman – Chloe, Zara had said her name was – had broken the spell parting the sea, nearly costing Palemon his life.

‘Sire,’ Zara called out. ‘Don’t. We can easily destroy him.’

‘Wait here,’ Palemon said, his gaze fixed on the king of Xanthos. ‘Everyone: wait on my command!’

Palemon issued an instruction to the creature under him. His scarlet dragon left the group and flew toward where Dion stood alone, on the treeless plain outside the citadel. The ground approached with speed. The dragon’s wings beat down at the end, lifting up a cloud of brown dust.

Palemon pulled up and settled a stone’s throw from the ruler of Xanthos. He dismounted and, sword in hand, he approached the young king.

Dion’s expression wasn’t vengeful or steely. Palemon knew that Dion blamed him for his young bride’s death, and if someone had treated Palemon as he had Dion, he would make him suffer for all eternity.

But Dion’s face revealed a man resigned. He carried no weapon. Palemon knew then that although the battle hadn’t been fought, he had already won.

Palemon finally stood in front of him. Taller than the young king, he gazed down at him with narrowed eyes.

‘Try to change your form and I will cleave your head from your shoulders,’ Palemon said.
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Dion’s heart was pounding. His stomach was clenched so tightly that he wanted to be sick.

All of his preparations had come to nothing. He had worked tirelessly to ready Xanthos for confrontation, borrowing money, selling precious treasures, building defenses, and boosting his men’s morale. He had recruited Xenophon and devised new weapons. With the help of Chloe, Finn, and Liana, he had strengthened alliances and shared knowledge. He had thrust responsibility onto Cob and Roxana.

But now that he was here, in front of his tiny citadel, seeing Palemon’s indomitable army amassed in the sky above, he knew he couldn’t win. Despite Kargan’s promise, the Ileans never came. Despite the fact that Dion hated Palemon more than any man living, he had to face the bitter truth.

Palemon stood in front of him, his expression both disdainful and victorious. He held the sword he had inherited from his namesake. The weapon was sharp and long, glinting as it reflected the sunlight. Dion saw ancient designs on its wide blade, swirling patterns and angular symbols.

Palemon scowled. ‘You look better than the last time I saw you. What do you want?’

Dion didn’t immediately reply. He looked back at the citadel, remembering the young faces of the men who stood ready to defend it. He was about to turn away when he saw something that made him take a sharp breath.

A silver dragon was flying down to the citadel. There was a woman on the dragon’s back. They were soon out of view, but Dion knew immediately who they were.

Chloe was here. He cursed the gods. Why had she come? Didn’t she realize that she could be killed? She should be somewhere else . . . anywhere else.

‘Well?’ Palemon demanded.

Dion faced Palemon once more. He had never felt despair like this before. Seeing Chloe had confirmed for him that he had to do what he needed to do. He hoped she would understand. This was for her. This was for his people.

‘Please,’ Dion said, the single word tasting like ash on his tongue. ‘You don’t need to do this.’

‘But I do,’ said Palemon. ‘You and your people won’t understand our power. Not unless I show it to you.’

‘We can find a way.’ Dion swallowed. His eyes burned. He looked up at the army of dragons again. ‘People don’t need to die. If you give me your word that you will treat us well, I will . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘I will surrender.’

Palemon’s lips curved in a smile. He was enjoying his moment. ‘Unconditionally?’

‘If it saves the lives of my people . . . yes.’

‘On your knees,’ Palemon growled. ‘If you plan to swear fealty, you must kneel.’

Dion nodded. Hating himself, he sank slowly to his knees. He was aware of all the people in the citadel watching him. His men. Cob and Roxana. Liana. Chloe. He had told them to be steadfast, to be brave, yet here he was.

‘Bow your head,’ Palemon instructed. ‘You must kiss the steel of my sword, the symbol of my kingship.’

[image: image]

Gazing down at the kneeling king of Xanthos, a man of mixed blood, half-eldran and half-human, Palemon knew then what he had to do.

Dion was right. Great numbers of people didn’t need to die. Palemon needed subjects, not vast piles of corpses. He needed his vassals to thrive, provided they knew their place.

The young soldiers of Xanthos didn’t need to die.

Not if one man would do.

The sun blazed overhead. The wind blew dust over the rough ground. The dragon riders watched from the sky; the citadel’s defenders looked on from the tall walls.

Palemon fixed his gaze on the top of Dion’s head, and then his eyes traveled down to the young man’s neck. When he sliced Dion’s head from his shoulders, many would carry the tale. He wanted to send a message, and the message would be sent. Nothing made a good tale quite like the bloody, ruthless death of a popular monarch. Palemon didn’t need to risk any of his own men. He could end it all here, as far as Xanthos was concerned, and likely Phalesia as well. He could make one of his followers the new king of Xanthos – perhaps Kyphos, when he returned.

If it didn’t work, he could always try war again.

Palemon spread his legs apart, gripping the hilt of his broadsword with both hands. Dion had his head bowed. Palemon kept his eyes on the back of the young man’s neck. He would at least make it a clean strike. Dion was giving Palemon everything. There was no purpose in making him suffer further.

With a grunt, Palemon raised his arms above his head.

Dion heard the sound and his eyes shifted upward. He saw the shining steel blade poised to strike. There was nothing he could do.
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‘What’s he doing?’ Chloe asked.

‘He’s surrendering,’ Cob said grimly. ‘He knows we can’t win.’ He shook his head. ‘The poor lad . . .’

Chloe, Liana, Cob, and Roxana stood on the citadel’s battlements surrounded by soldiers. Everyone around them was white-faced. Every set of eyes was fixed on the two men half a mile from the walls. Dion looked small beside Palemon. Dion was saying something. Then he was sinking to his knees.

‘Wait, something’s happening,’ Liana whispered. The eldran suddenly screamed and took hold of Cob’s arm.

Palemon had raised his sword above his head. The steel blade flashed in the sunlight.

All Chloe knew was that she had to stop it.

She lifted her staff and pointed the iron claw. There was no time to worry about the true path. The Aleuthean way was simpler, but more dangerous. Rather than purity, it relied on emotion.

The power inside Chloe felt somehow bigger since she had inherited the Oracle’s gift. She didn’t even think of anger; she was a spirit of rage incarnate. The flames in her mind had once swelled like bubbling fire, but now she was filled with an ocean. The magic she had drawn on to whip wind into a tornado was nothing compared to this. She poured anger onto the fire, uncaring that it was chaotic. Heat rushed to her face. Her vision became washed with red.

The iron claw came alive as if a sun had been hiding under its skin. Chloe heard a piercing noise and realized it was herself screaming. She had seen the magus whose staff this had been launch balls of flame and knew they rarely traveled farther than a hundred paces. This was half a mile.

When it happened, it made a sound like tearing cloth.

A projectile erupted from the iron claw, a beam of pure energy, crimson and deadly. It streaked through the air, sizzling as it went.

Chloe’s face became hotter and hotter. Her vision was colored with red, but she fought to remain conscious.

The bolt of fire missed Palemon. But it struck the sword. The blade became bright hot and Palemon’s hands jerked violently.

Chloe sank into darkness.
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Palemon was temporarily blinded by a flash as something struck the sword. He wore mailed gloves on his hands, but they did nothing to stop the pain. He screamed.

Meanwhile Dion was on his knees but realizing he was still alive. The confusion in the young man’s eyes swiftly became rage.

Suddenly Dion roared and leaped forward at Palemon. In an instant they were both wrestling as each fought to grab hold of the sword. Palemon was the stronger man and the more experienced fighter, but he was in pain. He grimaced and tried to fend off the younger man, even as searing heat sizzled on his hands.

The sword went flying.

It sailed in an arc and clattered onto the ground. Palemon glanced at the weapon and suddenly realized he was unarmed, fending off an enemy he had been about to execute in cold blood. And this particular enemy could tear Palemon’s limbs from his body if he changed his shape.

Palemon shoved Dion hard enough to send him sprawling. He then whirled and began to run.

In moments he reached his dragon and took hold of one of the knobs behind its head to pull himself up. He issued a command through the copper chains. The dragon’s wings beat down at the ground, pressing him hard into his seat as it launched into the sky. Glancing behind him, he saw Dion clench his fists in frustration: Palemon would soon be surrounded by an army. Dion realized he needed to see to his defenses and began to sprint toward the citadel.

Palemon took stock of himself. His hands were burned, causing him to wince as he held the reins. He was furious that he’d left his sword behind, but he would be able to collect it when the battle was over.

He leaned forward on his mount. His army still hovered in the sky. Two hundred and forty dragons maintained strict formation, ready for his command. He slowed as he neared one of his warriors and called out. ‘Barak, your spear.’ Palemon caught the weapon out of the air. He nodded his thanks and flew to his previous place beside Zara. ‘You saw it,’ Palemon muttered. ‘I want that woman dead.’

Zara scowled at the citadel below. ‘I will make sure of it.’

Ignoring the pain in his hands, Palemon raised his spear. He turned around and bellowed. ‘Men! The king of Xanthos is in that fortress. There is a sorceress there also. I promise gold, glory, and titles to whoever brings me the head of either one. Are you ready to show them what you can do?’

Palemon’s warriors roared.

He pointed his spear at the citadel. ‘Ready your weapons. Sorcerers, prepare your magic. On my command!’ He paused to take a deep breath. ‘Attack!’

Palemon ordered his dragon to fly. He descended from the sky, heading in a direct line for the citadel. Zara and her sorcerers joined him on his flanks. The first row of a dozen dragons followed behind him, then another, until the entire dragon army was descending on the fortress.
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Dion sprinted as fast as he could toward the citadel. He knew as soon as Palemon fled that the army of dragons would attack at any moment. The tall walls of the fortress loomed over him. He could soon make out the faces of individual soldiers, waving their arms and calling out for him to hurry. The wide double gates were opening slowly. They were only a few feet apart when he slipped through the narrow gap. He shouted at the men on the other side to close them.

Still he kept running.

It was dark inside. The citadel’s roof was high overhead, supported by strong timber beams. The floor was dirt. Bare stone made up the walls. A handful of open archways revealed storage areas crammed with crates and barrels. At the rear was a sturdy door leading to the armory.

But Dion had his sights on the central set of stone stairs that would take him to the roof above. He took the steps two at a time, seeing bright light and blue sky. He reached the top and burst into the open. Immediately he gazed up.

Palemon’s dragon was rejoining the army, still in position high above.

Dion then scanned the citadel’s defenses. Soldiers everywhere were preparing for combat. Archers stood with arrows nocked. Most people were up on the battlements, where ballista after ballista stood side by side, covered in rough sackcloth.

‘You’re unharmed?’ Cob grabbed Dion.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Quick. Come.’

Dion followed Cob to the battlements. Soldiers parted to make way, clearing space on the walls. Dion saw Liana kneeling beside Chloe. Chloe’s hand was still clutched around a long wooden staff, and Liana was trying to pry her fingers free. Chloe’s face was gray. Her eyes were closed, and her jaw was tight.

Dion threw himself down. ‘What’s wrong with her?’

‘She collapsed straight after,’ Liana said.

Dion clenched his fists. He had known as soon as it happened that Chloe had saved his life, and not for the first time. Now she was paying the price.

He placed his hand over Liana’s. ‘Best to leave her holding it.’ He then put his palm against Chloe’s forehead. He almost flinched. He had never felt skin so hot. ‘Give her water,’ he said. ‘Keep her cool.’

‘They’re coming!’ Cob cried.

Dion straightened and looked at the sky. Palemon had begun his attack. A row of dragons descended from the main host, soon followed by the next. The army was heading straight for the citadel.

‘Sire!’ a captain called out to him from another section of wall. All around the battlements, men had their hands on the sackcloth covers, ready to drag them away from the ballistae. The weapons were already primed. It only remained to reveal them.

‘Should we uncover?’ the captain called.

‘No!’ Dion replied, slicing the air with his hand. He swept his gaze over the defenders. ‘The ballistae are our only advantage. We must reveal them at the very last moment. Understood?’

The soldiers nodded.

‘You heard the king!’ the officer shouted. ‘Be ready, but don’t reveal until the order is given.’

Dion watched the dragons approach. ‘Archers, nock and draw!’ he called.

The sound of creaking bows filled the air.

As they neared, individual dragons became clearer. Scarlet scales shone. Wings swept down. They were already past the place where Dion had knelt to Palemon.

Dion’s thoughts were grim. His men would put up a good fight, but the citadel would be taken; there was no question of survival. He and all the other defenders would die. He prayed that somehow Liana would manage to get away with Chloe. He owed Chloe his life, yet he wished she had never come to Fort Liberty.

Dion’s only dark satisfaction was that with the dragons flying so close together, he would destroy dozens of them when he unleashed his ballistae.

He could now make out individual riders on dragon back. A sorcerer pointed his staff and a ball of flame streaked toward the citadel to burst against the stone. He saw Palemon holding a spear at the ready as he led from the front.

Dion carefully judged his moment. When he knew that they couldn’t halt their charge, he bellowed.

‘Ballistae ready! Uncover!’

All around him soldiers dragged sackcloth away from their weapons. The ballistae were facing the descending dragons and tilted up at the sky, perfectly angled to cause the most damage.

‘Wait for it!’ Dion called. He needed to take out as many as he could in the first volley. ‘Wait . . .’ Finally he shouted at the top of his lungs. ‘Fire!’
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Chloe had no idea where she was. One moment she had been standing on the battlements of the citadel on Fort Liberty, the next she was here.

The place looked familiar. She was standing on a hard floor inside a tall, cylindrical tower with curved walls. It appeared to be newly built, and was hollow from the base to the very top. When she tilted back her head, she saw a circle of blue sky above.

She raised her hand to shield her eyes and gasped: her entire arm was transparent. She looked down at her feet and could see through to the paving stones beneath.

She whirled when she heard voices.

Nearby was a broad archway, the only exit she could see. The voices were coming from that direction.

A woman was walking past the archway. She was following a corridor, and Chloe only saw her briefly, but she wore a thick silver robe in a strange style, with a trim of blue stripes and folds along the hem like the shell of an oyster. Her hair was straight and reddish-brown, flowing down her back almost to her waist.

A companion walked beside her, a man in a gray robe. But it was the woman Chloe felt drawn to. Without active volition Chloe hurried to catch up with her. Leaving the vaulted shaft, she passed through the archway and followed the pair as they traveled a passage that led down, into the earth.

The woman was slim and supple, walking with natural grace. The young man at her side had close-cropped black hair, and it was obvious that he deferred to her.

‘So it happened during a test?’ the woman asked. Her voice was sharp and incisive; she was accustomed to being obeyed.

‘Yes, Tamis. It was here, in the Sky Tower’s shaft. Magus Erin was testing the copper chains. Seeing what their limits are . . . if the chains still work with the changelings as they did with the eldren.’

‘Go on,’ Tamis said.

‘Magus Erin ordered the dragon to charge the wall. He wanted to see if it would blindly obey, even to the point of harming itself.’

‘I understand the test,’ Tamis said impatiently. ‘I was the one who told him to do it. What happened?’

‘The dragon obeyed the command, threw itself hard enough to break its wing. But then . . . there was an . . . accident. It turned on Magus Erin.’ The young man’s voice was shaken. ‘Tore him in half.’

The pair reached an open door, made of solid gold. Chloe wondered why this place looked familiar. Had she been here before? But her memories were hazy. She now couldn’t remember much at all. She struggled to hold on to her own name.

‘We managed to contain the dragon and put it back in its cage,’ the young man said. He glanced at Tamis. ‘But the changeling is still crazed. The chains no longer control it.’

‘Show me,’ said Tamis.

Chloe followed them into a cavernous chamber, with walls, floor, and ceiling made of smooth stone. The young man led Tamis toward a row of a dozen iron-barred cages, each immense in size. Trailing behind, still mysteriously drawn to the woman in the silver robe, Chloe glanced into one of the cages as she passed.

She started. The cage had an occupant.

A winged monster stared back at her. Its eyes were glaring from its wedge-shaped head, tapered at the end where its jaws revealed sharp teeth each as big as a man’s fingers. Its back was broad, and its leathery wings were drawn in to its body. Its scales were as red as fresh blood.

Tamis and her companion ignored the dragon as they walked past the cell. Only a few others had dragons, perhaps six of them. The pair stopped at the cell at the end and gazed inside.

For the first time, Chloe had a good look at Tamis. She had aquiline features, with a small, pursed mouth and sharp eyes. Her face was intelligent, but also severe.

Chloe watched, ethereal and unseen, as Tamis and her younger companion inspected the red dragon within.

It was obviously injured, with its wing at an awkward angle. Dark, malevolent eyes regarded its jailers. A growling rumble came from deep within its chest. It suddenly snarled, its white teeth displaying dripping red blood. The young man jumped, but Tamis showed no reaction, instead appraising the injured dragon with interest.

‘And the copper chains do nothing?’

Her companion recovered his composure. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘So it appears the bond has been broken,’ Tamis mused. She was pensive for a time, while the injured dragon in the cell continued its threatening rumble. ‘Two options present themselves,’ she finally said. ‘There may be a fault with the magic of the copper chains; however, I am doubtful. After all, they worked for many years on the eldren without mishap. No, far more likely there is a flaw in the magic of the arch.’ She met her companion’s eyes. ‘Holding an eldran in its form is one thing, but transmuting a human into a dragon may be beyond even Nisos. I know the archmagus, and he barely comprehends the forces he aims to control.’ She came to a decision. ‘I will need to leave Malakai. I must go to Aleuthea and see him.’

‘What do we do with this one?’ the young man asked.

‘Destroy it,’ Tamis said. ‘It is dangerous.’ When her companion didn’t move, Tamis turned to face him. ‘Well? I have yet to see one of the changelings die. I am curious about what will happen.’

The young magus bowed and scurried out of the chamber. Chloe stayed with Tamis, giving her as much attention as Tamis was giving the dragon in the cell. Time passed, but Chloe had little sense of it. The thought worried her slightly. Should she be here? Where exactly was she? And when?

It was an effort, but the more she tried to focus her thoughts, the more she was aware of being in another place, and not with Tamis at all. Suddenly she knew: she was having a vision. But rather than a vision of the future, this was a vision of the past.
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‘Chloe?’

She heard Liana saying her name over and over. A gentle hand patted her forehead with a cool, damp cloth. Chloe’s eyelids fluttered. Her head felt unbelievably hot; pain spiked in her skull, making her long for oblivion.

She heard another voice. Dion was bellowing with all his might. There was ragged fear underneath his command. ‘Ballistae ready! Uncover!’

Chloe’s eyelids closed again.

[image: image]

It was too difficult to hold on to her other life, and it drifted away, so that soon she no longer worried about it. Tamis’s companion had returned, this time with two strong soldiers, armored men in chain mail, both carrying powerful crossbows. Tamis gave them a curt order and the muscles in their arms bulged as they began to wind the strings on their weapons. Each soldier then fitted an iron crossbow bolt and waited for Tamis’s next command.

‘The creature is unstable. It must be a clean blow to the skull,’ Tamis said. She stood back and nodded at the nearest soldier. ‘You first.’ She glanced at the second. ‘Be ready in case he misses.’

‘I never miss,’ the first soldier said.

He raised his crossbow and pointed it at the red dragon’s skull. The creature became agitated, eyes darting, as if it knew what was coming. The soldier’s finger squeezed the lever.

The weapon’s string released with a sharp snap. An instant later the iron crossbow bolt speared the injured dragon in its forehead. It shivered. Its limbs twitched. Its wings gave a final shudder. Then its eyes glazed as it died.

But then something unexpected happened. And for the first time, Tamis looked afraid.

Sudden shrieking filled the air.

It was the most deafening sound imaginable. Piercing animal cries resounded throughout the chamber. They were shrieks of utter rage, beyond all defining. Bangs and crashes came from everywhere. The groan of straining iron caused Tamis’s face to pale.

Tamis ran to the next occupied cage and stared inside. Chloe followed close on her heels.

The dragon was throwing itself against the walls of its cage. Its eyes were wild with madness. Tamis leaped back as it thrust a limb out through the bars, swiping at her with razor-sharp claws. It bit its jaws around the wrist-thick iron, closing them hard. A single white shard fell to the ground, then another. It was trying to reach Tamis with such malevolence that it was breaking its own teeth.

The creature in the cell then opened its wings and flung itself up against the ceiling. It dropped and then swept its wings again. Its arched back smashed into the stone above, bringing down dust, and then bits of rock. Thudding booms came from all directions; the other dragons were doing the same thing. The ground was shaking. Chloe knew what Tamis was thinking: the chamber was underground, below the tower. If the onslaught continued, the ceiling would collapse around them.

Tamis stumbled to the nearest crossbowman. She grabbed his shoulders and shouted above the din. The young man in the gray robe was pressed back against the rear wall, speechless and fearful, frozen into place.

‘Kill them!’ Tamis cried at the soldier. ‘Kill them all! Quickly!’

She released the soldier and with a pale face he hurried to the iron bars, loaded crossbow in hand. He took a shaking breath and aimed his weapon at the dragon’s head. As it shrieked and cavorted in the cage, he waited until its head was level and then fired.

He judged his moment perfectly. The dragon fell, dead before it struck the ground, killed by the iron bolt shot through its skull.

He struggled with the crossbow as he loaded another shaft. Meanwhile his companion finished loading and ran to the adjacent cage. Another strike killed the next dragon.

Every death only made the survivors more crazed. The horrific shrieking grew in volume and intensity. The iron bars creaked every time a monster threw itself at them.

Tamis went to the young man and grabbed his upper arm. She pulled him into action and led him toward the golden door.

More snaps sounded like the cracks of whips as the soldiers dispatched the remaining dragons. The shaking of the ground eased. Finally there was only one dragon screaming, and then a soldier fired and it died too.

Chloe followed Tamis and her companion as they left the chamber. Eventually the young man could walk on his own, and, finally, stunned by what they’d witnessed, the pair climbed the corridor until they reached ground level. They came to the bottom of the tower’s shaft, the place where Chloe had first found herself.

The young man leaned breathlessly against the wall.

‘What just happened?’ he asked. He met Tamis’s eyes, his face desperate for answers.

‘The bond between dragons,’ Tamis said grimly. She had recovered her composure, although her face was still pale. ‘When an eldran dies, they all feel it, but this is something different. When a changeling dies, it is clearly enough to drive them wild . . . No’ – she shook her head – ‘more than wild. What I saw there was more demon than dragon. It was evil. It wanted me dead. Nothing else mattered.’

‘What do we do?’ The young magus wiped a hand over his face. ‘This is more than a flaw. We both know they keep hundreds of changelings beneath the Great Tower in Aleuthea. All it takes is just one to die and they could bring the entire structure to the ground.’ He swallowed. ‘They could get free.’

‘I am leaving you in charge here,’ Tamis said. ‘Close the door. Seal off the tunnel. This magic is far too dangerous. The experiments of Nisos are over.’

The young magus nodded slowly. ‘I will see it done.’ He drew in a slow, shaking breath. ‘But what about Aleuthea? Tamis, you must go there immediately.’

Tamis nodded. ‘I will put them all down. Nisos will not stop me. We cannot let them loose upon the world.’
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Dion watched as the red dragons descended, wings sweeping down, filling the sky with their numbers. He had eighty ballistae pointed up at them. His men had just uncovered them, and now the ugly, black contraptions were revealed.

He waited until the last possible instant, but then he could wait no longer.

‘Fire!’ he roared.

The tension on the weapons’ strings was so great that when the ballistae fired, they jumped in a strange collective dance. They released a mighty clatter, a sequence of snaps that drowned all other sound. Dozens and dozens of sharp iron bolts filled the air.

Soldiers wearing chain mail and holding spears, axes, and swords were all riding their dragons toward the citadel. Black projectiles whistled through the air in their midst. Some missed, angled too high or low.

But many hit.

Dion saw a red dragon struck through the chest, deep in the vicinity of its heart. Another nearby reared back as a metal shaft suddenly sprouted from its throat, releasing a gush of crimson blood. Two iron bolts killed one more. A rider was thrown from his mount when a shaft lanced into the middle of his chest.

The projectiles easily pierced the dragons’ tough hides: Xenophon had delivered on his promise. The numbers of the enemy were swiftly whittled down; thirty or more fell from the sky, plummeting toward the plain outside the citadel’s gates.

The archers fired at the same time. The occasional arrow struck a dragon’s soft underbelly or a soldier’s face or throat, but most bounced harmlessly off their targets.

Dion opened his mouth, about to cry out to his soldiers to ready their shields. But his shout came out as a croak. His eyes widened. He never finished what he was going to say.

A convulsion ripped through the dragons.

As one, almost in unison, they halted their mad charge. Their wings spread out as they reared back. Their jaws parted.

And they screamed.

It was a sound Dion never wanted to hear again. He gritted his teeth, watching as the riders struggled to get their mounts under control. The riders jerked on the reins of copper in their hands. Their faces were panicked. Dion didn’t know what they were sensing through the copper chains, but he knew one thing.

Something was wrong.

He exchanged a swift glance with Cob. Nearby, Roxana was clutching the old sailor’s arm. The soldiers manning the citadel had forgotten their weapons as they watched the spectacle in front of them. Even if Dion had called out to them, they wouldn’t have heard him above the din.

Then, quick as a snake, a dragon arched its neck. It closed its jaws over the neighboring rider and tore the man’s head free, releasing a spray of crimson liquid.

The sight of blood began the frenzy.

The dragons’ shrieks died away, and now they were snapping at the riders. Jaws opened to bite warriors in two. Men screamed before their cries were cut off. Scarlet dragons with no riders on their backs flew at those that still had them, grasping with their claws and tearing their tormenters free. Palemon’s men began to jump off their mounts rather than face the dragons’ wrath.

Whatever was happening, there was purpose to their actions. Dion saw dragons tear off each other’s copper chains, as eager to remove the chains as they were to destroy their riders.

‘By all the gods,’ Dion whispered. ‘They’ve turned wild.’
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Palemon was swooping in the attack when he saw a volley of arrows and iron shafts launch from the citadel. The hail of projectiles killed a dragon beside him, throwing the rider from its back. Nonetheless, the charge continued. He might lose a few men and dragons, but not enough to change the battle’s outcome. Victory would still be his.

But then his dragon suddenly pulled up, wings billowing around it as it stalled. It was bucking as it shrieked. The piercing sound came from all around. Palemon glanced about in panic. He struggled to remain in his seat and saw that his warriors were having the same problem. His men grimaced while they tried in vain to control their dragons. The creatures were screaming.

Overriding everything were the wild emotions Palemon could sense through the copper chains. His steed had been his to command: whatever thoughts it had were buried deep in its skull, and it would never act unless he gave it permission. Now he was feeling what it felt. It was insane with loss, experiencing the deaths of the other dragons around it as vividly as if it were dying. The horror of every fatality made it cry out in agony. The emotions were so savage and primal they frightened him. And the pain was rapidly becoming rage.

Palemon looked wide-eyed at Zara. She was pulling hard on the reins, her face screwed up with concentration. He tore his eyes away and saw that just below him the citadel’s defenders were watching, utterly stunned. He couldn’t waste time thinking about the enemy now. The greater danger was all around him.

The hate felt through the copper chains swamped his senses. The dragon underneath him quivered with anger. It was worse than animalistic; it was demonic. It wanted to destroy.

The piercing shrieks began to die away, just as Palemon realized that any control he’d had over his dragon was long gone. The bright-red creatures stopped screaming.

Now they were turning on their riders.

The dragons flew at each other in a gruesome display similar to the mock battles fought at Malakai. Alongside Palemon a creature’s jaws closed over the neighboring rider and bit down, releasing a fountain of bright blood. Another dragon craned its neck and snapped time and again at the man on its back, who tried to get away only to be grasped by sharp claws from above. Winged monsters swooped and darted, butchering their riders one after the other. Palemon’s soldiers and sorcerers began to leap off their mounts, trusting their fates to the gods, hoping that the fall to the plain wouldn’t kill them.

Palemon was too shocked to think; it had all gone wrong so quickly. Occasional arrows shot out from the citadel, and a few more dragons died from the ballistae on the walls. He glanced down at the ground. He was higher than the citadel’s walls and the drop looked like it would kill him, yet some of his warriors had survived and were helping each other stand.

He saw a flash of light and looked at Zara. Her face was grim as she clutched her reins in one hand and her fire staff in the other. The iron claw glowed bright red. She brought it down and pressed it against her dragon’s skull and an instant later the creature’s head burst into flame. She jumped clear and her limbs flailed as she fell.

At that moment Palemon’s dragon bent its long neck and looked at him balefully. He made a decision. He dropped the reins and took his spear in both hands. Gripping with his knees, he straightened and lunged forward and down with all his strength. The sharp, iron-headed spear met resistance when it struck the leathery skin, but Palemon was a strong man. He roared and stabbed deep into the back of the dragon’s head.

The creature died even as he tumbled off. He rolled over and over and then struck the ground hard enough to make starbursts bloom in his vision. The fall took the wind out of him, and he lay gasping on his back.

‘Sire!’ A soldier held out a hand and Palemon gripped it while the man pulled him to his feet. Palemon nodded his thanks, still wheezing.

He looked up at the sky.

The dragons weren’t just butchering their one-time riders. The scene he was witnessing was worse than any imagining.

They were feasting.

As the number still with men on their backs became fewer, an evil method was emerging from their madness. Like a flock of vultures they would descend on one of the remaining riders. Multiple sets of jaws would close down, tearing a grown man into flesh and blood in an instant. They would toss their heads back, gulping down greedily. Then they would search for their next prey.

Palemon realized that soon they would turn their attention to the ground. He swiftly scanned the area, seeing the citadel a long stone’s throw away and then spotting Zara lying on her back. He ran over to her.

‘Zara!’

Palemon crouched at her side. He carefully lifted her head and checked the back of her skull for wounds. Her eyes were closed, but then she opened them.

‘Are you hurt? Can you stand?’

She coughed and nodded. Palemon knew he didn’t have time to treat her carefully. He pulled her to her feet. She weaved a little, yet she could stand.

‘We have to get out of here. You understand?’

She met his eyes. ‘But . . .’ She put her hand to her chest as she coughed again. ‘But where?’
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Dion had been facing imminent defeat. Now his soldiers were witnessing a scene of utter carnage above the plain. The dragons were feasting. Like something from a nightmare, the red-scaled monsters were devouring every warm-bodied human in sight.

Soon almost every dragon was without a rider. They began to focus their attention on the last few mounted men remaining, and then they started to disperse. Some swooped down at the ground below, seeking the sorcerers and soldiers who had taken their chances by jumping.

Others flew toward the citadel.

Dion realized he was no longer facing an army, led by men whose actions he could comprehend. The red dragons had no discipline or purpose. They only wanted to kill.

He also realized he now had an opportunity to save his men. To save Chloe.

They might still come out of this alive.

‘Everybody flee the walls!’ Dion roared. ‘Abandon your posts! Get inside!’ The defenders started to flee as Dion raced to Liana. ‘Go!’ he cried.

He wrapped an arm around Chloe and hoisted her up onto his shoulder. Around him everyone was rushing to the central stairs leading to the citadel’s interior. Archers threw down their bows; ballista crews left their positions. Dion kept bellowing for his men to flee.

He saw Cob ahead of him, his short legs struggling to keep up with Roxana as she pulled him along by the hand. Liana raced by Dion’s side.

He glanced over his shoulder.

The dragons were tearing into the soldiers behind him. Scarlet wings flashed; open jaws lunged. Terror was on every soldier’s face. Red dragons were everywhere Dion looked. They swarmed over the citadel, biting down, grasping with their forelimbs, flying away with men in their jaws. Dion gritted his teeth. The press of soldiers was so great that he couldn’t see the stairs. He clutched Chloe tightly, desperate not to lose her.

Finally he saw the opening ahead. Cob and Roxana vanished into the interior, and then Liana slipped in front to help him descend with Chloe. Knowing he couldn’t slow, that anyone who didn’t make it down the stairs was dead, Dion threw himself down, grateful for Liana’s help.

‘To the armory!’ Dion roared at the soldiers in front of him.

It was the only secure room in the interior, and was big enough for them all to seek refuge. Even if the citadel’s gates came down, the armory’s doorway was too small for a dragon to get through.

A tide of running men poured down the steps, wide-eyed and panicked. Dion again called out for everyone to head to the armory and soon they were on the ground level, streaming toward the stout wooden door. He glanced back at the opening at the top of the stairs. There were no more soldiers descending. But the opening was big. Too big.

A dragon’s head suddenly appeared, and then the rest of its body. It tucked in its red wings and flew into the citadel’s expansive interior, jaws parted as it screeched.

‘Run!’ soldiers’ voices cried from all directions.

An archer left the throng, standing off to the side. He swiftly nocked an arrow before lifting the weapon and pulling the string to his ear. The bow thrummed as he released, and the arrow shot through the dragon’s thin wing, leaving a hole in its wake. More archers joined in. The dragon swooped down on the fleeing defenders, but then a solid strike pierced its soft throat. A second arrow landed in its eye, and it crashed to the ground, twitching before it was still.

Dion would thank his men later. He resumed his run, still carrying Chloe on his shoulder. The open doorway of the armory beckoned. Along with the last soldiers to make it from the battlements, he raced inside. Liana helped him settle Chloe onto the ground. Dion then sped to the door and helped his men haul it closed. They dropped the wooden bar in place.

Dion put his back against the door and cast his eyes over the young soldiers who called him king. ‘Well done, all of you,’ he panted.

He silently counted, estimating their numbers. Over a hundred had made it to safety. The armory was big and could accommodate them easily. The walls were made of strong stone and there were spare weapons and barrels containing food and water. The horrified soldiers clustered in groups of three or four men, ranged around the area. Chloe lay in the corner, tended by Liana. Cob and Roxana stood nearby, holding each other close.

‘Sire . . .’ a blue-eyed soldier ventured. ‘What happened?’

They knew Dion’s heritage and were looking for answers. These men had been prepared to battle Palemon’s army of dragons to the death. But what they had seen was beyond their understanding.

‘In truth, I don’t know,’ Dion said.

‘It was when we started killing ’em,’ said a grizzled soldier with a salt-and-pepper beard. ‘The others went mad.’

Outside, Dion could still hear spine-chilling shrieks and the sound of wings in the air. A man’s scream rose and fell, before falling abruptly silent. The dragons’ screeches came from all directions. They gradually changed pitch, beginning to sound frustrated.

Dion supposed that Palemon and his followers were now dead. They would never have to witness the horror they had inflicted upon the world.

He attempted to banish the chilling sounds while he pondered what had happened. He remembered when Zachary’s wife, Aella, had turned wild. Zachary had been beyond distraught.

‘There is a bond that eldren share,’ Dion finally said. He nodded in Liana’s direction. ‘I can sense where Liana is, even when my eyes are closed. If she were in pain, I would feel it. I think that this is what drove the dragons mad.’

Chloe had told Dion that on Athos she learned there was a flaw in the magic of the Arch of Nisos. He now knew what that flaw was. If just one changeling died, any control over the others was lost. What were once compliant, living weapons instead became wildren. No, he thought. Worse than wildren. These dragons shared a connection. They were vicious in the extreme. Throughout history, there had never been a cohesive group of dragons to contend with.

Lost in thought, Dion was jolted alert when a sudden thud came from somewhere close by.

He raced to the armory’s stout door. He stood and faced it while soldiers formed up around him and drew swords. There was another boom, followed by a thud.

‘They’re trying to break the gates,’ a young soldier moaned.

Dion wondered if it was possible. Were they intelligent enough to know to smash the gates? He listened intently as he watched the armory door.

‘Pass me a bow,’ he ordered.

A soldier handed him a composite bow and a quiver of arrows. Dion shouldered the quiver, pulled out a single arrow, and fitted it to the string. The citadel gates thudded again, and then there was a mighty crash.

‘They’re in,’ someone whispered.

Dion looked at the men around him. They were frightened, but ready. They formed a wide circle, standing with swords drawn or arrows pulled to their cheeks. Everyone faced the wooden door.

Soon after the crash, a sequence of hard knocks came from the door itself.

‘Let us in!’ a panicked voice cried. ‘Hurry. Please!’

‘There’s men out there!’ cried the grizzled soldier who had spoken earlier. He ran to the bar and the blue-eyed soldier joined him. Together they lifted the stout timber out of the slots.

‘Keep your weapons ready,’ Dion said. He nodded at the soldiers when they looked at him for orders. ‘Do it. Close it as soon as they’re in.’

The two soldiers opened the door.

Dion couldn’t believe who was on the other side.

Palemon, the sorceress Zara, and a few dozen others raced into the armory in a mad rush. Dion caught the flash of red dragon wings. The creature was descending on them, jaws wide as it lunged.

Dion’s men slammed the door shut. With fumbling haste, they picked up the wooden bar and threw it back into the slots. The dragon on the other side shrieked with frustration. A second shriek sounded fainter, farther away.

There was silence in the armory. Dion’s men remained on guard, weapons drawn as they watched the newcomers warily.

Palemon was panting. His chain mail was dusty, and his gray-streaked hair was in disarray. Dion’s eyes moved on to Zara. Blood was splattered across her face. Grime covered her cheeks and there was dirt in her raven-black hair. Her dark-blue dress was nearly torn from her shoulder. Palemon was unarmed, and, for once, the sorceress was without her staff.

Dion scanned the rest of the newcomers. There were four more sorcerers, all men in gray robes. Like Zara, they had lost their staffs, and their expressions were harrowed and desperate. Perhaps another thirty soldiers in chain mail were with them. Some were injured, and most were armed.

‘Soldiers of Xanthos,’ Dion commanded. ‘If they move, kill them.’

His mind was spinning. Less than an hour ago, Palemon had been ready to execute him in cold blood. Now here he was, the same man, but everything had changed. Dion had far greater numbers; if it came to a fight, the warriors from across the sea wouldn’t stand a chance. Palemon had gambled with dangerous magic. He had gambled and lost.

‘Disarm them,’ Dion finally said. ‘Search the sorcerers, the ones in robes.’ His gaze flicked to Zara. Her dress was far too figure-hugging for her to be hiding any weapon. ‘Tell your men to stand down,’ he said to Palemon. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Or, you can take your chances outside.’

‘We will comply,’ Palemon said stiffly.

Dion’s men came forward and stripped their captives of weapons. Dion watched from a distance, his eyes on Palemon the entire time. When it was done, he stepped forward.

‘Now, King Palemon,’ Dion said curtly. ‘Can you tell me what is happening?’

Palemon shook his head. He muttered something, so low that Dion almost couldn’t hear him. ‘There was a message.’

Dion scowled. ‘What message?’

‘We found it beneath the tower at Malakai,’ Palemon said slowly. ‘“The dragons are fierce . . .”’

‘No,’ Zara interrupted. Her face was pale. She showed none of her usual confidence. ‘It was old Aleuthean. I had it wrong. I realize that now.’

‘What did it say?’ Dion asked impatiently.

‘It said: “The dragons are wild.”’ Zara met his eyes. ‘“The Arch of Nisos brings doom upon the world.”’
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After some time, the piercing cries of dragons calling to each other faded away. Nightfall came. Eventually most of the people in the armory fell asleep.

One ragged group – Palemon and his followers – occupied its own corner. Dion was taking no chances: they were bound hand and foot. Palemon was stoic as the men he had recently sought to destroy fastened his ankles with strong leather cord and tied his wrists behind his back. Dion was surprised when the sight of the captive king didn’t bring him the pleasure he’d always thought it would. Perhaps it was because an even greater evil had been unleashed upon the land.

The night passed slowly. Dion didn’t sleep. He sat beside Chloe, watching her chest rise and fall. She still hadn’t woken, and while Liana rested he moistened Chloe’s hot skin with a damp cloth.

He glanced under the door, seeing a faint glow of daylight underneath. Looking away, his gaze inadvertently drifted to his enemy.

Palemon was sitting up against the far wall with his knees bent. He met Dion’s stare without flinching. Dion climbed to his feet. He walked across the room full of sleeping soldiers and stood over the older man.

‘Wondering if you should kill me?’ Palemon growled.

‘Wondering why I haven’t already.’ Dion crouched. He spoke in a low voice for the benefit of his men. ‘The dragons. How do we kill them? Destroy the Arch of Nisos?’

‘No,’ another voice spoke up. Zara was watching them nearby. ‘The arch only transforms them. A man or woman enters, and a dragon comes out the other side. There was a book that we recovered from the sunken city. It is the combination of eldran magic and our own that maintains the spell over them.’

Dion snorted. ‘Why should I believe a word you say?’

Shaking his head, he left them behind and returned to Chloe. He saw that Liana was now awake; she held her hand against Chloe’s forehead, her eyes tight with concern.

‘How is she?’ Dion asked.

Chloe suddenly groaned, and Dion sank beside her. ‘Chloe? Chloe, it’s me. Can you hear me?’ But Chloe remained still and unresponsive. Wherever she was, it was somewhere far away.

With a sigh, he returned to his feet. He had never felt so helpless.

‘She will die, or she will survive,’ Zara murmured from across the room. ‘There is nothing you can do.’

Dion didn’t give her the satisfaction of a response. Instead he saw Cob sitting up and rubbing his eyes. Dion strode over to his old sailing master.

‘Sun’s rising,’ Dion said. ‘I’m taking a look. Care to join me?’

‘That’s one way to get an old man’s blood moving about,’ Cob grumbled. ‘A strong dose of fear.’

Dion gave him a tight smile, and together they headed for the door.

‘Quietly,’ Dion said as they lifted the bar from the slots and rested it on the ground. He didn’t want to wake his men. They had earned their rest. Even if there was danger outside, the doorway was too narrow for a dragon to enter.

The door creaked as they opened it.

The first sight that greeted them was the corpse of the dragon the archers had shot. The red-scaled creature was sprawled on the ground, wings crushed under its body. Dion listened intently. All he could hear was the sound of his and Cob’s breathing.

‘If they’re outside, they’re certainly being quiet,’ Dion said. He nodded in the direction of the stairs. ‘Let’s go up. Be watchful.’

Dion kept his gaze fixed on the dawn sky as he climbed the steps. Cob followed, and he wondered if the old man could hear his thumping heart. Close to the top step, Dion paused for a moment, scanning the sky and listening intently. With a glance at Cob behind him, he exited onto the citadel’s summit.

He walked a short distance and then stopped in his tracks. Bile rose to the back of his throat. He swallowed.

He had known he would see bodies, but nothing could prepare him for this. When the citadel’s defenders had fled, the dragons had swooped down from all quarters, snatching up Dion’s men and carrying them away, or killing them outright with their biting jaws.

But he now saw that it hadn’t ended there. Rather than scattered bodies, only splintered bones and patches of blood remained. The dragons hadn’t just butchered the young soldiers of Xanthos. They had gone on to devour them.

‘By the gods,’ Cob whispered. ‘The poor lads.’

Dion forced himself to look at the gruesome scene, fixing it in his memory. Remorse and guilt flooded through him. He hadn’t even known all of these men’s names.

‘Come on,’ he said finally. ‘Up to the battlements.’

Dion navigated a path through the pools of sticky liquid and climbed the short steps leading to the walls. He absently noted that the ballistae were all still functional. But he knew he had done the right thing to abandon the area. Palemon wanted conquest. The dragons wanted something else altogether. The decision to flee had enabled Dion’s men to survive. Chloe was alive because of it.

Cob joined Dion as they gazed out at the plain. They exchanged glances. Cob was whiter than Dion had ever seen him.

The corpses of scarlet dragons were dotted around the plain, most of them speared through the chest by ballistae. But of Palemon’s warriors, the men who had flown the dragons to war, there was little remaining besides torn chain mail and more bone splinters.

‘This is far worse than any army,’ Dion said.

‘Palemon wanted us in his thrall. And he wanted you dead.’

‘He did. But his actions made an evil kind of sense.’ Dion pointed. ‘That man ran, and they hunted him down. So did that one. The dragons only left when they ran out of food.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Cob looked like he was about to be sick.

‘It’s true. Don’t you realize?’ Dion looked into Cob’s eyes. ‘They must eat a huge amount. They’re probably on the hunt.’

‘By Silex,’ Cob breathed. ‘The town!’

Dion and Cob raced along the battlements until they reached the adjacent wall. The citadel gazed down on the tiers of houses, which were at the base of the steep hillside. Dion was forced to shield his eyes from the rising sun as he searched frantically. He looked for signs of life: smoke rising from chimneys, people moving about.

Then he saw that the sun was glistening from patches of wetness on the steep road that divided the settlement. Horror crept up his spine. He saw his first body, or what remained of it; at this distance it was just a smear of red and a few specks of white. He saw more signs: thatched roofs torn from houses; caved-in timber walls; pool after pool of blood.

Dion was lost for words. Fort Liberty had been home to hundreds of people. Now they were all gone. The dragons would do the same to other towns, and the nearest were in the Galean islands: Parnos, Tirius, Lenus, Orius, and Coros. Soon they would turn their attention to the cities on the mainland.

He had no illusions about Xenophon’s ballistae. They performed well, and could kill dragons from a distance. But they took time to reload. In that time, any defenses would be overwhelmed.

‘What do we do now?’ Cob asked.

‘We go back to Xanthos. We do what we can.’

‘Dion,’ Cob said. ‘Look.’

Dion lifted his gaze to where Cob was pointing. He squinted against the sunlight, and then he saw them, highlighted by the golden dawn, clustered on the horizon. Ships. Dion’s eyes narrowed. Kargan could easily have arrived before Palemon, but he had intentionally held off until the morning.
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‘I don’t see the problem,’ Kargan said. ‘There have always been wildren.’

Dion and Kargan were standing on Fort Liberty’s sandy beach, a short distance from the large crowd of Ilean and Xanthian soldiers, where no one could hear them speak. Kargan’s fleet filled the island’s small harbor, anchored a little apart from Dion’s four triremes. Kargan had beached only half a dozen of his warships, but, even so, his soldiers greatly outnumbered Dion’s.

‘In fact,’ Kargan continued, ‘whatever you did to make the dragons turn, you’ve saved us both.’

‘You are not listening.’ Dion glared at the barrel-chested king. ‘They are still out there somewhere—’

Kargan shrugged. ‘And we will hunt them down.’

‘They could return at any time.’ Dion scowled. ‘If they do, we are dead, all of us. They could be butchering our people right now.’

‘Bah,’ Kargan said. ‘We have always dealt with wildren in Ilea.’

‘This is different,’ Dion said. ‘You faced furies, ogres, and merfolk. Serpents would sink ships, occasionally, but not often. How many dragons do you think there were? A few dozen? Scattered around the world, but mostly in Cinder Fen? Listen to me, Kargan. There are hundreds of them. They are bonded, linked together in some way. If they choose to—’

‘You listen,’ Kargan said curtly, holding up a hand. ‘We are kings. You don’t answer to me, and I don’t answer to you. You will do what you think is right. I will follow my own counsel. Now, there is something else we need to talk about.’

Kargan turned to look back at the two groups of soldiers. His swarthy men with triangular shields stood in perfect formation under the watchful gaze of their captain. In comparison, Dion’s soldiers clustered in small groups. Their shoulders were slumped. All they wanted was to go home.

‘I have the larger force, King Dion, and I want something.’

‘And that is?’ Dion spoke in a low voice. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Kargan had broken his promise to come to Dion’s aid, but he wasn’t even remorseful. When they met, he had brushed off Dion’s wrath with his typical nonchalance.

‘I want your prisoners. I don’t claim to understand any of this magic, but one thing I do know is that Palemon is my enemy. I’m taking him with me.’ Dion opened his mouth, but Kargan lifted a finger to forestall him. ‘I am not giving you a choice. You understand?’

Kargan strode away, leaving Dion forced to follow him. Kargan called out for his captain to seize the captives. Dion’s soldiers looked to him for orders, and he gave a resigned nod.

Palemon, Zara, and the gray-robed sorcerers and warriors with them were soon handed over to the Ileans. Dion watched the tall king with the braided beard. Palemon’s wrists were bound behind his back, but he stood proud and tall. He scanned the beach until he saw Dion.

‘Farewell, King of Xanthos,’ he called. ‘If I were you, I would have killed me. But perhaps you are the better man.’

Kargan ignored him as he gave another order. ‘Search the fortress and the area around it. Find any swords, armor, and especially their sorcerers’ staffs.’

As the captain began to ready a search party, Kargan turned to see Dion hurrying forward. Dion thought of his ballistae and gripped Kargan’s arm. ‘I have weapons in the citadel.’

Kargan shook his arm free. ‘I think we will take them too.’ He gave Dion a blunt stare. ‘Go home, King Dion. Hunt down these dragons, if it concerns you. Celebrate the fall of our enemy. This is over.’
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The fleet of four triremes sailed clustered together, far closer than Dion would normally keep them, but there was danger in the sky and safety in numbers. A stiff wind propelled them toward Xanthos. Spray shot up around each vessel’s bow as they rode the sets of waves, lifted up and then thrown down into the valleys behind. With little shade and the sun shining fiercely overhead, the breeze cooled Dion’s burning skin.

The Liberty, Dion’s flagship, was at the head of the small fleet. He paced the deck, gazing upward and praying to Silex, god of fortune and the sea, for the following wind to hold. He saw storm clouds gathering in the west. They were in the distance, and with the present wind the fleet might pass them by.

Yet another thing to worry about.

He knew that the red dragons were out there . . . somewhere. There was little the fleet could do to protect itself, but he had archers on the decks and a handful of ballistae mounted on each vessel. His soldiers were taking their turns at the oars, and he was rotating them every three hours to keep the ships moving at maximum speed. The Liberty was leaping over the waves; with their three banks of oars, Dion’s triremes were the fastest vessels in existence.

But they could never travel faster than a dragon.

Cob came up to stand beside Dion. ‘You need to rest, lad,’ he said quietly. ‘You’re no good to any of us if you aren’t thinking clearly.’

‘Do you remember when there was always the danger of wildren?’

‘Aye. I remember. A serpent nearly swallowed me whole.’

‘This is far worse.’

‘Aye, lad. That it is. But listen. You’ve been doing well.’ He paused for a moment, then added, ‘I’ve never told you this, but I’m proud of you.’

Dion met the old man’s eyes. ‘I always wanted my father to say those words,’ he said. ‘But I now realize something.’ He gave a thin smile. ‘They’re worth far more coming from you.’

Cob reddened and cleared his throat. ‘Enough of that.’

Dion’s smile broadened, but then, as he remembered their circumstances, slowly fell. ‘Life has taken us on a strange journey, hasn’t it? From sailing the Shards to joining a group of pirates. Then suddenly becoming king.’

‘Only one of us is king,’ Cob said. ‘And for that, I thank Silex every day.’

‘When Palemon held me prisoner, you came for me.’ A shadow passed over Dion’s eyes. ‘You came in the Calypso, and you sailed me away from that place.’

‘But you left something of yourself behind,’ Cob said softly. ‘Dion, I know you lost your child, but there is still a good life waiting for you. And a good woman. She loves you, you fool. She keeps proving it, time and time again.’

Dion shook his head. ‘I know you mean well, old friend. But there is danger everywhere, and soon I might be dead. What use is that to her? The best I can offer is to send her somewhere far away, somewhere she’ll be safe.’

‘Didn’t you learn anything from Jax?’ Cob growled. ‘From Finn? From all of the Free Men? Life is to be lived! We will all die at some point. We have to be happy in the time that the gods give us.’

Dion was growing frustrated; he couldn’t seem to make Cob understand. ‘I do love her,’ he said. ‘And that’s why she deserves more.’

He saw Liana come up on deck and left Cob behind to walk over to her.

‘How is she?’ he asked.

‘Still the same.’ Liana shook her head. ‘No worse, thankfully. Sometimes she talks in her sleep.’ The silver-haired eldran glanced up at the sky. ‘How long until we reach Xanthos?’

‘We still have most of the day to travel. If this wind continues, we can be there by night—’ Dion suddenly broke off when he saw a group of winged creatures in the sky, but then he relaxed; they were just sea birds. He clasped Liana’s shoulder. ‘Give yourself a rest, Liana. I’d like to spend some time with her.’

Dion left Liana watching his back. He climbed down the hatch leading to the lower decks and then traveled toward the ship’s bow.

Chloe was still comatose. They had cleared some stores and placed her in a makeshift cot; usually ships were beached overnight and their crews camped on the shore. Dion sat on the floor beside her. A thick blanket was under her body, but she had been so hot that they hadn’t covered her, and she wore only a thin silk chiton. Her chest rose and fell with her breathing. There was more color in her face, and when he pressed a hand to her forehead she felt a little cooler. In repose, she looked far more fragile than when she was charging about, determined to see to one thing or another. But asleep or awake, she was always beautiful. He reached up to stroke her long dark hair.

‘You need to forget me,’ Dion whispered to her. ‘You deserve to be safe. To be happy.’

He watched her for a long time. His eyelids began to feel heavy . . .
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Dion jerked awake with a start. He had been hunched over, fast asleep, with his head slumped forward against Chloe’s cot. His head darted around. He wondered what it was that had woken him.

Then he heard it again. Someone was bellowing his name.

Dion rushed to the ladder, his heart suddenly racing as he climbed up to the top deck.

‘What is it?’ he called out.

His eyes immediately went to the sky. It was gray where before it had been blue, but the mast and sail were in his way. He began to cross the deck to gain a full view of anything up there. Then he saw Cob close to the stern rail, calling his name and waving his arms. Beside him, Liana was pointing over her head.

Dion hoped they were drawing his attention to the approaching storm. Black clouds filled the sky ahead with menace. A faint haze of rain below them. With the storm becoming larger and closer, the temperature had plummeted. Lightning flashed, soon followed by the boom of thunder.

Reaching the stern, he looked up and swore.

This time there was no mistaking the flying creatures for birds. Too numerous to count, they were far bigger, and their forms were undeniably reptilian. They were distant, heading away from the storm in a group, but if they hadn’t seen the four ships they soon would. The light was so low that the dragons looked black, rather than red. Dion could now make out the bat-like shape of their wings.

It started to rain.

It was heavy summer rain, with drops that pummeled the ship and hurt when they struck Dion’s head and shoulders. In an instant he was wet through. Thunder pealed in a mighty rumble. The patter as the rain hit the sea merged with the waves crashing into the ship’s hull and the creak of the mast and timbers. The sound was deafening.

‘Liana!’ Dion cried. He kept his eyes on the dragons. If they spied the fleet, everyone would die. ‘We have to draw them away!’

‘Draw them where?’

‘Into that.’ Dion pointed to the heart of the storm, where jagged lightning bolts were streaking down to strike the sea. He tore his eyes away from the dragons to see Liana nod at him, her face pale but determined.

‘Clear the deck!’ Cob cried, waving his arms.

Dion found some space and stared up at the dragons as he allowed his wild thoughts of fear and frustration to bubble to the surface. He focused on the people he needed to protect. He imagined himself in a new form. He was bigger and longer. He had wings. The sky was his element.

Mist welled around him. He felt the change come over him. He lost all sense of having arms and legs, and then he sensed his body stretching. He snarled through the mist, pounding with his wings and blowing it away.

Dion kicked with his powerful hind legs and launched his new body into the sky.

He immediately sensed Liana flying just behind him while he beat down his wings as hard as he could, heading upward at a steep angle. Rain smashed onto his body, but he ignored it. He pushed away his fatigue and tried to think only of the task ahead of him.

We can’t come at them directly, Dion communicated to Liana. We can’t let them see the ships.

I understand.

Dion glanced behind him, seeing the silver dragon that was Liana gaining speed. She was as large as he was, utterly unlike the slight young woman she had been a moment before, but she still had the same grass-green eyes.

Follow me, Dion said.

She drew abreast of him so that they were flying side by side, wings working furiously to climb with such a sharp ascent. Dion glanced down and saw that they were now so high that the waves looked like tiny ripples. Through the haze of rain he could barely make out the fleet. He began to turn on the tip of his wing, angling to head toward the mass of dragons.

He sensed dread filling Liana at the same time that it sank into his chest. The group of winged creatures was heading toward a break in the clouds. The sun was shining down, pouring light onto the fleet. In mere moments, the dragons would see the four ships.

Faster, Dion urged.

The rain had now died away and patches of blue sky showed ahead. Dion and Liana put their heads down and lengthened their bodies. They tucked their wings in and flew directly at the dragons. The group grew larger in Dion’s vision. From birdlike shapes they became red-scaled monsters with broad wings the size of a ship’s sails, outstretched as they soared away from the storm. He was still stunned by how many there were. Even clustered together, they filled a vast portion of the sky. Each flew a stone’s throw from the dragon beside it, some above and others below. Their leathery hides looked crimson in the low light.

Liana suddenly opened her mouth and gave a mighty bellow.

Following her cue, Dion roared also. The dragons craned their necks to look. Hundreds of baleful eyes stared at the two newcomers. The group scattered slightly, but then reformed as they all turned. They emitted their own piercing shrieks.

They flew directly at Dion and Liana.

Dion tilted his body and performed a tight rotation. He now faced the heart of the storm, where the clouds were black as night. Liana flew just in front of him, and he could see by the furious movement of her wings that she was traveling as fast as she possibly could. The animal cries behind Dion sounded nearer than before, but he couldn’t risk looking back. His skin crawled at the realization that if either he or Liana were caught, they would be torn to pieces in an instant.

Keep going, he urged Liana. They’re right behind us.

It became darker as he and Liana plunged into the clouds. Thunder sounded from all directions. Sheets of lightning flickered. Rain continuously pelted down, dripping from the tips of Dion’s wings.

Dion sensed the creatures’ proximity. Feeling them so close was utterly unlike the connection he had with the eldren. All he could sense was their hatred and hunger. Visions of bloody red flesh came unbidden to his mind. He gritted his teeth and thrust them away.

A dragon roared just behind him. Cold fear coursed through Dion’s body. He couldn’t stop thinking about what was in his pursuers’ minds. They wanted to devour him.

Clouds sped past, both above them and below. Liana was traveling so quickly that Dion wondered how she kept it up. She was beginning to pull away from him, and he put on another burst of effort, struggling to stay with her.

Dion glanced up and saw the blackest cloud yet overhead. It looked so thick that the idea of flying directly into it terrified him, but he knew he had no choice.

Liana! Fly straight up!

Liana flew almost vertically as she shot into the storm’s heart. Darkness enveloped them both, thick as night. Wind tossed them about, and Dion began to wonder which way was down. He lost all sight of Liana.

He heard more shrieks behind him, becoming more distant. He reached out with his eldran senses. His pursuers were still there but they were confused by the storm. Dion then reached out, and his mind connected with Liana’s. She was somewhere above him. Her thoughts were panicked.

Dion!

He cried back to her. Keep flying! Fly above it!

Suddenly the air thinned. Dark gray become pale and then white.

Dion burst free of the storm. He was high, higher than he had ever been before. The sky was blue in all directions, while, below, the storm moved on.

He felt a presence nearby and turned tightly.

There was Liana, flying toward him, regarding him with grass-green eyes.

We lost them, she said.
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Phoebe inhaled the scent of recent rain as she walked on the hills near her village. The previous day’s storm had been frightening, but now it was gone, and the sun was shining once more.

Her father had told her to check on the herd of goats and make sure none of them were in trouble – when they panicked, they often did foolish things. With a smile to herself, she thought that perhaps if there were wolves on the island, the goats would have something bigger to worry about, and thunder wouldn’t bother them at all.

Storms were about the most interesting things that happened on Parnos. Phoebe often wondered what other places were like. Phalesia was supposed to be a beautiful city, with opulent villas, grand temples of white stone, and markets open every day, not just once a week like in her village. The women wore sleek, flowing chitons, not drab smocks like hers. Strangers visited from all over the world. If Phoebe ever traveled to Phalesia, she might even see an eldran.

She thought about Aetes, the smith’s apprentice. He was strong and handsome, with a promising future, but he had no interest in the wider world. He had asked her to dance with him at the summer fair, and she’d said yes. Her parents thought he was a good match, but was she ready to settle down and spend all day cooking and cleaning and sewing with the older women?

As she walked, a tall craggy peak loomed over her, casting the area in shade. She was glad for it; the day was uncomfortably hot. She scanned the field, looking for the goats. She couldn’t hear them bleating, but perhaps they had broken through the fence. She might even have to herd them out of the caves at the base of the peak.

Finally she reached the crest of the hill and saw the wooden fence separating the pasture from the forests and caves. Scanning the field, at first she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. There was white hair, strewn about the field. Among the white was the color red.

Confusion became panic. If something had happened to the goats, her family would be destitute. She began to run.

She stopped in shock at a scene of utter carnage. There was hardly anything left of the herd. The grass ahead was wet with crimson blood. Curved rib cages and long leg bones littered the field. It looked as if every single goat had been ripped apart and devoured.

Phoebe put a hand to her mouth. Hers legs felt weak. Her stomach churned. As far as she knew there were no wolves on Parnos. Had a pack of wild dogs passed through? Was whatever attacked the herd still in the area? She searched and spied a stick lying on the ground nearby. She hurried to pick it up. Her heart racing, Phoebe turned and scanned the hills, looking everywhere. She was on high ground and could see all the way to the sea. Her village – a collection of houses and barns and a few dirt roads – was less than a mile away, close enough for her to see people walking about. She whirled to look at the thin forest that hid the caves.

She heard people screaming.

Phoebe spun around. The screams were coming from her village.

Then she saw them. Winged creatures with red scales and wings were swooping down from the sky. There were hundreds of them, huge and monstrous, with angular heads and clawed limbs. From her vantage on the hill she saw them pluck villagers up and tear them apart, fighting over each body. As soon as one man or woman was devoured, they moved on to the next. Fleeing people ran in all directions but there was no escaping the swift death from the sky. A man sprinted in Phoebe’s direction while behind him a dragon plummeted, and its jaws opened wide as it bit his head clean off before settling to the ground and arching its neck as it gulped down the rest of him. Women sprinted with young children in their arms, but the result was always the same. A stocky lad in a leather smock ran into a house. Phoebe recognized Aetes and moaned in fear as dragons tore at the thatched roof to get to him. The roof dissolved in an instant. A dragon bent down and plucked him up in its maw, tossing him into the air before biting down on his torso. His scream was cut off as his lifeblood burst out of him in a spray.

The dragons’ shrieks became frantic. There were fewer and fewer villagers left to feast on. Occasionally the creatures cried out in savage glee when they found another warm body. But now they were rising up into the air again. Tears trickled down Phoebe’s cheeks. She had said goodbye to her mother and father before leaving. Now she would never see them again.

The dragons hovered in the sky, dark eyes sweeping in all directions; they were searching. Phoebe stood frozen in place, so horrified and uncomprehending that she couldn’t move. But then one of the nearest dragons let out a piercing shriek. It flew toward her, wings beating down as it put on speed. The rest of the group followed.

Phoebe began to breathe so rapidly that she felt light-headed. Something kicked in. An inner voice told her she had to act.

She turned and ran.

The sound of fluttering wings and dragons calling to one another came hot on her heels. They were going to catch her. She would soon feel jaws closing over her head.

She sprinted as fast as she could. When she reached the fence, she threw herself over. A raucous shriek behind her made her sob, even as she put her head down and headed for the caves.

She risked a glance over her shoulder and caught flashes of wings, leathery skin, and teeth glistening red. She kicked a rock and tripped, nearly falling over. After a frantic stumble she regained her footing. The dragons were closing in. Their cries were so loud that they hurt her ears.

A scraggly tree shot past. She was entering the thin forest near the caves. She ran between another pair of trees and then there was foliage all around her. The dragons would have difficulty coming down among the branches. She heard their cries growing more distant as they rose above the trees.

There!

At the base of the small peak, she saw the first of the caves. It was small; as a child she’d played inside, but now she wasn’t sure if she would squeeze into the tight entrance. She didn’t have a choice. She ran full tilt at the tiny opening and immediately slithered on her stomach to pull herself through. Her tunic caught on the rock, but she ignored the ripping sound as she dragged herself farther inside and curled up as small as she could, squeezing in until she was completely hidden.

She heard branches breaking and then a series of shrieks just outside the cave’s entrance. She waited and hoped and prayed to the gods.

Eventually they left her alone.
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Just off the coast of the isle of Orius, Dex the fisherman was hauling in his line. His experienced hands pulled it in slowly; the line was extremely long and his most valuable possession after his boat. A metal hook hung from the line every few feet. Some hooks still held the bait; others were empty where the sneaky fish had robbed them. Now and then a wriggling silver bass flashed in the sunlight.

The boat rocked gently as it bobbed on the waves. Dex wiped sweat from his forehead. There wasn’t much wind in the day, and he was looking forward to heading in when the work was done. He looked longingly toward land. They were a fair distance from shore, but at least without a strong current it wouldn’t be back-breaking work to row home. His vision wasn’t the best, but he imagined he could make out the white walls of the small cottage he shared with his family, near the edge of town.

Dex glanced over his shoulder to see how his son was doing. The lad’s job was to remove any fish and then see to it that every hook was baited. He frowned when he saw the line coiled up behind him on the floor of the boat; the boy was falling behind.

‘You’re doing it wrong, Arsak,’ he said.

He tied the line near the stern and then shuffled along until he was sitting next to the boy. Arsak had a wriggling bass in his hands. It was flopping about so energetically that he was struggling to free the hook.

‘Remember what I said? Use the rag.’

Dex picked up the old linen and wrapped it around his hand before taking the fish from his son. He slapped it firmly onto the deck and, once it was pinned down, used his free hand to maneuver the hook out of its mouth. He raised an eyebrow at Arsak. Stocky and curly-haired, he was a small version of his father. ‘You watching? See? Don’t pull on the hook like a fish. We’re smarter than they are. Work it backward. Got it?’

‘Yes, Father.’

‘See how you get on with the next one.’

Arsak nodded.

Dex returned to his own seat and glanced back, waiting for Arsak to bait the next hook. But the boy was staring past his father, back at shore. Arsak’s mouth had dropped open. His eyes were wide.

Following his son’s gaze, Dex squinted against the sun shining off the sea. Looking past the other fishing boats, he saw more boats side by side on the shore. A flock of big birds flew in circles over the town. Smoke snaked from chimneys.

Dex shielded his eyes with his hand. The plume of smoke was growing; somewhere in the town buildings were blazing. The smoke became blacker and thicker. Fear gripped his heart. His wife was at home. How had it started? Had anyone been hurt?

‘F . . . F . . . Father!’ Arsak stammered.

Dex turned to his son. He spoke calmly but firmly. ‘Lad, throw me the buoy. Quickly now. We’ll float the line and row back to town. If they can’t put it out, they’ll need every hand.’

‘Father!’ Arsak screamed, pointing.

Whirling, Dex looked toward shore again. He saw that more and more birds were rising from the town and gathering overhead. There was something unnatural about the way they circled over the settlement. What kind of birds were they anyway? They were too big to be gulls. Arsak’s young eyes were better, but Dex could make out fluttering wings; it should be impossible to see wings at this distance.

All of a sudden the creatures began to fly with incredible speed in a group that grew wider until it was a loose wedge. Dex felt dread sink into his guts. They had a destination. They were heading out to sea, speeding directly toward Dex and his son.

‘By all the gods,’ Dex whispered.

They were to birds what a whale was to a fish. They were bright red. They flew with terrible purpose, winged monsters with tapered skulls that terminated in long, snarling jaws.

Dex was too stunned to know what to do. He glanced back at his son, who was white-faced, and then looked again at the approaching creatures. They were dragons, he knew, although he had never seen one in the flesh before.

The first dragon swooped down. It descended on the closest fishing boat to shore, reaching out with its claws to grasp a man by his shoulders and lift him into the sky. The next dragon came right behind it, settling itself on the boat’s gunwale for a few fluttering seconds while its jaw closed down on the fisherman’s companion.

Shrieking in frustration, the rest of the dragons moved on to the next fishing boat. It was the nearest to Dex’s, and there was only one occupant. The fisherman tried to leap over the side, but he wasn’t quick enough, and claws wrapped around him. The creatures started tearing at his body, their teeth flashing as he spurted red liquid.

Dex prayed to Silex harder than he’d ever prayed in his life. He didn’t know how to swim, nor did his son. They were in an open-decked rowing boat. There was no protection.

‘Take my hand, son,’ Dex said. His son clasped his palm, and Dex pulled the boy in close. ‘Close your eyes.’ Dex wrapped his arms around him. ‘Don’t look. No matter what, don’t look.’
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Malik led the old mare by the reins. He was using a rusty spear as a staff, and was walking as quickly as he could, but it was the horse that was slowing him down. He and his family had fallen back to the rear of the group.

He glanced up at his dark-haired wife, Kera. She sat stoically on the mare’s back, the newborn babe in her arms. It had been barely a week since the birth, and a difficult one at that. She looked far too frail for the journey.

‘You doing all right there?’ He couldn’t hide the concern in his voice.

She managed a nod. He could see that she was trying not to grimace, and there was a tightness around her eyes that wasn’t normally there. If the situation weren’t so desperate, there was no way he would have attempted the journey.

Ahead of him were the other villagers, with the younger men up front and the boys skipping ahead as if this were a game. They were in Xanthos’s outlands, with a long march still ahead of them before they reached the city. Malik prayed that they would find refuge within the city’s stout walls. King Dion and his soldiers would protect them. Everyone was speaking in low murmurs. If they stayed quiet, and weren’t seen, they might come out of this alive.

After the dragons had ravaged Forest Hill a day ago, Malik and everyone with him knew it was a matter of time before the creatures struck their village. There hadn’t even been a debate; as soon as the news came, everyone had run to their homes and started packing. Wheat fields sat ready for the harvest and livestock needed tending, but none of that mattered now. They had to get to Xanthos before the dragons came for them too. Secondhand stories from the few survivors said that the monsters arrived quickly and without warning. They killed everyone: livestock, women, children . . . Then they were gone as swiftly as they came.

There was even a new name for them. The red dragons weren’t eldren, the ancient race who could change their forms. Nor were they wildren, eldren who had forgotten who they were. They were bloodren: creatures of blood.

Malik anxiously scanned the terrain ahead. The road followed a valley, with mountains and thick forests on all sides and a thin river flowing to his right. He then turned to gaze behind him. There were other stragglers who were having even more difficulty than him. He wished some of the younger men up front would help them. He met the eyes of old Gurn, who like Malik was carrying a rusty spear. Some of the other men carried weapons too: pitchforks, bows, even the occasional sword.

He suddenly heard screams.

The sound sent a shiver along his spine. Malik whirled, looking everywhere. People were pointing up at the sky. He spun around, and fear gripped his chest when he saw the bloodren with his own eyes.

They were distant, but approaching swiftly, appearing in ones and twos from between the mountains. Wings beat up and down, propelling long, lithe bodies as fast as any bird. There were scores of them, too many to count. Their scales were red. Their purpose was clear. They were high in the sky, scouting like eagles. Malik saw that they were turning. Now they were heading directly for the road, approaching the column of refugees from behind.

‘They’re here!’ a man up front cried. ‘Run for your lives!’

Everyone scattered, some along the trail, others heading for the trees. Malik looked up at Kera, the woman he’d shared his life with and never regretted marrying for a moment. ‘If you make it, tell her I love her’ – he touched the babe – ‘as I love you.’

Kera reached out to grasp his hand. Malik squeezed her palm. He then gave the mare a mighty slap on the rump. The horse whinnied and put its head down as it moved into a sway-backed gallop.

Already the other refugees were rushing forward. Kera fled with them, the old mare struggling with her weight but sensing the danger of the situation and pushing on gamely. Gripping the reins, Kera glanced back and met his eyes. Malik lifted his hand and waved.

Tearing his gaze away, Malik saw that, like him, a lot of the men had chosen to remain on the road and buy time for the others. There were fifty or sixty villagers armed with a motley collection of weapons. They began to form a line, facing the dragons plunging down from the sky, and Malik hurried to join them.

‘Come on, men!’ old Gurn yelled. ‘We’ll fight them how we can. Let’s give our lives for our families!’

The dragons descended like a crashing wave, row after row of them swooping at speed. Some of the men started firing arrows, but only a few of the experienced hunters struck the creatures’ softer parts. As one, the bloodren parted their jaws and filled the air with a cacophony of piercing cries. Following the road, they were fifty paces away, and then twenty. They flew so swiftly that Malik barely had time to lift his spear when he found a dragon heading straight for him, its eyes narrowed. He tried to bring his spear up from underneath and strike at the throat. But he only scratched it as the tapered jaws opened wide and then closed over his head.
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Zachary’s heart felt like it would break as he watched the dragons butcher another defenseless group of refugees. He and Eiric were shadowing the creatures from a distance, staying above the clouds. The red dragons feasted and then flew away. Satiated for the moment, they were heading toward the Wilds, where Zachary had once made his home. He knew they would be back.

This is dark magic. Along with the words, Zachary communicated both his sadness and his fear. All I can sense is their desire to destroy anyone they encounter. He gazed into Eiric’s golden eyes. We must do something.

Even in dragon form, Zachary could feel Eiric’s frustration. There are too many of them. I don’t know what we can do. 

Zachary saw the refugees’ possessions strewn about the valley. Even from his height, he could make out the color red smeared all over the road. Not even a horse was left alive. The sight sickened him. He couldn’t make himself fly down to see more.

At least gather our warriors, Zachary said. We might be able to help some of the refugees. Perhaps we can fly them to safe—

We are too few, Eiric interrupted. No, Father. They would tear us to pieces. We must protect our own.

Do you know what the humans are calling them, Eiric? Bloodren. The humans have finally begun to lose their fear of us and now, despite this being no fault of ours, they will hate us again. You are the king of all eldren. Your bond with our abilities is stronger than any other’s. You must find a solution. 

Eiric’s eyes narrowed. I have tried, Father. Of course I have! All I can sense is that there is human magic in the spell also. 

Then we must fight, Zachary said.

We don’t have the numbers. We can barely muster a hundred warriors, and few of us have the power to shift to dragon form. Furies are no match for these creatures. If the red dragons come to Sindara, we will struggle to survive ourselves. 

We cannot let the humans suffer alone, Zachary said. 

We will help them in any way we can, Father. Father? Where are you going?

Zachary turned away, flying back toward Sindara. Do not follow me. I wish to be alone for a time. 
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Chloe shuddered, and her eyes slowly opened. The first thing she saw was Sophia’s concerned face.

‘Sophia? Where am I?’ she asked hesitantly.

‘At home. How are you?’ Sophia looked anxious.

Chloe felt disoriented and confused. She tried to remember. Zachary had come to Phalesia . . . He had told her and Liana that there was going to be an attack. Dion had gone to Fort Liberty . . .

‘Dion!’ Chloe cried as she sat up.

She again saw him kneeling in front of Palemon. Palemon had raised his sword, about to end Dion’s life. Chloe had to stop him. She had lifted her staff and pointed it at Palemon, drawing on her anger and despair.

‘He is safe,’ Sophia soothed. ‘He brought you here . . . Stayed by your side for days before he had to go.’

‘What happened?’

‘The dragons went wild,’ a grim voice answered. Chloe saw Liana standing at the foot of the bed. ‘Dion killed some . . . then . . .’

‘I saw it,’ Chloe said slowly. ‘In a vision. When one dies, it resonates throughout the group.’

‘Can we stop it?’ Liana asked urgently.

Chloe shook her head. ‘Even the sorcerers of Aleuthea had to kill them in their cages. The Arch of Nisos was flawed.’ She swept her covers aside. ‘How long has it been?’

‘Several days,’ Liana said. ‘Chloe . . . Wait!’

Chloe swung her legs over the bed and stood. She weaved for a moment, light-headed and dizzy, but then the starbursts in her vision faded. She set her jaw. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Where are my clothes?’

She dressed and left her bedchamber, ignoring Sophia and Liana’s protests as she walked to the kitchen and poured herself a cup of water. Gulping it down, she refilled the cup and drained it before her weak legs forced her to sit down at the high table. In front of her was a pile of flat bread and a jar of olives. She began to eat steadily, gradually feeling her strength return.

‘How did I get here?’

‘We took refuge in the citadel until the dragons were gone. They’ – Liana grimaced – ‘feasted. Then the king of Ilea arrived.’

‘Kargan?’

Liana nodded. ‘He took Palemon, Zara, and some of their soldiers and sorcerers with him. There weren’t many of them left, not after what happened. He said they were his hostages. We sailed home. We didn’t know what was coming. Now . . .’

‘What?’ Chloe looked from face to face. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s worse than we could have imagined,’ Liana said. ‘The dragons . . . They’ve been everywhere.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Killing,’ Liana said flatly. ‘Eating.’

Chloe suddenly felt sick. She made herself swallow the last mouthful of bread.

‘They’ve been targeting the smaller villages first,’ Liana continued. ‘Anywhere with people or livestock. Even fishing boats. Refugees are pouring into Phalesia. It’s harvest time, but every farm has been abandoned. And before long there won’t be a village left to attack. With so many people in the city, the dragons will come here.’

‘They’re calling them bloodren,’ Sophia said.

‘The dragons?’

Sophia nodded.

Chloe was struggling to take it all in. ‘Amos? Where is he?’

‘He’s never home anymore,’ Sophia said. ‘He’s always at the barracks or on the walls. Consuls keep coming here and asking about you.’

‘Tell them I’ll see them.’

‘Are you sure?’ Liana asked.

‘I have to do what I can.’

Liana put her hand to Chloe’s forehead and then nodded. ‘I understand.’ She sighed. ‘I should also return to my people.’

‘Can Eiric help us?’ Chloe asked.

‘If there’s anything we can do, I’m sure we will do it.’
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The horn blast came again, reverberating throughout the city. Dion raced through the streets. Soldiers rushed out of houses and joined him. Refugees flattened themselves against the walls, but there were still so many that they impeded his progress.

He wore leather armor and clutched his bow tightly while he ran. The stone houses of the wealthy and the mud-brick homes of the poor passed him by. Raised voices came from all directions. People were shouting, calling on every able-bodied man to head to the walls. The horn sounded again. Everyone knew what it meant.

‘To the walls!’ Dion cried, echoing the calls around him.

He sprinted along the avenue and finally saw the gates ahead. They were broad, made of solid oak, and reinforced with heavy timber beams propped up behind them. A full division of hoplites, armed with shield and spear, stood formed up just inside. The thick walls where Xanthos faced the land rather than the sea spread out on both sides. More soldiers joined the hoplites, raced to the walls, or climbed to the roofs of the nearby houses. They were all drilled; every man knew his place.

Dion barely slowed as he came to a set of stone steps and climbed them two at a time to reach the top of the wall. It was a windy day and a strong gust pushed at his body as he stared out at the rolling hills. His eyes were on the graveled road that led to the city. The road wound back and forth before passing between Xenophon’s row of timber stacks on its way to the gates.

He immediately saw the refugees. Fathers carried children in their arms, while mothers sprinted with wailing babes. Some rode weary horses, but most were on foot. Already possessions littered both sides of the road: chests, blankets, children’s toys, and prized tools, all left behind at the last minute. The villagers’ eyes were wide with panic. They fled in desperation for the safety the city promised.

Then Dion looked above them. His eyes traveled past the road and higher, to the distant mountain peaks.

He squinted, and then he saw them.

The dragons were far away, but the individuals that made up the group were becoming larger. With wings spread wide, they flew with speed. Dion heard the word ‘bloodren’ from among his men; even he had started using the name.

From his position on top of the wall, Dion drew in a deep breath to bellow as loud as he could. ‘Open the gates!’

Hoplites rushed forward to haul the timbers away. More soldiers lifted the bars in the slots, and then the gates peeled open.

‘Do not order your men to advance,’ a voice said beside Dion. ‘They would never get there in time. And even if they did . . .’

Dion turned to see Xenophon standing beside him. With his long beard, the sprightly old philosopher looked out of place among all the soldiers. He stood serenely even as the strong wind buffeted his loose white robe.

‘Then what do I do?’ Dion was almost irritated that Xenophon could be so calm.

‘It is time,’ Xenophon said. His blue eyes met Dion’s, and then he nodded in the direction of the stacks of timber. ‘If the people can make it past, the flames will drive the dragons away.’

Dion watched the refugees as they fled the approaching dragons. He realized immediately that Xenophon’s plan might work.

‘Archers!’ Dion roared. ‘Prepare fire arrows! As soon as the people are past the stacks, light them up!’

Around him archers grabbed the specially prepared fire arrows. From the nearby torches they lit the tightly wound cloth where a sharpened head would usually be. Dion lit his own fire arrow and nocked it to the string. His whole body was tensed as he watched the refugees run. He prayed to all the gods. The first of the people on the road reached the timber stacks, but there were many more and it would take time before they all made it past.

The wind blew out Dion’s arrow, and he was forced to light it again. He looked for Xenophon to ask him to ready another, but the old philosopher was gone, vanished as quickly as he’d appeared.

Returning his attention to the road, Dion saw that most of the fleeing people were now on the near side of the fire stacks, but those in the distant rear were in the most danger. At the very back of the group, a woman carried a small boy. Taking one look, Dion could see that she was exhausted.

Dion cursed the wind. Normally the shot wouldn’t be difficult, but the gusts were so strong that he had to brace his legs.

‘Archers, draw!’ Dion cried.

Bows creaked around him. Dion drew the string to his ear and sighted along the shaft. As the dragons descended toward the running woman, they were so close he could see their small but powerful forelimbs and their lean, muscled legs. Their jaws were parted in anticipation.

Dion held the string at full extension. He also held his breath.

Then the woman was past the timber piles, still holding the boy in her arms. With the dragons just a stone’s throw behind them, the stacks needed to light up immediately.

‘Fire!’ Dion cried.

Strings snapped. The volley of arrows flew from the walls toward the six wooden stacks.

But something was wrong. The flames at the arrows’ tips went out before they reached their destination. Dion went white. There was no time for a second shot.

Then Dion’s eyes widened. He saw a bearded old man in a loose white robe racing toward the stacks. Xenophon must have started running as soon as Dion gave his archers the first order. The philosopher held a flaming torch in his hand.

Xenophon had already left behind most of the refugees as he sprinted along the road. As Dion watched, the philosopher passed the woman carrying her child. The dragons were just moments away from the old man.

Xenophon tossed his torch onto the closest of the stacks.

The detonation blew the pile apart. Flaming timbers shot out in all directions. The stacks to both sides erupted immediately after. The sound was deafening. The dragons screeched and shied away.

Dion saw the old philosopher’s body haloed by a cloud of smoke and flame before he disappeared.
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When it was over, ten or more winged corpses littered the ground. The rest of the dragons soared in circles, watching Xanthos. The city’s defenders watched them back. At some unspoken signal, the creatures turned in the air and flew away, searching for easier prey.

Standing dazed on the wall, Dion thought about Xenophon. In a few short months, he had produced ballistae and designed a fortress, but in his lifetime he had done so much more than that. Wise and intelligent, he had only appeared uncertain when it came to the alchemists’ arts.

In the end, despite not knowing why selflessness logically existed, he had proved he had a heart. He had saved lives, even at the cost of his own.

Dion smiled ruefully and shook his head. Xenophon had thought that the timber stacks would only result in tall flames.

In the end, it was his own cleverness that killed him.
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The next day Dion was at his palace, out on the Flower Terrace. The scent of the colorful blooms around him wafted up to his nostrils, but despite the pleasant surroundings, he was thinking only dark thoughts.

He paced from one end of the terrace to the other and gazed out over the city and the surrounding hills. It was morning, and the sun cast a rosy glow on the distant peaks and glinted off the weapons and armor of the soldiers manning the walls. Xanthos was a narrow city, a collection of temples, houses, workshops, and markets squeezed between the walls and the harbor. From his vantage Dion could watch the activity on many of the streets, and saw a sea of people.

More refugees had arrived in the night, but they might be the last to make it. This group said they traveled in darkness and hid during the day, but even so they were lucky to reach the city alive. They told stories of horror: every homestead, hut, farm, and village was deserted, either abandoned or ravaged by death on wings. They had passed scene after scene where others made their final stand, with one inevitable outcome. In Xanthos, all the surrounding lands were awash with blood.

The city was now filled to bursting. Every temple was crammed with people sleeping in whatever space they could find. Even the Royal Palace’s lower level was a temporary home for dozens of families, with only the middle and upper levels reserved for Dion and his royal council. Xanthos’s population had swelled to three times its previous number.

Dion’s stomach rumbled. He hadn’t eaten breakfast, but there were people who needed the food more.

He had anticipated battling Palemon for control of the Maltherean Sea. He had thought that the war would be swift and decisive, rather than protracted. To prepare his defenses, he had sold all his winter supplies, leaving a scant reserve. Already there was strict rationing, with just a single loaf of bread and hand-sized piece of hard cheese to last a family for a day. Tomorrow they would have to halve rations again.

Soon, within a week, Xanthos would be out of food.

Then the riots would begin.

Ignoring his gnawing stomach, Dion distracted himself by inspecting the ballistae. Pointed up at the sky, they were a constant fixture of the city: interspersed along the walls, guarding the palisade along the shore, and sited on the roofs of the tallest houses. The soldiers with them knew that at any moment the dragons could return.

Including the last attack, where Xenophon gave his life to save the refugees, there had been three assaults on the city. When the defenders killed a few of the bloodren, they shrieked in shared pain. They gathered in the air out of range, glaring at the soldiers below, eager to destroy them. But then they hesitated and finally left.

How long could it continue? The dragons wanted to feast. The ballistae could kill only a few dozen at a time. There were so many people, so many tempting warm bodies.

Dion wondered how Phalesia was faring. He knew that their villages and farms had suffered the same fate as those of Xanthos, but had the city been attacked too? The last message that made it through told him Chloe was alive and well, but then . . . nothing.

He turned when he heard a voice behind him.

‘This cannot go on,’ Glaukos said.

Dion’s uncle was approaching with Finn by his side. Both of them looked haggard, but then Dion supposed he did too.

‘We can’t take in any more refugees,’ Glaukos said soberly. ‘You know as well as I do that we don’t have the supplies.’

Dion’s eyes narrowed. ‘If anyone out there is still alive, and can make it here, then it is our duty to take them in.’ He glanced at Finn. ‘Do we have anything more we can contribute from the palace?’

‘We never prepared for a situation like this,’ Finn said. He looked uncharacteristically anxious. ‘I’ve scoured the whole city. After tomorrow, there’s nothing left.’

Dion’s breath caught. ‘But I thought . . .’

‘It’s a rule of keeping stores that what you’ve been keeping the longest is always in the worst state,’ Finn said. ‘I should have been more conservative, but there we have it. Rats, weevils . . . They’ve all taken their share.’

‘Soon we’ll have to take soldiers from the walls to police the city,’ Glaukos said. ‘I remember the famine thirty years ago. People always think the wealthy are hoarding. Sometimes they are.’ He shook his head. ‘You have no idea how bad it can get. We’ve taken in far too many to keep order. I understand your motivations for letting people in. But saving them may have doomed us all.’

Dion realized he was faced with the prospect of his city falling, from within or without. He tried to calm his thoughts and focus on what he could do. ‘Phalesia might have supplies—’

‘And how would we get them here?’ Glaukos interrupted with a scowl.

‘One thing at a time. We need information. We don’t even know how many people might still be out there, trying to get to the city.’ He came to a decision. ‘I’m going to take a look.’

Glaukos frowned. ‘Take a look where?’

‘Outside.’

Finn looked upset. ‘Dion, no—’

‘I make no apologies for giving sanctuary to everyone who needs it. If we know there are more people on their way, that tells us something. If every village has been destroyed, that tells us something as well.’ Dion’s voice turned grim. ‘If the land is empty, it won’t be long until hunger forces the dragons to overwhelm our defenses. At the moment, what we need is information.’

‘Lad—’ Glaukos began.

‘I’m not a boy anymore, Uncle,’ Dion said. ‘I’m the king. These people are my responsibility.’
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Dion soared above the clouds. His hope was that if he stayed high there was less chance that the bloodren would see him. He also had an all-encompassing view of the countryside.

He gazed down as he flew with slow sweeps of his wings. He saw a patchwork of fields laid out in a grid, and villages interspersed along the road that followed the series of valleys between the mountains. Green pastures flowed over the rolling hills, but they were absent the usual dots of white that indicated livestock. The wheat fields glowed bright yellow in the sunlight, but all of the grain he needed lay neglected. He looked upon the burned husks of houses where untended fires had spread. The only creatures he saw were birds, and every time he saw a flock in the distance he felt a stab of fear.

He soon realized that he was too high to know if there were any small groups of people still alive. Despite the risk of being ambushed, he tucked in his wings and descended, following the road and scanning at both sides. The tall peaks on both sides of the valley now rose above him.

He almost wished he was still too high to see.

The first village he flew over was mostly intact, but there were bloody lumps everywhere, surrounded by wisps of clothing and splintered bones. He saw a square outside a small temple; the individual smears on the ground suggested the dragons had come just as the villagers had gathered for a service. House after house had its interior ripped open to the sky. Nothing stirred: no dogs, no sheep, no goats, no people. The only sign that the village had once been occupied was blood.

Dion beat his wings down to put on speed. He left the settlement behind and continued to follow the road, scouring the terrain. He came across a dozen wagons halfway to the next village. Possessions were still strapped down in the carts, but the traces were ripped into shreds and barely anything remained of the horses. He was learning to read the signs. The people had scattered when the dragons came. They weren’t fast enough.

He knew he had to stay calm, or wildness would threaten his senses, but it was becoming impossible. Village after village was destroyed. Individual homesteads were somehow sadder: he could see where a family had been butchered as they ran or hid. Everywhere it was the same.

Dion followed side roads and winding trails, desperate to see if there was someone he could help. Flying swiftly, knowing he had little time, he searched for any signs of the living.

Always there were none.

He wondered what to do. Everyone was depending on him. It was clear that the dragons would find no more prey in this area. They might head to distant lands in search of easier pickings, perhaps across the Maltherean to the Salesian continent, but he had sensed their rage more than once. They hungered for flesh, and they wanted to kill anyone who stood in their way, to destroy the humans who had killed members of their bonded group. They would come for Xanthos until there were no more people left, and they would come soon.

These lands were lost. Dion had to find safety for the people in the city. He had to keep the peace, and to do that he would need to give them a common purpose. He had to provide enough sustenance to keep them alive.

Perhaps Phalesia would have the supplies he needed. After all, he had sold many of his stores to Phalesian merchants. He also needed to know that Chloe was still alive.

He was now in Xanthos’s east. Rather than farmland below, he was soaring over an unbroken forest. Phalesia wasn’t far, just on the other side of the mountains. If he could hold on to his changed form for just a little longer, he would make it.

He beat down hard with his wings, rapidly gaining height. Climbing the wall of mountains, he fixed his sights on the gap between two of the peaks.

He came abreast of the gap and leveled off, feeling his thoughts becoming confused, but fighting to maintain his identity. His name was Dion. He was the king of Xanthos. His people needed him.

As soon as he crossed into Phalesian lands, he saw them.

He had been so focused on what lay ahead that he hadn’t been looking down. His blood ran cold when he saw hundreds of winged creatures settled on the floor of the valley on the mountains’ far side.

A single dragon raised its head and let out a piercing shriek when it saw him. As one, the bloodren rose into the sky. Suddenly Dion could sense them. Their thoughts were as crazed as ever. Already they were flying directly at him. They wanted to savage him, to tear him into pieces.

Fear jolted him into action. He tilted to turn sharply. Last time he had encountered the bloodren, he had outflown them, but there was no storm this time, and he was fatigued after his long flight. He put on every bit of speed he could, heading back between the peaks as red-scaled dragons blotted out the sky behind him. He didn’t know if they were learning, but they had spread out on all sides as if to herd him like an animal.

He heard their shrieks and roars. The constant flutter behind him made his own wings work until they ached. The ground below passed by in a blur. Dion tried to focus his thoughts; he needed a plan if he wanted to escape. He banked slightly to head farther north. Soon he would be in the Wilds, a region he had come to know in the time he lived with the eldren.

He craned his neck to peer back. With his greater wingspan he was outdistancing them, but slowly. He couldn’t stay changed much longer.

He crossed over another row of tall mountains and then dived.

He plummeted as fast as he could, making his body as lean and swift as an arrow. Evergreen forests speeded toward him. He saw a few clearings and a craggy, barren hill, landmarks that told him where in the Wilds he was. The wide blue ribbon of a river carved its way through the trees. He knew that what appeared to be another clearing was actually a pool.

He rushed headlong toward it. Treetops scraped his belly as he swooped at the pool. The circle of deep water was directly below a plummeting waterfall. A hundred feet in height and as white as snow, it filled the air at its base with spray.

Dion flew directly into the waterfall.

He changed his shape even as he struck the liquid wall. For a moment everything was white and wet. Then he tumbled through the water, rolling over and over. He struck the wall of stone behind it hard, but he’d judged his moment well and there was a solid ledge under him. Now returned to human form, gasping with the shock of the water, he shot to his feet. He heard a single, piercing cry.

On the other side of the spray, he saw the outline of scarlet wings.

He scanned furiously. There was a fissure in the rock, at the back of the cavity behind the waterfall. He lunged toward it and wedged his body into the narrow chimney. He thought that he was hidden, but he couldn’t be sure.

He poked his head out, risking a glance at the curtain of water. What he saw made him duck back into the darkness. A monstrous tapering head was pushing through the spray, a head with glaring eyes and teeth protruding from both sides of its jaws. The dragon was keeping itself aloft, wings beating the air. It was searching.

Dion shrank himself as small as he could. Over the roar of the water, he heard beastly panting. He knew the dragon’s eyes were roving. He looked down and saw that his foot was poking out. There was nothing he could do. If he shifted now it would see the movement and he would be dead.

This time when the dragon shrieked, the deafening sound echoed everywhere and made his ears ring. Dion tensed, waiting for the creature to strike at him.

Then the sound of the waterfall changed slightly. He waited for several long breaths, and peered out again.

The dragon was gone.

Warily he climbed out of his hiding place. He peered out at the waterfall, pricking his ears, but couldn’t hear anything. Waiting, still on alert, he listened for a long time.

Finally he leaned back against the rock wall and slid down to the floor. Sodden, weary beyond belief, he told himself he would rest for just a few moments.

His eyes closed of their own accord.
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Ilea was a land of sunshine, but the dungeon was dark, always dark. The guards often neglected to rekindle the torches, and several hours might pass before Palemon could see anything more than his hand in front of his face. The walls were stone, the floor was dusty, and the ceiling was too high to touch. Thick iron bars divided the room into large cells.

Palemon knew that far above him was a grand palace, the residence of King Kargan, but the two places might as well have been heaven and hell. He also knew that this dungeon was special, to be so near the king’s residence. It was for prisoners that the king wanted to keep close at hand: important hostages, people with secrets to uncover, or those that Kargan liked to be able to visit and see humbled.

Palemon supposed he was the latter. He had no secrets that the king of Ilea wanted. Kargan already knew from his spies that the dozen captured ships had set off for the cold lands in the north long ago. The Ilean king could figure out for himself the rough number of people the fleet had gone to rescue. There was nothing left to tell.

He was also useless as a hostage. At the head of a powerful army, he had once had the world at his feet. Now he was just a man who had set his sights too high. A man who had failed. Worse – he had unleashed a plague on the world, a dark magic that would see his people killed and his name cursed, if his name was remembered at all.

So the only reason that Palemon and those with him were being kept so close to the palace had to be so that Kargan could gloat.

And gloat he had.

The barrel-chested king had brought all his lords to see the famed and feared Palemon in the flesh. They had all exclaimed, initially fearful but then laughing when they saw a tall, broad-shouldered man with gray in his hair and his face streaked with grime. Kargan was pleased, Palemon saw. His standing with his lords would be the highest it had ever been.

Kargan had brought generals from his army and visitors from his distant dominions. Palemon always stayed silent, regarding them with his dark-eyed stare. The brave laughter faded. The gloaters never stayed long.

In the flickering light cast by the torches, Palemon inspected the large cell as he paced. He shared it with a handful of sorcerers and thirty warriors from Necropolis. At least it was big enough that they weren’t on top of each other. No one ever asked him what would happen next. Instead his men cast him dark looks. He was their king; he had created this mess, and it was his task to find a way forward.

He had always commanded the respect of his warriors, and seeing their resentment caused him more pain than he cared to admit. They were right to be angry, for he knew their situation was hopeless. Their weapons and armor had been taken from them, and like Palemon they wore simple vests and dark trousers. The four gray-robed sorcerers had lost their staffs, and without gold, silver, copper, or iron they were as useless as babes.

Palemon looked at the adjacent cell, which was smaller than his own. There was an Ilean there, another prisoner. The man was dressed in unkempt but expensive clothing and sat slouched against the wall, staring at the floor despondently. Palemon had spoken to him long enough to learn that he was some craftsman who had been caught stealing from his king. He would be no use.

His gaze then went to Zara. She was sitting cross-legged with her eyes closed. She was meditating; he had seen her do it many times before. Still in her figure-hugging dark-blue dress, she sat with her raven-black hair draped like a screen in front of her eyes.

The sight of her slowly breathing in and out irritated him. He wasn’t a man used to sitting still. He finished his pacing and stood over her.

‘I need to speak with you,’ he said.

Her eyes opened, and she tilted her head back to look up at him with her penetrating blue eyes. ‘And it could not wait, sire?’ She spread her arms. ‘We appear to have all the time in the world.’

‘Time to wait for the king of Ilea to grow tired of us and kill us all?’ Palemon growled. ‘I prefer to converse.’

‘But only with me.’ Zara gave a slight smile.

Palemon glanced back at the other occupants of the cell. He didn’t want to speak to them without a plan to earn back their trust.

‘Yes,’ Palemon said. ‘With you. It is partly your fault that we’re in this position.’

Zara’s smile faded, and she scowled and climbed to her feet. ‘This is not the time for blame. Our ancestors left a message. We were both warned.’

Palemon began to return her glare, but then he gave up and his shoulders slumped. ‘Of course this is my fault. We have lost everything. Our people will return to a shattered land.’

‘The king of Ilea doesn’t appear to be concerned.’

‘He is a fool.’ Palemon’s lip curled. ‘The man thinks this is an opportunity. He knows there is trouble in the north, but he believes that if he waits until it is all over he will be the only ruler with any armies left.’ He tugged angrily on his beard. ‘I heard the guards talking. They say that across the sea our dragons have ravaged the land. The young king of Xanthos . . . He knew what he was facing. But chances are he is now filling some creature’s belly.’

Zara raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought he was your enemy.’

‘Enemy?’ Palemon snorted. ‘What use are enemies now?’ His voice became firm. ‘You have had time to think, sorceress. Is there some way to break the spell and change them back?’

It was a moment before Zara replied. ‘There is something.’ She spoke hesitantly. ‘Do you remember the jewel I told you about?’

‘On the island, Athos.’ Palemon nodded. ‘I remember.’

‘The magic of materia is somehow connected to it. The spell on the dragons also. When I stared into its depths, I saw them, as if they were flying inside it.’ She looked away, remembering. ‘If there is a solution to any of this, it may be in that cave.’

‘Then we have to get you to Athos,’ Palemon said.

‘I have an idea.’

Zara suddenly walked away. She started to circle among the warriors, inspecting them all carefully. Her gaze traveled up and down each man in turn. ‘Stand still,’ she admonished one man when he tried to back away. She patted down their collars and vests. Whatever she was looking for, her search was obviously fruitless. Shaking her head, she finally returned to Palemon’s side.

‘What are you doing?’ Palemon asked.

‘Looking for a—’ Zara broke off. She left Palemon again, but this time she walked to the bars separating the cell from the one next to it.

Palemon watched as she said something to the Ilean sitting alone in his cell with his back against the wall. The man had been reticent when Palemon had spoken with him, too wrapped up in his own despair to bother with the strange foreigner’s inquiries, but Zara could be beguiling when she wanted to be. The man slowly stood and approached the slender sorceress.

The prisoner came closer, and Zara said something else. He reached for his tunic at the collar and lifted a copper necklace, displaying the round medallion for Zara to see. She beckoned him closer. They approached each other until only the iron bars were separating the two of them.

The man showed Zara the medallion up close. She smiled and raised an eyebrow to query. He nodded. A moment later Zara held the medallion between two dainty fingertips to examine it.

She looked up, her face suddenly menacing.

Before the man could back away, she slapped the copper medallion against his temple. The medallion glowed.

The sound was brief but ear-shattering. Zara pressed the copper against the man’s skull, holding it there for three heartbeats. The prisoner’s eyes shot wide open. He quivered, almost standing on the tips of his toes. His face became contorted in a grimace of pain. Palemon saw blood trickle from his ear.

Zara released the medallion.

The prisoner collapsed. His sightless eyes stared up at the sorceress. Zara crouched down and reached through the bars to unfasten the necklace. She then straightened.

All eyes were on her. Even Palemon was stunned. Zara waved two warriors over and got them to prod at the prisoner’s body until he was a reasonable distance from the bars. He had been killed by sound. The guards would never suspect anything other than some strange illness.

Palemon was impressed, but he wondered what Zara’s power could achieve. The medallion would be useless against a trained soldier.

Zara fastened the copper necklace and settled the medallion at the base of her throat. She looked up at him. ‘How do I look, sire?’

‘You have copper. Now what?’ he grunted.

‘You will have to wait and see.’
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The guard trudged around the dungeon, barely giving the captives in the cell a moment’s thought. He carried a basket and went from torch to torch, replacing the dying bundles with fresh ones and lighting the new from the old. His work done, he prepared to leave. He hadn’t even noticed the dead man in Palemon’s adjacent cell.

‘Guard,’ Zara called softly.

Everyone including Palemon hung back as the sorceress approached the bars. Zara walked with a roll of her hips. Her long hair, straight and sleek, hung partly over her face. Looking directly at the guard, she moistened her lips and then smiled.

‘What do you want?’ the guard growled. He came over and scowled at her.

‘I have something to ask you,’ she murmured, so low that Palemon could only just hear her. She beckoned with a finger. ‘Please, come closer.’

The guard’s irritation faded. His eyes traveled up and down Zara’s body, before he tilted his head and approached the bars.

‘Will you take me to see the king?’ Zara asked sweetly.

Palemon knew what she was doing; he had seen it before. Now that she had copper, she could charm most men. If she managed to get close to Kargan, she might even charm him too.

The guard frowned, but he was now near enough for Zara to put a finger on his chin. She tilted his head, gazing into his eyes. ‘Please,’ Zara said. ‘I have something important to say to the king.’

The guard slowly nodded. ‘Just you?’

‘Of course,’ she said breathlessly, smiling up at him. ‘Just me.’

The guard lifted his chin. ‘All of you,’ he barked, ‘stand back!’

Palemon glanced around. They were already against the wall; there was nowhere else to go. The guard pulled a key from his belt and unfastened the lock. Metal jangled. A moment later the gate creaked as he opened it.

‘All right,’ the guard said to Zara, ‘out.’ Walking with feline grace, she exited the cell.

Palemon clenched his fists at his sides. He desperately wanted freedom and knew that his cold bloods were strong, skilled warriors; they could overpower the guard in an instant and likely make it out of the dungeon alive. He longed to fight; action was in his blood.

But he knew he couldn’t. They might make it out of the dungeon, but then they would be in a strange city, with no weapons, food, or allies, and a long journey to make to Malakai. More importantly, he truly wanted to solve the problem he had created. If Zara could convince Kargan that the threat of the red dragons was greater than he realized, she might also convince him to enlist their help, rather than keep them prisoner. Perhaps, at Athos, she might even find a way to break the spell.

He had to place his faith in her.

The gate slammed closed. The guard turned the key in the lock. Palemon watched Zara’s back as the guard led her away.
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Lamara was tranquil. It was a beautiful evening and the sun was setting, casting slanted rays over the city of yellow stone. Kargan, ruler of the Ilean Empire, stood on the terrace that bordered his audience chamber and sipped from a golden goblet. He wore a bright-orange robe and his thick dark hair was oiled and neatly combed.

The palace was tall, crowning a hill in Lamara’s center, and he watched the fishing boats and ferries traveling the wide brown river. There were no large ships: trade by sea had dried up completely, but while his finances had suffered, the reduction didn’t cripple his empire, for the caravans from Abbas, Serca, Abadihn, and Efu kept coming.

His thoughts turned to the reason his fleet was grounded. Rumors of the plague of wildren across the sea were rife throughout the city. Rare was the man willing to embark on a voyage these days, and that included him. But, for now, the wildren seemed content to ravage the distant lands in the north. Kargan’s men were on alert, but no dragons had been seen in Ilea.

He scanned the soldiers manning the tall walls that enclosed the city. There was a multitude of archers in their number, along with the ballistae he had acquired at Fort Liberty. His best engineers had copied the design and were now producing their own ballistae. If the Galean nations failed to contain the dragons, he was ready. And when the dragons were all dead . . . That was when he planned to send his ships north again.

Kargan’s gaze moved to the great pyramid that rose over everything, dominating the vista. Solon had built it, but he had died far from home and his body was never recovered. Kargan would now occupy the tomb inside one day, and if the priests were correct, he would ascend to heaven no matter what sins he carried.

He lifted his goblet and tart red wine trickled down his throat. He smiled. It didn’t hurt to try – what harm could it do? – but he believed that when his body was placed in the tomb, it would do what bodies always did: rot and then slowly decay. This world was the real one. Only what happened in the here and now mattered. There was no other purpose than to live a long life, as full as possible with riches, women, and fine food and drink.

‘Great King,’ a voice spoke behind him.

Kargan turned, frowning at the interruption.

A palace guard stood on the edge of the terrace, waiting at a discreet distance. There was someone at his side, a slender, attractive woman in a figure-hugging garment. Her hair was raven-black, and her eyes were a startling blue. She was striking, with high cheekbones and a pale face like sculpted marble. She wore a copper necklace with a round medallion that dangled at the base of her neck.

Kargan recognized her immediately. She was the sorceress Zara, one of Palemon’s closest companions. ‘What is she doing here?’ he growled. He approached the pair, walking with long strides.

‘Great King, I . . .’ The guard looked confused.

Zara walked forward to meet Kargan. She tilted her head back to look up at him, gazing into his eyes. ‘I asked to see you,’ she said softly.

With her face close to his, suddenly she was all he could think about. His eyes drifted downward. The copper necklace glinted in the evening light. By Helios, she truly was beautiful.

‘Why?’ Kargan asked slowly. He was finding it hard to think. ‘You are supposed to be in your cell.’

‘What I have to say is important,’ Zara said. ‘You never saw the red dragons after they turned. If you had seen them firsthand, then you would know.’

‘Know what?’ Kargan’s brow furrowed.

‘Xanthos will fall. Phalesia will fall. Then the dragons will come here.’ She spread an arm to indicate the entire city. ‘Your defenses will not stop them. Another solution must be found.’

Kargan scowled. ‘I saw them in action when you stole half my fleet. I know what I’m dealing with.’

‘No,’ Zara said. ‘You do not. What you saw was a smaller force of dragons, completely under our control. They did what we bid them to do. We wanted to capture your ships and destroy any resistance on board, and that is what we did. The situation is now different. The Galeans face more than twice as many dragons and this time they are crazed. Kill just one and the others feel its pain, and they will do whatever they can to destroy the source of that pain.’

Kargan felt her words beginning to sway him. Perhaps he should help young Dion, rather than leave him to his fate? He shook his head.

‘We all want the same thing,’ Zara continued smoothly but insistently. ‘The red dragons gone from this world. You know that our people will soon return from across the sea. We cannot let them come to a shattered land, with their lives in immediate peril. We have to end the spell. That is what you want, isn’t it?’

Kargan slowly nodded.

‘There is a place, Athos,’ Zara said.

‘I know it,’ Kargan murmured.

‘It is a magical place. If you let us go to Athos, we—’

Kargan suddenly shook himself. He experienced a sensation akin to swimming underwater and then bursting to the surface. ‘You want me to let you go?’ He gave a short laugh. ‘Lady, you may be beautiful, but I would not be king if I were so easily deceived.’

Zara drew back. Her expression darkened.

‘Guard,’ Kargan ordered. ‘Return her to her cell.’ He paused, smiling down at Zara. ‘Unless, lady, you desire a companion tonight?’

Zara’s face became murderous.

Kargan laughed again. ‘I thought not. Ah well, I have dozens of concubines. Another will have to do.’ He nodded at the guard. ‘Take her away.’ He considered for a moment. ‘But before you go, woman, give me your necklace. It will make tonight’s companion all the more eager to satisfy.’

Zara tensed, but then her shoulders slumped. She unfastened the necklace and handed it to Kargan. The guard then led her away.
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Palemon raised an eyebrow when Zara returned. He didn’t need to see that the necklace was gone from around her throat. He could tell just by looking at her face that she’d been unsuccessful.

Two guards flanked the sorceress. Half a dozen bowmen followed behind. When they reached the cell, they stood with bows drawn, sighted on the cell’s occupants as one of the guards opened the gate.

Zara walked in, her posture defeated. The gate slammed closed. The guard fastened the lock and then shook the bars to test them. The archers and guards then left. Zara looked up to meet Palemon’s eyes.

‘We will think of something else,’ Palemon said.

She shook her head. ‘He has a strong will.’

‘Most kings do,’ Palemon said. ‘I could have told you that.’
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Dion woke with a start. For a moment he wondered where he was. A loud, constant roar filled his eardrums. He was sitting with his back against a hard rock wall. He lifted his head and found himself staring at a thick curtain of falling water.

Recollection hit him with force. He remembered being pursued and changing his shape as he flew directly at the waterfall. The dragons had finally given up their hunt. Exhaustion overcame him.

He had been to this place before, which was how he had known about the recess behind the waterfall. He stood and stretched, feeling blood return to his tingling limbs.

He then took a running start and leaped through the curtain of water.

For a split second his limbs flailed as he plummeted, but then he concentrated, imagining himself as a lean, winged creature. Mist welled around him. He felt his body shift, changing and elongating.

As a silver-scaled dragon, he flew up into the air.

He gave several hard sweeps of his wings, and his stomach lurched as he gained height. The pool fell away beneath him, and now he was over the forest and climbing still higher. Evergreens and mighty oaks spread out below. The sun was halfway up the sky, which meant it was midmorning. His uncle would be frantic with worry. There might have been another attack on Xanthos. He needed to visit Phalesia and then get home as swiftly as possible.

He performed a wide turn, taking a different path than the previous day. The dragons had chased him far from his destination, but if he flew with speed, he would get to Phalesia soon. His wings pounded at the air, propelling him forward. Leaving the Wilds behind, he kept his gaze constantly roving, scanning ahead and craning his neck to look behind. His belly was empty, and he was already fatigued. He flew over fields laid out in orderly rectangles. He suddenly saw movement, and colors that shouldn’t have been among the yellow fields of grain. He pulled up sharply.

The dragons were spread out, covering several fields. Their wings fluttered as they rested. He realized he was too late when there was a series of screeches and their wings unfurled as they rose up. They formed a wedge, clustered tightly together. Like a hail of scarlet arrows they sped directly toward him.

Dion immediately banked and picked a new direction. The trick with the waterfall wouldn’t work again, and he thought furiously. He tossed up different plans and discarded them. The sky was bright and blue, devoid of any clouds. The mountains in this region were low, and he couldn’t hide behind them. He traveled swiftly, following some instinct that was buried deep within. He headed toward the sea.

He looked back; they were gaining on him. He saw their angry eyes, glaring malevolently, and their sharp claws and parted jaws. Their wings were beating faster than his. The lead dragon’s white teeth were stained red. They were well fed and rested. After losing him, they must have found other prey.

Dion looked down and saw that he was flying over a wide road curving like a ribbon. He realized it was the Phalesian Way, which meant he was somewhere between Xanthos and Phalesia. He knew he couldn’t seek refuge in either place; he had to lead the dragons away. Instead he continued his flight toward the sea, seeing a region of barren hills and craggy peaks pass below him. Lifting his gaze, he finally spied blue water ahead. Suddenly he was over the shore and then flying above the crests and troughs of endless rows of waves.

Raucous shrieks sounded directly behind him. Dion looked to both sides and saw that there were dragons now flanking him, matching his speed. Fear lent urgency to his movements. His wings slammed down again and again, launching him forward so that he drew slightly ahead of them.

He knew what he had to do.

He was out in deep water, approaching the volcanic isle of Deos and beyond it Sindara. If he could change shape, his pursuers wouldn’t be able to follow him under the water.

He immediately tried. With piercing cries coming from all quarters, he concentrated, trying to imagine sea as his natural element. He was a long, writhing serpent, with a paddle-like tail and a frill behind his neck. He had no limbs or wings.

Even as he flew furiously, Dion attempted to change. But the visions of blood and red flesh coming from his pursuers swamped his senses and caused his concentration to fall away; he was finding it hard enough to maintain the form of a dragon.

He couldn’t do it.

Mount Oden, the volcano ahead, became larger. Smoke rose from its broken peak in a black plume. Dion was flying so swiftly that the isle of Deos was upon him in an instant, and then he was leaving it behind. The shrieks and snarls grew louder; the creatures were relentless in their hunt. They were once more at his flanks. He glanced down and saw that there were three dragons directly below him. A shadow came between him and the sun. His stomach lurched. There were dragons above him as well.

Dion frantically looked ahead. He was gazing at a swathe of sea and then a long coastline, with a wall of dark cliffs and a beach of pure white sand.

Sindara.

He knew he had no choice. He put his last burst of effort into reaching the eldran homeland. The water below changed hue, shifting from dark blue to cyan. The towering black cliffs loomed ahead. Dion roared as he whipped his wings at the air, flying over the crystalline sand toward the tops of the cliffs. At any moment he expected to feel claws on his back. He looked wildly in all directions.

Then he realized something: the dragons had all gone.

He executed a sharp turn and looked back the way he’d come. They were all still there, scores and scores of winged creatures, hovering in the sky and shrieking with frustration as they watched him. There was nothing stopping them from attacking. But it was as if they’d hit a wall.

The bloodren watched him for a moment.

Then they turned and flew away.
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‘So they will not – or cannot – enter Sindara,’ Eiric mused.

‘I am certain of it,’ Dion said.

They stood near a bubbling stream, under the boughs of a tall cedar tree that swayed in the breeze. The sun was high in the sky and the shade was pleasant. A soft carpet of green grass covered the ground, dotted with bright summer flowers. As always, Sindara was almost too beautiful to be real.

A doe with her belly sliced open lay on her back near the stream, staring sightlessly. Dion had found Eiric by the water, butchering the deer’s carcass with skillful slices of an obsidian blade. Eiric wasn’t surprised to see him; he and Dion were friends, and he had sensed Dion’s approach.

‘You weren’t aware that they couldn’t come here?’ Dion asked.

‘No.’ Eiric shook his head. The tall, broad-shouldered eldran regarded Dion with golden eyes. ‘We have been shadowing them, tracking their movements, but we are always careful not to be seen.’ He sighed. ‘Tell me . . . Is it as bad as it appears?’

‘Xanthos cannot last,’ Dion said grimly. ‘We have no food and far too many people to take care of. The dragons have probed our defenses, but any day they will attack in earnest.’

‘Dion,’ Eiric said, ‘if you need to flee, and can get your people here, I promise you that we will provide refuge. We have plenty of water and animals for hunting. You have my word.’

Dion let out a breath. ‘I can’t believe it has come to this.’

‘We all do what we must. But yes, this is dark magic indeed. Even my father can see no solution.’

‘I need to visit Phalesia and then return to Xanthos. Stay safe, King Eiric.’

‘But they are still out there!’

‘I’ll take a different route.’

Eiric shook his head. ‘Remember, my promise stands.’

Dion held out his hand, and Eiric gripped his palm.

‘Thank you, my friend,’ Dion said.
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Chloe was making bread in the villa’s kitchen, her movements mechanical, so exhausted she could barely think.

It was late afternoon, and she had spent all day working in the city, administering to the countless people in need of help. She had mixed potions, splinted broken bones, and cleaned wounds and sewn them closed. It was wearying, time-consuming work, but she never stopped until everyone was seen to.

Now, rather than take the rest she desperately craved, she would spend the evening in her kitchen getting as many loaves as possible ready for the next day. Phalesia was filled to bursting with refugees. The dragons had taken over the land. So far the city had plenty of grain, but someone needed to turn it into bread. In the morning she would deliver a hand-sized piece to every newcomer she encountered, which also gave her an opportunity to ask about their health.

At the back of Chloe’s mind was always the thought that she should be doing more. She had a fire staff. She could stand with the men and fight the bloodren. But what she truly wanted was to find a solution, to break the spell holding the changelings in their dragon form. Was this the time of darkness that Zedo had told her about? How could she go to Athos when it was too dangerous to travel at all?

Working absently while her mind moved from one thought to another, Chloe jumped when she heard a sound. It was the gusting snap of flapping wings. She froze and listened intently. The dragons had snatched people from the city more than once: unlike Xanthos, Phalesia was big, and it was difficult to protect the whole place. Her mind conjured up a scarlet creature, hovering on the villa’s terrace, just outside the front door.

Waiting with eyes wide, she pricked her ears. The sound of wings was gone. She heard a childish laugh in the distance. Conversation drifted up from somewhere in the city. She began to relax, becoming curious as she hurried to the front door and exited the villa. She glanced swiftly from side to side. There was no one there.

Then she turned and saw him.

He was on his hands and knees, near the wall, shaking his head from side to side. His expensive tunic was dirty, and his flaxen hair was in a mess. He was panting, as if struggling to catch his breath.

‘Dion!’

At the mention of his name, clarity returned to his eyes. He rolled over onto his back. ‘I almost lost myself,’ he wheezed, looking up at her. ‘It’s too much.’

Feeling her heart reach out to him, Chloe helped him stand and led him into the villa. There was no one else home: Sophia was at Balion’s apothecary and Amos was busy at the lyceum. They had the place to themselves.

‘I came to see you. The city is safe?’ Dion murmured.

‘You’re exhausted,’ Chloe said. ‘Rest first, and then we’ll talk.’ She led him toward her bedchamber. He was barely able to walk.

‘You . . . You are safe?’

‘We’ve lost some people, but it’s nothing like as bad as it is outside. Everyone’s fled to the city.’

‘It’s the same in Xanthos.’

Chloe helped him down the hallway, supporting him with an arm around his waist. As soon as they entered her bedchamber, Dion fell face down onto Chloe’s bed. ‘There’s no food in Xanthos,’ he whispered, struggling to stay awake. ‘I came here to ask . . .’

‘Our population has tripled, but we have still have grain,’ Chloe said.

She sat beside him on the bed and studied him. She hadn’t seen him this way before. He was always so strong. She smoothed a few loose locks of his hair.

‘What happened to you?’ she asked.

‘I was . . . coming here when they found me,’ he mumbled. ‘I had to get away from them. I hid, but then they came after me again. I fled . . .’ He suddenly jerked. He rolled over and gazed up at her. ‘Sindara! I have to tell you.’

‘Rest, Dion. You can tell me later.’

He spoke urgently. ‘The dragons won’t enter Sindara. It’s safe there.’

Chloe’s eyes widened. ‘You’re certain?’

He nodded. ‘You have to tell Amos.’

‘But we can’t leave Phalesia.’ She shook her head. ‘This is my home.’

‘You may have to . . .’ His eyelids drooped again. ‘Must get back to Xanthos. Need to know . . .’

His eyes closed, and his breathing became slow and even. Watching him sleep, Chloe wondered how bad things were in Xanthos for Dion to consider evacuating the city. But then she thought about Amos. He had told her in confidence that he didn’t hold out much hope for Phalesia if the dragons attacked in force.

Dion was right. Saving lives had to be their priority.
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The sky was completely gray. It felt smothering, like a heavy woolen blanket covering the world. Frigid air stung the skin wherever it was exposed. White mist clung to the sea, which looked black and sinister. The fleet of twelve ships ponderously navigated the floes and icebergs drifting on the surface of the dark ocean.

Kyphos felt like he had gone back in time. Once again he wore the furs and heavy clothing he had worn for most of his life. He had grown the hair on his face until he had a thick beard covering his chin. The warriors he’d brought with him had done likewise; where before their chain mail made them look like soldiers, now they were what they had always been: cold bloods, clad in smoky colors, warriors from a frozen land.

Kyphos had ordered the fleet to travel in close formation. He paced the deck, frequently checking that the ships were staying together, but the mist was making it almost impossible to see the more distant vessels, and in truth he could only confirm that the closest few were following. The square sails were down, and oars jutted from every ship, slowly slapping at the water. If the vessels struck something submerged – which had already happened more than once – they would escape damage provided they hit with the gentlest of nudges.

He blew on his hands, his breath steaming in the air. He realized he hadn’t missed the cold. Living in these parts was purely about survival. In the Realm of the Three Seas things were different. His people could thrive.

He traveled to the bow, watching as a pair of men at the front fended off lumps of ice with long poles. Moving past them, he peered ahead.

‘Slow!’ Kyphos called back.

The crew relayed the order down to the oarsmen. Kyphos’s ship, the Targus, lost speed until it was moving at a crawl. The floes were becoming thicker and thicker; the sea was more ice than water.

Kyphos narrowed his eyes, staring intently. Half a mile ahead, a brief gust of wind blew the mist apart. He realized he was gazing at a long, unbroken coast, a plain of pure white. The fleet had gone as far as it could go.

‘Finally,’ a voice said.

Kyphos turned to see the sorcerer, Elmar, standing at his side and watching with him. The older man’s thin hair was as white as the land they were approaching. He held his ever-present sun staff.

‘This is the place?’ Kyphos asked.

‘I am sure of it.’

‘Show me again.’

Elmar sighed, but he closed his eyes and concentrated. The hoop of gold on top of his staff lit up a moment later. The sorcerer opened his eyes and looked intently at the glowing circle. He fixed his attention on the gold as his hand moved slowly around it. A single yellow flame appeared in the middle of the hoop, barely as big as Kyphos’s little finger. The flame turned and elongated. It pointed in a clear direction: the same way the ship was facing.

‘There,’ Elmar said. The glow faded as he spoke. ‘Satisfied?’

‘For now,’ Kyphos said.

As leader of the expedition, everything depended on him. Kyphos left his place at the bow, bellowing orders. They would soon disembark.
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It took some time, but eventually all twelve ships were drawn up side by side in front of the frozen shoreline. Anchors on short lines kept them bobbing on the water; Kyphos wanted them to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. Gangways leaned down to the icy ground.

Kyphos assembled his search party on the shore.

He stood in front of the group and inspected them. There were twenty cold bloods, men he knew well, who would act as officers and keep the rest of the party moving. Another fifty were swarthy men from Malakai. A skeleton crew would remain with the ships.

There were dangerous natives sharing this land with Kyphos’s people. The nusu were docile, but the kona had been fighting the exiles of Aleuthea for as long as Kyphos could remember.

‘Men!’ Kyphos called, sweeping his eyes over the group. ‘Our mission is clear. Our people are in dire need of help. When we left, searching for warmer lands, there was barely enough food to last the winter and the hunting grounds had been feeding too many for too long. Our people may need our assistance to make it back to these ships. In truth, we don’t know what we will find.’

‘There’s nothing here,’ a skinny man from Malakai called out. He was wearing layer after layer of clothing but still hopping from foot to foot. ‘How will we find them?’

‘The magus here’ – Kyphos nodded at Elmar – ‘can use his talents to find those of his brethren we left behind. Gold seeks gold. He will guide us.’ He paused while everyone gave Elmar a curious inspection. ‘We also have trackers.’ Kyphos indicated Nero, a middle-aged warrior with a shaved head and a salt-and-pepper beard. ‘Nero, here, is one of our best. We are familiar with this region. We will find them.’

The men from Malakai exchanged anxious glances, but the cold bloods in the group returned Kyphos’s determined stare.

‘Now,’ Kyphos continued. ‘Do you all have the extra food?’ He scanned the party and waited until everyone had nodded. ‘Good. Remember, if you eat it yourself’ – he lifted his chin – ‘I will kill you. Understood?’

Every member of the group nodded slowly. Kyphos might be shorter than them, with an odd bend to his back and his head hunched forward, but the biggest warriors all deferred to him. He was the king’s representative, and wouldn’t hesitate to challenge anyone to a fight.

‘We find them. We feed them. We get them back here. Clear?’

‘Yes, Kyphos.’

‘I’m sure I can count on all of you,’ Kyphos said. ‘Come on. Let’s move out.’
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The sky cleared as the group traveled; the worst weather seemed to hang over the sea, and the farther they made it inland, the more they saw patches of blue. It was summer, after all. The light would dim as the day progressed, but it would never get truly dark.

Kyphos’s boots crunched on the ground, compressing already packed snow. It was easier going than he had feared, and they were making good progress. Magus Elmar regularly checked their bearing and, leading from the front, Kyphos set a brisk speed. With his short legs, it was harder for him, but he would never be the one to slow them down.

They ate hard trail rations as they walked. Hours passed, and the members of the search party soon found themselves moving through a white, featureless plain. There was nothing in any direction to break up the monotony. If they became lost, they could follow their own tracks back to the ships. But if it snowed, they would have to put their faith in the gods.

At some point someone handed Kyphos a flask, and he drank greedily. The water was ice cold, but he forced himself to swallow several large gulps. He had to keep up his strength. The column would move only as fast as he did.

After a long time walking, Kyphos spotted a dark shape in the distance.

He didn’t say anything, but he changed his angle of approach to head directly toward it. The shape grew bigger, and soon he could hear murmurs behind him as the men discussed it. Over the next hour it became a long crest of black rock.

Kyphos exchanged glances with Elmar, who was walking beside him and doing surprisingly well given his age. Elmar nodded.

Kyphos knew that rock formation well. Necropolis was located at the fork between two ridges. This was one of them.

He increased his stride. Groans sounded behind him, but he glanced back at his men and scowled, silencing any complaints. The ridge grew longer and bigger. More rock became visible around it. Kyphos felt his anticipation build, along with his anxiety. He panted as he walked, desperate to see the first signs of the settlement. Palemon had confided in him about his nightmares: the king dreamed constantly of the people he had left behind. He saw them starving, dying in vast numbers. Now Kyphos was here to find out the truth and put the king’s fears to rest.

Like a headland sprouting from a white sea, the nearest ridge was now tall, looming over the column of approaching men. The light was growing dim; they had been marching all day, but Kyphos would never stop now that he was so close. It began to snow, tiny flakes darkening the sky further, blown by the wind against Kyphos’s face and beard.

They rounded the promontory and saw the second ridge. The two were at angles to each other. Ahead lay the settlement of Necropolis, city of the dead.

Kyphos saw the caves on his left, where the bodies of his ancestors had been laid to rest. But his concerns were for the living. The two ridges became higher, blocking the wind. The snow now fell in long vertical lines.

He spied the first huts.

They were conical in shape, made from whalebone and the skins of animals. There were two of them, spaced far apart. Kyphos frowned. He glanced at Elmar, whose face was drawn with tension. One of the huts was open, its protective cladding torn wide and exposing its interior to the elements.

There were more huts, beyond the first couple, dozens and dozens of them. Kyphos quickened his pace. He realized he was traveling the road that bisected the settlement, but what had once been a well-trodden path was crusted with fresh snow. He now saw the occasional wooden house made from the timbers of the ships that had sailed here from the Realm long ago. The king had lived in one of them, as had Zara. Rather than being swept clean, snow was inches deep at the doors. He glanced left and right. Through places where the snow was patchy, he saw that many of the huts had been flattened and were now half-obscured by white.

Kyphos came to a halt in the middle of the settlement. He gazed around him, despair sinking into his stomach. There was no smoke curling up from the tops of the huts that were still standing. There wasn’t a soul to be seen.

Necropolis had been abandoned.

Kyphos saw Elmar walking away, frowning as he followed the pull of his staff. Finally the sorcerer stopped near a conical structure. He crouched and began to dig at the snow. A moment later he lifted a long wooden pole, crowned with a hoop of gold. He glanced back at Kyphos. His face was grim.

Wherever the people had gone, the sorcerer could no longer find them.

Kyphos’s mind worked as he tried to understand it. Finally he shook himself and called out. ‘Trackers!’

Nero hurried forward, along with two companions. They knew what was expected of them.

‘Find out what happened here,’ Kyphos said.

While the three trackers dispersed, Kyphos headed up to the storage caves. They were empty. No supplies, no people. As he returned to the settlement, impatience and frustration coursed through him in equal measure. What fate had befallen his people? Were they all dead?

He decided to investigate more thoroughly, while his search party huddled in the center of the road. He trudged through the snow and then saw what he hadn’t before: bodies.

They were scattered about haphazardly. It was easy to miss the long mounds covered in white. He crouched by the nearest and cleared the snow, revealing a frozen, bearded face. The man’s eyes stared up at Kyphos accusingly. He was middle-aged, and when Kyphos brushed the snow away from the man’s hands, he saw that he held an axe. The blade was crusted with blood.

He was one of Kyphos’s people, but Kyphos couldn’t remember his name. The thought bothered him. When Kyphos left, this warrior had stayed behind to protect those weaker than himself. Now he was dead.

Kyphos walked to another mound nearby. He dug at the snow with both hands; the body was deeper this time. This man was lying on his side. When he finally revealed his face, Kyphos started.

The dead man had brown skin the color of leather and long black hair. He wore no beard, and his clothing was simple, made of skins sewn together. He had a cord around his neck, with a thumb-sized tooth threaded through it. His eyes were bulging. A gash just below his collarbone told the tale of his death.

‘Kona,’ Kyphos whispered. He glanced up as his three trackers returned to make their report. ‘Well?’ he demanded.

Nero glanced at the body. ‘The snow is recent. The raid happened a week ago . . . no more than two. There were guards posted. The kona . . . They must have come in the night.’ He shook his head. ‘No, it’s summer, so probably a whiteout.’ The tracker swept his gaze in a wide circle around the settlement. ‘Guards were posted on the perimeter. The kona took them out first, quickly. Then they attacked while people slept. Someone raised the alarm.’ Nero nodded toward the first body Kyphos had found. ‘Many were killed as they left their homes. The sorcerers were targeted.’

‘And our people? They aren’t all lying dead.’

‘They fled.’ Another of the trackers spoke. ‘Ran until they disappeared into the white. The kona took whatever food they could find. Then they left.’

‘So where is everyone?’

‘They came back after the raid,’ Nero said. ‘Picked up clothing, blankets, material to make shelters, and timbers from the houses to burn.’

‘They left?’

‘The kona took the last of their food,’ Nero said simply.

‘Can you tell where they went?’ Kyphos asked. He held his breath.

‘South and west. It is the only direction that makes sense. Away from the kona and toward new lands.’ Nero met Kyphos’s gaze. ‘We will find them.’

Kyphos looked away. His people had given up. Their king had left and taken the strongest warriors and hunters with him. They couldn’t wait forever.

Demoralized and in despair, the people of Necropolis had done the only thing they could. If their king was not coming to rescue them, they would have to find a new home themselves.

‘Tell everyone to get ready,’ Kyphos said in a low voice. ‘We leave immediately.’
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Dion walked in a daze. As he followed the inside of the palisade that guarded the shoreline, the morning sun climbed the sky above him. He hadn’t yet announced himself; perhaps there was no point.

He had already missed the battle.

On any other day the soldiers manning the defenses would have called out to him or bowed as he passed. But the men at the ballistae stood grim-faced at their weapons, heads tilted back, utterly consumed with scanning above their heads. There were half as many defenders as there had been the last time Dion came this way. The rest were nearby, but these were men who would never fight again.

The bodies of the fallen had been lined up on the grassy bank, too many of them to count, and covered in linen sheets. Occasionally red splotches showed up against the white material. They would need to be moved soon, for the summer sun was beating down from above. But those who could move them were busy.

Higher up, where the bank leveled off and gave way to the footpaths and streets of the city, men were lying on their backs and groaning while priests and priestesses hunched over them. Dion met the eyes of a soldier standing alone; the man’s shredded right arm hung loosely at his side and his face registered shock, while a young priestess of Aeris tried to convince him to sit down.

Dion was numb as he took it all in. Guilt overrode every other emotion. He had left, and while he was gone Xanthos had suffered the worst attack so far. He had been fast asleep in Chloe’s bed, yet his people had been here fighting to defend their homes and loved ones.

Groans filled the air. Women wailed over their husbands, sons, and fathers. It was all so senseless.

Dion tried to get a grip on himself. Heading toward the palace, he tore his eyes away and looked at the barrier of spiked wooden logs that made up the palisade.

A scarlet dragon grinned back at him.

He jumped. The creature was impaled on the spiked logs, wings crumpled around it. Its almond eyes stared menacingly, even in death.

Dion took a shaking breath and concentrated on the number of soldiers left to man the defenses. There were far too few of them. If there was another attack, the city would be overrun. And then, with so many refugees in the city, the feasting would begin.

Still shaken, he crossed the wooden bridge that spanned the ravine dividing the royal quarter from the residential district. The Royal Palace loomed over him. Its three stories made it the tallest structure around, far bigger than the marble-faced temples nearby. Desperate to find his uncle, he suddenly stopped in his tracks.

Close to the steps leading up to the Orange Terrace, there were more linen-covered corpses on the grass. One dead man was on his back, a little apart from the others. The material had been pulled back to reveal his upper half.

A garishly dressed man with long hair parted in the middle knelt beside the body. He stroked the dead man’s cheek and his lips moved, perhaps in farewell or prayer.

Dion recognized Finn.

His footsteps quickened. He tried to see who Finn was leaning over, but the dead man’s features were obscured. Finn bent over him and rocked back and forth. His cheeks were wet. Dion saw that the dead man was tall and wore dark clothing.

Dion started to run.

Time slowed to a crawl as he threw himself onto the ground and stared down into the face of his uncle. Glaukos’s hair was neatly combed in the way it always was. His sharp, patrician features looked composed, as if he was sleeping. Someone had closed his eyes, most likely Finn.

Dion’s eyes traveled down, to his uncle’s chest. The gouges were deep and terrible, shaped like triangles and lined up in a row. He could read the story in the wounds. Jaws had closed over his uncle’s torso. They must have abruptly released, otherwise his uncle would have been in a far worse state.

Finn turned to meet Dion’s gaze, revealing pained, reddened eyes. ‘They killed the monster that did it,’ he said. ‘But it was too late.’

Dion stared at his uncle’s face. He remembered Glaukos tossing him in the air when he was a child, and putting him on a horse’s back for the first time. After Nikolas learned about Dion’s heritage and forced him to leave, Glaukos had welcomed him back, and said it didn’t matter to him at all, he was still the same man. When Dion had suffered at Palemon’s hands, his uncle had helped him to be strong. He was always riling Dion about one thing or another, but always with Dion’s best interests at heart.

‘How?’ Dion asked. Moisture burned behind his eyes.

‘How do you think?’ Finn made a sound somewhere between a sob and a short laugh. ‘He was trying to play soldier. Telling the men to hold fast, that sort of thing. He wasn’t even carrying a weapon.’

Dion shook his head. ‘It should have been me.’

‘You know he would have given his life to save yours.’ Finn smiled through his tears. His voice lowered, changing pitch. ‘Dion,’ he intoned, ‘you are the king. You must not risk yourself.’

Dion laughed; Finn had imitated his uncle’s voice perfectly. His laughter slowly faded as he looked down at the older man’s still face. He leaned over his uncle and kissed his brow. ‘I will try, Uncle. I will try to be what you wanted me to be.’

‘Dion.’ Finn’s gaze told Dion he was saying something important. He wanted Dion to know. ‘I loved him. He was everything to me.’

Dion was perplexed for a moment, but then he realized. His uncle had always been a bachelor, in all the years Dion had known him. Dion cast his mind back to the times he’d seen Finn and his uncle working together; they were always side by side. They were as unlike each other as two men could be. But they had found something, even if it had been abruptly taken from them.

Dion reached out and clasped Finn’s shoulder. ‘I wish you’d told me.’

Finn shrugged. ‘We made no secret of it.’ He smiled through his tears. ‘You just had your mind on other things.’

‘I suppose I did.’ Dion sighed. ‘But there is no use fighting in a world without love.’

‘That’s true,’ Finn said. He gave Dion a penetrating look. ‘I don’t regret a moment we spent together, even if right now it hurts more than I can say. Remember that, Dion.’
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Dion sat at a wooden table in his banqueting hall. Three other people sat with him, and his eyes slowly moved from face to face.

He first looked at Cob. The old man’s arm was in a sling and there was a bandage covering his shoulder. During the struggle to save Xanthos from all-out attack, Cob had rallied the men when the line was about to be breached. Without Cob’s swift actions, the dragons would have wreaked havoc in the town. Dion could count on him more than any other.

He next glanced at Roxana. She had a new scar on her cheek, a long, ugly red line. She had been by her husband’s side, in the thick of the fighting. She was obviously perplexed at the summons: Roxana was responsible for the ships of Xanthos’s fleet. There had been little call for the navy.

Finally he regarded Finn. Dion had been worried about him, but Finn was strong. His eyes were red, but his bearing was steady.

These three people were Dion’s friends as well as his advisers. Cob had known him since he was a boy. He had met Roxana when he’d masqueraded as a marine in Lamara, and together they had hunted wildren and fought sea battles. It was Finn’s suggestion that led Dion to enlist as a pirate with the Free Men.

Dion let out a heavy sigh. He had their full attention. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Lad—’ Cob began, but Dion held up a hand.

‘I wasn’t here when you needed me. There is no excuse. Now my uncle is dead, along with a great many of our men.’

‘What could you have done?’ Finn asked with a shrug. ‘You prepared the city’s defenses. Everyone knew their parts.’ He rubbed his eyes. ‘Glaukos was your heir. If you had fallen, who would lead us then?’

‘You made it back,’ Roxana said. ‘That’s the important thing.’

‘Lad, just tell us what you learned,’ Cob said.

Dion looked down at the table. ‘I wanted to see if there were more refugees on their way to Xanthos. I searched everywhere,’ he said. ‘And everywhere I saw the same thing: homes abandoned, bodies . . . If you could call them that. There is no one alive beyond the city.’

‘Which explains why they came,’ Cob said. ‘No more easy pickings, not in these parts anyway.’

Dion nodded. ‘I was also looking for an answer. We have too many mouths to feed here in Xanthos.’ He glanced at Finn. ‘Against Finn’s advice, I sold our winter stores.’

Finn interjected. ‘To build weapons . . . The only reason we’re still alive.’ His lips thinned as he shook his head.

‘I flew toward Phalesia,’ Dion continued. ‘But I didn’t make it, not at first.’ His voice became grim. ‘The dragons found me. I hid from them, and then I tried to lead them away, out to sea. They were almost upon me . . . surrounding me . . . I fled to Sindara. And then suddenly’ – he glanced at his three friends – ‘they were gone.’

The faces around him were puzzled.

‘I was inside Sindara’s borders and I could see them, watching me. I could sense their frustration.’ Dion leaned forward. ‘The dragons won’t enter Sindara.’

Cob and Roxana exchanged glances. Finn nodded slowly to himself.

‘I visited Eiric,’ Dion said. ‘I told him what I’d learned. He has offered refuge to any human who can make it to Sindara. I then went to Phalesia on the way home. That’s my story.’

‘You saw Chloe?’ Cob asked. ‘Amos?’

‘I saw Chloe and told her what I’ve told you. By now Amos already knows.’

Cob pondered for a moment. ‘How fares Phalesia?’

‘A little better than us, but not much. The city’s defenses have been tested. Our problems are the same. Before, when we killed a few dragons, they would leave and hunt elsewhere. Now? Chloe told me that she heard there’s barely anyone left alive in Galea, from Sarsica all the way to the Waste. Unless by some miracle the dragons turn their attention to Salesia, Xanthos and Phalesia will fall.’

‘What about grain?’ Finn asked.

‘They have enough in Phalesia to last a while.’

‘Even with our numbers added to theirs?’ Finn persisted.

Dion nodded.

‘I don’t understand,’ Cob said, glancing from face to face. ‘What are we suggesting here?’

‘Isn’t it clear?’ Roxana snorted. ‘Evacuation.’

‘We’re abandoning Xanthos?’ Cob asked incredulously.

‘We have to,’ Dion said. ‘It’s clear that we can’t hold out much longer. Either we will die of starvation, or, more likely, the dragons will kill us all. Only Sindara is safe. This isn’t a conventional war, Cob. The dragons don’t want our city.’ His voice firmed. ‘They want our people, and it’s our people we have to save. Now’ – he turned to Roxana – ‘what is the state of the fleet?’

‘Strongest it’s ever been,’ she said. ‘We have twenty-two fully equipped biremes and triremes.’

Dion rubbed his temples. ‘I always thought Xanthos would need a strong fleet. I never imagined it would be used like this. How about fishing boats and merchantmen?’

‘Another forty, fifty . . .’

Dion swiftly calculated. ‘We can’t take everyone by sea. But easily all the oldest and youngest, the injured and the weak. The rest can walk.’

‘To Sindara?’ Cob spluttered. ‘It’s too far! The dragons would find us!’

‘I agree,’ Dion said calmly. Now that he had made the decision, he was surprised to find that his ragged nerves had settled. ‘The refugees say that the dragons rarely attack at night. So we will first travel to Phalesia. Half of the people will go by ship, via the Narrows. The other half will travel through the Gates of Annika.’

‘When they discover the city is empty . . .’ Cob muttered.

‘They will set their sights on Phalesia,’ Dion finished for him. ‘One step at a time.’

‘Someone will need to tell Amos we’re coming,’ Finn said. ‘I’ll send a fast runner.’

‘Do it right away, as soon as it’s dark,’ Dion agreed. He stood and gazed down at his three companions. ‘We don’t have much time. It’s already midday. We have a busy night ahead of us.’
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Snaking clouds crossed the waxing moon, occasionally shrouding the fleet in darkness but then passing to reveal it in sudden light. Ship after ship slid over the sea in a long, ragged column, with the smaller vessels trailing after the warships. Oars were muffled; men spoke in whispers. Only the splash of the paddles and the occasional sailor’s voice split the silence.

Dion stood near the mast of the Liberty, the largest of all the triremes. He glanced up at the sky, jaw clenched tightly, watching the last cloud as it drifted over the moon. As soon as it was gone, bright light glistened on the ripples of the dark sea, shining on the ship’s timbers and the steel weapons and armor of the soldiers. It lit up the faces of the people sitting on the deck, crowded close together, eyes wide with fear. From now on the moon and stars would reveal everything. There were no more clouds to come.

Dion crossed the deck to approach Roxana, standing at the stern and gripping the helm. The moonlight was both a curse and a blessing. It meant that the fleet could be seen easily. But it also aided the difficult task of navigating the Narrows.

Roxana nodded to Dion but kept quiet. Like him, she had one eye for the open sea and another for the vessels following behind. The cliffs on both sides of the narrow passage they had just passed through were far taller than the masts of the ships. The fleet was forced to go one at a time, in single file. Most Xanthian captains were familiar with the route, but few had ever attempted it at night.

Dion was tense as he grabbed hold of the rail and prayed to Silex for the fleet to make it through unscathed. The oars sprouting from both sides of the Liberty moved quietly, but constantly, and the ship’s motion developed a rolling sway as they began to travel the open channel that separated Xanthos from Phalesia. Peering intently, Dion saw that a handful of vessels had made it through already, but it was becoming difficult to make out the rest.

‘Roxana,’ he murmured. ‘Change our angle. I want to be able to see the rest of the fleet.’

‘Of course,’ Roxana replied. ‘Don’t worry, Dion,’ she said quietly. ‘I know every captain. They’ll make it through.’

The Liberty veered off, leaving the vessels behind it to continue the crossing to Phalesia. Dion moved from place to place, stepping with agility around his people, who all watched his face intently as if trying to read what he was thinking. He counted, and saw that all the bigger ships had emerged unscathed. Dozens of smaller boats now exited the Narrows to join the main fleet. There were fishing boats and tiny skiffs, goods barges and small sailing boats. Everything that floated had been assigned to the evacuation. Every vessel was full of pale white faces, drained of all color by the moonlight.

Dion clenched his fists at his sides. Those traveling by ship were the weakest people, the young and the old, who couldn’t make the journey by land. He counted every single boat, desperate to ensure they were all still with the group. He finally let out a sigh. They had all made it out of the passage.

His thoughts turned to the others. His officers were leading the stronger men and women through the pass called the Gates of Annika and then following the high road to Phalesia. It was an arduous journey to make in a single night; the march would test their endurance to the limits. Everyone, whether leaving Xanthos by land or sea, would feel the way Dion felt now.

Afraid. Desolate. Filled with something akin to grief.

He had left almost all his personal possessions behind. All he had now was some clothing and his bow. He had been one of the last to leave the Royal Palace, and had taken a final tour, remembering his doting mother, his stern father, and growing up in the shadow of his older brother. He had left via the Orange Terrace and breathed in the scent of citrus. He had heard the angry shouts as his soldiers forced the locals out of their homes and down to the waiting vessels.

Dion glanced around at the multitude of people on the Liberty’s deck. ‘We will return,’ he said softly. Only some could hear him, but they nodded. ‘I promise you. We will return.’

He walked back to Roxana and asked her to resume her course for Phalesia. He then stood by her side and focused his attention on the coast. With more oarsmen than the biremes, the Liberty soon returned to the head of the fleet. They followed the barren coast, heading for their sister city. Hours passed as the sky shifted hue, changing from dark blue to purple, and then developing a yellow glow in the east.

Dion gnawed his lip. He heard a babe somewhere wailing, its plaintive call becoming louder and louder despite the shushing of its mother. He scanned the heavens as the darkness gradually became light.

Every flock of birds caught his eye. Every sound from the ships around him made his body go rigid with tension.

The coast ahead revealed coves and inlets, but Dion knew this area as well as he knew the corridors of his palace, and they still weren’t at their destination. Then a bigger bay appeared around a headland. The Liberty slid past the promontory, and a grand city of lofty temples and clay-tiled houses appeared: Phalesia.

‘Take us in,’ Dion murmured to Roxana.

He looked back in the direction of Xanthos. He swallowed.

Winged creatures, the arcs of their wings appearing tiny, were circling over a particular place, somewhere distant, past the Narrows. Dion knew they were above Xanthos. They suddenly darted down, their attention caught by something in the city.

They would discover a city abandoned. The ballistae were all gone and now occupied the holds of the ships. Every bow, every arrow, and every piece of armor had come with them.

The dragons would soon become frustrated. It wouldn’t take them long to refocus their attention on Phalesia.
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The group of seventy fur-clad men trudged through the snow, brows furrowed, concentrating on placing one foot in front of the other. The sun was high, what passed for midday in these parts, and it was hot and cold, both at the same time. The march was taking its toll. No one spoke. Instead the crunch of boots and hoarse breathing filled the air.

As always, Kyphos led from the front; what he lacked in speed or dexterity he made up for in stamina. The only man who managed better than him was Nero. Sometimes he scouted behind, other times ahead. The bald, bearded tracker was indefatigable.

At the moment Nero was nowhere to be seen, but for a long time now he hadn’t been needed to guide the group. Several hundred men, women, and children, along with all their possessions pulled on sleds, cut a wide path, easy to follow. It was almost like a road, the churned-up snow marking out the countless crusted imprints of footsteps. The sight of it brought Kyphos hope: his people were alive, and his search party was gaining on them. They were undoubtedly heading south, looking for warmer lands and new hunting grounds. Kyphos shook his head. If they only knew what he knew, after sailing in the area, they wouldn’t bother. There were no warmer lands. In this direction there was only the sea.

Hearing a call, Kyphos glanced over his shoulder and saw Nero making his way through the rest of the column, heading up to the front to join him. Kyphos held up a hand, calling the party to a halt. With exhausted relief, the men sank to their knees in the snow.

‘What is it?’ Kyphos asked.

‘We’re being followed,’ Nero panted. He turned and pointed back in the direction of a black ridge they’d passed a few hours before. ‘Saw a group of four or five watching from the cliff.’

‘Kona?’ Kyphos growled.

Nero nodded.

‘Everybody, get up!’ Kyphos called.

The men groaned as they returned to their feet. The cold bloods were faring better than their skinnier companions from Malakai, but surprisingly Kyphos hadn’t yet lost a man. They were sharing the ordeal together. A spirit of cooperation now prevailed.

‘Ready?’ Kyphos scanned the group. He waited until they returned his query with tired nods. He glanced at the gray-robed sorcerer, Elmar. The man was old, but he’d lived most of his life in these parts. Even so, he was swaying on his feet. If the magus did falter, Kyphos knew he couldn’t let him slow them down. Elmar knew it too. ‘Move out!’
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The blizzard struck sometime in the evening.

It came all at once. A growing wind blowing chunks of ice changed into a freezing storm. White particles flew in all directions, swirling in shapes that seemed to take on form, as if ghostly apparitions shared the plain. Sharp crystals stung Kyphos’s lips and pricked the skin of his exposed cheeks.

He ducked his head into his chest and pushed on. Despite the wind, there was no fog and he could still see the tracks if he squinted. If anything, he increased his speed. The path carved by his people was deep, but who knew how long the blizzard would continue? If he lost the tracks, they might never be found again.

Kyphos also knew that his people would be suffering more than he was in this cold. They had left Necropolis with no food, and they would be starving. He pictured them as he fought against the snow that dragged at his feet and the biting wind that pushed him in one direction then another. Imagining someone who was hurting more than he was gave him the strength to press on.

A hand clasped his shoulder. ‘We should make camp!’ Elmar cried into Kyphos’s ear. The fur-lined cloak the sorcerer wore was covered in white specks.

‘No!’ Kyphos shook his head firmly. ‘We keep moving.’

He glanced behind and saw that although the other men were struggling, they were still keeping up. Like Elmar they were being assaulted by particles. If the flurries grew any thicker, they might lose each other.

Kyphos forced himself to keep moving, but he soon realized that Elmar was right to point out the danger. He took another dozen steps and then stopped in his tracks and turned, waiting for the men to catch up.

‘Ropes!’ Kyphos called. ‘We’ve prepared for this. I want ropes around every man’s waist!’ They stared at him blankly; all they wanted was for him to let them rest. ‘Get to it!’ he roared above the wind.

The cold bloods stirred themselves into action first, rummaging in their packs and taking out the coils of hemp rope they’d brought with them. Kyphos waited impatiently as they started to fasten the men at the rear first; he was conscious that every passing moment increased the depth of the snow and meant they might lose the tracks altogether.

He glanced ahead while he combed snow away from his eyes and beard. Everything was white. It was difficult to judge distances. The churned-up snow was beginning to disappear.

He almost jumped when he saw a dark figure rushing toward him through the blizzard.

The bald man was waving his arms, and Kyphos relaxed when he recognized Nero. The indomitable tracker’s beard and face were crusted with ice. He was shouting something, but Kyphos couldn’t understand what he was saying. Finally Nero was close enough to grip Kyphos by the arm.

‘You need to see this!’ Nero’s voice was urgent.

Kyphos turned back to the men. ‘Wait here!’ he called out. He saw several of them nod back to him. It would take time to get them all fastened at any rate.

A moment later Kyphos was running behind Nero, who led him onward, following the tracks. Kyphos became perplexed when he saw a broad swathe of darkness covering the ground just ahead. He pulled up sharply beside the tracker. The two men could go no farther.

The tracks finished abruptly, terminating in a void. Kyphos was standing on the edge of a jagged cliff, a shelf where the ice sheet had broken. Twenty feet below him was raging water, black as pitch.

Kyphos and Nero exchanged glances. Kyphos swore. His people had traveled onto the ice sheet, which had sheared after they crossed onto it. They were now drifting on the open sea. When it melted and sank, they would die.

But then Nero pointed. ‘You can see the other side!’ he cried over the wind.

Kyphos shielded his eyes and peered through the snowflakes. He finally saw another ice sheet on the other side of the dark water. He thought he could make out where the tracks continued.

‘Go back for the others!’ Kyphos shouted.

‘You sure—?’

‘Just go!’

Kyphos paced and stared while he waited. He knew it would be dangerous to make the crossing onto the second ice sheet, but he had given the king his promise. He would risk everything if he had to.

Finally they came, appearing out of the white to assemble near the edge of the ice sheet. Half of the men were connected by rope around their waists. Kyphos singled out Elmar and beckoned the sorcerer over.

‘I need your light!’

The sorcerer nodded and reached for the staff he’d strapped to the back of his pack. He lifted it high and in an instant golden light bathed the area.

Kyphos peered down into the channel. The sea raged, pushed forward by a strong, relentless current. The water was still dark, despite the light shining down onto it. It continued to eat at the base of the ice sheet he was standing on. If anything, the distance across the channel was growing.

He needed to get across the gap. But how?

Kyphos came to a decision. He gathered a few of the nearest men, Nero and Elmar among them. ‘Get one of the longest ropes. I’ll need you to fasten one end to the ice.’

‘Why?’ Nero frowned.

‘Because I’m going to tie the other end around my waist,’ Kyphos said grimly. ‘I’m swimming across.’

‘You’ll die!’ Elmar clutched Kyphos’s arm. He shook his head. ‘I can’t let you do it.’

‘You can’t stop me, magus. Not unless you want to use your powers on me.’

Kyphos tore his arm free. He peered out at the drifting ice sheet, where the people he’d come to rescue needed him. He looked down at the dark water and noticed that the light from the sorcerer’s staff had faded.

‘More light!’ he growled.

Elmar raised his staff again. The golden hoop standing on top of the staff glowed once more.

‘Brighter!’ Kyphos ordered.

He heard a pounding sound and turned to see a pair of men hammering a thick wooden stake into the ice. One of the men handed him the end of the coiled rope, and Kyphos began to tie a loop.

He stared grimly down into the water. He was a strong swimmer, but he knew the cold.

It was almost certain to kill him.
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Varos wiped snow from his eyes as he stared back the way he had come. He thought he had heard something, carried on the wind. The guttural cries of men.

‘Keep moving,’ his sister Miera said into his ear. ‘Varos, please.’ She pinched his arm tightly, but he was so numb he barely felt it. ‘If we stop, we’ll die.’

She met his eyes, and he saw that she was worried that he was going to collapse again. Her head was so wrapped in cloth that only the top half of her face was visible, but lines of concern had further tightened what had once been smooth, youthful skin. Her face had always been sharp, but she was now so gaunt that her head had taken on the appearance of a skull.

Glancing ahead, Varos saw that he and his older sister were at the back of the group. Varos often found himself at the rear. He wanted to go home, even if the kona might kill them, and every step was taking them farther and farther away. He hadn’t eaten in so long that his ribs were protruding from his chest. It was always cold. He wanted to sleep somewhere warm. And if he couldn’t find somewhere warm, anywhere would do. He no longer cared if he ever woke up again.

Even Varos’s father was in despair. Their mother was sick, and he was hauling her on an improvised sled, dragging her blanket-covered body over the frozen ground. It was frightening, seeing her like that. Varos’s father never spoke anymore. The last thing he’d said was to instruct Miera to take care of her brother. Since then, he had left them to their own devices.

It was a large group – several hundred people – but already the last dark silhouettes were becoming shrouded, swallowed up by white. Varos knew he should hurry to catch up with them, but he was tired.

‘Please . . .’ Miera begged. ‘Varos, please.’

In the end, Varos nodded. He knew she would stay with him, no matter what. So he had to keep moving for her.

He turned away from the direction he thought the voices had come from. But then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a light.

‘Miera! Did you . . . Did you see that?’ Varos stammered.

‘There’s nothing there,’ she said. Her eyes pleaded with him. ‘Varos! You know we can’t stay here.’

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Watch.’

She cast a frantic glance at the rapidly vanishing group ahead, but she reluctantly agreed. ‘If I watch, will you come?’

Varos nodded. ‘I saw a light. I swear it.’

They peered into the falling snow. Varos pricked his ears. He thought he could hear men’s voices again. But he waited; he wanted to see if Miera heard them too.

Miera yanked on his arm. ‘There’s nothing—’ She suddenly broke off.

The light was brighter this time. Undoubtedly it was shining from somewhere in the distance behind them. It moved slightly, but generally maintained the same position. Miera’s eyes were wide as she stared at it.

‘I see it,’ she said. ‘And voices. I can hear them now.’ She took him by the hand. ‘We have to tell the others!’

Together Varos and Miera lumbered through the snow. Varos felt the strength draining from his body with every step as he struggled to keep up with his sister, but he pushed on anyway. Light meant people. It could mean warmth. It could even mean food.

They caught up with the stragglers at the rear. The first people they passed stared at them blankly, utterly consumed with the task of keeping themselves moving. The adults had packs that bowed down their shoulders. The children had their hands tied to their parents’ belts.

The group thickened as Varos and Miera ran into its heart. The former inhabitants of Necropolis, who had been abandoned by their king, were uniformly skinny, some so thin it was a wonder they kept moving. Dozens and dozens of weary people on both sides cast them inquisitive looks. For two people, even children, to be running was truly out of the ordinary. Raised voices called out, asking what was happening.

Varos and Miera found their father somewhere in the middle. He hadn’t noticed their approach and was grim-faced as he put his head down and walked with trudging strides. Under each arm was a long pole and on his back was a pack containing the family’s few possessions: a hand axe, the last strip of dried meat, and heavy blankets made from the thick skins of the musk ox. He kept a water skin strapped to his chest, inside his clothing, using the warmth of his body to melt the snow.

The two poles under his arms were connected to the long sled, and on the sled lay their mother, wrapped head to toe in skins. She was awake, Varos saw with relief. Her head was tilted, and her eyes were surprised as she saw her children running toward them and calling out.

‘Father!’ Varos cried.

Shaken out of his reverie, Varos’s father, Claus, looked up in surprise. Once a brawny man with a long nose and a thick head of black hair, he was now horribly thin, and the tip of his nose was dark with approaching frostbite. He glanced around and saw that the people watching had stopped. The cries and waving arms of the children had caused everyone around to come to a halt. Varos heard someone shouting to the strong men up front to come and see.

‘Lad,’ Claus said. He let the poles he’d been pulling drop to the ground and opened his arms. Varos fell into his embrace, and then his father pushed him back by the shoulders. ‘What is it?’

‘There’s a light,’ Varos said. He pointed. ‘Back there. Miera saw it too.’

Claus turned to his daughter. ‘Miera?’

‘It’s true,’ she said urgently. ‘I didn’t believe him at first.’

Suddenly everyone around them was looking back in the direction Varos was pointing. Varos prayed with all his heart, desperate to see the light again.

Time dragged out. The wind had died down, and now there was complete silence.

Then the light appeared, a golden orb wavering in the darkness.

‘By all the gods,’ Claus said. ‘Everybody, look!’
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‘You’re a brave man, Kyphos,’ Elmar said. ‘I’ll give you that.’ The old sorcerer shook his head. ‘Surely you know that you’ll never survive the water?’

‘I have to try,’ Kyphos said. ‘But yes, I know. I can’t ask anyone else to do it.’

Kyphos stood on the edge of the ice sheet, staring down at the rushing black water revealed in the glow of Elmar’s sun staff. He had a rope tied around his waist and had removed his thick furs, so that he was standing in his vest and trousers, shivering as he prepared to jump. The wind had dropped, but it was still unbearably cold. The last thing he would do would be to remove his boots. He knew that as soon as the soles of his feet touched the frozen ground, it was going to hurt.

And then he would have to leap into the water.

He glanced at the low white cliff on the other side of the channel. The ice sheet had drifted farther, increasing the distance he would need to swim. The opposite cliff wasn’t high, but after the swim it would be difficult to climb with unfeeling fingers and hands that didn’t respond to his command. He would have a hammer at his belt and a wooden stake strapped to his leg. The task was near impossible.

Kyphos bent and began to take off his boot.

‘Look!’ someone cried.

Kyphos straightened, and his eyes followed the man’s pointing arm. Peering at the opposite bank, he gasped.

Two children stood at the edge of the cliff, on the opposite side of the channel. They were jumping and shouting, waving their arms, their high-pitched voices carrying across the distance.

Kyphos and Elmar exchanged glances.

Kyphos threw his furs back on and furiously untied the rope from his waist as he barked orders. ‘Get this rope ready to throw!’ He tossed the end to the nearest man. ‘Quickly! Tie something to the end. Hurry!’

The search party leaped into action. Kyphos walked among his men, testing the rope that had already been fastened to an embedded pole and hectoring them as they fastened a second stake to the other end. He got them to take the spare food out of their packs and roared at another group to start a fire with the tinder they’d brought.

More people on the opposite bank joined the children. With every set of arrivals, Kyphos felt his heart sing. Husbands hugged their wives. Kyphos counted twenty, but then another twenty arrived, followed by a dozen more, and still they kept coming. Soon there were hundreds of them, a great mass of people.

His people.

Elmar waved his staff from side to side, giving them no doubt about the identity of their rescuers. Their faces lit up with hope, the people on the opposite bank cupped their hands over their mouths and shouted, but Kyphos couldn’t make out their words. The rescuers smiled and signaled that they were going to throw the rope across the growing gap.

But despite their smiles, Kyphos knew that his men were thinking the same thing he was.

The people he’d come to rescue looked like plague victims. Skeletal in appearance, they were skinny, even wrapped in cloth as they were. A few of the younger men stood proud and tall, but these cold bloods were shades of their former selves.

One of Kyphos’s tallest men swung the stake on the end of the rope three times and then released. The rope sailed across the gap and was caught in the arms of a black-haired man standing with the two children. He pulled the rope until it was as taut as a bow string and then a companion pounded it into the ice with a hammer until it was almost entirely embedded. They tested the tension in the rope and then waved at Kyphos to indicate they were ready.

Kyphos slapped some of his men on the shoulders. ‘Head over there and help them from the other side,’ he ordered.

The members of the rescue party were fatigued, but they were well fed and rested compared to the people across the channel. The tracker, Nero, shimmied across the rope, heedless of the fast-flowing water below him, and then climbed onto the ice on the opposite side, where he was hauled to his feet by the cold bloods. A moment later Nero was being patted on the back and had his hand shaken a dozen times. More of Kyphos’s men crossed over to help, and soon they were ready to send the first children back over the water.

They were frightened, but calls of encouragement from both sides gave them heart. Kyphos was proud of them. Despite their plight, these were his people, cold bloods: as strong as iron, as hard as ice.

Dozens of children crossed, and with each successful passage the others felt less fear. Then came the women, old and young, followed at last by the men. Some people needed to be carried over, their arms around the neck of someone stronger. Others shimmied over with ease.

‘Give them food and clothing!’ Kyphos called. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that his men had a blazing fire going. The newcomers stumbled over to the flames and sank to their knees, hands held out to the warmth, forming a growing circle.

The group on Kyphos’s side grew larger and larger. He could see some of his men hugging the newcomers as they were reunited with friends and family. He nonetheless stood a little apart on the edge of the ice sheet, watching the last men cross.

He clenched his jaw.

The opposite ice sheet was still drifting away. He could see strands of rope near the stake had begun to unravel. Soon the rope would snap.

‘Hurry!’ Kyphos called.

The rescuers all shouted at the last two people to make the attempt. The first, an older man with white hair, made it across the gap without trouble. Then the last, a big, middle-aged man with a beard, grunted as he made his ungainly way over.

Kyphos watched the rope fray, and then it snapped.

The man screamed as he plummeted in an instant, dropping into the water with a splash. But Kyphos was ready. He lunged for the rope and grabbed hold of it. It ran through his hands, but he held on tight and began to heave. Nero rushed to help him, and then two more men. Working together, they hauled the big man out of the water.

Kyphos yanked off the shivering man’s drenched furs and at the same time peeled away his own. He stripped the big man of his vest and then wrapped him in the dry furs, before leading him to the fire.

Kyphos let out a breath of relief. He felt his throat catch when he realized it was done. The survivors of Necropolis were all looking at him, as were the men of his search party. He saw that they expected him to say something.

He cleared his throat. ‘The king couldn’t come himself,’ he said, ‘but we have returned from across the sea to take you to your new home. We have a fleet of ships and plenty of food and clothing. I promise you, you are safe now.’

‘Our new home. What is it called?’ asked one of the two children Kyphos had first seen, a young boy.

‘It’s called Malakai. It’s a city in the Realm, in a land called Imakale. King Palemon rules there. It’s warm and beautiful, just like the stories describe. Trust me’ – Kyphos smiled at the boy – ‘you will like it.’
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Chloe weaved through the agora, where morning sunshine lit up vast crowds filling every vacant space. The rose and brown tiles could barely be seen through all the bodies. People sat cross-legged on the ground and side by side on the temple steps. Moving through them was difficult and time consuming. But there was nowhere else they could go, and at least here, close to the defensive embankment and surrounded by soldiers, they were as safe as they could be.

Chloe had a basket in her arms and wore a white chiton belted with a blue cord. A copper necklace with a shining medallion dangled from her neck. Moving slowly through the mass of refugees, she handed out a loaf to every person she met, crouching and asking how they were.

‘Lady Chloe,’ voices around her called, hands out imploringly. ‘Please.’

Whether from Xanthos or Phalesia, they all knew her name. She was the woman they could count on if someone was sick or hungry. She always listened to what they had to say, and she never forgot a thing. It didn’t matter if they were city folk or from a remote village, they were all in this together. Xanthians and Phalesians commingled. New friendships formed. Word spread that Chloe was the woman to see if someone needed help.

Running the city was no longer about trade and treaties, votes and symposiums. It was about people. Chloe supposed that it had always been about people, but there was a distance between the ruling classes and the commoners that had only now been eroded. Phalesia was an island in a sea of chaos. It was perhaps the only city still standing in Galea.

Pressing needs overrode all others. Mouths needed feeding and the sick needed care. Clothing and blankets had to be found. Amos now delegated everything other than the protection of the city to Chloe. She in turn worked with all the consuls, men who had never had to worry about such things before. She remembered the things she’d learned from her father, about how to find simple solutions to complex problems, how to identify capable allies and delegate responsibility, and most of all how to read people’s hearts and minds.

Chloe had even begun to make speeches in the lyceum. If there was unrest, everything would fall apart. She knew that people reacted badly when they were confused and afraid, if they felt there were decisions being made that they weren’t a part of. She often stood on the tallest steps of the Temple of Aeris and told large crowds about the meetings she had been having and what was being done. Locals and newcomers alike called out questions, and she did her best to answer them. She had no official title, but in these times it didn’t seem to matter.

‘Thank you, Lady Chloe,’ an old woman said as Chloe handed her a loaf.

Chloe crouched. ‘How are you feeling, Rea?’

‘Much the same.’

‘Let me take a look at you.’ Chloe reached out and felt at the old woman’s throat. The swelling had gone down a little. She put a hand against the woman’s forehead and nodded, pleased. If disease broke out, the consequences didn’t bear thinking about. ‘I think you’re improving.’

‘My throat is better.’

‘Good. Don’t forget to go to the temple if you or anyone you know feels ill.’

The old woman nodded.

Chloe straightened and turned when she heard her name. Sophia was hurrying toward her, working her way through the crowd of people crammed into the agora.

‘Chloe!’ Sophia called again, waving her arms. ‘They’re waiting for you.’

Chloe cursed and looked up at the sky. ‘Can you finish here?’ She indicated the basket of bread.

‘Of course I can.’

‘Don’t forget—’

‘—to watch for signs of disease,’ Sophia said, looking irritated. ‘I know.’

Chloe set her sights on the embankment, overlooking the shore and the sea, where soldiers watched the sky night and day. Then she left her sister behind.
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Two men stood a little apart from the soldiers, talking together on top of the sloped bastion that descended to the pebbled shore below. Amos, first consul of Phalesia, wore leather armor and a white cloak on his shoulders. He was the stockier of the pair, an athletic man with big arms and broad shoulders.

The other man was Dion.

Both of them looked fatigued, but Dion even more so. His sandy hair was tousled, and he had stubble on his square jaw. He wore a plain tunic belted with a crimson cord, but other than that he wore no necklace, and there was nothing to say he was a king. It didn’t matter; everyone knew who he was.

Dion turned and saw Chloe approaching. Their eyes met.

She felt the same thrill she felt every time he looked at her. She thought that there was clear longing in his pale eyes. He always appeared slightly befuddled, as if just glancing her way made him lose track of whatever he was thinking about.

They hadn’t had much chance to speak since the Xanthians arrived two days ago. He had been sleeping on board his ship. Chloe had offered her home, but he had declined with a smile, as if he hadn’t recently spent an exhausted night in her bed.

‘Chloe,’ Amos said. He nodded in the direction of the agora. ‘The people. How are they?’

‘Well enough,’ Chloe said. ‘But we have far too many. It’s only a matter of time before disease sets in, and once it does, it will spread quickly.’

Dion looked apologetic. ‘Once again, thank you both for taking us all in. We had nowhere else to go.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Chloe said softly.

‘We are here because we need to make a decision,’ Amos said. ‘With so many in the city, soon there will be riots, or plague, or we will run out of food—’

‘There won’t be time for any of that to happen,’ Dion interrupted. ‘I saw the dragons come to Xanthos after we evacuated. They will spend some time searching the city, but if they don’t come here first thing tomorrow, I will be surprised.’

‘Can we even make it to Sindara?’ Chloe asked.

‘We have to try,’ Amos said. ‘When our people are safe, then we can make an attempt to fight back.’

‘But how will we evacuate so many?’ Chloe persisted. ‘The journey to Sindara is much longer than to Xanthos. It can’t be done in a single night by ship, and by land it’s farther still.’

Dion gazed down from the embankment, seeing all the ships lined up side by side on the beach. With so many vessels newly arrived from Xanthos, they filled the entire shoreline, and many more bobbed at anchor in the shallow water.

‘Together with Phalesia’s fleet,’ he said, ‘we have nearly two hundred boats of various shapes and sizes.’ He gave a slight smile. ‘I know, I’ve counted them. Many, like our biremes and triremes, can carry a large number of passengers. Even the smallest fishing boat can take three or four people.’

Chloe frowned. ‘But we still have too many people!’

‘That’s true,’ Dion said. ‘And we can’t make more than one trip. We will be exposed for too long as it is.’

‘Won’t we be safer staying here?’

‘In the short term, yes,’ Amos said. ‘But we would spend every waking moment defending the city and never be able to fight back. And’ – Amos glanced at Dion – ‘we are not sure that the city can be defended for long.’

Chloe’s heart sank as she cast her eyes over the city of her birth. She couldn’t bear the thought of leaving, of abandoning her home, perhaps never to return. But then she looked at Dion. He would have had the same feelings as her when he left Xanthos. Yet he had made the difficult decision.

‘So what is our plan?’ she asked.

‘Similar to before, we get the oldest and weakest onto boats,’ Dion said. ‘Our armies will combine and provide an escort for the rest to travel overland to Sindara. It will take all day to get ready. People must bring only what’s essential. We should leave as soon as it’s dark.’

Chloe still couldn’t believe it; this was the last morning she would wake up in her own home. She took a deep breath and released it. ‘What can I do?’

‘Your part is the most important of all,’ Amos said. ‘I need you to call everyone to the agora. Tell them our plan, and what they must do. You will have to divide people between the two evacuation groups, which may involve separating husbands from their families. You can do this. It’s the kind of task I know you’re good at. Most of all, keep everyone calm.’

‘But you’re the first consul,’ Chloe said. ‘That’s your role.’

Amos met her eyes. ‘I’m no fool, Chloe. I know what my strengths and weaknesses are. Leadership of soldiers, I can understand . . . It’s what I was born to do. But working with everyday people? Administering a city?’ He shook his head. ‘I am not the man your father was.’

‘None of us are,’ Dion protested. ‘But Amos, we all grow into our positions. We were preparing for riots in Xanthos. I can’t believe how calm it is here. You’re holding it all together.’

‘I’d like to take credit for that.’ Amos smiled at Chloe. He looked like he was about to say something, but instead he suddenly stopped. Thoughts visibly worked their way across his face. ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back.’

He strode off, leaving Dion and Chloe standing together, with the soldiers on the embankment still busy scanning the sky.

Chloe watched Amos go and then turned to Dion. Thinking about leaving her city brought home the danger they were in. She came to a decision. She slowly took a few steps toward Dion. Stopping just in front of him, she looked up at him.

‘Don’t,’ he said, stepping back.

‘Don’t what?’

He spoke with frustration. ‘Don’t look at me like that.’

Chloe’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why not?’

‘Chloe . . . It’s difficult enough as it is.’

‘Difficult enough to what? To keep me away? Dion, nothing is safe. Yes, we could all be killed at any moment. But death comes for everyone at some point. Is that a reason not to live?’ Now that she’d started, she couldn’t stop. ‘You can’t protect me by keeping me away. If you want to make sure I’m safe, then perhaps you should think about keeping me close.’

His mouth worked as he tried to reply. Eventually he grinned. ‘I suppose it’s you who keeps saving me, at any rate.’ The smile faded. ‘Even when you have to pay the price.’

Chloe came even closer. ‘How about we keep each other safe . . . ?’ she murmured.

She gazed up into his soft brown eyes. She parted her lips.

‘By the gods, this is too hard,’ Dion whispered.

He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. Their lips touched.

Suddenly Chloe forgot that they were standing where countless sets of eyes could see them. Her senses were heightened; she was aware of the contact between their lips, of the smell of him, and the feel of his soft stubble against her cheek. A tingle traveled through her body. She wanted it to last forever.

But it was the first time he had kissed her since their stolen kiss after his betrothal to Isobel. She knew better than to push him, and it was she who broke first.

‘Chloe . . .’ he said, looking lost. ‘I . . .’

He stopped when he looked past her shoulder. Turning, Chloe saw Amos coming back. If he had seen their kiss, it wasn’t apparent from his expression.

In fact he was deadly serious. Chloe was reminded with renewed force about what they were planning. It was midmorning. If they wanted to depart at dusk, they had a daunting task ahead of them.

‘I’ve spoken with some old friends,’ Amos said without preamble. ‘The veterans are staying here.’

‘Why?’ Dion asked, perplexed.

‘Think about it,’ Amos said. ‘What happens when everyone leaves? The boats will still be at sea. The men will still be marching.’ He glanced at Dion. ‘You said that after you left Xanthos, the dragons headed straight for the city.’ Dion nodded. ‘What is the first thing that will happen when the dragons come to Phalesia? They will try to root out anything still moving. My guess is they won’t take their time about it. They will have learned after Xanthos . . . It won’t occupy them for more than a day. Then?’

Dion and Chloe exchanged glances as realization dawned.

‘They’ll catch up to us,’ Dion said.

‘Correct. So we have to keep the dragons occupied here until everyone is safely in Sindara. We have to provide a distraction.’

Dion’s eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean “we”?’

Amos came forward. He put a hand on Dion’s shoulder and another on Chloe’s. ‘The men remaining behind are all volunteers. I can’t expect them to stay unless I stay with them.’

Chloe’s face drained of all color. ‘Amos, no—’

Amos interrupted her. ‘There is a difference between a soldier, a politician, and a king. For once in my life, I am content. I know who I am, and what my purpose is. I no longer want to be first consul. I want to fight alongside my men.’

He squeezed both their shoulders, and then reached around to the white cloak clasped about his neck. He unfastened it and bunched it in his hand.

‘I am no administrator,’ Amos said. ‘I am a warrior.’ He smiled. ‘A very good one. My place is here. We will buy you the time you need, and then we will join you in Sindara.’

Chloe’s eyes blurred as she shook her head. She knew it wasn’t true. Amos was sacrificing himself. She wanted to scream at him, to persuade him he was wrong. But he knew what he wanted. She had to give him the respect he deserved.

‘Together, the two of you are the leaders our people need,’ Amos said.

He embraced Chloe, holding her tight, and then he clasped his arms around Dion. Looking at Amos, Chloe saw the resolve in his eyes, but she couldn’t help thinking about Sophia. After their father’s death, her sister had come to love Amos.

‘Remember,’ Amos said, ‘I used the word “together.”’ He met their eyes. ‘Now, you both have a lot of work to do, while I get my men and prepare.’
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Kyphos again led from the front, but this time a crowd of several hundred men, women, and children followed behind him.

It was a clear day, with the sun shining down on the ice, reflecting off the white expanse and bouncing back with a painful glare. They were far slower on the return journey, but fortunately after the blizzard the weather had improved, and the sky remained bright and blue. The trek back to the ships passed surprisingly swiftly. Each of the seventy men Kyphos had brought with him was assigned to a dozen survivors. The hard biscuit and dried meat kept coming, as much as the survivors could stomach. The rescuers carried the heaviest loads.

Kyphos gazed ahead, setting a brisk pace, fixing his sights on a dozen wooden structures, perhaps huts or houses, rising up from the ice. The structures developed features; masts became visible, and then they were ships.

He allowed himself a slight smile. Glancing behind him, he saw that the group was keeping up. The weather was fair, and he had found what he came for. Soon the last exiles of Aleuthea would be on their way to their new home across the sea.

He was now close enough to see that the ships were bobbing up and down on the placid water. They were still tethered to the shore, ready to depart. Behind them a multitude of floes covered the dark expanse, but he was relieved to note that the floating ice hadn’t closed together, sealing the fate of everyone with him.

Kyphos led the group toward the Targus, the vessel that had carried him to these lands. Before he had come within hailing distance, his men were racing down the gangway, smiling, shouting, and waving their arms. The other vessels began to empty, and within moments the two groups collided. There were more newcomers than crew members, but there were now enough hands to help everyone make the last stretch to the row of waiting ships.

Kyphos heard gasps. Initially worried, he turned and saw wide eyes on the survivors. Then he grinned. They had never seen an Ilean bireme before. Raised in the cold, only the Solaris had told them what a ship even looked like. The long wooden vessels, made of pine, with two decks of oars and glaring eyes painted on either side of the bowsprit, were utterly unlike the Solaris in every way.

The crew members now acted like old hands as they pointed out features on the ships. Kyphos smiled as he watched, enjoying the moment.

He stopped and frowned.

The bald tracker, Nero, stood apart from the group. He was shielding his eyes from the glare off the ice and staring into the distance. It was his expression that made Kyphos pause. Kyphos had learned to trust Nero, and the tracker looked anxious.

Kyphos quickly issued instructions to his men, telling them to divide the newcomers between the ships and get them on board. He then hurried over to Nero.

‘What is it?’ he murmured.

Nero glanced at Kyphos and then returned his attention to the plain, gazing out with his back to the ships. ‘Perhaps nothing,’ he said. ‘I thought—’

He broke off at the same time that Kyphos saw a mass of dark figures sprinting toward them. There were several hundred of them, all running. Against the glare Kyphos found it difficult to judge the distance. The shapes were hazy, blurred together.

But they were approaching so swiftly that in moments they were revealed: tribesmen in skins, holding bone daggers and bows. The long-haired warriors roared. They were charging directly at the vessels on the icy shore.

Kyphos sucked in a deep breath. ‘Kona!’ he bellowed as loud as he could.

Thoughts whirled through his mind. The hunting grounds had been thinned, the waters over-fished; there was no longer enough food in these parts. The kona had raided Necropolis but their takings were meager. They had followed Kyphos’s search party from Necropolis, to the rescue, and all the way back to the ships. Now they were desperate to raid the fleet’s supplies.

He spun on his heel and ran toward the ships. ‘Get moving! Everyone on board!’

Too many of the survivors were still gathered on the ice rather than climbing the gangways to the ships. But at the mention of the kona, they paled and fled for the vessels. Kyphos’s men tried to get them in order; too many were going to some vessels and too few to others. Kyphos raced among them, herding groups to other gangways, even as the war cries of the kona became louder.

The gangways were narrow, forming bottlenecks that forced people to queue, pressing up against those in front. Kyphos glanced back and could make out individual warriors: men with topknots and ceremonial scars. They were lean and athletic, accustomed to a life of hardship. Running in a long, ragged line, they spread out to enclose the twelve bobbing vessels.

Kyphos dashed to the nearest tether and yanked hard at the rope, trying to dislodge the wooden stake embedded in the ice. Giving up, he took the axe from his belt and swung down, slicing the rope through. He glanced at the ship the rope led to and saw the last of the survivors rushing up the gangway, even as the vessel began to drift away from shore.

He ran to the next rope and hacked down at it. Taking the cue, one of his men was cutting more lines. Kyphos swiftly scanned the row of vessels and saw them moving away from the shore in ones and twos. Oars slid out from the ships’ sides. Paddles splashed at the icy water.

‘Kyphos!’ Elmar waved frantically from the deck of the Targus.

Kyphos realized that his ship was soon going to be too far out to reach. He quickly checked that every vessel was moving, and that every survivor was on board. He was the last to leave, sprinting as hard as he could toward the Targus. Up on the deck men cried at him to hurry. Arrows sailed over his head. A rope was thrown out. Cursing his short legs, Kyphos reached the water’s edge and then jumped.

He flew through the air, catching the rope as it was tossed. A moment later he slammed into the hull. The force of it knocked the wind out of him, almost causing him to lose his grip. But he gritted his teeth and held fast as the men on the top deck hauled at the rope to pull him up.

He gripped the rail and threw himself over. Bow strings continued to thrum. An arrow whistled through the air and sank into the mast.

He caught his breath for a moment until a man held out his hand and lifted him up. Kyphos immediately turned his attention to the shore.

Fifty paces separated the frozen ground from the departing ships, a distance that grew swiftly as the oarsmen hauled the fleet away with furious strokes. The tribesmen stood watching them depart, faces contorted with frustration and anger. It was no longer worth their arrows.

Kyphos wiped a hand over his face. He gathered himself; he knew his men were watching. He turned to look ahead. The floating slabs of ice were opening up. There was a clear channel in front of them.

‘Raise the sail!’ he called. ‘Take us out of here.’ His voice lowered. ‘And let’s pray we never see this place again.’
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Amos stood with hundreds of veterans along the embankment. There were no longer any men on the walls, on the roofs of the houses, or on the high cliffs near the shore. Everyone who remained in Phalesia was here.

After all, what the dragons wanted was people. Rather than defend an empty city, Amos had focused his men on this one place, where they had a clear view of the sky in all directions and dozens of ballistae prepared and sighted. He had chosen it out of sentiment as much as military reason. The grand city around him was focused on the agora, with all the high surrounding temples gazing down on it. The embankment was the bulwark that separated the agora from the sea.

Like Amos, the archers, hoplites, and ballistae crews were all volunteers. They were almost uniformly old men, those who were willing and ready to give the sons and daughters of Phalesia time to escape. They had no illusions; they would face nearly one dragon for every man. Every creature they managed to kill would be a small victory.

Amos was surprised that he wasn’t afraid. Instead feelings of sadness and regret coursed through him, along with a strange sense of peace. As the hours passed and the sun climbed the sky, he thought about his life.

His one great regret was that when Nilus betrayed his old friend Aristocles, he hadn’t been there to protect him. Aristocles was murdered in cold blood, leaving Chloe and Sophia without a father. That great man deserved better.

A stronger sadness came when he thought about Sophia.

Sophia was clever for one so young. She knew what he was doing, despite his attempts to convince her that he would soon see her at Sindara. She had held him tightly, afraid to let him go, tears streaming down her cheeks. She knew his reasons, and was wise enough not to try to convince him to change his mind, but it didn’t make it any easier. Once again, a man she loved as a father was leaving her. She had begged him to survive. She asked him to promise her. It was a promise he couldn’t give.

Amos took a deep breath and stared up at the sky. The sun was past the midpoint now, and still his men stayed at their posts. The tension was rising; he could see it in the set of their jaws, clenched tightly, and the way they gripped their weapons. He almost wanted the dragons to come, but he knew that every moment that passed gave the evacuees more time to escape. The worst outcome would be if the creatures came, butchered Amos and his men easily, and then left.

He checked the position of the sun constantly. He muttered prayers under his breath, working his way through all the gods: Helios, the sun god; Silex, god of fortune and the sea; Aeris, goddess of music and healing; Edra, goddess of love and fertility; Aldus, god of justice; Balal, god of war.

It was strange in Phalesia. Deserted. There were no ships on the shore or boats fishing out at sea. No hawkers cried their wares; not a soul walked the streets. Just these few hundred old men remained, some manning ballistae, others waiting with arrows nocked and ready to draw, the rest standing with shield and spear.

Like Amos, the defenders were all clad in armor. Thick leather covered their torsos, leaving their arms bare. Skirts of hide strips stretched past their knees. Steel breastplates shone on their chests. Steel helmets covered their heads.

As the hours passed inexorably, Amos began to grow worried. What if the dragons had spied the departing fleet, or the immense column of people marching toward Sindara on the Phalesian Way?

He shook his head. No, he reminded himself. It was unlikely. The dragons had seen there were people here. They had probed the city’s defenses time and time again. After discovering Xanthos empty, they would be ravenous and frustrated, filled with rage. They would come.

He started to pace, stretching his limbs, preparing himself. He had taken only three steps when he stopped.

He had been so consumed with the sky, and the men around him, that he had barely noticed his immediate surroundings. There was a terracotta urn, standing next to his basket of arrows. He frowned. He didn’t remember seeing it before. Stopping at the urn, he crouched and peered down into its open mouth.

There was black liquid inside. He sniffed and screwed up his face. It smelled terrible, like every foul odor combined into a sickening mélange. He saw writing on its side, hastily scrawled in dark ink, and recognized Sophia’s handwriting: poison.

Amos smiled.

He went to the basket of arrows and lifted one up by the shaft to inspect the point. The head was coated in black slime. Lifting his gaze, scanning the archers, he saw more urns near the other baskets of arrows. He pictured Sophia, about to leave her home, able to take just a few precious possessions on the journey to Sindara. Instead of gathering jewelry like so many others, she had instead spent her final moments in the city doing whatever she could to give him a chance at survival.

Keeping the arrow in his hand, Amos slung his bow off his shoulder. He stood in the center of the line of men, all guarding the embankment. He had a ballista on both sides and more of them scattered along the line. With his spear at his feet, and his sword in the scabbard at his side, he nocked the arrow to the bowstring.

He again checked the sun. Noon had come and gone. The golden orb was now low in the sky. The afternoon shimmer sparkled off the sea. Amos began to believe that perhaps the dragons might not attack today after all.

Then he saw them.

They were coming from the sea, flying low over the water, forming a wide wedge. Soon twin arcs of wings with lithe bodies between them filled the horizon. Then it became clear that the creatures were red. Their wings were outstretched, beating up and down. Amos could make out the dragons’ tiny forelimbs, but knew that up close they would be muscled and powerful, far bigger than his own legs. Faint shrieks sounded louder and louder.

‘Ballistae!’ Amos cried. ‘Prepare to fire!’

He waited, tensed. The bloodren were coming in quickly, heading directly toward the embankment. The distance between the dragons and the defenders closed to five hundred paces, and then two hundred. Pairs of almond-shaped eyes glared from demonic, reptilian heads. Jaws parted, revealing curved teeth as sharp as knives.

‘Fire!’

The ballistae jumped as they fired in unison, unleashing a volley of projectiles. The shafts of black iron flashed through the air, and in an instant eight monsters screamed as they fell from the sky to strike the water below in a series of splashes.

There would be no time to reload. Immediately the soldiers manning the ballistae dashed for their bows and spears.

‘Archers! Fire at will!’ Amos roared.

He lifted his bow and drew the string to his cheek, holding it for a split second as he sighted at a dragon with scars on its chest plunging down at him. He fired the poisoned arrow and watched as it crossed the distance faster than his eye could follow it. The point became embedded in the creature’s belly.

It was a wounding shot, but not decisive. Yet the dragon convulsed, halting its charge to fly erratically away. It rolled over and over, snapping at the shaft in its hide. It crashed down to the pebbled shore below the embankment, its shriek becoming plaintive.

Casting a quick glance around, Amos saw that a dozen or more bloodren had stopped their descent and arrows now sprouted from their bodies. Amos had taken the dragons’ measure and his men knew to fire on their softer parts, but usually arrows did little to harm them. This time was different, and there were several creatures snapping at the shafts in their hides. He silently thanked Sophia.

But still more came behind them.

Amos reached for an arrow and fired, and then another. He no longer worried about getting a clean shot on a dragon’s eye or its throat; instead he just tried to disable them with strikes on their undersides. Every time a creature screamed in pain, the others reacted, sometimes braking their speed, other times roaring at the humans below.

Suddenly the soldier on Amos’s left screamed in horror as a swooping dragon’s jaws clamped onto the top half of his body, closing down and tearing him in two. Amos fired an arrow, but it flew unchecked through the creature’s wing. Then he was forced to drop his bow and lift his spear when another dragon swooped with claws grasping. Amos ducked below the attack and whirled as he straightened. With both hands he thrust as hard as he could, upwards into the dragon’s belly. He felt the point plunge through the creature’s hide and sink into its guts. It was a mortal blow, but the dragon’s momentum was so great that it ripped the weapon from his hands.

Amos panted as the bloodren finished their sweep and flew away to regroup. But this time they obviously had no intention of flying away to find easier prey, and nor did he want them to.

He and his men had killed more than he had hoped, perhaps as many as twenty. But his objective wasn’t just to take as many with him as he could. He wanted to delay them. He needed the dragons to be angry enough to stay preoccupied with Phalesia. But he and his men also had to last.

Amos fought to regain his breath as he glanced at both sides. Half of his men were dead. In the brief skirmish with just a few of the most rapacious dragons, dozens of brave volunteers had been slaughtered.

‘Reload ballistae!’ he called.

These were hardened veterans, trained since birth in combat, and Amos was their commander. At the sound of his voice, they forgot their wounds and the blood spattered around them to race to the nearest ballistae and work with their comrades to get them loaded.

Amos looked out to sea, where the dragons hovered in the sky. He glanced at the sun; dusk was an hour away. The defenders had to last.

‘One more volley with bow and ballista!’ Amos cried. ‘Then we retreat to the temple.’

‘Yes, sir!’ the veterans growled.

Amos glanced over his shoulder. He and his men had chosen to make their final stand at the Temple of Aeris. It was somewhere they could defend, but also the dragons needed to see them. If they hid in some lord’s wine cellar, the creatures might fly away, defeating their entire purpose. The temple’s columns were spaced wide apart. There were healing supplies there, as well as more weapons. Amos had stung his enemies; he had their attention. Now he had to keep it.

He checked on his men and nodded when he saw that every ballista was loaded. He then watched the dragons shriek to each other, closing together, forming a tight wedge over the sea. This time when they descended, swooping down toward the embankment, it was in a mass.

‘Archers draw! Ballistae ready! Soon as you fire, get out of here!’ Amos shouted.

The winged creatures came on, late afternoon sunlight glinting off their red scales.

A moment later Amos roared again. ‘Ballistae! Fire!’

Six dragons fell from the sky with iron spears embedded feet deep into their bodies. The sea heaved when they struck the water.

The soldiers manning the ballistae immediately abandoned their posts, sprinting toward the temple. Meanwhile the archers held their bowstrings tensed, Amos among them. He sighted along his arrow shaft, choosing a dragon larger than its companions.

‘Archers,’ he cried. ‘Fire!’

Bowstrings thrummed. The air became filled with a hail of arrows. They made muffled sounds as their sharp, poisoned-covered heads struck tough dragon skin. Several arrows managed to find weak places and penetrate their targets. More dragons fell.

‘Run!’

Amos threw down his bow; it would only encumber him. He turned and sprinted toward the Temple of Aeris. Behind him the snarls and roars of the dragons made his skin crawl as he raced across the agora. The multicolored pattern of the tiles was a blur. Reaching the steps, he climbed them two at a time, seeing soldiers on all sides, ahead and behind, all sprinting to the same place.

The shadowed interior enveloped him as he sped between two of the stone columns supporting the peaked roof. He came to a halt just inside the temple, heart racing, bent over and gasping for breath. Everywhere around him his men were doing the same. Amos looked back.

Dragons were feasting, fighting over the remains of the soldiers who hadn’t made it, pecking over their carcasses like scavenger birds. The flashes of their teeth were red with blood. It dripped from their claws and the edges of their mouths.

Behind them came more dragons in wave after wave. Ignoring the feast below, they were heading for the temple.

Amos ran to one of the weapon stashes and grabbed another bow. He took an arrow from a basket and dipped it in the urn nearby. He then formed the fifty or sixty men remaining into a line following the temple’s perimeter.

Suddenly red dragons were everywhere, fighting to get in between the columns. One made it through, flattening its wings at its sides, but Amos shot an arrow into its eye. All around him soldiers were thrusting spears and hacking at sinuous necks.

Amos started to believe they might survive.

But then the worst happened. The frustrated creatures cast malevolent looks at the humans in the temple. They began to back away. First one, then another, stretched its wings out and flew into the air.

Amos exchanged glances with the old soldier next to him. Making a decision, he ran back out of the temple, until he was standing tall on the steps.

‘Here!’ He waved his arms, calling to the creatures in the sky. ‘Over here!’

A few reptilian heads turned to look at him. The group reformed into a wedge. He didn’t know if they would come back.

‘Come and get me!’ Amos shouted as he ran farther forward, heading toward the agora.

Something crashed into him from behind.

It hit him with so much force that he was propelled forward, falling face first onto the stone steps. At the same instant that he was struck, a searing pain screamed in his shoulders, a tight pinching and stretching. Suddenly his body felt wrong.

He lifted his head and saw the dragon that had tried to grab him fly away. It performed a tight turn and opened its jaws to shriek triumphantly.

Amos laid his head back down again. He felt tired.

He heard the clatter of boot heels, followed by men’s voices. Strong hands gripped him by his armpits. He saw the back of men’s legs, and groaned as his body was dragged up the stairs and back toward the temple.

‘We have to put him somewhere safe,’ a voice said.

‘No,’ Amos whispered. ‘We have to hold. Have to hold, for as long as we—’

He closed his eyes. Darkness enveloped him.
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Dawn came swiftly as the sun burst above the mountains, sending a cascade of bright-yellow rays over the forested valley. The last vestiges of purple and gold vanished from the sky, to be replaced with solid blue. If it wasn’t for the situation, the day’s beginning would have been beautiful.

Dion cursed it.

It meant that the second night of travel was over. The previous period of daylight had been bad enough, but somehow Amos had done what he had set out to do, and the dragons never came. The chance of discovery today was far greater.

Rather than travel with the ships, Dion was at the lead of a mass of marching men. The armies of Xanthos and Phalesia had been combined into a single force as never before, and formed a long winding column behind him, entirely filling the valley’s floor. The soldiers were all fit and strong, trained to carry their heavy packs and weapons for day after day.

But the same couldn’t be said for the rest of the refugees.

Every able-bodied person between the ages of fourteen and sixty traveled behind the soldiers. This group was far more ragged, stretching back as far as the eye could see, rising over a distant ridge and descending again to the valley Dion had long left behind.

A night of marching, followed by a few hours’ rest hidden in the forest, and then another subsequent night trudging on the Phalesian Way had taken its toll. Now they were in the wild lands surrounding Sindara. Dion could still remember when he had come this way once before, traveling with Chloe, evading furies and giants in what had then been Cinder Fen. The landscape had been rocky and barren, a region of jagged cliffs and steep ravines. Now the underlying structure was the same, but it was home to tall evergreens, lawns of grass, trickling brooks, and chirping birds.

‘Sire . . . King Dion.’ The uniformed officer beside Dion spoke hesitantly. ‘Are we within the borders of the eldran homeland?’

His name was Dimitros and he was a Phalesian captain. Young for his rank, he had light-blue eyes and long black hair tied behind his head with a leather thong. Dion knew what the man wanted to hear, but he couldn’t give him the answer he sought.

‘I’m afraid I can’t say, captain,’ Dion said. ‘I’m only half-eldran. I don’t feel the same bond with this land as those who live here.’

Dimitros nodded in resignation. Dion looked for something he could give him.

‘One thing I can tell you, though,’ Dion said, ‘is that even if we don’t know when we’ve crossed over, the eldren will. We’ll know we’ve made it when we see them.’

‘Ah.’ The captain’s eyes lit up. ‘I see.’ Leaving Dion’s side, he joined some of his comrades to pass along what he’d learned.

Dion had been initially surprised when the Phalesian officers came to him for orders. But he soon realized that with Amos gone, and the consuls and lords traveling with the ships, he was the closest thing they had to a leader. The Xanthian captains already brought their problems to him, so it seemed natural for the Phalesians to do the same. Dion’s first instinct had been to balk and explain that the responsibility wasn’t his. Then he’d seen the hope and fear in the soldiers’ eyes. They desperately needed someone to follow. He couldn’t show them he was as afraid as they were. If he didn’t shoulder the burden, its weight would come down on others.

The sound of marching boots, creaking leather, and gruff men’s voices surrounded him. Dion glanced at the standard bearers. One carried a tall pole crowned with the blue flag of Phalesia, while the other bore the crimson pennant of Xanthos. The captains on Dion’s flanks, men of both nations, chatted quietly, sharing their stories of recent trials and past battles. Dion’s status meant that he was at the very front, the first to break new ground. There were thousands of people behind him, but he had never felt so alone.

The valley floor began to climb, rising toward a forest. The trees were thick, crowded close together, but it wasn’t a true road they were following, and the high ground on both sides was too steep for the column to skirt the trees. They had no choice but to enter.

Someone at Dion’s left suddenly shouted.

His eyes immediately went to the sky as the column came to a halt. He whirled, looking in all directions. Frowning, he lowered his gaze as he tried to see what had startled the man who’d called out.

Then his shoulders relaxed.

A tall, slim figure weaved through the trees, heading toward them. His stride was graceful and easy; there was no doubt he was comfortable in the forest. He had long silver hair, so pale in places that it was almost white, and a crescent scar on his cheek.

Dion smiled. ‘It’s all right,’ he called out.

He glanced at the Phalesian captains; they were nodding, and a few had even raised their hands in greeting. The Phalesians were far more comfortable with the eldren and many knew Zachary personally. Some Xanthians looked worried, others suspicious, but Dion could remember a time when the eldren were feared and despised. Now he and his people were coming to Sindara for help.

Zachary smiled as he left the forest and approached. He looked old, and his skin was pale and dry, with fine lines like parchment. But his gold-flecked eyes were still kind and wise. If anyone could set these men at ease, it was him.

‘Welcome,’ Zachary said, spreading his arms. ‘Welcome to Sindara.’

A soldier whooped, and then another. The news was passed down the column, and what initially began as a ragged cheer became a roar as thousands of people celebrated the knowledge that they had made it to safety. Dion had given them his promise. The dragons wouldn’t follow them here. They might have abandoned their homes, but they were alive.

Dion opened his arms. Zachary stepped forward, and the two men embraced. Dion spoke into the tall eldran’s ear.

‘Thank you,’ he said.
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‘The people who arrived by sea are being well cared for,’ Zachary said.

Dion and Zachary were walking in another valley, this one deep in Sindara’s heart. Lush fields of grass covered the ground in all directions. Steep cliffs towered over the area. A waterfall tumbled down from one of the peaks, forming a wide blue river that entered the valley through the forest and rushed merrily along until it disappeared at the other end.

Dion glanced behind him and smiled. Every time people emerged from the forest, their mouths dropped open as they stopped and stared. Sindara was a place of extreme beauty, filled with bright colors. Gold and crimson flowers dotted the hills. Oak and cedar trees stood proud and tall, their wide boughs casting shade on the green grass. Yellow birds flitted from branch to branch, singing sweet songs.

The summer sun shone overhead, making it close to midday. Dion shielded his eyes and pointed. ‘Is that them?’

The valley was wide enough to accommodate ten times as many people as Dion had brought with him. He was looking at a distant encampment, where a multitude of tents and makeshift shelters had been erected near one of the river’s smaller tributaries. Smoke curled up from campfires, and people walked around, tending to one task or another. From their heavier builds, they obviously weren’t eldren. Dion saw a flag flying above the camp, but couldn’t make out its color.

‘No,’ Zachary said, glancing at Dion. ‘Those are the people of Tanus. They were also forced to evacuate, and have been here for weeks.’

Dion’s eyes widened with surprise. ‘Tanus?’

‘Eiric extended Zanthe the same invitation that he gave to you,’ Zachary said.

Dion shook his head in disbelief. He remembered how difficult it had been for Chloe to broker peace between Sindara and Tanus. Everything had changed.

‘I should tell you, Queen Zanthe is dead,’ Zachary said, meeting Dion’s eyes. ‘She didn’t survive the evacuation. As you probably know, she left no heirs.’

‘Who leads them?’ Dion asked. He and Zachary were passing the camp on their left. It was still distant, but he saw that the flag was brown, as were the uniforms of the soldiers. Recalling what he knew about Tanus, he guessed they must have thousands of soldiers – an army nearly as large as that of Xanthos.

‘The army is in charge,’ Zachary said.

They now followed the course of the wide river; it curved back and forth, but generally headed to the valley’s far end. Looking back the way he’d come, Dion saw that he’d outdistanced the column of refugees, but they weren’t far behind. People in the Tanusian camp were now standing and watching the newcomers with interest.

Dion was eager to see where Zachary was guiding him. They left the river’s edge and crossed an immense field, filled with daisies and buzzing bees. Gazing ahead, Dion finally saw what he’d been looking for.

There were two flags, flying side by side, one each for Phalesia and Xanthos. At the end of the valley was a new camp, covering a broad field. Fire after fire dotted the area, surrounded by groups of people.

At the sight of so many people safe and well, Dion smiled and clapped Zachary on the back. As he approached with a column of thousands trailing behind him, he saw consuls in white tunics, children under the care of their parents, and priests and priestesses moving from group to group. There were no shelters or tents, but that would soon change.

Then Dion’s steps quickened.

At one of the nearest fires, a young, dark-haired woman with pale skin crouched in front of an old man, talking to him as she handed him a packet of herbs. On the ground beside her was a basket containing piled-up loaves of bread.

‘Chloe!’ Dion called.

Hearing her name, she turned her head. Her face lit up as she broke out in a wide smile. Without finishing whatever she was saying to the old man, she started to run toward him, calling out his name.

Dion opened his arms. She ran into him at full speed, nearly knocking the wind out of him. He wrapped his arms around her, gripping her tightly, feeling his heart soar at the knowledge she was safe. He inhaled the fragrance of her hair and squeezed her close to his chest. Neither of them said anything; it was enough to hold each other.

Eventually Chloe pushed him away, gazing into his eyes. She looked past his shoulder and then called out. ‘You don’t need to stand so far away, Zachary. You brought him to me, just as you promised.’

Zachary spread his arms. ‘If only all promises were so easily fulfilled.’ His smile slowly faded. ‘Now that I have both of you, there is something Eiric asked me to discuss with you.’

Dion forestalled him. ‘We know this is temporary.’

‘I am afraid it must be.’ Zachary looked ashamed. ‘This land cannot support so many. We are hunters and foragers. Most of my people are out there now, trying to bring in as much meat as possible.’

‘There are hunters among us,’ Dion said.

‘And we brought grain from Phalesia,’ Chloe said.

‘Please do not feel unwelcome,’ Zachary said. ‘And I appreciate that you will do what you can, but it is not just you, it is also those from Tanus. They came here with nothing.’

‘Zachary,’ Dion said seriously. ‘Tell King Eiric that I know we can’t stay here forever. This land is not our land. We were meant to fish, farm, and raise livestock. We live in houses.’ He turned to sweep his gaze over the valley. ‘It is now time to plan. We are all in the same place. The armies of three nations are here, in Sindara, as well as you and your people. We will find a way forward.’
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Two days passed, and the encampment of Xanthos and Phalesia slowly took form. Every soldier’s pack had contained a tent, and soon the field was filled with canvas triangles. Then Roxana took the lead, organizing the craftsmen, carpenters, and woodworkers into groups and setting them to building shelters. The workers were surprised when Zachary asked them to use only dead wood in their structures, but they agreed willingly enough; the last thing they would do was argue with the eldren whose homeland they were now living in.

Soon a vast temporary settlement filled the field in the corner of the broad valley, more than twice the size of Tanus’s camp. It took over an hour to cross from one side to the other, but it was all done to a plan, laid out in a grid. Hunting parties returned from the forest with deer hanging from poles on their shoulders. Young boys and girls fetched water from the river, careful not to sully its waters as their parents had admonished them. While Dion began talks with Tanus, the soldiers of Phalesia and Xanthos trained together, shooting arrows at targets and reassembling the ballistae they had brought with them. Rather than joining their families, the soldiers slept in tents with comrades old and new.

Chloe found herself busier than she had ever been before. It didn’t matter where people were from, they brought her their problems and she found solutions. When too many people came to her looking for lost loved ones, she assigned a dozen women to reunite separated families. When women complained that their soldier husbands were still billeted with their army, she explained that they all couldn’t stay in Sindara forever, and keeping the military disciplined was crucial, but of course their men could visit when they were off duty. When the refugees complained of sickness or injury, she sorted them by urgency and sent them on to the priests and priestesses. Xanthian merchants and villagers from distant places knew her face. They came from all stations and all walks of life, and were far more willing to approach her than the consuls.

It was after dusk, and she was walking through the ramshackle settlement, following what she was starting to think of as a street. She was on her way to see Dion, and knew she could find him in the separate section where the soldiers were based. As she passed tents, huts, and crude shelters on both sides, she was lost in thought, trying to use the few spare moments to reflect on the magic of Aleuthea.

She lifted her gaze when she heard raised voices.

Consul Gaius was with five other consuls. Clad in white tunics, they stood in a circle near a fire, and the flickering light cast by the flames meant Chloe could easily see their expressions. Gaius, a severe-looking man with slicked-back hair, was prodding his palm with his fingertips as he argued with his colleagues in a dismissive tone. Chloe recognized the lanky man with bristling black hair as Felix. In fact, she realized she knew all of them.

One of the other consuls was shouting, trying to speak over Gaius. Chloe frowned when yet another man tried to be heard. Before she knew what she was doing, she stormed over to them, walking with long strides.

‘Now is the time for unity,’ she said, her eyes blazing. ‘Don’t you realize that everyone can see you arguing? And if they can’t see you, they can definitely hear you. This isn’t the lyceum.’

They all turned and looked at her in surprise. Gaius had the grace to look sheepish.

‘Now, what are you arguing about?’ Chloe asked, softening her tone.

They all looked at each other, wondering who would speak first.

‘You know that the conference organized by the king of Xanthos is tonight,’ said Carolas, one of the younger consuls.

‘Of course,’ Chloe said. ‘I was on my way to see him about it.’

‘Well . . .’ Gaius said delicately. ‘It appears that we have yet to choose someone to speak for Phalesia.’

Chloe’s eyes narrowed. ‘How long have you been discussing it?’

‘Not long,’ Gaius said quickly.

Shaking his head, Felix mouthed something to Chloe: All day.

‘I say that it should be Consul Gaius,’ one of the other consuls said. ‘He has a swift mind, and his family has one of Phalesia’s most extensive landholdings.’

‘Gaius the landowner?’ Felix snorted. ‘Look at where we are! There is no land left to own.’

‘I can trace my lineage for nine generations,’ said another consul, a proud-looking man with a haughty expression.

‘I am the longest-serving consul,’ said yet another white-haired consul, the oldest of the group.

‘And yet you have never led a faction,’ Gaius said to him with a sneer.

‘As if your achievements are something to be proud of!’

Their voices rose as the argument resumed. Nearby, Chloe saw passing men and women stop in their tracks, watching with surprise and disbelief.

There was a trick Chloe had learned from her father, a way of speaking with sudden incisiveness, sharply but without extreme volume. ‘That’s enough, from all of you,’ she said. The group was suddenly silent; they weren’t used to being spoken to like children. ‘Just choose someone. This is no time for division.’

Felix rubbed his hairy chin. All of a sudden, he leaned forward and whispered in Consul Carolas’s ear. Carolas looked surprised, thoughts visibly crossing his face before he slowly nodded.

‘What?’ asked the white-haired consul. ‘What are you saying?’

Felix walked over to him and murmured in his ear too. The old consul’s eyebrows shot up. His mouth worked as he wondered what to say. Finally he grumbled, ‘I suppose it could work.’

‘What is it?’ Gaius asked.

Felix’s head kept turning, until he was looking pointedly in Chloe’s direction.

Gaius rubbed his chin. ‘Well, if there were an election, every woman would vote for her, and likely all the men too.’

Felix smiled. Facing Chloe, he gave her a bow, a surprisingly graceful movement coming from his lanky frame. ‘Lady,’ he said, ‘will you speak for the common citizens of Phalesia?’

‘Me?’ Chloe spluttered.

‘Yes, lady, you,’ Gaius said. For once his lips turned upwards. ‘Just temporarily,’ he added. ‘But it is true, you are the best candidate. You don’t belong to any of the factions, and your father’s name still holds much sway. No one doubts your loyalty.’

‘To the people,’ Felix said, still smiling, ‘you are a guiding light.’

A guiding light . . . The phrase connected with something in Chloe’s mind. She had been thinking about Aleuthea before she came across the consuls, trying to come up with a way to use magic against the dragons . . .

She realized that the consuls were all looking at her.

‘Captain Dimitros and the other officers will be there to advise you,’ Felix said. ‘And we all know you are close to the king of Xanthos. Will you represent your people?’

‘Of course I will,’ Chloe said. ‘I would be honored to.’

‘Then—’ Gaius began.

‘I’m sorry. I have to go.’ Chloe’s brow furrowed as she turned away and started walking. She had thought of something, a potential weapon. She needed to speak with Dion immediately.
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The conference took place on a grassy hill close to the center of the valley. Torches burned on poles, the flames occasionally pushed sideways by the warm breeze. Representatives of four peoples stood in a wide circle, along with officers in crimson, brown, or blue. The eldren formed a cluster: Eiric, their king; Zachary, his father; and Liana, Eiric’s wife in all but name. Another group was made up of captains from Tanus. Nearby, Phalesian officers chatted quietly with their Xanthian allies.

Standing in the center of the circle, Dion scanned the group. His gaze traveled over Cob, standing beside Roxana, and Finn, who was talking earnestly with the Phalesian captain Dimitros. He finally rested his eyes on Chloe. She returned his look with a steadfast expression as she nodded her encouragement.

Dion raised his arms, and the group fell silent.

‘We have people of four nations here in Sindara,’ he said. ‘Soldiers of Tanus’ – he looked at the men in brown uniforms – ‘you have lost your queen. But rest assured that we of Xanthos and Phalesia stand with you. We have all suffered. Fear and desperation brought all of us here. We owe a debt of the utmost gratitude to our eldran friends.’ Dion nodded at Eiric, and a rumble of assent greeted his words.

He continued, ‘Yet I also must believe that the fates have played their part. Here we are, facing the greatest peril the world has ever known, and here we are, all together, where we can make a plan to fight back. Until now, this threat has had us running. Our mission has been to seek safety for our people. With the help of the eldren, we have sanctuary, but we well know it is temporary, for this land will never support so many for long. We are builders and farmers, craftsmen and traders. We owe it to our children to end this threat and reclaim our homes.’

‘But how?’ a grizzled captain from Tanus spoke up. ‘We have seen your ballistae. We had nothing like your weapons to defend our homes with. But even you, King Dion, were forced to abandon Xanthos. I’ve spoken with your soldiers. How many dragons did you kill?’

‘It is true,’ Dion said. ‘It is almost impossible to defend a city full of people. That is why we did the right thing to evacuate. When we fight – and we will fight – all civilians will remain in Sindara. From now on, only men of the sword will face this enemy.’

He swept his gaze over the entire group. ‘Until today, as we have fought to defend our homelands, we have been separated by distance. But we are now united in one place. I have seen thousands of soldiers from Tanus. Phalesia’s army is mostly intact. We lost many at Xanthos, but I can still proudly say that we have some of the best-trained soldiers in this valley, and I challenge anyone to tell me otherwise.’

Dion paused to take a breath. ‘I won’t tell you that destroying the bloodren will be easy. You have all seen them. Most likely you have faced them up close. Our latest assessment is that they still number close to two hundred. Before we go any further, I need to know. Are your men ready? Are you willing to sacrifice lives, in order to give our children a future? And before you answer, ask yourself this: Do we have a choice?’

Dion looked at Chloe first. She stepped forward, and instantly all eyes were on her. ‘If you do not know me, I am Chloe of Phalesia, daughter of Aristocles,’ she said. ‘Abandoning my home was the hardest thing I have ever had to do.’ She looked at each face in turn, and soon most of the people present were nodding. ‘When I left, I vowed to return, and I’m sure I am not alone.’ Chloe let silence ensue for a moment, and then spoke firmly. ‘Leaving Phalesia to crumble and decay is not an option. Hiding in Sindara while the rest of the world falls is also not an option.’ She looked at Liana. ‘Our eldran friends will not say this, so I will. Each day we have to search farther for game. Forcing those who have taken us in to starve along with our people is also not an option.’

Chloe nodded at Captain Dimitros, who stepped forward. He looked proud and stern in his blue uniform, and his face was deadly serious. ‘Phalesia will fight,’ Dimitros said.

He and Chloe moved back to rejoin the circle.

‘You all know I speak for Xanthos,’ Dion said. ‘I thank you, Chloe. I could not have said it better myself.’ He glanced at the grizzled officer in brown. ‘Tanus?’

The old captain stepped forward. Dion tried to hide his concern. He needed every nation to unite, every soldier to stand together.

‘There is something that has yet to be said,’ the captain growled. ‘There is magic at play here, dark magic that we don’t understand.’ He spread his hands and cast an inquiring look around the circle. ‘Unless someone here disagrees with me?’

Chloe shook her head. A few people murmured to each other, but no one stepped forward.

‘However, if there’s one thing I know it’s this: whatever bleeds can be killed. And we have potential allies here, people who have magic of their own.’ He gave a grim smile, turning to look at Eiric, whose golden eyes were shining eerily in the flickering light of the torches. ‘We will fight if they will.’

Murmurs rumbled throughout the group, but Dion raised his hands to call for silence. He held his breath as he waited for Eiric.

Tall and lean, with high cheekbones and a crown of laurel leaves on his head, Eiric cut a striking figure, drawing every person’s gaze as he stepped forward.

‘Peace has finally been made between eldren and humans,’ Eiric said, scanning the group. ‘We are few in number, but we will not desert you in your time of need. This menace also threatens us, for we have no desire to be trapped here in Sindara while the rest of the world suffers. If there is a way to destroy these dragons, we will fight.’ At the end, Eiric met the officer from Tanus’s gaze. The man nodded. Both stepped back.

All eyes were now on Dion.

‘Here is my plan,’ he said slowly. ‘And like all good plans, it is a simple one. We must draw the dragons out, in one final confrontation. We will assemble on Sindara’s shore and wait for their attack. With arrows, spears, tooth, and claw, we will fight until every one of them is dead.’

Immediately voices rose.

‘Open ground?’ The captain from Tanus scowled.

Dion nodded, his face grim. ‘We have seen what happens when they attack and we kill a few. They fly off, regroup, and then when they are ready they attack again. We must fight to the end if we want to destroy them.’ He turned his eyes on Chloe. ‘Chloe knows more than any of us about the Aleutheans’ magic. She has suggested a weapon we can use against them.’

Everyone glanced at Chloe.

‘It is an artifact at the bottom of the sea,’ Dion said. ‘I won’t discuss it until I know I can recover it, but it could be decisive against the bloodren. With or without it, what we must do is lay a trap.’

‘But who is to say they will come when we want them to?’ the Tanusian captain asked.

‘I think I can answer that,’ Eiric said. ‘Liana?’

Liana nodded and held out a wooden box, beautifully carved, appearing as if vines were woven around its exterior. Lifting the lid, Eiric took something out and raised it high. Gasps filled the area.

It was a horn, made from a conch shell nearly the size of Eiric’s head. It was pure white, but gave off rays of rainbow light that shone brightly on his face. It was undoubtedly otherworldly, a relic from another age.

‘The Horn of Marrix,’ Eiric said. ‘The spell on the red dragons uses both eldran and human magic. This horn may not have the same hold on them that it had on the wildren, but I believe that, nonetheless, these creatures will come when they hear its call.’

‘For now,’ Dion said, ‘issue orders to your men. Prepare them for departure. Above all, we work together. If one army is short of arrows, the others must share their surplus. We need to coordinate our actions, combining our archers into a single force, as with our hoplites and ballistae. The longer we wait, the more villages, towns, and cities will be destroyed. More people will die. In the meantime I will seek out allies, as well as this artifact.’

‘What of the Ileans?’ Dion was surprised to see that it was Zachary who had spoken. ‘Would they help us?’

Dion’s expression darkened. He remembered Kargan forcing him to hand over Palemon and Zara, who might have been able to tell them something about the dragons that they could use. Rather than let him recover his ballistae from the citadel, Kargan had taken them for himself. ‘We can expect no help from Ilea,’ he growled.

‘There is one other matter,’ Captain Dimitros said, speaking up. Dion wondered what the Phalesian was going to say. ‘We have eldren in our force, and officers from three nations.’ He took a deep breath. ‘We must nominate a war leader.’

Eiric raised an eyebrow. ‘What is there to debate? My warriors will not answer to any human soldier. It should be Dion.’

Chloe raised her voice. ‘The choice is clear. Dion is the reason that the people of Xanthos and Phalesia are still alive. He knows this enemy better than anyone. He brought us all together. He is the only one with a plan.’

‘But is he strong enough?’ the captain from Tanus muttered to the man next to him.

‘He burned half the sun king’s fleet to save his homeland,’ Roxana said gruffly, standing next to Cob and speaking for the first time. ‘I will vouch for him.’

‘He stood with us on the beach at the Battle of Phalesia,’ Captain Dimitros said. ‘I will vouch for him.’

‘He was, and still is, the king of the Free Men,’ Finn said. ‘I will vouch for him.’

Everyone turned to Cob as he spoke in a voice that was low, but clearly audible to all. ‘He was captured and beaten, treated like an animal, and yet here he stands today. A man with an iron will, if ever I saw one.’
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It was a clear night, and stars sparkled overhead as Dion and Chloe walked side by side. The warm breeze rustled the treetops and tugged at Chloe’s long dark hair. The pale moonlight made her face glow like silver.

Dion was pensive for a long time, thinking about the coming days. ‘It’s a lot of responsibility,’ he finally said. ‘Those things you all said at the conference . . .’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know if I can live up to them.’

‘We believe in you,’ Chloe said. ‘There was something I saw, the very first time you came to my home. After the earthquake, when the Narrows were blocked, you had no hesitation in proposing a solution to my father. He respected you for it. You had such . . . self-belief. And then when you came all the way to Lamara, a place you knew nothing about, to help me, a girl you barely knew . . .’

‘I know you now,’ he said, glancing across at her and giving her a slight smile.

‘And I know you,’ she said. ‘After everything we’ve been through together, of course I do. Trust me, you can do this. You can get us through.’

‘What about you?’ Dion asked, gazing into her eyes. ‘How do you keep going? I hear your name everywhere I go. This place we’ve built here . . . It’s working because of you. Rather than pulling apart, our people are pulling together. There is no “us” and “them”; we don’t have Xanthians living in one section and Phalesians in the other. It’s as if everyone has forgotten that some wear gold and others copper.’

‘Our people are brave, when we let them be. And they are wiser than some give them credit for.’

‘You have a touch I have never had,’ Dion said. ‘If there was an election tomorrow, you would be the first female first consul in history.’

Rather than reply, Chloe suddenly looked sad. Dion reached out and squeezed her hand, holding it for a moment before letting go. He knew she was thinking about Amos, and maybe her father as well.

They followed the wide river for a time, approaching the trail that deviated from its bank to lead to the ramshackle city. It was late, and Dion looked into the distance to see people still attending to their duties: pounding grain, baking bread, stirring pots, and mending clothing. Couples stared into the flames of the campfires, the men holding their women close. The military encampment beckoned, but Dion wasn’t ready for bed quite yet.

Instead he continued on, leading Chloe toward the darkness at the valley’s end, where forests of swaying trees girded both banks of the slow-moving river.

‘You asked me how I keep going,’ Chloe said, breaking the silence. ‘I think it comes down to hope. When we go through dark times, we all must believe there is light at the end.’

The riverbank narrowed as they entered the forest but then opened up again. As tree branches rustled overhead, Chloe kicked off her sandals, holding them in her hand, and Dion did the same. The grass underfoot was thick, as supple as the softest mattress.

‘We will survive. I have to believe it,’ Chloe continued. ‘I hope that one day we will be able to return home. I hope to find love. That is . . .’ A short distance into the forest, she came to a halt and turned to face him. ‘That is, if my greatest wish comes true.’

Dion stopped in front of her, with just a few inches separating them. She looked directly into his eyes. He reached out to brush a lock of hair back from her face. ‘I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid for the men who will fight for us, and for all of our friends. Most of all, I am afraid that something will happen to you. But you’ve shown me that there is no use being alive if I am dead inside. I also need hope to keep going.’

His put his arm around her and pulled her in close. He continued to gaze into her eyes while their bodies pressed together. He saw her red lips part, and then her eyes gently closed.

He kissed her without hesitation, knowing that there was no other woman he would ever feel the same way about. He held both arms around her as feelings of warmth and desire flowed through him. His heart raced; blood roared in his ears. This wasn’t like it had been before. This time he was utterly committed. It was so wrong: he didn’t have time for love; he needed to focus; they both might not survive the days to come. At the same time, nothing would stand in his way.

She had once been married to his brother, and then he had thought she was dead. He had been betrothed to Isobel, who carried his child. Now there was nothing preventing him. He couldn’t fight his feelings anymore.

He broke the kiss, gasping for breath.

Chloe was flushed and panting. Dion still had his arms around her waist.

As his wits slowly returned, he glanced at the water flowing nearby. A barrier of large rocks meant that the river had formed a wide pool.

‘It is a warm night,’ Dion said with a smile.

She returned the smile. ‘I can still remember a swim we never finished.’

‘You first,’ he said.

‘No.’ She shook her head, lifting her chin. ‘You.’

Dion unfastened the belt around his tunic and threw it to the side. Cursing his clumsiness under his breath, he wriggled out of the tunic and then hopped on one leg while he removed his undergarments. Laughing, he finally stood in front of her wearing nothing at all.

She looked like she was trying not to inspect him but failing. Her eyes lingered on his strong arms, broad chest, and flat stomach. In the moonlight, the ridged muscles in his abdomen were clearly visible. When her gaze moved downward, Dion quickly dashed to the water and plunged in. His head was submerged for a moment before he straightened, shaking droplets from his hair. He looked at Chloe and grinned.

‘It’s your turn,’ he said.

Chloe blushed, as if she’d forgotten that she had to follow suit. She looked down at herself. She was wearing a chiton made of white silk, with a shimmering blue pattern woven through the material. It was low cut at the neckline and drawn in the waist, with a long hem that draped all the way to the ground.

She slowly unfastened the delicate leather belt and tossed it away. She looked down at him, hesitating when she saw his eyes on her, and then glanced at herself again. She shrugged first one shoulder, then the other, out of the garment, sliding it down her body to let it fall to the ground.

Dion swallowed. She was naked in front of him, and her pale body was in perfect proportion. Her long dark hair hung down, slightly covering her full breasts. She had wide hips but a narrow waist, with a stomach that bulged out the tiniest bit before descending to the patch of fine curls between her thighs.

Before his gaze could linger long, she was crossing the bank and had dipped her lower leg into the water. In a single movement she dropped into the pool, soon standing in water that covered the tops of her breasts.

Neither of them said anything as they approached each other, wading slowly. The riverbed underfoot was made of fine gravel and the water was warm, just cool enough to be pleasant on such a hot night. Chloe draped her arms over Dion’s shoulders and his hands circled her waist, pulling her toward him. This time there was no material separating their bodies. He ran his hands up and down her back, and then lower, feeling where her waist narrowed above her hips.

As their lips pressed together her legs came up and circled his waist so that he was supporting her weight. Her breasts became flattened against his chest and his tongue probed into her mouth, sending shivers up and down his body every time his tongue touched hers.

Water flowed past them as they kissed. There was no pretense at playfulness; they both knew what they wanted. Time passed, with every fiber of Dion’s being focused on the woman in his arms.

Finally he carried her to the grassy bank, where the green carpet was softer than any manicured lawn, and laid her down by the water’s edge. In one swift movement he climbed out of the pool, and then he was directly over her, supporting himself with his hands on the grass at either side of her head. He leaned down and kissed her again.

Their eyes met, hers dark and his pale brown. He saw that she was trembling, but also smiling slightly, her lips parted and moist.

Her legs slid up his body. He brought his face down as his mouth found hers.
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A towering wave lifted the lean ship, holding it high in the air before it began its inexorable slide into the valley behind. The next came immediately after, raising the bow up so that for an instant the crew had an expansive view of the roiling sea. They saw rows and rows of waves, stretching endlessly into the horizon. Then the ship plunged down again, smashing into the water amid a torrent of spray.

Kyphos clung grimly to the rail and scanned in all directions, always worried about the fleet of twelve ships staying together. Fortunately, after their journey to the frozen north, the crews were now experienced and there appeared to be little danger of the vessels drifting apart. He watched for a time as the multitude of oars at the sides of every bireme rose up and then dipped into the water, lucky if they could grab the top of a wave as it slid below their ships’ hulls. These were the worst seas they had faced.

Around Kyphos the deck was mostly clear: everyone who wasn’t essential had gone below. The sorcerer, Elmar, was down there, green as an olive and retching into a bowl, along with the survivors from Necropolis, bedraggled and terrified with barely space to move among the oarsmen and supplies.

Kyphos looked out at the horizon.

Dark clouds covered half the sky, becoming thicker and spreading. A howling wind blew both the waves and the storm toward them, but the helmsman had to keep the bow facing the peaks or the ship would roll. They had no choice. Their path would take them directly into the storm.

A length of sailcloth blew halfway across the deck while a handful of sailors lunged after it, trying to grab it before it flew off the Targus altogether. The captain called out for everything loose to be lashed down. Kyphos stayed where he was, holding on to the rail and riding the ship’s savage motion. He hadn’t come this far to be defeated by the weather.

The fierce daylight dimmed as a cloud passed over the midday sun. There was a brief struggle, with the sun flickering like a fire in the wind, trying to find a way to shine its rays through the thickening clouds. The sun lost. The fleet passed beneath the clouds and darkness spread over the sea.

Kyphos gazed ahead, feeling fear with every wave that loomed over the ship’s mast and looked like it was going to crash down on the ship before it plucked the vessel up and rode it to its peak. The blackest clouds were still in front of them, and he knew it was only going to get worse. Lightning forked down to strike the sea. The flash of it made the scene strange and unreal.

The crew raced around the deck, checking that every line was tied and every loose bucket or boat hook was fastened. Water sluiced over the men as they ran, knocking them off their feet and sending them skittering from one end of the ship to the other.

It began to rain.

Water poured from the sky with sudden force. Fresh water and seawater mingled on the deck. It soaked through Kyphos’s clothing instantly, drenching his hair and sending rivulets trickling down his face and the back of his neck. He blinked, struggling to see. His lips moved in muttered prayer. It was his responsibility to get the fleet home safely.

Thunder boomed directly overhead. It became as dark as night; they were now in the heart of the storm. Black clouds collided and fought for dominance in the sky.

Hearing a cry, Kyphos whirled and saw a sailor’s limbs flailing as he fell from the Targus to plunge into the ocean. He saw the man’s body for a moment as he was lifted up on a wave behind the ship. Then he was gone from sight.

A sailor ran up to Kyphos. ‘Get below!’ he cried, waving his arms and pointing.

‘No!’ Kyphos bellowed, shaking his head. ‘This storm won’t defeat us. We will survive!’

The ship started to roll.

Kyphos’s gaze shot to the stern. The dark-skinned helmsman was white-faced and nursing his arm, which hung at an odd angle. Kyphos waited until the ship was being lifted up on the next wave and then ran across the deck, lunging from mast to rail. He grabbed anything he could and leaped from one handhold to the next. But he was only halfway to the helmsman when the ship plunged into the sea on the wave’s other side.

The ship shuddered, and the rolling motion grew stronger; the Targus was at an angle to the waves. Kyphos’s stomach lurched as he felt the hull lifting up again.

He let go of his handhold and recklessly ran toward the stern, wading through the water swamping the deck. He reached the helmsman and grabbed the stout wooden pole from his one-armed grip. Kyphos gritted his teeth as he tried to pull the helm and force the ship to come about. The oars at the sides were barely splashing; no one could row in this. Everything came down to him.

Kyphos knew he was a strong man, but still the pressure holding the ship on its sidelong course was like nothing he had felt before. He roared and pulled as hard as he could. The muscles in his arms and legs strained. The dark-skinned helmsman did what he could, ignoring his dislocated shoulder while he used his good arm to help.

Finally the bow began to come around; the vessel slowly turned. After one final effort the Targus was facing the waves once more.

‘Get below!’ Kyphos shouted into the helmsman’s ear. ‘I’ll take it from here!’

The helmsman nodded and ran for the safety of the hatch leading to the ship’s interior. At that moment a towering wave lifted the bow up until the Targus was nearly vertical. A torrent of water flowed across the deck and struck the helmsman’s knees, sweeping him off his feet. He screamed as he rushed toward the stern. Kyphos tried to reach for him, but he was too late, and the man plunged over the stern rail, his cries soon swallowed by the sea.

Panting like he’d run a race, Kyphos risked a glance behind him. He counted at least eight ships. Despite it all the fleet was holding together; if the storm had come at night, it would have been far worse. One of the trailing vessels had a sail tangled in the mast, which was snapped halfway. Another ship was listing.

He heard the sound of bailing as the oarsmen tried to remove water from below. These biremes were built for the gentler weather of the Maltherean; they weren’t meant for high seas. The few remaining sailors on deck held on to whatever they could and cast terrified glances back at Kyphos. He knew that as long as he stayed, they would too.

Kyphos looked back at the struggling fleet. He could only hope that soon patches of blue would appear in the clouds above.

‘Keep together,’ he muttered. ‘Survive.’
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Dion flew above the clouds, making occasional sweeps of his wings or corrections to his flight, but conserving his energy as he took in the new state of the world.

He was on his way to the independent city of Koulis, ruled by Lord Lothar and the Council of Five. Kargan of Ilea might not help him, but Ilea’s neighbor might. Koulis was close enough to Sindara to give them aid. But Dion was worried. After the ravaging of Sarsica and the evacuation of Xanthos, Phalesia, and Tanus, the dragons could have headed to the populated areas in the south. Koulis was the first large city they would find.

He flew over the barren land called the Waste and then came to the isthmus joining the Galean and Salesian continents. Following the yellow coastline, he traveled over unbroken shores and marveled at the fact that he hadn’t seen one vessel, not even the smallest fishing boat. Few people lived in these parts, but it was as if he was seeing the world as it soon would be: an empty expanse, home to trees and plants, but devoid of any sizeable creature.

Finally he came upon irrigated fields, surrounded by ditches and clustered around stone farmhouses. The grain was ripening in the sun. But his dread rose when he didn’t see a single person below.

The fields gave way to rows of crude houses, where Koulis’s poor made their homes. Some were burned to the ground; others had their thatched roofs torn off. There were curved white bones and dark smears in the streets.

The walled city was just ahead. Dion flew over the open gates and gazed down at the proud villas, stone temples, broad avenues, and workshops. Palm trees were everywhere, climbing taller than the houses. Disappointment sank into his gut when he still didn’t see a single person alive. The dragons had come, and they had gone.

He would be getting no help from Koulis. Any soldiers had fallen or fled the city long ago.

He beat down his wings and rose up, higher into the sky.

Despite his experiences with Kargan, Dion couldn’t help flying the short distance to Lamara, the Ilean capital. If the dragons had made it through Kargan’s formidable defenses and ruined that immense city, he didn’t know if he could bear it. His plan to throw everything into one final battle on Sindara’s shore was a terrible risk. At least if Lamara still stood, and he failed, the torch would pass to another, even if that man was Kargan.

Wild thoughts threatened to overwhelm him: a growing part of him wanted to soar, and hunt, and remain in this form forever. He buried the desire deep in his consciousness. His responsibilities were so great that it actually made it easier to stay true to who he was.

He crossed the great desert plain that separated Koulis and Lamara and eventually saw the first villages. Relief flooded through him when he gazed down and caught sight of smoke trickling from the houses’ chimneys. A farmer in a field walked behind an ox, guiding the plough with his hands. Nearby, a few dozen figures moved through another field, sickles in their hands as they cut bunches of wheat and tossed them into a waiting cart.

Dion could have wept when he saw such signs of normality. The villagers below him had no idea how close they were to death and destruction. They weren’t his people, but he vowed to do everything he could to save their lives. If Eiric didn’t sound the horn soon, the dragons would search past Koulis and come here. They would plunge from the sky and devour every man, woman, and child.

Worried about frightening the people below, he swept his wings hard and rose still higher. He continued to climb until he saw the great city of Lamara on the horizon and then sped forward, following the dusty road.

He only approached close enough to see that soldiers manned the battlements with scores of bulky ballistae arrayed around them, tilted to point up at the sky.

Then Dion wheeled and left Lamara behind. He had a long journey ahead of him.
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Dion pounded again with his fist on the thick wooden gate. It was closed and barred, which meant someone must be inside the citadel. A few soldiers had stayed behind after the attack on Fort Liberty; he could only pray it was them.

‘Hello in there!’ he called.

Finally he heard hurried footsteps.

The gate opened slowly, parting just a little to reveal a soldier’s wary face as he peeked through the gap. Seeing Dion, waiting with shoulders slumped, so tired he could barely stand, the soldier hauled the gates wide open.

‘It’s the king!’ he cried over his shoulder.

Dion’s journey was far from over, but after traveling to Koulis and Lamara, there was no way he could have made it to the Aleuthean Sea without resting first. He entered the citadel and saw half a dozen young soldiers of Xanthos run forward to join their companion, holding out their hands to offer assistance.

‘Sire, let me help you.’

Dion waved them away. All he wanted was a hot meal and somewhere to sleep. He straightened and heard his back crack like a broken twig. Two of the soldiers closed and barred the gates while the others led him to the armory.

The citadel was the same as he had left it, aside from the dragon’s corpse at the bottom of the stairs, now gone. The interior was dark, with thick stone walls on all sides and a solid roof overhead. There was only one level, but it was a cavernous space, with just one door at the back leading to the combined armory and store room, where his men had taken refuge after the red dragons first turned wild.

‘What news, sire?’ a soldier asked eagerly.

Dion stopped outside the armory’s doorway. The skin around his eyes tightened. A shadow crossed over his face. He pointed at the doorway. ‘Are there others inside?’

‘Some survivors from the town, sire.’

‘I’ll tell you all together.’

Dion entered the armory and the memories returned. He looked at the corner where Chloe had lain, still and unresponsive, overcome by the effects of the magic that had saved his life. He glanced at the back wall, where Palemon and Zara had spoken to him. He remembered asking them if somehow the magic could be stopped, and again he heard Zara’s reply in his mind; now that he was here, her words were as clear as if she’d just spoken.

It is the combination of eldran magic and our own that maintains the spell over them, she had said.

He shook his head. Her words didn’t provide a solution.

Now the vaulted chamber was filled with villagers and soldiers mingled together. Some of the men and women washed clothes in wooden tubs and others stirred pots at makeshift hearths. Bed pallets lined the wall; these people were obviously accustomed to one another.

They all stopped what they were doing to stare at him.

‘It’s King Dion,’ someone whispered.

Dion moved to a place where they could all see him. The soldiers who had led him inside rejoined their companions, and soon everyone was watching, waiting for him to speak.

‘First, how are you all?’ Dion asked.

They murmured collectively. A young soldier with a scar on his cheek spoke. ‘We are well enough, sire.’

‘That is good.’ Dion nodded, taking a deep breath. ‘I am glad you are alive and unharmed. Soon, when this is all over, I hope to see you returned to your homes, and I pray to all the gods that you will be reunited with your families.’

He paused, gathering his thoughts. ‘I have news,’ he said. ‘First, the dragons are still out there. You are wise to stay hidden in the citadel, and for the time being you should continue to do so. Any travel is best done at night. Keep your movements to a minimum.’

‘How fares Xanthos?’ the scar-faced soldier asked.

Dion wondered where to begin. ‘I bring grave tidings. Sarsica has been ravaged. Myana is now a city of the dead . . . We only heard about it from the few people who survived. Then . . . the . . . same happened in Xanthos’s outlying regions.’

A sharp cry came from one of the women. Gasps filled the room.

Dion continued, ‘If you have family in one of the villages, there is some hope. Many made it to the city; we took in thousands. Then, before it was too late . . . we . . . We were forced to abandon Xanthos.’

Now there was stunned silence.

One of the women exchanged glances with her male companion. ‘Our homes are gone . . .’

She trailed off, and Dion pressed on; they deserved to know. ‘It was a huge undertaking, but the city never fell. We evacuated to Sindara; it is safe there from the dragons. Phalesia did the same. There, we found the people of Tanus. We may have been forced from our homes, but we still have our people.’

Dion looked from face to face, wondering what he should say next, but then the young soldier with the scar on his cheek strode up to him.

‘Don’t forget, sire. We saw them. By Balal, we fought them.’ He spoke loud enough for everyone to hear him. ‘I understand, King Dion. You got our people out alive.’

Dion swallowed. ‘Thank you, soldier.’ He held out his hand, and the soldier clasped it. ‘What is your name?’

‘Portos, sire.’

‘Well met, Portos.’

Another soldier, a bearded man older than Portos, came to join them. ‘What brings you back to Fort Liberty, sire?’

Hearing the question, the other soldiers came over, and soon a group formed around him.

‘We are fighting back,’ Dion said, meeting their eyes in turn. ‘We have three armies united in Sindara, men from Xanthos, Phalesia, and Tanus. The eldren will fight with us too. It’s time to end this.’

Cheers greeted his words. The soldiers clapped each other on the back. ‘Can we come with you?’ Portos asked. ‘We want to do our part.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Dion said. ‘I came here alone, and I will have to leave alone.’

The old soldier scratched his beard and then leaned over to say something to Portos, standing beside him. Portos frowned, and then his eyes lit up. ‘Of course. Please excuse me, sire.’ Portos bowed and left.

‘Have you eaten?’ the bearded soldier asked.

Dion wiped a hand over his face, trying to hide his exhaustion as he shook his head.

‘Bring food for the king!’ the soldier called over his shoulder.

Someone arrived with a bowl filled with steaming vegetable stew. Dion took a spoon and immediately began to dig in. He finished it while the soldiers asked him more questions, and then set the bowl down, feeling his eyelids dragging.

But then he was jolted alert when Portos returned. Portos was grinning from ear to ear and had with him an immense sword. He held it out, offering it to Dion.

‘We found this outside the citadel,’ Portos said. ‘It is a gift, from us to you, sire.’

Dion stared down at the sword. The soldiers nodded at him, and he clasped first one hand, then the other around the hilt. An uncomfortable tingle shivered across his skin as his hands made contact with the metal, but he knew that the sensation was a result of his eldran blood and ignored it.

He held the sword up, running his eyes along the weapon.

There were ancient designs on its wide blade, swirling patterns and angular symbols. A crossguard protected his hands, and the hilt was wire-bound to provide a firm grip. It was the largest sword he had ever seen, but the steel shone brightly, and it was surprisingly light.

It was the sword Palemon had left behind.

‘Thank you,’ Dion said. He swept his gaze over the group. ‘This is a fine gift indeed.’

‘There’s no scabbard, but we can make a sheath out of leather,’ Portos said.

Dion nodded, still running his eyes over the weapon, looking up to the point of the blade. He wondered where Palemon was now. He supposed that Kargan must have killed the man who had brought ruin upon the world.
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In a little corner of the valley, away from prying eyes, Chloe sat on a hill with a medallion of solid gold in her hands.

She had borrowed it from Consul Felix. Chloe had never tried to use gold before, but she knew the principles. Gold provided light, and could flare bright enough to stun or even blind an enemy. To summon its power, she needed to imagine light without heat, without wind, and without sound. Zedo had said that gold was one of the easiest of the four materia to command. But it wasn’t the thought of causing the medallion to glow that frightened her.

Zedo had said that the use of her power would lead to visions. The citizens of Xanthos and Phalesia were safe, but soon the armies would march. Chloe had a part to play. She had inherited the Oracle’s powers, and something had happened to her when she’d saved Dion from Palemon’s blade and she had seen the Aleuthean sorceress Tamis learn about the flaw in Nisos’s magic.

Now she wanted to force another vision. It was too dangerous to travel to Athos, but if the Oracle’s abilities were truly inside her, she should be able to harness them. She might see the past and understand how to break the spell holding slaves in dragon form. If she instead saw the future, she might save lives.

Chloe now let her thoughts fade away. With her eyes still open, she breathed slowly in and out, allowing a calm, meditative state to descend on her. Immediately she was keenly aware of the power within. It was low, burning like a bonfire that had been left to die down but had so much heat in the coals it would burn forever.

She watched the play of the sunlight on the gold and finally summoned her courage and rested two fingertips on the medallion.

A tongue of flame in her mind shot up, bright yellow, matching the tone of the gold. With the sun shining overhead, it wasn’t difficult to spark the flame with thoughts of light, but she needed to make sure that unlike the sun there was no warmth; it was pure incandescence.

The power welled within her and traveled out, channeled through her body. Her fingers tingled.

The medallion began to glow.

At first the shine was subtle, but it grew brighter as she summoned still more power and felt it flow through her fingertips into the gold. Soon the metal radiated a bright light to rival the sun.

Chloe closed her eyes.

Her breath caught. She could see, even with her eyes closed. The scene was the same: a grassy hilltop with a thin stream winding around its base, under a cluster of high peaks.

But there were huge differences.

There were houses and roads on the lower ground, and people mending red-tiled roofs and driving horses and carts. From her perch she saw that a wooden bridge crossed the stream, and that most of the surrounding forest was gone. Some of the people were stockier than others and wore Galean clothing – tunics and chitons, sandals and woolen caps – but a few wore deerskin and had silver hair. The houses were of a style seen anywhere in Xanthos or Phalesia. A silver-haired young woman laughed with a stocky bearded man as they crossed the bridge. No one wore a necklace.

Chloe opened her eyes, almost expecting to see that her surroundings had changed. Yet everything was as it had been. Birds called to one another; the stream bubbled merrily on its way; trees swayed in the warm breeze. She was alone.

She didn’t understand what she had just seen, but it wasn’t something that could help her. The medallion’s golden light had faded; the power inside her had died down.

She decided to try again, and now she intentionally turned her thoughts to the coming battle. Summoning the power of the materia, she channeled it through her fingers and the metal glowed, brighter and brighter until it hurt for her to look at it.

She closed her eyes.

Once more she was looking at the same surroundings. But this time the landscape was exactly as she had just seen it with her own eyes. Her perception was just a little different, as if she were standing rather than sitting.

There was a uniformed man in front of her, his body slightly hazy. Seeing the long black hair tied behind his head and pale-blue eyes, Chloe recognized Captain Dimitros. He was talking. Initially his words were muffled, but they became louder and clearer when she focused on them.

‘. . . still no sign of King Dion,’ he was saying. ‘When can we expect him to return?’

His body wavered, becoming hazy again, and then disappearing altogether. Chloe’s concentration was broken when the part of her outside the vision heard a voice calling her name. She opened her eyes.

In the real world this time, Captain Dimitros was walking up the hill. Chloe climbed to her feet. He came to a halt in the exact same place he had been standing in her vision. She knew what his next words were going to be.

‘Consul Gaius would like to see you,’ he said.

Chloe made a sound of surprise. ‘Weren’t you . . . Weren’t you about to ask me about King Dion?’

He tilted his head, puzzled. ‘I don’t understand.’

Chloe suddenly remembered something the Oracle had said: the presence of eldren interfered with the ability to see the future. And here she was, in the heart of Sindara.

She sighed. ‘What does the consul want?’

‘He is asking about King Dion. There is still no sign of him.’

‘I would be surprised if he returned so quickly. The Aleuthean Sea is far from here. But let’s go see Gaius.’

Chloe pondered as she followed the Phalesian captain.

The Oracle had said there were countless paths that the future might take. Chloe had just seen a glimpse, something close to the future, but not the way it would actually happen.

She was far from understanding her own abilities.
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The deeper shades of the Aleuthean Sea surrounded a section that was far paler, with mysterious symmetrical shapes under the surface and white lines making up the occasional grid. The areas of lighter color meant the water was shallower, and in places the terrain was high enough to burst through the surface and form sharp islands: the Lost Souls.

Dion gazed down from his lofty height. He soared over the sunken city and continued on, approaching a promontory jutting out from the mainland: Cape Cush.

He remembered the spell Zara and her sorcerers had used to part the sea and search for relics. Widow’s Peak was still the closest of the Lost Souls to the mainland, and he could see it now, an isle with a sharp cliff on one side and a gentle slope leading to lapping water on the other.

He considered the task ahead of him. There was one monument in ancient Aleuthea that was famed more than any other, spoken about in every tale. He had seen it with his own eyes, revealed when the ancient city had been exposed, close to what must have once been Aleuthea’s coast. It still stood proud and tall despite the ravages of its time submerged.

The Lighthouse.

The stories said that its golden light had shone for miles in every direction as it swept over the sea. Chloe had the idea when one of the consuls said something to her about a guiding light. If the tales were true, there was only one way that the Lighthouse could have projected such a powerful beam.

There must be a relic of solid gold housed at the top of the Lighthouse. Any other metal would have long since corroded, but gold was impervious to the effects of salt water. An artifact that powerful might be used as a weapon.

Dion tucked in his wings and sped down to the surface, wind whistling past him as he plummeted. He was already imagining a new form, and he changed his shape even as he smashed into the water with force.

For a moment his vision was obscured by the spray of salt water. He felt his body stretching and elongating. His wings shrank almost to nothing, becoming tiny guiding fins. The sweeping protuberances behind his angular head thinned and expanded until a fanlike frill girded his neck. His tail grew in size until it was a fat paddle, his main means of propulsion through the water. His diamond scales were still black, but his head was somewhere between fish and reptile; he was now a mighty serpent.

Eyes made for the water opened, and suddenly he was swimming through the sea, writhing as his tail thrust him forward. He saw as clearly as he normally could in open air, but still there were bubbles rising every time he moved, and the element he found himself in was a blue shade that grew darker the farther his gaze traveled down to the sea bed.

He had entered the water a few hundred paces from Widow’s Peak. Immediately he saw the sunken city of Aleuthea, spread out below him. Some parts of it were deep, others just thirty or forty feet below the surface. It was bizarre, gazing at a city underwater that he had previously explored in the open air. A jagged gouge ran through the streets, and the structures near the tear were jumbles of stone blocks, but distant places were clearly houses and roads, temples and statue gardens. He even recognized some of the features: the arch standing over the avenue that Palemon’s men had climbed; the bath house where he had hidden with Chloe; and of course the Great Tower, above a set of broken steps, so tall that its top nearly brushed the surface.

Fish swam through the archways and darted into the houses. A fat shark slunk lazily along one of the roads. Multicolored plants clung to the stone, swaying in the current.

Dion tore his gaze away. He kicked his tail and put on a burst of speed. He swam away from the Great Tower and focused his attention on another tower that came into focus as he approached.

Standing apart from the surrounding structures, in a part of the city that was deeper than the Great Tower, the Lighthouse was a hundred paces from the edge of a sheer cliff that dropped into a deep trench. This tower was square-sided, but surprisingly lean, shaped like an obelisk.

As he neared, Dion was now close enough to estimate the Lighthouse’s height. It was far taller than the Great Tower, which wasn’t a small structure. He saw a circular room perched on top.

He was eager to look at it, but his lungs were straining after so much time underwater, and he was forced to shoot up to the surface, releasing breath and spray through his nostrils and sucking in a series of gasps of air. He prepared himself and then dived down again. This time he immediately headed for the Lighthouse.

As he swam deeper, he reminded himself that only he could do this. An eldran like Liana or Zachary might be more accomplished in the water, but they would never be able to touch the gold. Only an eldran could reach the Lighthouse, but if there was pure metal, only a human could carry it away.

He sped directly for the lean tower until he could make out the green slime covering what had once been white stone. Drawing even with its top, he circled the room at its summit, craning his neck to peer inside. Thin columns of stone supported the roof, leaving gaping windows that were open to the elements. Tendrils of ocean growth hung like curtains, obscuring the interior, but then he caught a glimpse of something inside and stopped.

Hovering in the water, he gazed into the circular room. He thrust his tail just a little, pushing himself forward enough to poke his head through the seaweed.

He saw a stone pedestal in the room’s center, like a washbasin supported on a thin stand. Atop the pedestal was a sphere, the size of a man’s head and etched with strange patterns. It was dull, but only because it was in a dark space beneath the sea. A thrill coursed through him. There was no doubt that the orb was made of gold.

He rose to the surface once more to take another breath, then dived down again. This time when he swam to the room on top of the Lighthouse, he kicked his tail hard until he was moving with speed. He sped for the structure, preparing himself, and then, just as he passed it, he smashed his tail against the stone, at the area he was interested in, as hard as he could.

It was difficult to gauge how much strength to use and he was prepared for resistance. But the tower’s walls had been weakened by its time underwater, or perhaps it was fragile to start with.

A great splintering crack sounded through the water. The top of the tower disintegrated. Shards of stone erupted in all directions. Like a boulder flung by a catapult, the golden orb shot out, traveling for a distance before its weight dragged it down and it began to plummet.

Dion was prepared, but compared to his own size the orb was small, and he almost didn’t see it. By the time he’d figured out where it was, it was sinking out past the Lighthouse, where the cliff loomed over a deep trench.

If he couldn’t catch up to it, he might lose it forever.

He kicked furiously, sending water swirling around his tail as he shot forward. He kept his eyes fixed firmly on the golden sphere, which was just a small circle in his vision, difficult to make out against the darkness of the trench. Walls closed on him as he dived down into the abyss. He felt the extra pressure of deep water on his body. His chest heaved, desperate for fresh air.

He lost the orb for a moment and was forced to circle, scanning frantically. Finally he spied it again, a good distance below him and sinking quickly. He thrust his tail, pushing himself to go deeper, keeping his eyes on it. There were a thousand fissures in the ocean bed, places where the orb would vanish if he didn’t catch it now. Swimming furiously, he lunged forward, opening his jaws and closing them onto it.

The sizzle at the touch of such a large amount of solid gold made his body shiver with pain, but it was nothing compared to the agony in his chest. Working hard against the pressure, he set his gaze on the surface and drew on his last reserves of strength to propel himself upward, heading for the fresh air above.

His chest began to suck. His nostrils threatened to open. The heavy orb in his mouth was a foreign object that he longed to spit out. Stars sparkled in his vision. At his limit, he gave one final thrust with his tail and his head shot above the surface.

His nostrils breathed in the open air. Relief flooded through him.

He spent long moments gasping, struggling to breathe around the orb in his mouth. Then he began to swim toward Widow’s Peak.

When he reached its shore, he would rest. Then, in the form of a dragon this time, he would grip the orb in his claws and fly with it all the way back to Sindara.
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Kargan stood on the terrace outside his throne room, watching the sky. Still no sign of them. Even so, something told him they would come at any moment.

‘Er . . . Great King?’ Lord Haviar’s voice came from behind him.

Kargan remembered that he had been in the middle of a conversation. He turned to face his companion on the terrace once more.

A short, dark-skinned noble with a thin nose and even thinner lips, Haviar wore an orange tunic over brown trousers and had a limp he swore was a war wound. The obsequious lord and Kargan were utterly different. Kargan was bigger than Haviar in every dimension, and where Haviar’s head was bald, Kargan’s hair was thick, black, and oiled, and he had a beard to match. Haviar tended to dance around what he was saying, which irritated Kargan, who was nothing if not plainspoken.

‘I have many things on my mind,’ Kargan growled. He looked up meaningfully, and Haviar nodded.

‘I do understand, Great King. However, as I was saying, we must show our people compassion. It is only right that we share certain things. Our knowledge, for one, so that they are able to make what could be choices of life or death. Our protection, for another. Lamara’s walls are tall. We have tens of thousands of men on the walls, armed with bows and ballistae. Beyond the city, your subjects don’t stand a chance.’

Kargan remembered now why he had started looking at the sky. He had absolutely no idea what the short man next to him was talking about.

‘These days are perilous, Haviar. I don’t have time to figure out what it is you’re getting at, so how about this time you just come out and say it.’

‘I’m talking about Koulis,’ Haviar said, his eyes narrowing. He then breathed slowly, smoothing his expression. ‘The common people should know that Koulis has fallen.’

Kargan snorted. ‘You mean the same people living in the slums outside the city walls?’

‘Yes,’ Haviar said evenly. ‘And the herders, farmers, and quarrymen too. As I said, we should share our knowledge. They have a right to make decisions about their lives. If they abandon their homes, they might survive. We should also give them our protection. They are Ileans as much as you or I.’

Kargan crossed his arms in front of his chest. ‘Listen. If we told the common people—’

Haviar interrupted. ‘Many of them know already. The rumors . . .’ He trailed off when he saw Kargan’s black expression. His face slowly paled when he realized what he had done.

‘Never interrupt me again,’ Kargan said, towering over the shorter man and fixing him with a menacing stare. He waited for Lord Haviar to nod before he continued. ‘Now,’ Kargan said, ‘if we told the common people, by way of a public declaration, that the rumors they have heard are true, everyone would want to get inside the city walls. Already we have too many. They would interfere with our soldiers, the very men trying to protect us. And the farmers would abandon their fields, just as they are about to begin the harvest.’

‘But, Great King, these are people’s lives we are talking about,’ Haviar protested. ‘Outside they are defenseless. We could at least give them a chance to flee. If we can’t protect them in Lamara, they could head east, toward Haria or Abadihn. Great King, if we say nothing, and the dragons come, their deaths will be on all of our consciences. Helios would not weigh our deeds kindly at the gates of paradise.’

‘I have a pyramid that is supposed to solve that problem,’ Kargan said with a wry grin. He waved a hand. ‘I’m only jesting.’ He pondered for a moment. ‘You have actually given me something to think about, Lord Haviar. Will you do something for me?’

‘Of course, Great King.’ The shorter man waited, his expression hopeful as he wondered what his king would ask of him.

‘Double the guard on the city gates, and double the number of patrols stopping people from climbing the walls.’ Kargan nodded to himself. ‘That should do it.’

‘I . . .’ Haviar looked puzzled. His lips thinned as he realized. ‘At once, Great King.’ He bowed, departing quickly, but Kargan caught the angry expression he was trying to hide.

Kargan was glad to see him go, and returned his attention to what was becoming a frequent habit: pacing the terrace and gazing up at the sky. He alternated his furtive inspection with glances at the soldiers on the city walls.

Kargan had called every garrison in the Ilean Empire to Lamara. Distant divisions traveled from Abbas, Serca, and Abadihn, and now Ilea’s great army, far larger than any other, was stationed in the capital. Locals had been evicted from their homes to lodge the growing number of soldiers, swelling the population in the slums outside the walls. The city’s workshops churned out ballistae day after day. A curfew had been imposed: no one was allowed out after dark. Riots were ruthlessly quelled. Lamara was a city under siege, but had yet to face an attack.

Pacing and scanning, muttering to himself, Kargan was surprised to see Javid approaching with a stranger at his side. The newcomer was tall and lean, with long silver-white hair flowing to his shoulders. His skin was pale and dry, with faint lines like bleached leather, and he had a crescent scar on one cheek. He wore clothing of deerskin, but his feet were bare.

Kargan’s mouth dropped open. The stranger wasn’t human.

‘King Kargan,’ Javid said soberly, without preamble. ‘This is Zachary.’

Taller than both men, Zachary stopped in front of Kargan and gave a slight bow of his head. The eldran’s gold-flecked eyes regarded Kargan; they were kind eyes, full of compassion. Something made Kargan nod his head in response.

‘You are far from home, eldran,’ Kargan said. ‘What brings you to Lamara?’

It was Javid who answered. The proud warrior, who was the only man Kargan could call a friend, was grim-faced as he spoke. ‘Zachary and I have been talking. You need to hear what he has to say.’

‘No.’ Zachary gave a small shake of his head. His voice wasn’t as thin as Kargan had expected; he was undeniably old, but there was strength in him. ‘He needs to see.’

‘See what?’ Kargan growled.

‘The state of the world.’ Zachary let the words hang in the air. ‘King of Ilea, I can tell by looking at you that you are a man who needs to see things with his own eyes to truly appreciate them. You do not know me, but the king of all eldren is my son. He, and everyone else I hold dear, are about to face the dragons of Aleuthea.’

Kargan opened his mouth to speak, but Zachary raised a hand, and Kargan’s mouth snapped shut.

‘Now,’ Zachary said, still gazing into Kargan’s eyes, ‘you may not think it a concern of yours. You may hope that we are victorious, and consider yourself well prepared if we are not.’ The eldran cast his eerie eyes over the soldiers manning the walls. ‘But you are wrong. Only with your help can we defeat the changelings. And only with our help can you prevent the destruction of your homeland.’

Zachary’s words, spoken so plainly, sent a shiver down Kargan’s spine. The eldran didn’t speak with emotion, but with certainty. For the first time in many years, Kargan felt like a child next to someone full grown.

‘King of Ilea,’ Zachary said, ‘I want to take you on a journey. Will you come with me? Let me show you what will happen if we do not unite against this foe. Let me show you the damage that has already been done.’

‘Please,’ Javid said.

Kargan tore his eyes away from Zachary’s and looked around him. Here in Lamara he was surrounded by strong walls and a multitude of soldiers night and day. He reminded himself that he was the ruler of an empire. His people needed a leader. He couldn’t risk his life on some foolhardy quest.

When he finally spoke, it was to Javid. ‘Why did you bring him to me? Surely you know that I can’t abandon Lamara. Who would lead us through the dark times to come? No.’ He shook his head savagely.

‘Look inside your heart,’ Zachary said. ‘And then use your mind. Do you want to know what has happened in the lands you share this world with? Is not knowledge the true source of power?’

Kargan looked to Javid for help, but his friend was gazing at him sternly. Kargan hesitated, and then barked a laugh. ‘How could I trust my fate to an eldran? Javid, you are supposed to keep me safe.’ He indicated Zachary. ‘I don’t even know this eldran.’

‘You will be back by tomorrow’s end,’ Zachary said. ‘You have my word.’

Kargan began to feel panicked. The stares from both Javid and Zachary were unrelenting. ‘But what if we’re seen?’ He thrust a finger at the sky. ‘They are out there, somewhere.’

‘I may look old, but I am one of the most powerful of my race,’ Zachary said, and it wasn’t a boast; he was stating a fact. ‘I can fly faster than any of them.’

Kargan looked from face to face. He reminded himself that he was the king. He had fought hard to get where he was. No one could tell him what to do. His eyes narrowed. It was time to send these two away.

‘Listen to me, Kargan,’ Javid said before he could speak.

Kargan drew in a sharp breath; it was the only time Javid had used his first name, and he had never spoken so fiercely. For a moment he thought Javid might strike him.

Javid raised a finger. ‘I did nothing when you refused to share what we knew about Palemon’s army with Lothar of Koulis. I did nothing when you held back, knowing that an attack on Fort Liberty was imminent. An attack on an ally, the very man you owe your life to! If you won’t do this’ – he spoke with venom – ‘I will leave your side and never return. I vow it on my life and on my soul, in front of all the gods.’

Kargan scowled. Zachary gazed at him with his strange, wise eyes. Javid was red-faced and breathing heavily.

‘Guard!’ Kargan bellowed. A palace soldier immediately appeared. ‘Fetch me Lord Haviar!’

The guard disappeared and after a moment returned with the orange-clad noble at his side. ‘Great King?’ Haviar asked, his eyebrows shooting up when he saw Zachary.

‘I will be gone for a day,’ Kargan said. ‘The Council of Lords is in charge. If I don’t return . . . Well, if I don’t return, never trust an eldran again.’ Haviar nodded and waited, twining his hands together. ‘That’s enough, you may go.’ With a final glance at Zachary, Haviar fled the terrace.

‘When do we leave?’ Kargan asked Zachary. ‘I’ll need to get some things.’

‘How about now?’ Zachary replied. ‘There is nothing you will need.’

The eldran strode away from Kargan and Javid, moving to a part of the terrace where there was space on all sides. He turned and spread his arms.

Mist welled from his body, thickening around him, cloaking him from head to toe. The mist changed shape, elongating. Kargan swallowed. He saw a patch of silver scales. The gray cloud shimmered.

Wings suddenly opened up, beating the mist to shreds. A huge, ancient dragon rose onto its hind legs before settling down again. Its scales were mottled with age, and its body was long and lean rather than muscular. But it was big. Its gold-flecked eyes were narrowed and the flashes of yellowed teeth in its jaws were sharp. There was a crescent scar on the side of its face.

‘Well?’ Javid demanded, glaring at Kargan. ‘Get on.’
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The fleet limped along at half the speed it had made before. A stiff breeze blew steadily eastward, chopping up the sea. It was perfect for their return voyage to the Realm, but they needed sails to make the most of it, and four of the ships’ masts had been wrecked in the storm.

Kyphos wiped a hand over his face as he paced the deck. He had barely been sleeping, his days and nights consumed with communicating with the other captains and trying in vain to make repairs while still on the open sea. At least the twelve ships had miraculously remained together. It was the only good news. Eight vessels were taking on water, with one bireme dangerously close to sinking. If they didn’t find land soon, somewhere they could beach the ships and repair their hulls, they would never make it to Malakai.

He was worried about the men, women, and children rescued from the north. On every ship it was the same: they were wet and miserable, crammed into the holds, taking turns to stretch on the decks and get some sunshine. Their diet of salted meat, dried fruit, and hard biscuit was keeping them going, but what they really needed was fresh food and rest. They needed the voyage to be over.

The Targus was still in the lead with the other members of the fleet fanned out behind it. Kyphos almost didn’t believe it when he heard a cry from the lookout.

‘Land ho!’

Every crewman ran to the rail, leaning out and shielding his eyes from the summer sun. Kyphos raced to the bow, pushing a sailor out of the way to get to the very front of the ship. He gazed out at the unbroken horizon, praying to all the gods for the lookout’s words to be true.

He scowled. The ocean spread out in a vast expanse. There was no land out here, so far from any shore. If the great continent that was their destination lay ahead, it would be rising from the horizon to fill his vision. They still had weeks of travel remaining before they would get to the Realm.

If they made it at all.

Around him the sailors were muttering and cursing the lookout, who hadn’t made any friends with the false sighting.

Then one of them pointed. ‘Look,’ he said urgently. ‘I see it.’

Kyphos waited to make his own judgment as he peered ahead, struggling to spy something to break up the endless rows of waves. He frowned. There was a place where the waves formed a pattern, an arc of whitecaps. He stared at the area intently while the sail snapped in the wind.

The section of whitecaps became a long, thin ellipse. Finally Kyphos let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. It was the island they had found on the outward journey.

He paid it far more attention than he had before, watching the waves crash against its shore, carrying water up its sides. The island was narrow and low, with the highest ground only a dozen feet above the water. There were no trees on its barren surface, and it was covered in bird excrement. It was tiny compared to the vastness of the ocean, but it was five times the length of the Targus, easily large enough for the fleet to anchor while everyone rested on solid ground. They could build fires, and some of the people from Necropolis could fish while the crews made their repairs.

A multitude of seagulls and larger birds covered the island, filling the air with their raucous cries. Kyphos’s mouth started watering just looking at them. He grinned and shook his head at his reaction.

Already he felt his spirits rising. People were smiling and clapping each other on the shoulders. Some were even laughing and embracing. They knew that their chances of survival had gone from slim to very good indeed.

Kyphos left his position and crossed the deck. ‘All right,’ he called. ‘We are going to stop and make repairs. Slow us down so we can pass the word to the other ships.’ The crewmen cheered, raising their arms into the air. ‘We’ll need the carpenters ready to go. There will be no rest, no hunting, and no fires until we’ve made progress getting the fleet back in order.’

The sailors sobered. Kyphos knew they were desperate to eat and spend time on solid ground, but it was always possible another storm could take them by surprise.

‘Before you curse my name,’ he said, ‘just remember. We are only a few weeks from Malakai. That storm was tough, granted. But we are going to make it home.’

Another cheer greeted his words as the island grew steadily nearer.
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Kargan stood on the crest of a hill and stared out to sea, watching the blue horizon. It was late in the day, and he was somewhere on Parnos, one of the Maltherean Sea’s larger islands. The green field around him was once a pasture – but of course the goats were all dead, and all that was left of them were wisps of white hair along with a multitude of bones. Behind him a wooden fence separated the paddock from a thin screen of forest and the cave Zachary had chosen for them to spend the night in. A tall peak towered over the area, rising above the caves at its base.

Kargan was on high ground and could see all the way to the Maltherean. He tried to keep his attention on the water and ignore the village on its shore. What he had seen there – and at others like it, too many places to count – made bile rise to the back of his throat.

He was shaken. If he hadn’t seen it all with his own eyes, he would never have believed it. In just a few short weeks, the great cities of the Galean nations had been abandoned. Fields of ripening wheat lay untended. There were no livestock left alive at all. Bodies were everywhere, or at least what remained of them.

Zachary came up to stand beside him, moving so silently that Kargan hadn’t heard him approach.

‘I am ready,’ Kargan said hoarsely, avoiding Zachary’s eyes. ‘Take me home.’

Zachary shook his head. His face was even paler than usual. ‘I need to rest. But I will return you to Lamara in the morning.’ He shared the view with Kargan for a moment, and then glanced up at the sky. ‘You should not be here, out in the open. Come.’

Kargan wished he could forget what he’d seen, but now that the images were in his mind, he couldn’t get rid of them. He remained pensive as he followed Zachary past the remnants of the goats and they climbed the fence. Trees cast them in shade, and then the terrain opened up again, to where a section of caves stood in a row, inset into the cliff. There were over a dozen of them, some tiny, others burrowing far into the rock. Zachary led Kargan to one that was big enough for the pair of them.

Zachary indicated two flat rocks near the entrance. ‘Sit with me.’

With a sigh, Kargan collapsed onto the makeshift stool. Zachary sat slowly, his joints obviously paining him, and Kargan noticed he was panting, surprisingly out of breath.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Just old.’ Zachary smiled, waving a hand. He leaned forward. ‘So tell me, Great King, ruler of a mighty empire, was it as you expected?’

‘No,’ Kargan said shortly. He glanced at the ground, and then met Zachary’s steadfast expression. ‘It was worse.’

Zachary nodded. ‘We are different, you and I,’ he said, ‘as different as could be. But we are all made from the same stuff. We both have eyes to see beauty and ears to hear sweet music. We smell the same salt breeze, and when we were young we both felt the caress of our mothers. If you can believe that, and I think that you can, then realize that the same can be said for every other man, woman, and child in this world. We all care. We all love. We can imagine what other people feel.’

‘Few people love a king,’ Kargan grunted.

‘That is simply not true,’ Zachary said with a smile. ‘I know two kings well, Dion of Xanthos and my son Eiric. Both are loved, by me, as well as others. And do not forget, I spent time with Javid. He cares for you a great deal.’

Kargan looked away. For some reason his eyes were burning.

‘All of us are worth protecting,’ Zachary continued. ‘Borders, nations, religions, kings – these are just constructs. The universe created us equal. If there is something you can do to prevent immense suffering, you should do it.’

‘If you had lived as I have—’

‘Are you saying I haven’t lived?’ Zachary raised an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps that I haven’t suffered?’

Zachary finally looked away, releasing Kargan from his gaze. His eyes became unfocused.

‘When I was growing up, and in my adult years, before I became old, my people were persecuted. Humans blamed us for the wildren that preyed on their livestock. They were afraid of us, but in truth, it was we who were terrified. There are only a few hundred of us, and many, many more humans. Sometimes they would hunt us, hanging those I knew and loved from trees with metal collars around their necks. If the victims were lucky, the iron was sharp, and it would slice their throats until they bled out. If they were not, the collar would rob them of breath until they were dead. It didn’t matter if the humans caught women or children. They called us vermin. They exterminated us.’

Zachary’s voice shook at the end. He was still looking into the distance. Kargan watched him, transfixed.

‘We all lived through it, until one day a pack of giants – wildren of course – killed a group of humans. A young, dark-haired woman, dressed in golden jewelry, survived the attack, but not for long, despite our efforts to help her. We learned that she was destined to be the new bride of King Markos of Xanthos, despite having never met him in the flesh. At that moment, we knew we were doomed.’

Kargan focused on Zachary’s words. He had heard the tale in rumors, but never in its entirety.

‘One of my closest friends devised a bold plan. She dyed her hair black and dressed in the dead princess’s clothes. She traveled to Xanthos alone, claiming to have survived the giants, and praised my people for helping her. Giving up her life, her people, everything she had known, she married the king of Xanthos. In time, she came to love him. A child was born. You of course know his identity.’ Zachary looked sad. ‘I never saw that woman again.’

Kargan shook his head. ‘How could she give up so much?’

‘Love,’ Zachary said simply.

There was silence for a time, before Kargan spoke.

‘And then Solon killed Dion’s parents,’ he said. ‘How he must hate us.’

‘If he hated you, why did he save you when Palemon attacked your fleet? Why did my son and his strongest warriors help him?’ Zachary’s voice was soft, but his gold-flecked eyes stared directly into Kargan’s. He suddenly changed the subject. ‘Tell me, King of Ilea, have you ever had a wife?’

‘I have several wives.’

‘Ah, but I can tell that you may have had women, yet you have never realized what life is like when you have a woman who makes your heart swell every time you look at her. I had a wife. Her name was Aella. She was the half that made me whole. Since her passing, I have never felt the same. Part of me longs to join her in the next life.’

Kargan felt strangely ashamed. He looked up to meet Zachary’s gaze. ‘Let no man tell you that you haven’t lived.’

Zachary’s eyes were still far away. Taking a deep breath, he looked up at the sky; it had grown dark while they were talking. ‘It is late. I have fashioned a bed for you inside the cave. Would you mind leaving me for a time?’

Kargan stood. ‘Of course.’ He gave a deep bow. ‘Thank you . . . Thank you, Zachary. For sharing your life with me.’ He hesitated. ‘I just have one question. How did you get to be so wise?’

Zachary gave a ghost of a smile. ‘When I wailed as a babe, and demanded attention as a child, I was anything but. It was on the first day of marriage that I began my journey to understanding. And I have her to thank. She is gone now. Soon I will join her.’

It was now so dark that Kargan could only see the glimmer of Zachary’s unworldly eyes.

‘Good night, King of Ilea,’ Zachary said.
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Kargan woke when the first glimmer of dawn reached into the cave. He sat up and stretched. His sleep had been filled with strange dreams: stirred memories of the things he’d seen the previous day, reflections on his own life.

He looked around for Zachary, but the eldran was nowhere to be seen. He climbed to his feet, stooping under the low ceiling of smooth rock. Exiting the cave, he scanned the surrounding area.

He smiled to himself, shaking his head. Zachary was sitting just outside, leaning with his back to the rock. The eldran had kept watch all night, alone with his memories. He had a fortitude that belied his age.

‘Zachary,’ Kargan called as he approached.

He crouched next to the eldran’s shoulder and shook him. Bending to gaze into the eldran’s gold-flecked eyes, he saw that they were open.

But Zachary wasn’t seeing anything.

Kargan drew in a sharp breath. He dropped to the ground, sitting beside the eldran. He lifted Zachary’s hand, clasping it in his own. It was dry and cool.

Kargan hadn’t cried when his own mother died, but now his eyes were burning. Zachary didn’t deserve to die in this place, trying to teach a foolish man what it meant to be alive. He should have been in his homeland, with his people around him, and his son weeping over his body.

Zachary had taken him from place to place, flying all day. Kargan knew nothing of the eldran’s magic; he’d thought he was indefatigable. The toll must have been greater than Kargan realized. Or perhaps it was another kind of weariness that had taken him. He shook his head. Kargan hated himself for the fact that Zachary had been alone when he died. The eldran deserved better.

‘May your gods, whoever they are, take your soul to paradise,’ Kargan whispered, holding Zachary’s hand. ‘I pray that right now you are with your wife again.’
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Kargan placed another rock, finishing the cairn. He had brought Zachary’s body into the cave and spent hour after hour gathering stones. After wrapping the eldran in his cloak, he had built a wall around him and then gently covered him up to form a rectangular shroud of stone. He was heedless of his broken fingernails and scratched palms. He didn’t stop until it was done.

As he finished and regarded his handiwork, he placed his palm on top one of the stones. ‘Farewell, Zachary. May the gods keep you safe until your people find you. I promise you I will tell them where you are.’

Kargan leaned back. He suddenly realized he wasn’t alone in the cave.

There was a young woman, more of a girl really, sitting and watching him from just inside the entrance. Her auburn hair was wild, and there were streaks of grime on her cheeks. She wore a ragged farmer’s smock.

‘It is good that you honor your friend,’ she said; her voice was soft and sorrowful. ‘We must hold on to who we were. I tried to bury the ones I could. There wasn’t much left of them.’

Kargan was startled; the last thing he’d expected was to see another person. ‘Who are you, girl?’

‘I’m Phoebe. I used to live there.’ She glanced over her shoulder, in the direction of the village. ‘And you? You don’t look like you’re from around here.’

‘My name is Kargan. And you’re correct, I am far from home.’ Looking at the girl, his heart reached out to her. She had lost everything. ‘Are you alone? Is there someone to take care of you?’

She nodded. ‘There are a few of us. We’ve been hiding in another cave.’

He was acutely aware that he needed to get home. ‘Phoebe, can you find me a boat? A sailboat, preferably a fast one.’

She hesitated. ‘There are plenty of boats on the shore. But it’s dangerous. We still see them sometimes. In the sky.’

‘If you help me, I will repay you with gold.’

She shrugged. ‘What would I do with gold? I’ll help you get back to your loved ones. I know that’s what I would want.’ She met his eyes. ‘This is the end of days, after all, and you wish to be home with your people.’

‘I do,’ Kargan said.

‘Then follow me. And pray that the dragons don’t come.’
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‘You’re putting me in charge of the people here?’ Roxana asked in surprise. ‘Why not Finn?’

‘He’ll help you out,’ Dion said, ‘but you are a natural leader, Roxana. I trust you.’

Dion had only just returned to the valley in Sindara and already he was preparing to leave. His search for allies had failed – the city of Koulis lay abandoned, and he knew Kargan would never come to his aid. But he had met with success in retrieving the golden orb from the Lighthouse of Aleuthea. Chloe was now studying the artifact. The army would depart for Sindara’s shore in just a few short hours.

Roxana scowled. ‘So you’re keeping me out of the battle.’

‘I need someone dependable here, and that means you. Every officer is going to be fighting. I’m going to be there, and Chloe too. If it goes badly, someone is going to have to take over.’

‘What about the consuls?’ she growled. ‘Don’t try to tell me they’re going to be taking on the dragons.’

‘The common people of Xanthos don’t know them. They know you.’

‘But I’m a foreigner!’

Dion clasped her sturdy shoulder. ‘You are a former slave, who is now the master of Xanthos’s fleet. Everyone knows your face. If the worst happens, you will know what to do. And Roxana? You are not a foreigner to me. You and Cob are both like family.’

Roxana’s scowl faded. Her expression softened. ‘I suppose if it’s what you want.’

‘It is. Lean on Finn where you need to. And Cob of course. By the way, any idea where I can find the old man?’

‘I last saw him talking to one of the captains. Over near the supply tents. I’ll have a look for him, and if I see him I’ll send him your way.’

Dion nodded. He had to go and see his old friend and say goodbye.
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But an hour later Dion still couldn’t find Cob anywhere. With time running out he knew he needed to put on his armor and get ready to leave. He entered his tent and stopped in surprise.

Cob and Roxana sat together, side by side on Dion’s cot. Cob was still bandaged from fighting at Xanthos, but the white linen on his shoulder was obscured by leather armor. His arm hung in a sling and his face was pale. He was trying to hide it, but the tightness in his eyes made it clear he was in pain.

Roxana gripped Cob’s other arm and her jaw was set. From the tension in the air, it was obvious that they had been arguing.

‘I knew you’d come here before you leave. I need you to talk to him for me,’ Roxana said.

Cob tried to shake himself free, but his wife was bigger than he was, and she was holding him in an unbreakable grip. ‘Let me go, woman,’ he growled.

‘Not on your life.’

Dion looked from face to face, perplexed. ‘All right. What’s going on?’

‘Cob here thinks he’s going to fight,’ Roxana said.

‘Don’t think you’ll stop me!’

Dion opened his mouth. He knew what he needed to say. Cob was still recovering. His wounds were too serious. The dragons would tear him apart. Of course he was brave, no one could question that, and he was a tough fighter, but he had a wife to think about. He was no longer a young man.

Dion faltered. Cob was proud. He had always looked after Dion, and Dion respected him like no other. If he said those words, it would destroy him.

‘Stay here,’ Dion said. ‘Neither of you move.’

He left Cob and Roxana to argue and went to find help.
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Dion finally found Finn standing in the center of a group of children. They ranged in age from toddlers to young boys and girls, and were perched on logs placed in a circle on the grass, a short distance from the main camp. The children sat bunched close together, watching with rapt attention.

Finn had a wreath of flowers on his head. He wore a sky-blue cloak and presently held it wrapped around his body while he stared mournfully into the distance.

‘Please, someone save me!’ Finn cried in a falsetto voice. The children giggled and nudged each other. ‘The evil sorcerer has locked me up in his tower!’

He dropped the edges of the cloak and swept it back behind his shoulders. Crouching and picking up a long stick, taller than he was, he put on an expression that was both gleeful and malicious.

‘Cry all you like, Esmeralda. No one will hear you.’ He gave a sinister chuckle.

Finn dropped the staff. He swept his gaze over the group. He gave a slight nod when he saw Dion, but continued. ‘However, someone did hear the princess. The valiant warrior, whom the gods had gifted with the sharpest hearing of any man alive: Caragon!’

Finn straightened and squared his shoulders. He put a hand to his ear and cocked his head, listening. Then he jumped with astonishment. ‘Never fear, Princess! Though mountains and rivers may separate us, I will come to your aid.’ He pretended to run earnestly.

Then Finn smiled. His body seemed to shrink, and his expression smoothed. ‘We will continue the story later, children.’ High-pitched cries of protest greeted his words, but Finn waved his arms and shooed them from their seats. ‘Fly, little birds. Play in the fields and find flowers for your mothers. Come back in the evening if you want to learn how Caragon defeats the sorcerer and saves the princess.’

Finn scattered them all, lifting the last reluctant boys and girls off their seats before giving them gentle pushes. He then came over to Dion.

‘Sorry to make you finish early,’ Dion said with a smile. ‘I have to say I’ve never heard that one before.’

‘In truth, I’m making it up as I go,’ Finn said wryly. ‘I ran out of tales a long time ago. I still need to come up with a way for Caragon’s exceptional hearing to help him defeat the sorcerer, so I appreciate the break.’ He saw Dion’s expression. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s Cob,’ Dion said. ‘He’s put on his armor and plans to fight.’

Finn put a hand to his head. ‘Fool of an old man. Where is he?’

‘Roxana’s got him holed up in my tent. I told her to keep him there.’ Dion rubbed his chin. ‘What do I do? I thought you might have an idea.’

Finn considered for a moment. ‘You have two options,’ he said. ‘You can tell him, loud and clear, why you don’t want him to come.’

‘I thought about it. But when I tried, I couldn’t do it.’

‘We both know why. It would destroy him,’ Finn said. ‘He wants to be there for you. Even though you would be telling him what he already knows, he won’t like hearing it. And there’s no guarantee – even if you made him feel as small as a mouse – that he would listen to you anyway.’

‘So what’s the second option?’

‘It’s worse. He’ll like it even less. But at least he keeps his pride.’
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Dion led Finn back to his tent. When they entered, it was just the way Dion had left it. Cob still wore his armor, and sat with a pale face and strained expression. Roxana still held his arm tightly, keeping him fixed in place on the cot.

‘What’s he doing here?’ Cob growled when he saw Finn. He then saw the length of rope Finn held in his hands. ‘What?’ he barked. ‘Are you serious?’

Roxana laughed.

‘It’s just for a day or two,’ Finn said with a grin. ‘Roxana, I gather you’re good with knots?’

Cob started to struggle, but he stopped when Dion came forward and stood over him.

‘It’s nearly my time to leave, old friend,’ Dion said.

‘Lad,’ Cob said gruffly. ‘If something happens to you . . .’

‘If it does, then it is the will of the gods,’ Dion said. His three friends were now sober-faced, looking at him with worry. ‘All of you. Take care of each other. If . . . If Chloe makes it and I don’t . . . take care of her too.’

‘You have our word,’ Finn said.

‘Good luck,’ said Roxana. ‘You know I’ll pray for you.’

‘Pray for all of us,’ Dion said.

‘Lad . . .’ Cob began.

Dion interrupted by embracing the old man. He gripped him tightly and then released.

He left quickly, before anyone saw his eyes.
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The eldren led the way, close to a hundred of them. Following behind were the hoplites of Xanthos, Phalesia, and Tanus, marching side by side. Then after the infantry came the archers of the three nations in a long column. Horses pulled carts loaded up with the ballistae salvaged from the abandoned cities. At the rear a sturdy wagon trundled over the trail through the mountains, carrying an orb of solid gold as big as a man’s head.

The climb to the pass was arduous before the path leveled. Now the head of the army was passing between high peaks, while the rest of the column trailed behind like the wake of a sailboat as it tacks back and forth. Everyone had been marching since midmorning, and the sun hung low in the sky, taking the heat out of the day as it slid toward the horizon.

Walking up front with the eldren, Dion caught his first glimpse of blue water, and then after another bend in the mountain trail he saw a distant white beach. There was one more valley to cross before they reached the crystal sands, and the place they had chosen to fight.

‘I’ve never felt such dread,’ Liana said. Walking beside Dion, she glanced over at him. ‘Tell me you are as scared as I am.’

‘I would be a fool if I wasn’t,’ Dion said. He glanced at the green valley below them. ‘Tonight we’ll rest down there. We’ll be safe while we prepare.’ He then looked farther, past the final ridge separating the valley from the beach. ‘But once we’re on the shore . . .’

Liana was silent for a time, gazing ahead with the shadow of fear in her eyes. She suddenly glanced at him, as if something had occurred to her. ‘Are you sure you want me to keep you company?’ she asked. Dion was puzzled, but then she smiled. ‘It’s good to see you both happy.’ Her smile broadened. ‘Finally.’

Realization dawned. ‘Chloe’s busy,’ Dion said. ‘She’s trying to figure out the orb.’

‘You think she will?’

‘I hope so.’

They were both pensive for a moment while they worried about the future. ‘Any news of Zachary?’ Dion finally asked.

‘He often spends time alone.’ Despite her words, Liana looked concerned.

‘Still, I’m surprised he isn’t with us.’

‘To be honest, so am I,’ she said.

Dion glanced ahead at Eiric, whose head was tilted as he spoke quietly with another eldran. Turning back to Liana, he saw her looking over her shoulder, shaking her head as she took in the size of the force descending into the valley.

‘Zachary would love to be a part of this,’ Liana said. ‘I see eldren and humans. I see banners of all colors. Truly this has never happened before.’
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While there was still enough light to see, the marching soldiers came to a halt to make their camp. Men stretched and groaned, throwing off their packs, and then followed their officers’ orders to pitch tents and dig latrines. Hunting parties entered the forest. Scouts dispersed to confirm their route and check for any threats.

Chloe walked beside a sturdy wagon, her eyes on the golden orb that once guided ships on the Aleuthean Sea. Around her there was a flurry of activity as the army made camp, and she instructed the driver to head for the middle of the field. The wagon was so heavy that even with two draft horses it was struggling over the uneven terrain. Every time a wheel struck a rock, she tensed.

The orb rested in a wooden frame. A supporting stand, fashioned by the carpenters, lay alongside it, but Chloe’s attention was on the golden sphere. Her gaze traveled over the strange designs and symbols decorating its surface, engraved in the metal. She had no idea what they meant.

Would her plan work?

She knew enough not to attempt a trial; her experiences with magic told her that there might be consequences. Dion had asked her if there was any chance harm might come to her from using her abilities, and she had lied and said that gold was simple to work with; after all, what could be dangerous about light? The truth was that all of the four materia carried the risk of feedback. Iron could burn, hence her savage fever. Copper could make a sorcerer become deaf. Silver confused, to the point of madness. If something went wrong when Chloe tried to summon the artifact’s power, she could become blind. And these were just the immediate consequences. Her power, if she lost control of it, could kill her.

‘Is here all right, lady?’ the wagon’s driver asked.

Chloe glanced around and nodded. ‘This is good. Thank you.’

She gave the orb one final inspection, and then decided to find Dion. But when she looked around, she didn’t know where to begin. He had been at the front of the column, while she was at the back with the supplies. Men were rushing in all directions, some carrying shovels and others water skins. Every time a tent went up, it obstructed her vision. She had never camped with an army before. There were so many people that it was far busier than the agora on a feast day. The soft ground was swiftly being churned into mud.

She was still scanning the area, looking past the other wagons containing crates and barrels, when something caught her eye.

A stone’s throw away was a cart containing barrels with a black ‘X’ on the side. A small figure, wearing a boy’s tunic, had just emerged from between two of the barrels. Though she had a felt cap on her head, she couldn’t hide her long dark hair. The girl quickly glanced around her and slipped off the side of the cart.

Chloe walked toward her with long strides.

‘Sophia!’ she called.

Hunched over, furtive in every way, the girl looked over her shoulder and then sighed and straightened as her older sister approached.

‘What are you doing here?’ Chloe demanded.

Sophia lifted her chin. ‘I’m here to fight.’

Chloe shook her head. She tried not to look too angry: Sophia could be even more stubborn than her. ‘You want to fight? You’re no warrior.’

‘I’m not a child.’

‘I know that!’ Chloe softened her tone. ‘You understand what’s about to happen, don’t you?’ She lowered her voice so the passing soldiers wouldn’t hear her. ‘These men all know it. There is a good chance they won’t survive.’

Sophia looked up at her. ‘So are you heading to your own death too?’ Her eyes glistened. ‘Father left me, and then Amos. If you die, what do I care if I’m still alive?’

Chloe wondered how she could explain. ‘You’re clever, Sophia. I know that.’ She glanced at the barrels of poison. ‘You’ve already done so much. I know you want to do your part, but there are different ways to help. You are a far better healer than I am. We need you to fight illness among our people in Sindara. There are children there who need you – children, mothers, grandparents, and everyone in between. You can prevent pain and suffering. We all need you to do what you’re best at.’

Sophia bit her lip. A tear trickled down her cheek. ‘I can’t lose you too.’

Chloe took her sister’s hand. ‘That won’t happen. I promise.’

Sophia started. Her eyes widened. ‘You’ve seen it in a vision?’ she breathed, filled with awe. ‘You know!’

Chloe gave a slight smile. ‘I have,’ she lied. ‘I’ve seen you, and me . . .’

‘And Dion.’

‘Yes.’ Chloe’s smile broadened. ‘And Dion. We will be together. I swear it.’

Sophia suddenly buried her head into Chloe’s chest. She squeezed Chloe tightly, and Chloe clutched her just as hard.

‘Now go,’ Chloe said. ‘Help our people in Sindara. I know I can count on you.’

Sophia nodded. Chloe gave her a gentle push, and her sister hurried away, with one last look over her shoulder before she was gone.
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It took some time asking questions and wandering around the immense camp, but finally Chloe found Dion with the eldren. She immediately knew that something was wrong.

They were in the forest, which was why it had taken her so long to locate them. The slender, silver-haired eldren were together, but alone, each in his or her separate place with their hands pressed against a tree’s trunk, as if communing with forest spirits. Most of them stood with their heads bowed and eyes closed. It was something she had never seen before.

Chloe slowed her footsteps as she approached. She glanced at Liana, whose hands were on the rough bark of an oak, and then cast her eyes across the strange gathering. Dion and Eiric were talking quietly in a clearing. Dion’s back was to Chloe, but she saw that Eiric’s expression was troubled. Dion reached out to clasp Eiric’s shoulder.

Looking past Dion’s shoulder, Eiric nodded a greeting to Chloe, but didn’t say anything. Dion turned, and Chloe saw that his face was pale.

Chloe was suddenly afraid of what they were going to tell her. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘My father is dead,’ Eiric said simply.

At first Chloe couldn’t comprehend the words. She knew that Zachary was missing, but like everyone she expected him to turn up at any moment. Then the full shock hit her.

‘This rite we are performing will not tell me where he is . . . where he was when it happened,’ Eiric said. ‘All I know for certain is that he is no longer with us. It grieves me that I was not with him at the end.’

Eiric turned away and strode off, and Liana hurried to catch up to him as he disappeared into the trees. Chloe was still struggling to take it in. While Dion looked at her with concern, she thought about Zachary.

Chloe’s father had never told her how he had befriended Zachary, but it was a long time ago, when Aristocles was a younger man. Chloe was small the first time he took her to the Wilds to introduce her.

Zachary had greeted Chloe and her father while they were still some distance from the village of willow-tree houses that was his home. At first he had frightened her, with his strange gold-flecked eyes, silver hair, and lean frame, but then he had crouched in front of her and opened his palm to show her a shiny green frog. He had smiled, and then it was impossible to be afraid of him.

Unbidden, he had brought his people to Phalesia’s aid when the earthquake shook the world. He had saved Sophia’s life. At the Battle of Phalesia, he had defended the harbor from Solon’s fleet. He had worked to bring eldren and humans together time and time again.

‘When I was lost, he was the one who helped me find my way,’ Dion said softly. ‘After they killed my parents and . . .’ – he cleared his throat – ‘and put their bodies up for all to see, I didn’t know where to go. Something led me to Zachary. He helped me to go on. He showed me how not to be ashamed of who I am.’

He took Chloe’s hand while she struggled to hold back her tears. ‘Is there a way he could still . . . ?’ she whispered.

‘The eldren know,’ he said sadly. ‘He is gone, Chloe.’

She shook her head. ‘Everyone we know . . . Everyone we love.’

Dion sighed. ‘Maybe you should go back to Sindara.’

Chloe tore her hand free. ‘What did you just say?’ Her eyes blazed.

‘I said perhaps you should go back.’

‘What does that have to do with Zachary?’

‘Chloe . . . You know this is a desperate gamble. Think about Sophia. I know I would feel a lot better doing what we’re about to do if you—’

Chloe lifted her chin. ‘The orb won’t do anything without me. You went to all that effort to get it—’

Dion scowled. ‘I just want you to be safe.’

‘And it’s fine for Zachary to lose his life trying to help us, but not for me?’

‘We don’t know how Zachary died.’

‘Dion,’ Chloe said shortly. ‘Think about it. It’s Zachary.’

‘You’re leaping to conclusions.’ Dion let out an exasperated breath.

‘And you’re asking me to be a hypocrite. To get others to risk themselves—’

‘Think about all our people in Sindara. They need you. Your sister needs you—’

‘They have consuls to look after them.’

Dion raised an eyebrow. ‘Listen to what you’re saying.’

‘Go.’ Chloe whirled, pointing back to the camp. ‘Leave me alone.’

Dion nodded. He walked away slowly, turning back as if about to say something, but then deciding against it. Chloe glanced at the eldren; some of them were looking at her sadly.

She decided to head deeper into the forest. Her throat felt hot and sore. Her eyes burned and kept filling with tears, no matter how many times she wiped them.
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As the last light faded from the day and stars appeared in the night sky, the great city of Lamara lit up also, like a reflection of the heavens, becoming a swathe of glittering sparks. Torches burned on poles on the walls while soldiers patrolled; the city was always in a state of tension. Lanterns and oil lamps dangled from shop fronts, houses, and temples. They shone on the river harbor, where the sluggish brown waters lapped against the sandy shore.

Kargan felt no relief to be finally home. Instead he was on edge, eking every bit of speed from the lean boat he had sailed from the isle of Parnos. He gripped the tiller tightly, his wrist cramped but unrelenting. His jaw was clenched. He muttered through his teeth, urging his vessel onward.

He rubbed his eyes; he had been awake for two full days. Fortunately he was a skilled sailor, able to read the stars in any season, and with a following wind here he was. At the back of his mind at all times was what Zachary had told him: the armies of Galea would soon be facing the dragons on Sindara’s shore. By the time he roused his men, he might be too late to help them.

Now the sight of his capital, a city bristling with defenses, made him feel ashamed. He had seen firsthand, from the back of a silver dragon, that he had failed in his duty as a king. Galea was ravaged. Innocent people were dead. Rather than standing with Dion, Kargan had only looked for advantage. Without ever assaulting his arrogance directly, Zachary had changed something inside of him.

Approaching the harbor, Kargan looked for a free spot and scanned the twenty warships lined up side by side. Marines with spears in their hands ran to the water’s edge as Kargan’s small boat approached, shouting to ward him away, but he ignored them, turning sharply to head in to shore. He settled on a place where there was a wide gap between two biremes. He dropped the sail, and then judged his moment before leaping over the side to plunge into water up to his waist. With a loud grunt he took hold of the bow and dragged the vessel onto the sand.

Half a dozen marines ran toward the sailboat, bellowing over the top of each other. They waved at Kargan angrily.

‘Get out of here!’

‘This area is reserved for the navy!’

‘You can’t—’

They suddenly broke off. Kargan stood panting beside the sailboat and regarded his men.

His chest expanded as he took a deep breath. ‘You know who I am?’ he roared.

He was drenched to his waist, dirty and bedraggled. But he was a striking man, tall and broad, with black hair, black eyes, and a barrel chest.

‘It’s the king,’ the marines murmured.

More men were arriving in numbers to join the commotion on the beach. Stiff-limbed and weary, Kargan watched them arrive. The sense of urgency coursing through him was more powerful than ever.

He swept his eyes over the group. ‘Men!’ he cried. ‘You all know me, do you not?’

‘Aye!’ they shouted in unison.

‘I want every ship here made ready to depart. Talk to your officers, call on your comrades, do whatever it takes. It’s going to be a long night. We leave at first light!’

‘Great King,’ a marine with ebony skin asked hesitantly, ‘where are we going? How many days’ provisions will we need? Will we be carrying infantry?’

‘We sail to battle,’ Kargan growled. ‘Of course we’re taking infantry. Just load up enough supplies to get us across the Maltherean. We won’t be making camp on the way. Well?’ he barked when no one moved. ‘Every moment counts. Go!’

The marines exchanged glances and then began to run, some heading for the mess hall while others sprinted toward the city. In the distance an officer strode down the beach, evidently wondering what was happening, and a marine stopped beside him and pointed back at Kargan as he spoke.

Kargan thanked the gods that he’d had the foresight to keep his fleet ready to depart at short notice. Leaving the harbor behind, he climbed the sandy beach until his feet were on solid ground. The tall stone buildings of Lamara loomed over him as his stride opened up. He walked with determination and took the shortest route to the palace.
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‘You. Guard. What is the date?’ Palemon asked as he gripped the bars.

The guard was performing his rounds, replacing the dead torches with fresh bundles of reeds soaked in pitch. He glanced at Palemon, but ignored him.

The dungeon became brighter with every fresh torch. Dust swirled in the light, kicked up by the guard’s footsteps.

Palemon’s grip on the iron bars grew tighter. ‘I asked you a question. Are you deaf? Or don’t they teach soldiers the names of the months in this part of the world?’

‘It is the fifth day of Yadis,’ the guard said, casting Palemon a quick glance before replacing his final torch. His work done, he left the dungeon behind, his footsteps echoing off the stone walls.

Palemon left the bars and began to pace. Half the large cell was filled with his thirty warriors and four sorcerers, sitting dejectedly on the ground. But, despite his time in captivity, Palemon still would not give up. He had to find some way to fix what he had done. The warriors in the cell were a constant reminder as they spoke among themselves and cast him angry looks.

Reaching the far wall, Palemon turned on his heel. He looked at Zara, sitting apart from the others with her back against the stone. She also wasn’t one to give up. She brushed her dress down, washed her face with water, and somehow kept her sleek, raven-black hair in order. Despite her failure to charm the Ilean king, she was still desperate to return to the isle of Athos and find a way to break Archmagus Nisos’s spell.

‘The fifth day of Yadis,’ Palemon muttered, speaking low so that only Zara would hear him. ‘Kyphos might have rescued our people by now. They could be within weeks of the Realm. And they are going to return to this!’ He scowled. ‘You heard the guards. Koulis has fallen. Lamara will be next.’

‘I am to blame, sire.’ Zara sighed. ‘I thought our ancestors were perfect. I never expected the magic to have such a flaw.’

‘Pride,’ Palemon said. ‘It is the downfall of us all.’ He stared at the ground. ‘But what were we to do? Our people need a home. They would never have given us land without a fight.’

‘There is no use in this,’ Zara said.

‘I’m still surprised they haven’t executed us yet,’ Palemon muttered.

He broke off when he heard raised voices and the clatter of approaching footsteps. Turning away from Zara, he saw a pair of palace guards followed by a burly man in disheveled clothing who walked with long strides.

Palemon was surprised to recognize Kargan. But where the Ilean king was usually groomed to perfection, with his hair and beard oiled, he instead looked as if he’d been sleeping like a beggar on the streets.

Palemon wondered what was happening.

Were they all about to be executed? If so, he planned to meet his end with his head held high. Palemon’s face gave nothing away as he approached the bars. Kargan came close. Soon the two men were eye to eye.

Kargan held Palemon’s stare for a moment, and then his head turned. He looked past Palemon, to Zara.

‘You think you can find some solution to our problem?’ Kargan asked her.

Zara nodded. ‘I can try. If we go to Athos, I may be able to find a way.’

‘Open the gate,’ Kargan instructed the guards.

A guard came forward and rattled a key in the huge lock. The gate creaked when he pulled it open.

‘Out,’ Kargan said. His gaze took in every one of the prisoners. ‘All of you.’

Palemon exchanged glances with Zara, who returned his puzzled look. As king, he left first, with Zara following behind. Kargan waited while the warriors and gray-robed sorcerers filed out one by one.

‘Listen,’ Kargan said, regarding the group of captives. ‘I have come to a conclusion, a realization if you will. The red dragons need to be destroyed, once and for all. The Galeans have abandoned their cities, but their armies remain intact. I have word that they plan to face this threat on the shore of Sindara, the eldran homeland. They are giving everything, and it is only right that I stand there with them.’ Kargan looked directly into Palemon’s eyes. ‘Nothing is more important than this struggle,’ he growled. ‘Not our past, not even our future relationship. You captured Malakai. You seized half my fleet. Your ambitions . . . your dreams of conquest. All of that pales in comparison to what we face now. Do you agree?’

Palemon saw something new in Kargan that hadn’t been there before. ‘Yes,’ he said gravely. ‘I agree.’

Kargan turned to Zara. ‘Sorceress, I don’t claim to understand your abilities. But if there is any chance that an end might be found to this dark magic, then I would be a fool not to take it. At dawn my fleet will depart. On our way to joining our Galean allies, I will deliver you all to Athos.’

‘Wait,’ Palemon said slowly. He glanced at his men. They were watching him, wondering what he was going to say.

Kargan raised an eyebrow. ‘What?’

‘This threat can only be ended one of two ways. Either the spell is broken or every dragon is killed until they are no more.’

‘Go on.’

Palemon indicated the sorceress. ‘Zara is skilled, the most skilled of her kind to walk the earth. She may be able to find a solution with magic, or she may not. Either way, I won’t be any good to her.’ He lifted his chin. ‘I want to fight with you. I did this. I take responsibility.’

Palemon waited. While Kargan considered, Palemon saw that his men’s expressions had changed. His warriors nodded at him, and he stood taller, feeling his pride return.

Meanwhile Kargan’s gaze took him in, seeing a man tall and broad-shouldered, who had crossed the limitless sea, reached the Salesian continent with fewer than two hundred warriors, and conquered a city.

‘And your men?’ Kargan asked, turning his attention to the thirty warriors.

The oldest of the group spoke up. He met Palemon’s eyes while he addressed Kargan. ‘Give us our swords and armor, and we will fight with our king.’

Kargan addressed the four sorcerers. ‘And you?’

‘Give us back our staffs, and we will go to battle,’ one of the gray-robed men said. He shrugged when Zara looked surprised. ‘Sorceress, if you fail, our skills will be needed to bring them down.’

‘I have your word that you won’t betray me?’ Kargan asked Palemon.

‘You do,’ Palemon said. ‘The word of a king.’

Palemon put out his hand, and the two men shook.

‘All right then,’ Kargan said. ‘Make your preparations. We leave at first light.’





47

Kyphos walked along the rocky surface of the island. At least, he assumed it was rocky; it was definitely uneven, but was so covered in bird excrement that only small patches of gray and brown showed through the white. He reached the island’s highest point, the top of a smooth, sloped hill, and stopped to regard the progress below.

It was midmorning, on a clear and hot day. There was a stiff wind blowing, but the waves lapping against the shore were small. He was pleased. Of the twelve ships, just two remained to repair using the spare timbers they had brought. The rest of the fleet bobbed at anchor, tethered side by side to a variety of round, stony knobs. And now the carpenters and sailors were turning one of the final pair upright; soon it would join its fellows.

The crowd on the shore cheered when the bireme slid off the shore and its hull struck the water with a splash. The oarsmen backed the vessel away while the workers immediately threw themselves into helping with the last one.

Kyphos smiled. Storms were absent, and the repairs were going well. The workers were all eager to finish. He had promised them fires, a hot meal, and a night of decent rest.

The repairs to the last ship now progressed with speed. There was another cheer, although there were so many people crowded around that Kyphos couldn’t see what was happening. But then ropes were flung out and men hauled on them to bring the vessel upright. It teetered for a moment, but then straightened, and now rather than a crippled framework of wood, it was a proud Ilean bireme. Water fountained at its sides as it slid down the shore and entered the water.

Kyphos left the low hill to approach the people smiling and clapping each other on the shoulders. ‘Men!’ He grinned – there were women with the group. ‘And ladies. Our work is finished. Take today to rest and enjoy yourselves. You have all done well.’

He watched the crowd disperse to swarm onto their vessels. It didn’t take long for them to clamber down the gangways with wood and tinder. A few had blankets. Others carried bunches of fat fish tied mouth to mouth with string.

Kyphos remained apart from them: this was their moment. He climbed back to the hill and sat down to take in the sight of so many smiling people. He gave thanks to the gods for this island; without it they would surely have lost several ships after the damage wreaked by the storm. It was a strange place, long and thin, bereft of plant life, so far out to sea. But it had helped them in their time of need.

Soon they would be home. Kyphos wondered what had been happening in the Realm in his absence. He regretted not being able to fight with the king, but he knew that what he’d accomplished was perhaps even more important, for Palemon was fighting so that these people could return to a land at peace, where no one would ever be able to turn them away.

When Kyphos departed several weeks ago, Palemon had commanded an unstoppable army. Even without warriors on their backs, the dragons themselves were weapons beyond compare, able to strike from the sky and evade traditional defenses. Kyphos thought it likely that the war was already over; who would be foolish enough not to sue for peace? Tribute would flow to Malakai. Aleuthea’s greatness would be restored.

The ground beneath him moved.

Still sitting, he frowned, wondering if he had imagined it. He glanced around to see if anyone had noticed, but no one was looking surprised. Instead a dozen or more people were gathered around a roaring fire down near the ships. A stocky man threaded fish onto skewers, to be grilled when the flames died down. Farther away, several other fires were getting started.

The island moved again.

This time it was a solid shift, like a shudder. A crack appeared in the white crust just a stone’s throw from where Kyphos was sitting.

He shot to his feet; now he was alarmed. The people around the fire exchanged confused glances.

Kyphos’s brow furrowed. He wondered if it was just a momentary tremor or heralded real danger. He turned and looked along the spine of the island to the narrow end, where it thinned to a spear-shaped tip.

His eyes widened. The island’s tip twitched and then swept back and forth. Every time it moved, the island gave a jolt.

Fear stabbed into his chest.

‘This is no island,’ Kyphos whispered.
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Marrix, ancient king of the eldren, had a task left unfinished. Long ago, as the mightiest serpent the world would ever see, he had swum down to the seams in the planet’s crust, deep in the Aleuthean Sea. Following the directions provided by the Oracle of Athos, he had found the place of seismic activity she said would break in a thousand years.

Marrix brought that fate forward.

He had felt savage satisfaction when Aleuthea collapsed and sank beneath the waves. The Aleutheans had destroyed everything he had. They had captured the eldren of Sindara, forced them to change their shape, put collars on them, and controlled their will with copper chains. In their greed for captives, they enslaved hundreds upon hundreds until few remained. When Marrix fought back, they took his magical horn, and many more eldren became wild forever.

Marrix and his people defended themselves valiantly, but the growing number of wildren drained the energy of the Wellspring until Sindara became a new land: Cinder Fen. The last few eldren fled to the Wilds or the Waste. Many years passed before Marrix would have his vengeance, after finding help in the unlikeliest of places. The Oracle told him that the Aleutheans were preparing a new magic, something darker than anything before it. She then explained what he needed to do to end their civilization.

After Aleuthea sank Marrix hunted down the fleeing ships. Without remorse he destroyed them one by one.

But then something unexpected happened.

A great wind rose out of nothing. Waves the size of mountains pounded over him, forcing him to take refuge beneath the sea. When he resurfaced, the Aleuthean fleet was gone.

Marrix had roared in anguish. He searched in a rage before he came to a decision. The wind had come from the west, propelling the fleet in the opposite direction. He needed to travel east, where the great ocean led to places even he had never been to.

His search was in vain.

In the end, Marrix forgot who he was. The eldran king who once made the world tremble would never walk on two legs again. He became tired and slept. All that was left were his dreams, dreams filled with the pursuit of ships and a terrible lust to see them destroyed.

For hundreds of years he slumbered out in the open ocean. High seas washed grains of coral onto his back. Birds excreted onto his leathery hide. Algae grew on his underside. Dust fell from the sky, along with rain. His serpentine body became weighed down with it all.

He was floating, untethered to the ocean floor, but so huge that to all outward appearances he was an island.

Now he could feel an irritating, fiery pain on his back. He twitched the end of his tail. The pain was growing.

He began to wake up.
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Sindara’s shore continued in both directions without a headland. The beach was wide and descended to pale-blue water that became darker out to sea. A tall barrier of black cliffs loomed over the area.

The great army stood ready. Thousands of people – both human and eldran – waited in silence.

There was no organization by nation. Hoplites stood together, ready to link shields and lunge with long spears. Archers gathered in ranks behind them, and ninety-six ballistae stood in a row after the archers. It was the task of those around the ballistae to hold off the dragons while their crews wound cranks and loaded fresh projectiles. At the very back were supply stations, places with bandages, water, iron projectiles, spare arrows, and barrels of poison.

The hundred eldren were at the very front of the army. Dion stood with them, along with several officers. He and his captains had finally decided that the army was ready, after spending the morning getting the men formed up. Chloe stood beside Liana.

Hot air blew. The midmorning sun beat down; it would only get fiercer, but at least it was behind the cliffs and wouldn’t shine in their eyes.

Dion wore leather armor and had a crimson cloak on his shoulders. Both hands were wrapped around the hilt of a sword. It was an immense, two-handed weapon, glossy and bright as it reflected the sunlight, with strange swirls and designs etched into the blade. He turned to face the army and lifted it high.

The men in front of him roared.

Dion met Eiric’s eyes and then walked along the shore, scanning the faces of the fighters of all nations while he held the sword aloft. The roar grew louder. Dion had selected the weapon for a reason. The soldiers of Xanthos followed the war god Balal, as did many of the Phalesians. Dion’s father would have been proud. Today he was truly a warrior king.

He lowered Palemon’s sword, and the shouts and bellows of the army slowly faded.

‘This day will always be remembered,’ Dion cried. ‘Today we make our final stand. It is a time and place of our choosing. Today we hide no more.’ He swept his eyes over his men while he took a deep breath. ‘If you have fear in your heart, remember that without fear there can be no courage. Your comrades stand with you. Your wives, mothers, and children are safe. It is our children that we fight for, here on the shore of Sindara. We fight for their future. We fight so that they may walk this world in peace. We fight so that they may breathe the open air, grow in the light of the sun, and never live in fear. Today we are taking back our fields, our waters – by the gods, even our hills and mountains. We are taking back our cities.’ Dion raised the sword high once more. ‘We are taking back our homes!’

Thousands of men raised their weapons and bellowed as one. The sound filled the air, and then the men stamped their boots on the sand, so that Dion imagined he could feel the ground shaking. This time it didn’t matter if the dragons heard them. These men were shouting out their fear, letting the world know that even if they didn’t survive the day, they were alive at this moment.

Dion paced along the army’s front, making sure everyone could see him. He reached the end of the formation and turned back. Every time he raised Palemon’s sword, the roars began anew.

Then he thrust the blade into the sand and approached the artifact placed a dozen paces ahead of the army. The orb of solid gold rested on a sturdy stand with clawed feet. Chloe left the eldren to join him.

Dion glanced at her; they still hadn’t spoken after their argument in the forest. She wore a plain white chiton, looking incongruous among the armored soldiers and eldren clad in deerskin. Her dark hair blew about her face in the constant breeze. Their eyes met for a moment, but then she looked away.

Dion’s heart was pounding in his chest. Every time he saw her face, he wanted to send her away rather than let her attempt dangerous magic somewhere that would soon turn into a scene of blood and death. He shouldn’t be using her like this; he should be protecting her. But he knew that if he forced her to leave, she would never speak to him again. He had to respect her, even if it meant losing her.

Without saying anything to Dion, Chloe sank to the sand in front of the orb. Kneeling with her back straight, she looked at him only long enough to nod.

Dion returned his attention to the front of the army. His gaze moved past his officers, capable men from all nations, and past Liana, pretty and delicate, with long silver hair. When he met Eiric’s golden eyes, he murmured for Chloe’s ears alone. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Yes,’ Chloe said in a clear voice. ‘Call them.’

Dion nodded to Eiric. ‘We are ready, my friend.’

Eiric nodded back. His crown of laurel leaves marked him out as king, but other than that he wore the same deerskin clothing as his people. He solemnly took the white conch shell from Liana. Liana’s hands were shaking.

Eiric lifted the Horn of Marrix. Rainbow light shone on the face of all the eldren around him as he prepared to put the horn to his lips.

‘Let us end this,’ Eiric said.
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‘Put out the fires!’ Kyphos bellowed.

He raced to the nearest fire and kicked at it, heedless of any burns to his legs. Flaming planks and burning coals scattered in all directions.

‘Put them out! Quickly!’ he roared.

Some people tried to help, but most were uncomprehending, unable to connect the fires with the fact that the island was moving under their feet. Kyphos scanned the shore and saw that there were far too many fires, all surrounded by crowds. He staggered; the ground was moving so much that it threw several people to their knees.

Sea birds rose into the sky, crying out to each other in alarm. The island rolled to the side, sending waves up its shore to douse the fires. Everywhere people were stunned and confused. The lines tethering the ships to the island strained.

In the distance Kyphos saw the part that he had decided was a tail flick back and forth, sending sand and spray scattering to the wind. Then it dipped under the sea.

The island was suddenly still.

Kyphos knew they didn’t have much time. ‘Get back on the ships! Everyone, back on!’

He sprinted along the shore, herding the crowd of sailors, warriors, and skinny women and children toward the gangways. Slowly at first, but then in a frantic rush, everyone sped for the vessels. Rapid thumps sounded as footsteps clattered on all of the wooden ramps. Women picked up their children and ran. Possessions were ignored and left behind. Kyphos orchestrated it all from the shore, shoving frantic people toward one vessel or another.

The island started to move again.

He felt a shift, somewhere at the opposite end from what he thought was the tail. He whirled, and his eyes darted from one place to another. When he saw it, a shiver of cold fear stabbed him in the heart. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t look away. He was frozen into place.

A head was rising.

Holes at the head’s front ejected first one puff of misted air, then another. At another section, two round protrusions the size of tables slowly opened up. The crusted skin parted to reveal mirror-like surfaces and continued to peel until both of the huge eyes were open. Pupils as big and black as holes to the underworld roved around.

Kyphos looked behind him. More of the long body was moving now; the island was beginning to writhe like a snake, dislodging particles of sand and grit and revealing patches of scaled, leathery hide. Even as it happened, Kyphos couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He had seen eldren in the shapes of serpents at the Chasm. They were all tiny compared to this monster.

Suddenly it occurred to him.

There was only one serpent mightier than any other . . . A serpent named by Palemon the First in the ship’s log in the Solaris. The tale of the destruction of Aleuthea described it as truly immense. Its fate had always been a mystery.

Thoughts darted through Kyphos’s mind. After the fall of Aleuthea, Marrix must have continued his quest for vengeance. The fleet came this way, and the serpent did too.

Kyphos had woken the ancient king of the eldren . . . the most formidable enemy Aleuthea had ever faced.

He turned to face the ships, all straining and struggling, still tethered to the knobs on the leviathan’s body. He immediately saw the danger. If the serpent plunged, the fleet might be dragged down with it. Even if they cut the lines loose, Marrix had been burned, and was obviously angry. The ships were filled with the descendants of Aleuthea. Marrix’s hate might still be buried in his consciousness. It would take just a few flicks of his tail to destroy them all.

‘Cut the lines!’ Kyphos cried.

The last of the people had boarded; he was now the only one left. But rather than cut the ropes, the crowds of panicked men, women, and children on deck were all transfixed with horror. No one was moving.

Kyphos ran to the nearest tether. Fumbling in his haste, he grabbed the axe from his belt and brought it over his head. The taut line severed with a snap. Immediately the ship began to drift away from the bucking serpent.

The other ships’ crews took action. More lines snapped. Kyphos raced to cut rope after rope, and soon all twelve vessels of the fleet were pulling away. Oars jutted out from every ship’s side; voices roared at the oarsmen to row harder.

Kyphos heard people calling out his name, telling him to jump. But he ignored them and looked once more at the serpent’s head. He saw part of what he judged to be the neck peel up, discarding more grit in all directions. A frill began to straighten, quivering as it moved.

The serpent’s tail violently thrust at the water, nearly knocking Kyphos to the ground. It was moving regularly now; the creature was turning. It would soon face the nearest of the ships.

Kyphos realized the danger. With the ships vulnerable to attack, there was only one thing he could do. He needed to reach the serpent’s skull. He needed to kill it.

His short legs pumped as he ran toward the head. The frill was opening to reveal silver scales untouched by the crust the rest of the creature’s body was covered with. When he reached it, Kyphos bunched his muscles and jumped to throw himself over the barrier. He felt his clothing tear, but he gained enough height to slide down the slope on the far side.

He took stock and dread twisted his guts. The serpent was pushing a wave of water in front of it as it headed toward the Targus. And, despite the oars hauling furiously, the serpent was gaining on the bireme.

Water had swept aside much of the filth, and it was clear Kyphos was standing on top of an immense skull wrapped in leathery hide with the serpent’s eyes just below him. With both hands, Kyphos raised his axe over his head. Despite his hunched frame, he was a strong man, stronger than most.

He swung with all his might.

The axe cut deeper than he had expected, sinking and splitting the skin apart. Blood welled around his feet. He pried the axe out of its entry point and lifted it again, bringing it down into the same area. A growing gash opened up, an area of pink flesh that filled with blood before the rising water washed it away.

Kyphos risked looking ahead. The helmsman had turned the ship sharply to try to get away from the leviathan heading toward him. Kyphos was now close enough to hear screams from the people on board.

He lifted the axe high and bellowed as he brought it down. This time he struck something hard in the base of the wound. The axe became lodged in bone.

Everything around him shuddered. The serpent’s huge nostrils blew out a fountain of spray.

The creature dived.

The movement was sudden and unexpected. Kyphos was in water up to his knees before he realized what was happening. He took hold of the axe’s haft. He pulled himself forward to grip it high with both hands. Taking a deep breath, he sucked in the biggest lungful of air he could.

He gritted his teeth as water filled his vision.
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Dion watched, tensed, as Eiric raised the Horn of Marrix and pressed it to his lips.

At first nothing happened, but then a powerful rumble came from the horn, so deep that Dion could feel it in his bones. Across the army, shields and weapons rattled, reverberating with the blast. The sound became louder. It traveled through Dion’s ears until it was inside his skull, pounding at his temples with force. It filled the heavens.

Sudden thunder pealed. A circle of light with the horn at the epicenter rolled out, a multicolored ripple that moved with incredible speed. The blast wave grew until it was over the sea, into the sky, and past the surrounding cliffs. Dion saw it traveling over the surface of the water faster than his eyes could follow. In the space of a few breaths, the light vanished over the horizon.

The sound slowly faded. Dion clenched his fists at his sides. He glanced at Chloe, who was kneeling in front of the orb on its wooden stand. Like everyone, she was watching the sky, searching in all directions.

Thousands of people of all nations and races stood ready to fight. Every hoplite had raised his shield and positioned his spear in his right hand. The archers behind stood ready with bows in hand. The ballistae were loaded. The eldren waited, silent and apprehensive. Dion prayed to the gods that the dragons hadn’t flown so far away that they wouldn’t hear. He was terrified of facing them, but he also knew that if he failed today, this chance wouldn’t come again: people would soon decide that hiding was the better strategy, and civilization as he knew it would end. He told himself to have faith. The bloodren would hear.
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Water streamed past Kyphos’s eyes, forcing him to keep them tightly closed. He was beneath the sea, and the serpent was moving so swiftly that it took all of his strength to hold onto the axe buried in its skull. He had no idea how deep he was, or where he was in relation to the fleet. All he knew for certain was that by causing the serpent to dive he had saved his people – for the time being.

His lungs screamed at him, telling him he should open his mouth. His chest heaved, making big gasping lurches. He couldn’t see at all. It would be so easy to let go of the axe, and maybe he would rise to the surface in time to take a breath. But if he gave up, the fleet would be sharing the sea with a raging leviathan. No one would ever make it back to Malakai.

He had to hold on. He concentrated on that one thought, even when his ears popped, and he felt a terrible squeezing on his temples. A furtive part of his mind wondered if serpents had gills. He was sure he hadn’t seen any when the eldren came to Kargan’s aid at the Chasm. Surely the monster beneath him had to take a breath? His thoughts became sluggish. His grip on the axe became weaker. It would be so easy to let go . . .

The pressure on his temples lessened. His ears popped again. The water became less viscous, more like foam. Suddenly he burst into the air.

Kyphos opened his eyes and gasped for breath. He was on the surface, and the serpent now cleaved the waves with far more speed than it had shown before. It had been sluggish when it first woke. Now the leviathan had shaken off the weight of its slumber and exercised its rippling body. The crust of filth was almost all gone, with only the occasional streak remaining like white war paint.

Kyphos shook water from his head. The serpent was writhing and wriggling, with just part of its body above the surface, but it was a far easier position for him to maintain than when it was underwater. He was lying on his stomach and still gripped the wooden haft of the axe with both hands. The ocean spread out in all directions. The sun beat down from a clear blue sky.

Directly ahead he saw twelve sets of masts and puffed white sails. The great serpent, supreme enemy of Aleuthea, was again heading toward the fleet.

The ships’ sails were raised, and their oars were working furiously, but there was no way that they could evade the relentless pursuit. Each vessel held hundreds of people: warriors and trackers, sailors and oarsmen, but most of all families. If Marrix struck even one ship, it would splinter into fragments, and the very people Kyphos had tried to rescue would die.

His jaw set with determination, Kyphos climbed to his feet. He stretched to his full height, which wasn’t tall given his bent shoulders, and then brought his fists down onto the haft of the axe. Stuck in bone, it was wedged tightly and wouldn’t budge. He took a deep breath and tried again, grunting as he pounded at the haft to lever the sharp head free.

On his third attempt, the axe moved.

He finally yanked it free and glanced once more at the fleet. The serpent had halved the distance to the defenseless ships. The immense creature hadn’t changed its approach. It definitely wanted to destroy them.

Kyphos lifted the axe over his head and gazed down into the gaping wound in Marrix’s head. Blood and pink flesh filled the opening, but flowing water continually washed it away, and he could see the smooth surface of white bone, and the gouge his previous blow had left in it.

He swung down, making a cry of effort. The axe struck the bone and chiseled out a fragment. He raised the axe and struck again, breaking off still more. The next blow cut deeper still, and helped to open up a groove in the serpent’s skull. If he could strike through to the brain, he might be able to kill it.

With each blow the serpent shuddered, but this time it didn’t dive. It opened its jaws, lifting its head above the surface, and roared. If anything, it increased its speed; the creature seemed to be blaming its pain on the wooden vessels. In moments it would be upon them.

The fleet sailed in a ragged formation, and the leviathan thrust its tail back and forth to propel its body forward. Kyphos heard the screams of terror. He swiftly looked up to see the nearest ship. A girl of ten or eleven and a boy a few years younger watched their doom with wide, horrified eyes and faces drained of all color.

Kyphos swung the axe again. Blood now welled from below the bone, which told him he was close. But he knew he wouldn’t kill the monster in time.

The sky pealed.

Kyphos nearly dropped the axe in shock. It wasn’t thunder he had heard, it was a sonorous boom, a powerful sound that shook the heavens.

He looked up just in time to see a wave coming toward him.

Rather than a wall of water, it was wave of light, colored like a rainbow. It came from the east. Kyphos had no idea what he was seeing. It swept past the ships at the front and continued without any change in its speed. He barely had time to brace himself, axe still in the air, before the light rolled over the ship he was heading toward, and then it was passing over him.

Nothing happened.

Kyphos felt no different. He wondered if he had imagined what he’d seen.

Then everything underneath him moved.

The serpent’s powerful tail gave a great kick, twisting its immense body in the water. Kyphos was knocked to his knees. The serpent turned away from the fleet, performing a tight rotation. As if obeying a command, it headed directly east, toward where the light had come from.

The creature was traveling with speed. Kyphos looked helplessly over his shoulder, knowing that a multitude of eyes were watching him depart. The serpent’s tail swept at the sea with long, regular movements, pushing the body in front of it to some unknown destination.

On his knees, riding the serpent’s skull, Kyphos looked at the axe in his hands. He didn’t know how long the creature would stay distracted.

There was only one thing to do. He climbed to his feet and braced himself.

Kyphos raised the axe over his head once more.
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The final echoes of the horn blast faded until the sound was gone altogether. Dion scoured the sky. The soldiers on the beach held their breath. Chloe’s chest rose and fell as she knelt on the sand beside the golden orb from the Lighthouse of Aleuthea.

‘They’re here!’ Liana cried.

Dion saw them at the same time. A group of pinpricks appeared, like tiny dark holes in the curtain of blue sky. One after the other, the specks changed color, shifting toward red. Soon each dot grew a set of curved wings. Dion counted ten of them, and then doubled the estimate. He kept doubling as more and more winged creatures filled his vision; they were distant, flying high above the sea. He soon stopped counting when he approached two hundred. Dozens of bloodren had been killed, but they were only a fraction of the total.

He swallowed. Despite all the soldiers, he felt vulnerable. This wasn’t like a normal battle. The approaching enemy wouldn’t advance and then stop to prepare for the initial clash. As soon as they arrived, the fighting and death would begin.

His eyes swept across the sky; dragons now filled his entire vision. They flew in clusters, but something held them all together in a broad group. He heard shrieks, piercing sounds that set his teeth on edge. Each sinuous neck and triangular head was clear to see. Their jaws were parted to reveal sharp incisors.

Fear trickled along Dion’s spine. This time there were no walls to hide behind. To work, this plan required everyone to fight in the open. To combat his terror, he reminded himself what these creatures had done. Xanthos and Phalesia would never be the same again. Amos was gone, and Dion’s uncle, and likely the dragons had killed Zachary too.

The red dragons screeched with triumph when they saw the great army on Sindara’s shore. The Horn of Marrix had summoned them, and now the sight of the people they despised would spur them on.

Dion looked at Chloe. There was moisture on her forehead, and her entire body was tensed. She was placing her trust in him, ready and waiting for him to give the word.

Now the bloodren were swooping down from the sky. Their wings crackled, flattened to their lean bodies as they descended. Still Dion waited.

A snap came from somewhere in the army and a solitary projectile shot out from a ballista. It traveled for a few hundred paces before it lost height and then splashed into the deeper water.

The shot had fallen short, but in moments the dragons would be in range. They passed the place where the dark water shifted to a paler shade. Dion’s jaw was clenched so tightly that veins stood out in his neck and forehead.

It was time.

He lifted his arm, holding it out for an instant before dropping it. Captain Dimitros opened his mouth and bellowed, ‘Avert your eyes!’

The call was taken up time and time again, echoed by the officers and the men. ‘Avert!’

There was a loud clatter of movement as everyone put their backs to the sea. They shut their eyes tightly and waited.

Chloe was focused on Dion, which meant that the only person still watching the dragons was him.

‘Now, Chloe!’ he cried.

The words were barely out of his mouth before she slapped her palm on top of the golden orb. He saw her fierce expression as she held her hand against the sphere. He reminded himself that she had told him that gold wouldn’t cause her any harm. The thought distracted him, so that he almost forgot to close his eyes.

He shut them just as everything became washed with white.

Chloe activated the artifact that once powered the Lighthouse of Aleuthea in one single, terrible burst. Even with his eyes closed, sparkles exploded in Dion’s vision. The flare came and went in a split second.

As soon as the light faded, he opened his eyes and whirled.

He took in a scene of chaos.

The bloodren were stunned. Some dragons hovered in the sky, their necks craning as they screeched plaintively. Others darted in one direction or another, seemingly at random. A few even struck the sea, and their wings became bogged in the water.

Dion didn’t know if they were truly blinded. But he knew what he needed to do next.

He shouted as loud as he could. ‘Fire!’

Across the line ballistae jumped on the sand. A series of sharp cracks merged to create a cacophonous clatter. Archers drew their strings to their cheeks and fired. Projectiles filled the air. Holes appeared in dragons’ wings and shafts sprouted from their bellies. The creatures jerked when the heavier iron spears from the ballistae slammed into them. One by one they fell from the sky to plunge into the water. A red-scaled monster with glazed eyes flew down toward Dion, but the archers concentrated their fire and a hail of arrows peppered its chest. It slammed into the sand, and a dozen hoplites ran forward to finish the creature off.

At the same time, Dion saw that too many shots from the ballistae had missed their mark. And Sophia’s poison couldn’t take effect when the vast majority of arrows failed to penetrate the dragons’ hides. The ballistae were reloading while the archers fired at will. The creatures were still dazed, but that might not remain the case.

Dion looked back and met Eiric’s eyes. He heard Eiric’s voice inside his mind as Eiric communicated to his people.

Come. This is our time.

The eldren went to battle.

Dion recognized their most powerful warriors: Caleb, Dalton, Liana, and Eiric himself. They ran forward and leaped into the air, changing their shapes faster than a man could take a breath. Gray mist shrouded their figures and then was swiftly swept away by pounding wings. Twelve . . . thirteen . . . fourteen silver dragons launched themselves at their enemies. Scores of furies – lean creatures with wings behind their shoulder blades – flew behind them.

Larger by far than any of the others, Eiric swiftly outdistanced the silver dragons around him. His huge wings swept up and down as he set his sights on a red dragon. His forelimbs gripped its shoulders; his jaws bit down. He ripped the creature’s throat open, releasing a spray of blood. He let go, and the scarlet dragon fell like a stone into the sea.

Liana climbed the sky, gaining height, and then descended on top of the dragon she’d selected. She wrapped her limbs around it, and for a time the pair rolled over and over. Dion struggled to see what was happening, but then a shriek split the air. A moment later Liana released and flew away, leaving the dragon’s corpse plummeting.

The archers stopped firing while the eldren tore through the creatures stunned by the golden orb. Meanwhile the ballistae continued to reload. Everywhere eldren were battling the bloodren, but it wasn’t always an even match. Despite six or seven furies working together to kill a single dragon, they couldn’t find an opening. One silver-haired fury fell from the sky, then another. The rest decided to retreat.

Dion’s hope that the red dragons were blinded began to fade; it was clear that they were only dazed. Many had flown away and were now regrouping. They were preparing to fight back.

He watched Eiric coming to Liana’s aid while two dragons snapped at her soft belly. Eiric, get out of there.

Just . . . a . . . moment . . .

Now!

Dion’s gaze was on a region of sky farther back, where the mass of winged creatures was steadily drawing together. The eldren finally broke away and flew toward the beach. They left behind red corpses that floated in the sea, knocked back and forth by the waves. There were furies and at least two silver-scaled dragons floating among them.

The hope that had begun to stir changed to sinking dread. Dion’s bold plan to use the golden orb to blind the dragons and kill them in the sky had already been executed. After seeing what happened to Chloe when she used her abilities, he knew better than to expect her to do it again.

He glanced back, hoping that Chloe had already done the sensible thing and left the area.

Dion took in a sharp intake of breath.

She still knelt on the sand beside the orb on its stand. What was left of the orb had dissolved into a misshapen lump of gold. She had her hands pressed over her eyes. Her face was twisted in a grimace of pain; she was screaming without sound.

‘Chloe!’ Dion shouted.

He rushed to her side. He called her name again, but even as he reached her she collapsed backward, forcing him to catch her and lower her to the ground. He looked up to see Liana running toward them. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said helplessly. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

He cast a swift look over his shoulder at the sky. The last of the bloodren were flying back to assemble with the rest. The next attack would come in moments.

‘Chloe?’ Dion called as he knelt beside her. ‘Can you hear me?’

She screwed up her face and with obvious effort pulled her hands away from her eyes. Dion swallowed. Liana gasped. Chloe’s irises were milky.

‘I’m blind . . .’ she gasped.

She barely finished speaking before her eyes closed and her head lolled to the side.

‘Chloe?’ Dion called down at her. ‘Chloe! By the gods, Chloe, you told me this wouldn’t happen.’

‘It’s Chloe,’ Liana said. ‘She lied.’

Dion blinked away tears of frustration. Everything around him shrank to just this one place. Nothing mattered except the woman in his arms. He no longer heard the bellows of the officers calling on the men to stand ready. The screeches of dragons barely registered. The figures rushing around him were blurred.

Chloe suddenly sucked in a lungful of air. Dion called her name again and again. She began mumbling, but Dion couldn’t understand what it was she was saying. ‘Ah . . . At . . . Ath . . .’

He knew he had to get her away. She couldn’t stay here. She was blind. Her lips stopped moving and she went completely limp.

Dion was terrified as he pressed his fingers to Chloe’s neck. There was a heartbeat, but it was faint – and it was definitely slowing down.

He tried to remember everything Chloe had told him. Thoughts spun through his mind. She had eventually recovered after saving his life at Fort Liberty, but he knew that this time was different. He had to do something before her heart stopped altogether.

An idea struck him with force. He knew immediately what to do. And he knew what she had been trying to tell him.

He lifted his head to meet Liana’s eyes. ‘She collapsed in Sindara. The magi said she almost died. They took her to Athos.’

Liana cast Dion a bemused look. He realized he was speaking so quickly she could barely understand him.

‘Liana, you have to help. She needs to go to Athos. Being there might heal her. Do you understand?’

People started calling out to them. Dion realized the dragons’ shrieks were almost drowning out their shouts.

Liana bit her lip, but nodded. ‘Of course I’ll take her.’

Mist clouded around Liana’s body. It billowed and elongated, before shimmering. Liana once more became a silver-scaled dragon, and Dion lifted Chloe in his arms and settled her onto Liana’s back.

Liana flew up and into the sky, traveling directly over the army and soaring above the cliffs before performing a tight circle.

Dion raced back to join his men. The thunder of firing ballistae sounded immediately after.
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Chloe stirred. Her eyelids fluttered. There was pain in her head, pounding at her skull with every heartbeat. Agony shivered throughout her body. She sensed movement, and a warm body beneath her. Strong forces pressed her down; she must be somehow climbing.

Despite the fact her eyes were open, there was still only darkness.

When she had summoned her power, the immense well of energy surged up faster than she could control it. But rather than try to make it subside, she had drawn it all and channeled it into the golden orb. Everyone was depending on her to make the artifact shine so bright it would blind the red dragons. She let the wild force run free, sucked out of her like blood gushing from an open vein.

She had done her best. But rather than the bloodren, now it was she who was blind.

She felt herself growing weak. At least when she let herself drift into unconsciousness, the pain ebbed. Part of her screamed at her to wake up. Her heartbeat was slowing; if she didn’t fight it she would die. Another part wanted to let it happen.

She had used her power, but there were no accompanying visions. When she tried to sense the future, there was nothing, nothing at all.

Now all she felt was resignation. There was no fighting destiny. She had tried to forge her own path, free from prophecy, free from the Oracle’s guiding hand. But she had no other choice. Lying on the sand, Zedo’s message from the Oracle had come back to her. 

Your destiny is at Athos. You will enter the cave, and take up the Oracle’s mantle, but only when your entire world is cast into darkness. 

She now had to have faith in the Oracle’s plan.
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There was no bright light to stun the bloodren when they attacked. From the front of the army, Dion watched the ballistae skewer dozens of them in the sky, but still too few to make a difference. Volleys of arrows streaked toward the dragons, but most bounced off harmlessly. Officers shouted orders. Hoplites sank to one knee and locked their shields together, while the rank behind them did the same. Spears bristled from the wall of infantry that was the army’s main defense.

At a command from Eiric, the eldren changed their forms, becoming a solid line of ogres and giants.

Dion looked at his empty hands.

He was unarmed. At any rate his talents lay in other areas. He decided to follow Eiric’s lead. There were no orders to give; the battle plan was to simply hold on and destroy.

Fear coursed through his body. His heartbeat roared in his ears, drowning out the shrieks of the descending dragons. Drawing on his fear, using it, he imagined himself with a tall, powerful frame. Mist clouded his vision. He felt his body changing. His torso grew in size; his legs propelled him upward.

Now in the form of a giant, he stood with the eldren he shared his blood with and roared.

The dragons and the army collided.

This time it was like nothing Dion had experienced before. The bloodren flew down onto the army and began to tear into soldiers. Dion bunched his immense fist and smashed it into a dragon that flew straight at him. He felt something break in its head, but there was another right behind it and this one evaded his next blow. The dragon grasped at him with its hind claws. He felt pain in his shoulders as they sliced at his leathery skin. With a savage cry he grabbed both legs and pulled the creature to the ground. He wrapped his huge hands around its neck and squeezed while it snapped at his face. He grimaced, each bite coming closer, until finally he heard a sharp crack and the dragon went limp.

There was no order to the frenzy. In every direction Dion saw snapping and biting bloodren. Choosing a target wasn’t an issue. The problem was bringing them down. Jaws clamped on soldier’s torsos, tearing them in half despite their armor. Claws grabbed men indiscriminately by the shoulders and lifted them into the sky, plucking them out of the army while their companions screamed in horror. Some dragons crashed into the hoplites’ shield wall, impaling themselves on the spears, but others flew over, breaking the infantry line when the hoplites turned around to defend the weaker archers and ballista crews.

Dion killed one dragon after another. In the moments between attacks, he caught flashes of the eldren nearby. Ogres and giants were grabbing winged creatures by the necks and hauling them down to the ground. They pummeled them with bunched fists and joined forces to break their bodies. He saw a golden-eyed giant, Eiric, the biggest of them all, snarl while he grabbed his opponents by whatever he could take hold of.

Dion whirled to see how the soldiers were faring, but the army was fragmenting, and his vision was filled with red wings and bloody jaws. He caught glimpses – just enough to see that any cohesion had vanished. Men were everywhere, running toward the dragons with swords and spears brandished, or stumbling in the opposite direction with missing limbs and blood dripping onto the sand.

Nearby he saw the young Phalesian captain, Dimitros, dodging the attacks of a dragon shuffling toward him on the beach. The creature’s neck craned while it lunged time and time again. Red liquid glistened on its teeth. The captain’s sword gave him no chance of fighting it off. Dion ran forward and threw himself on top of the dragon’s back, despite knowing it was strong enough to toss him off again. While it was distracted, Dimitros came forward and thrust his sword into its throat. The creature lashed out in its death throes and collapsed, dead before it hit the ground.

Dion climbed to his feet. He looked at the captain and his heart beat out of time.

Dimitros was lying on the sand, staring up at the sky, and his hands were clasped over his chest. His face was white, and his breathing was hoarse. Red blood seeped between his fingers, and his hands weren’t big enough to contain the gaping wound in his abdomen.

Dion stumbled over to him. He knelt at Dimitros’s side and tried to tear at the captain’s uniform to get some cloth to stanch his wounds. But his oversized hands were too clumsy. He let the shape fall away from him, imagining himself back in his normal form. He felt himself changing.

A moment later, a young man with flaxen hair once more, Dion ripped free his first strip of cloth, but then looked down at Dimitros. The captain’s eyes were glazed and unseeing.

Dion straightened. He scanned in all directions. He knew that the visions of horror would stay with him forever.

The fight was going badly.

The soldiers had broken down into clusters, with hoplites trying in vain to shield those behind them. Where the fighting was thickest, a ragged formation of thousands of soldiers still held together. But too many brave men of Xanthos, Phalesia, and Tanus were dying.

Dion knew then that he had failed. At any moment the soldiers would break, and he couldn’t blame them when they forgot about discipline and began to flee. He wondered how the eldren were faring, but there were so many individual struggles taking place that he couldn’t even see to the ocean. The sand around him was churned up, sprinkled with crimson blood. Dion’s bold plan had proved to be a foolish gamble. He had thrown away their lives. Even the option of retreat wasn’t possible; they were all on open ground.

He started to run toward the main body of the army. He knew that if the formation broke completely, everyone on the beach would soon be dead. He needed to help in whatever way he could. But then he stopped in his tracks.

Red wings opened up in front of him.

The dragon landed and reared back before it settled. It was one of the biggest Dion had seen. He stood panting on the sand, keeping his eyes on it the entire time. Everything slowed down. The chaos around him vanished from his awareness.

The dragon roared, and when it opened its jaws it revealed teeth stained red.

It came at him faster than he’d thought possible.

A flutter of wings brought it within striking distance, and the creature lunged. Its jaws opened wide as it snapped at his face. Dion narrowly avoided the strike. He tripped on the sand and fell flat on his back.

The dragon darted forward once more. It loomed over him. Its chest was above his; two forelimbs were on either side of him. A claw pressed down into his shoulder. He screamed in pain. The stench of its breath assaulted him; it smelled like the grave. Two huge black eyes glared down at him. It flashed its stained teeth again while a rumble came from its throat.

He inwardly begged for the change to come over him. But nothing happened. He heard a great shout; men’s voices were raised in unison. He knew they were cries of panic as the army broke. Soldiers were fleeing. They would now be hunted down and killed.

Dion felt despair overwhelm any other emotion. Chloe might be dead, and it was his fault. He should have made her stay in Sindara, even if she hated him for it. After today, the nations of Galea would be no more than a memory.

The dragon pressed him onto the ground and snarled, eyes focused on him. It tilted its triangular head and straightened its neck, bringing its wide-open jaws down toward his head.

Then Dion heard a bellow, a man’s battle cry that made even the dragon pause. The creature’s head turned slightly. A moment later it reared, shrieking in surprise.

A warrior in bright, shining armor had leaped onto the dragon’s back. He rode the dragon’s motion while it bucked more fiercely than any horse. The warrior’s arm went up; he was holding a steel dagger. He bellowed again and sank his weapon into the dragon’s skull.

The man wielding the dagger judged his strike perfectly, missing the hardest bone. His strength was formidable. He shoved his blade through the thick scales and buried it to the hilt.

The dragon’s eyes went wide, and it gave one final scream. Dion rolled to the side just as the creature crashed to the sand.

For a time Dion lay on his back, gasping, wondering what had just happened. The dragon’s body was nearby. He couldn’t believe what the warrior had done.

A tall figure came forward to stand over him.

The sun was shining behind the warrior, so that for a moment Dion couldn’t see him clearly. Then the man leaned down, offering a hand.

In that moment Dion realized who he was.

Dion took in the imposing height, the broad shoulders, and the shirt of chain mail. The man’s face was weathered; he wasn’t young. He had fierce eyes, long dark hair streaked with gray, and a braided beard.

Dion looked up at him. He didn’t see how it was possible.

‘Take my hand, King of Xanthos,’ Palemon said.
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‘Chloe? Can you hear me? Can you see me?’

Chloe wondered where she was. The sound of Liana’s voice made it all come back to her in a rush. She remembered the way her power had been sucked out of her as it poured into the golden orb. She even had vague recollections of being lifted and carried away. She had touched the part of her that could sense the future, but only found an empty void.

Feeling hard rock under her, Chloe sat up and opened her eyes. She shook her head. ‘I’m still blind.’ She reached out and took Liana’s hand. ‘But I feel better. You did the right thing to bring me to Athos.’

‘How do you know where we are?’ Liana’s voice rose in pitch. ‘How did you see my hand?’

Chloe wondered how to explain. She was blind, but she knew where Liana was sitting and what the eldran was going to say next. She knew that she and Liana were on a rocky slope, near the path of blue stone that led to the Oracle’s cave. There were multicolored fires around her, flickering on the stone without any tinder. The nearest fire was a menacing shade of red.

Chloe stood, and Liana rose to her feet beside her. The pain in Chloe’s head, and the shivering agony sweeping through her body – it was all gone. She was near the Source. It was clear to her now. She had inherited the Oracle’s powers, but the Oracle always stayed close to the Source. Now that she was at Athos, she could see the future laid out in front of her. It gave her the ability to see, despite the milky eyes she fixed on her friend.

‘Liana,’ Chloe said. ‘I can see the future. I know what I have to do. And there is something I need you to do.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You have to go to Sindara. To the Wellspring. We can end this, once and for all.’
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Dion walked with Palemon in a daze. He looked around, unable to believe his eyes.

The dragons had risen up again, fleeing in the face of a new threat. A hail of arrows followed them before they flew out of range. Tracking the arrows with his eyes, Dion saw ten . . . twenty Ilean biremes side by side, driven up on the shore. Yellow flags flew proudly from the mast of every ship. Archers stood massed on the beach. Swarthy soldiers with triangular shields and spears were everywhere; those in front had charged immediately into the fray. Dion’s men were no longer alone.

Dion realized his brave soldiers hadn’t fled. He could see them now; there were still thousands of men in crimson, brown, and blue. Bodies littered the area, but there were also scores of dead dragons scattered around. People were dragging fallen comrades up to higher ground. Already the hoplites were reforming their wall with the archers behind them.

The cries that he had been hearing were cheers.

Even as he watched, Ilean soldiers emptied onto the beach. The newcomers joined with the existing army, giving heart to men who had been about to break. Dion saw gray-robed sorcerers with staffs in their hands, and warriors from Malakai in chain mail, holding axes and two-handed swords.

Dion turned to face his old enemy. Palemon watched him warily. Dion’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why are you here?’ he asked.

‘This . . .’ Palemon spread his arms. ‘All of this . . . is my responsibility. I could do nothing less than fight here with you.’ He nodded. ‘And yes, I will die here if need be.’

Dion knew that saving his life didn’t make up for the things Palemon had done. But something occurred to him, and he met Palemon’s eyes. ‘Follow me.’

Looking perplexed, Palemon walked by Dion’s side as they headed toward the shore. The beach was almost unrecognizable. The sand was churned up everywhere and soaked with blood. Only the wooden stand fallen onto its side near the lump of gold told Dion where Chloe had cast her spell.

Dion searched until he found what he was looking for and bent to pick it up. He straightened. Palemon had been watching from a distance, but he now strode forward when he saw it.

‘I believe this is yours,’ Dion said, handing the immense sword to Palemon.

Palemon took it in both hands. His eyes traveled up and down the blade. ‘This weapon has been handed down from king to king for thirteen generations. It is the only symbol of my kingship.’ He met Dion’s eyes. ‘Thank you.’

‘Do not expect me to forgive you for what you’ve done.’

‘No,’ Palemon said. ‘I expect no forgiveness.’

Dion’s eyes widened when he saw a familiar figure coordinating the action on the shore. Big and barrel-chested, Kargan, ruler of the Ilean Empire, wore leather armor with a steel breastplate on his chest. A helmet with a plume of bleached horsehair covered his head, but his broad face was easily recognizable, as was his barking voice.

Leaving Palemon, Dion hurried over. Kargan saw him coming.

‘Kargan,’ Dion said. He shook his head, momentarily lost for words. ‘But . . . why?’

‘Your eldran friend showed me the way,’ Kargan said. ‘He gave his life to show me, in fact.’

‘My eldran friend?’

‘His name was Zachary,’ Kargan said.

Dion swallowed. He now understood why Zachary had disappeared. They all owed him their lives.

He cleared his throat. ‘You are late to the battle,’ he said. ‘But thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me until this is over,’ Kargan said. He turned his head to look up at the sky. Following his gaze, Dion saw that the dragons had fled the battlefield, but were once more regrouping in the distance.

There were still far too many of them.

Kargan’s voice lowered. ‘I don’t believe this battle can be won.’
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Swelled by the Ileans’ numbers, the army was larger than it had ever been. Phalesian hoplites in blue cloaks stood side by side with Ileans in yellow. Soldiers in brown and crimson mingled with gray-robed sorcerers and warriors in chain mail. The day grew hotter. Sweat dripped from foreheads and made hands slippery. The men baked in their shining breastplates and chain mail shirts.

Formed up in a wide rectangle, the long rows of infantry, archers, and ballistae faced the sea. Dion stood with the army spread out behind him. Kargan was a short distance away, along with his huge companion Javid. The eldren were a long line of silver-haired men and women at the front. Palemon and his warriors and sorcerers protected the right flank.

The ballistae were prepared and loaded. Archers nocked fresh arrows. Hoplites waited, ready to link shields and create a protective wall.

Everyone watched the great mass of red dragons.

The bloodren hovered in the sky, high above the dark-blue water. Wings swept up and down. Occasionally they opened their jaws and screeched. Their sharp claws flexed, grabbing at the air. A multitude of black eyes glared down at the army on the beach.

The dragons were bloodied, and had lost many, but Kargan had said that the battle couldn’t be won, and he was probably right. Even so, Dion grew worried that the dragons might cut their losses and leave. There would never come another time when all the world’s fighting forces would be gathered in one place like this. If it didn’t end today, it wouldn’t end at all.

Dion scanned the sea of people until he saw Eiric, taller than the humans behind him.

Eiric, he communicated.

Eiric’s head swiveled. His eyes met Dion’s.

Sound the horn again, Dion said.

Are you sure? 

If they leave, then it is over. They win. We have to see this through.

Eiric’s jaw was tightly clenched. But we almost lost before the Ileans surprised them. Surely you can see—

Dion’s stare was unflinching. We have to try!

Eiric nodded. He turned to say something to one of his people, and a moment later he lifted the Horn of Marrix and pressed it to his lips.

The horn blast set Dion’s teeth on edge. A ripple of light with Eiric at its center sped out in a circle that grew larger and larger. It rolled over the army, over the sea, and over the waiting dragons.

Dion didn’t know what effect it had on them, but barely a moment after Eiric sounded the horn, the dragons attacked.

They swooped down from the heavens, shrieking and screeching. A multitude of red-scaled monsters plummeted toward the shore. Officers shouted. Ballistae jolted as they released a hail of iron spears. Archers loosed volleys of arrows. Balls of flame made sounds like tearing paper as they sped through the sky.

Dragon after dragon died and fell, screaming before they struck the sea. With a great crash the hoplites linked shields. Archers hid behind the shield wall, firing at will. The ballistae crews didn’t bother to reload; there would be no second salvo.

For a brief moment Dion thought about all the people who had answered his call and come here to fight. Eiric and the eldren had given all they could. Zachary had shared his wisdom with Kargan, and the king of Ilea brought his men to Sindara’s shore. Even Palemon had joined him in this final confrontation.

He thought about Chloe. Was she still alive? It saddened him that he would never see her again.

He saw Palemon raise his immense sword, which was glowing as bright as hot coals. Palemon ran forward, his face twisted in a snarl. He was the first man to come face to face with a swooping dragon. He swung at the dragon’s neck, but the creature swerved, and he missed. Palemon’s next blow struck home, but not before the dragon tore long gouges in his chain mail.

Eiric’s body misted as he changed his form. The eldren became tall giants and ogres. But this time a number of bloodren concentrated on the eldren, and in moments the beach became a confusion of red wings and flailing limbs.

A group of six dragons smashed into the shield wall, scattering soldiers in all directions. Another dozen or so arrived a moment later, jaws snapping as they tore at the men around them.

Fire enveloped a dragon as it charged at a gray-robed sorcerer, but still the creature kept coming, and its jaws closed down on the man with the staff. A sorcerer tried to come to his companion’s aid, but then another dragon landed directly on top of him to rip his body into shreds.

Dion saw Kargan in trouble as he and his men tried to hold off two snapping creatures. The warrior, Javid, threw himself at the second dragon and jumped onto its back, wrapping an arm around its neck before plunging a dagger into its eye. With extraordinary agility Javid leaped off while the dragon entered its death throes.

In all directions men fought to stand together against their stronger opponents. The defensive line broke and then reformed, again and again, as the dragons burst through and then were dispatched.

Dion realized that the dragons were developing a pattern. They would swoop down and charge through the defenses, killing as many as they could, before flying up into the sky once more.

And it was working.

He joined the struggle as hundreds of soldiers fought ten creatures rampaging in their midst. More and more men kept throwing themselves into the fray to replace those killed. Dion changed his shape while he ran, feeling his torso grow and his legs lengthen. In the form of a giant, he charged into the middle of the carnage, swinging his massive fists into one triangular head after another.

The ten dragons immediately flew up into the sky, leaving behind a wide circle of sand littered with the dead.

The soldiers didn’t cheer; their faces were white.

Dion stared up at the sky as the dragons gathered to make yet another attack.
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Chloe entered the Oracle’s cave.

She couldn’t see, but she never took a wrong step. Her vision was the future: she knew every breath she was going to take, every stir of the air, and every fold and crevice in the tunnel she was following.

The floor sloped down. The passage twisted and turned while the ceiling lowered and then rose again, sometimes brushing against the top of her head, other times soaring high above. The tunnel was cool and moist. The sound of dripping water came from somewhere. Loudest of all was the hammer of her own heartbeat.

She arrived at a cavern.

There was a white fire burning in the cavern’s center. Chloe walked past the pile of black linen and ash that had once been the Oracle and remembered seeing Zara standing over the Oracle’s smoking corpse. As she skirted around the fire, the flames flared up to twice their size.

She reached the fissure at the back of the cavern and slid through, entering the second tunnel that she knew she would find, despite never having come this way before. Down and down, it led her deeper into the earth. This passage was far narrower. At times she had to turn to the side to pass between walls of shining rock. She ducked her head under an overhang, and then after a series of winding bends the walls opened up.

She was blind, but she knew that light now filled the passage. It grew brighter and brighter as she approached another cavern, this one far larger than the place where the Oracle once stared into the flame.

Soon she was entering a vaulted area where stalactites hung from the ceiling, sharp spears of stone that threatened to fall at any moment. The walls shimmered with beautiful colors, but she saw the cavern with her magic, not with her eyes.

She felt struck with awe by the jewel in the center of the cavern, a clear diamond with a white fire glowing within. Larger than a man’s head, it rested on a delicate stand made from all four metals entwined: gold, silver, copper, and iron. Curling around each other, the separate strands formed the depression that contained the prism, supporting it at the height of a table.

Chloe approached the woman standing over it.

The woman was in profile, with her back slightly to Chloe. She wore a dark-blue, figure-hugging dress, and her long, sleek hair was as black as deepest night. Her high cheekbones and pale skin made her face look like stone. She held a staff crowned with an iron claw in her left hand. She was peering intently into the jewel.

‘Zara,’ Chloe said.

The sorceress turned in surprise. Her eyes opened wide. ‘You,’ Zara said. Her eyes narrowed. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I would ask you the same question,’ Chloe said, ‘but I already know the answer.’

Chloe continued to walk toward Zara and the Source. Her milky eyes couldn’t see, but here, in this place, the Oracle’s gift to her filled every part of her being. The Oracle had followed the multiple pathways to the future, traveling to each destiny before pulling back and journeying along the next. Events that clouded her abilities had caused new forks in the road, like Eiric’s sounding of the Horn of Marrix or Dion’s presence at the parting of the sea. But always the Oracle had been trying to get to a fate that contained the dragons’ threat.

It now fell to Chloe to see it done.

‘You do not have the skill to unravel the spell,’ Chloe said to Zara as she steadily approached. ‘None of us do.’

Zara scowled. ‘I just need more time with it.’

Chloe knew that even as they spoke, soldiers at Sindara were dying. Dion was fighting, and although she could see her own future, she could not see his.

‘Time is what you do not have,’ Chloe said.

Zara moved into action.

The sorceress took her staff with both hands and leveled it at Chloe’s chest. The iron claw flared up, becoming as red as a fiery coal. A ball of solid flame shot out from the center of the claw.

But Chloe simply stepped to the side. The fireball passed by, tearing through the air until it struck the wall of the cave.

Zara frowned. She gritted her teeth, and the end of her staff lit up again, so brightly that it outshone the jewel. A ball of fire as big as a barrel erupted from the iron claw.

Chloe dropped to the ground. The fireball passed over her. She rose to her feet again.

She took two more steps and reached the sorceress. She grabbed hold of the staff. It was now between them, with both of them pulling, teeth gritted, face to face.
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Liana flew like the wind. She crossed the short distance between Athos and Sindara so swiftly that her muscles ached from beating her wings.

Chloe had given her a task to fulfill, and she had no time to pass over the battle and see how her people were faring. Instead she traveled directly to the heart of Sindara, a place of rivers, glades, and a long, winding canyon. Trees passed below her in a blur. Rivers gave way to green fields, rocky escarpments, and then more rivers. Finally she saw it. At the canyon’s end she was approaching a wide basin, framed by trees along its high rim.

She saw the pool.

The still water filled half the basin and glowed softly, emanating an emerald light that shone on the limestone walls. Liana tucked in her wings and descended sharply, plummeting with speed toward the grassy bank nearby. She struck the ground hard, beating down her wings to brake her speed. Summoning her usual form, she changed her shape.

Mist clouded her vision. It poured from all directions, cloaking her entire body. She felt the sensation of shifting.

Liana walked forward, once again a slender eldran with long silver hair. She knew that she had to hurry, but she was afraid. She reached the pool’s edge and stared down into the water.

The Wellspring lent its energy to all of Sindara. It was what gave eldren the ability to change their shapes. When there were too many wildren, it had been drained, causing Sindara to become a land of swamp and ash.

The self-proclaimed king, Triton, had said there was a jewel at the bottom of the pool. The green glow came from the jewel, rather than the pool itself. When the red dragons were created, the jewel’s light shifted to the color of blood.

Liana hated that this was what she had to do. But she had made Chloe a promise.

She emptied her lungs and sucked in a deep breath. She looked one last time at the water before she raised her arms and dived, headfirst into the pool.

The sensation was like swimming inside a green gemstone. The water was crystal clear, but the green light was so strong she could barely see. She swam down, deeper and deeper, and saw something resting at the bottom of the pool: the source of the shining light.

Liana brought herself closer to the Wellspring. The jewel was perfectly formed, shaped like a multifaceted diamond. She felt nothing but awe as she looked at it. Peering into its depths, she saw that it looked like something was moving inside. She swam still closer. Within the prism she could make out winged creatures, dragons the color of blood, flying in and out of swirling mist.

Liana reached out with both hands to take it.
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Chloe grimaced as she faced Zara while both of them pulled at the staff. Just a short distance away, the white jewel that was the font of all human magic glowed steadily.

‘You have training in magic,’ Chloe panted. ‘Far more than I do.’ She lifted her chin. ‘But magic isn’t everything.’

Chloe relaxed. Surprised, Zara hauled the staff toward herself.

Then Chloe pushed.

She didn’t hesitate; she picked her moment, and then put every effort into what she was doing. When she pushed, she shoved hard, using the staff to propel the sorceress backward. They both skittered across the floor, until Zara smashed against the cavern wall.

Chloe then brought the staff up until it was across Zara’s throat. Stunned, Zara tried feebly to hold her off, but Chloe was determined. Zara choked while Chloe used both hands to press the staff against her neck. The sorceress’s face went red, and then her eyes rolled back into her head. Chloe held her until she slumped. When Chloe released her, Zara slid down the wall, unconscious.

Chloe threw the staff aside. She hurried back to the Source. She had to end this.

She put her hands on both sides of the white jewel.

The sensation of it touching her skin was warm and pleasant. Visions of wheeling dragons and shrieking sounds assaulted her. Somewhere sorcerers were shooting fire from their staffs and a metal arch stood ready at the base of a tower.

She lifted the jewel from its stand. By now, Liana should be destroying its twin in Sindara. The spell over the dragons required both forms of magic to function, human and eldran. If there was no more magic in the world, the spell would end. She held the Source up above her head.

Chloe heard Zara cry out. ‘No! Please . . . Don’t! There will be no more magic!’

A moment later the sorceress barreled into her. Chloe turned to face the attack, her arms above her head. The jewel got between them. Chloe dropped it.

The jewel smashed onto Zara’s skull.

The shining gem shattered immediately, splintering into millions of tiny pieces. A powerful detonation thundered throughout the cavern. The sound shook the walls and rattled the stalactites hanging from the ceiling. Suddenly Chloe was truly blind; her sense of the future was gone. She heard screaming and realized it was her own voice. Everything was shaking.

Something heavy struck her shoulders, knocking her to the ground.
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Sensing victory, the dragons now threw everything they had into the fight. Dion saw the first soldiers break and run. Their fear was contagious and immediately the men nearby fled in the same direction, away from the fierce fighting. The army’s numbers, already thinned, became sparser still.

A dragon flew directly at Dion with claws outstretched. He tried to change his shape, but he was simply too exhausted. He watched his fate unfold.

A peal of thunder shattered the sky.

It was louder even than the Horn of Marrix. The ground shook. It sounded as if mountains were breaking in the heavens.

The dragon’s eyes became alarmed.

Suddenly Dion was forced to his knees by the combination of the thunderous roar and the panic washing over the dragons, coming from all directions. The panic became pain, a terrible agony felt even through the weak connection he had with the creatures. Fear followed a moment later.

He saw the dragon that had been flying at him crash into the ground.

Mist welled around it a moment later.

The mist enveloped the creature in its entirety, but rather than a gray cloud, it was red, as if the dragon’s life force were turning to vapor. The mist shimmered, like a mirage in the desert.

The mist detonated.

The force of it blew Dion onto his back. The blast scattered the soldiers around him. There was more than one simultaneous detonation. Every soldier found himself lying on the sand.

Suddenly there was silence.

Dion stared up at the sky. He couldn’t believe how empty the air sounded. There were no clashes of swords or shrieks of dragons. Everything was strangely calm.

He picked himself up.

The soldiers were doing the same thing, looking dazed as they climbed to their feet and exchanged glances. A nearby Ilean’s eyes widened, and everyone followed his gaze.

The dragon that had been flying at Dion was gone. A skinny, middle-aged man lay on the sand in its place. He was bare-chested and wore only a cloth wrapped around his loins. The man struggled to sit up and roll over to lean on his hands. His face was filled with horror.

Dion’s eyes swept over the beach. Soldiers were lowering their weapons. Some stared up at the sky, but there was nothing up there. Thunder still reverberated in the air.

A gray-robed sorcerer’s face was perplexed, and he was staring at the iron claw on the top of his staff.

Dion shook his head. It was some time before he spoke. ‘Chloe,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t know how you did it, but I know it was you.’
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Chloe was in a place of whiteness, with no floor, walls, or ceiling. She heard a voice say her name and whirled.

The Oracle, a beautiful young woman with piercing green eyes and pale-blonde hair, stood in her black robe. There was nothing else to draw Chloe’s eye.

‘Where am I?’ Chloe asked.

‘It would take too long to explain to you,’ the Oracle said. ‘We are outside time. That will have to suffice.’

‘Why am I here?’

‘I have used you, Chloe. You at least deserve an explanation. You now know that the only way to break the spell was to destroy magic itself. But what I have not told you is why events had to take this course.’

Chloe wondered why it was so strange to see the Oracle standing, even in this place of nothingness. She realized something. ‘I have never seen you away from the white fire.’

‘That is because I could never leave its side. Its magic kept me alive, despite my many, many years. I stared into the flame and puzzled through the twisting paths of fate.’ The Oracle smiled. ‘I am pleased we are here. It means that for once my plans came to fruition.’

The Oracle met Chloe’s eyes as she continued.

‘When the changelings emerged as a threat, the futures showed that I had a choice. I could destroy magic myself, at which point I would die, or I could pass the torch to another and rely on you, Chloe, to do what must be done.’

‘Why wait?’ Chloe asked.

‘Because my gift always required me to find the path that resulted in the least death and destruction. The future isn’t always what we expect it to be. If I had destroyed the Source before the sorceress killed me, the loss of magic still would not have curbed Palemon’s ambitions. The legend of Aleuthea is strong, and many would have flocked to his cause. Meanwhile Kargan, the king of Ilea, would have gathered his own armies. The Galean nations and their eldran allies would have been swept up in a war like no other. King Dion of Xanthos would have been killed in battle, and his son – your son, Chloe – would have sought revenge on the rest of the world. This war was going to result in the deaths of millions. It would have lasted for a hundred years.’

Chloe swallowed. It made a horrible sense. Palemon and Kargan were both ruthless and ambitious men.

‘So there will be peace now?’ she asked.

‘I believe so,’ the Oracle said. ‘All I know for certain is that four kings fought together on Sindara’s shore. There will be no more prophecies. The foundations have been laid, but peace will only come with hard work.’

Chloe was silent for a while as she struggled to take it all in.

‘Am I dead?’ she finally asked.

The Oracle smiled again. ‘See for yourself.’
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Chloe coughed.

She opened her eyes and looked around. Dust swirled in the air, tiny particles that caught in her throat and danced around each other. She tried to move, but there was something on top of her chest. Her shoulders ached.

She glanced down and saw that there was a shard of stone lying across her body. It was heavy, but her arms were free, and with a grunt of effort she was able to move it to the side. She sat up and probed at her stomach, wincing when she felt bruises, but relieved that no bones were broken.

The cavern was dark, but she was able to see by the light of a multitude of crystal shards. They were everywhere, scattered in the midst of all the fallen stalactites. Even as she looked at the shards, their glow was fading. She realized she had to move quickly, before she was plunged into darkness.

It only occurred to her then.

She could see.

She wasn’t blind anymore. The thought almost made her sob with relief, but she was desperate to get out of the cavern before the light faded. She climbed to her feet and looked for the exit.

Chloe started.

Zara’s dead eyes stared back at her. The sorceress was just a few feet away. An immense pillar lay across her chest. Her skin was marked by tiny red gashes from the shards of the jewel. She was as beautiful in death as she had been in life, but hers was a cold beauty. She didn’t look much different.

Chloe tried to feel remorse for Zara, but it never came. Zara had been arrogant to think she could control forces she didn’t understand. Too many people were dead because of her.

Turning away, Chloe stepped over the fallen stalactites and headed directly for the cavern’s exit. The glow of the shards began to fade as she left.

She trailed a hand along the wall and kept her head low, but there was only one way out of the passage, and soon she was back in the place where the Oracle had foretold the future. The next tunnel was easier to follow, and after a time she saw light ahead.

Fresh air caressed her skin as she emerged from the cave. She came to a halt, out in the open air, blinking in the bright light.

Sunshine bathed the landscape. The terrain ahead was devoid of trees, the same as it always was, but this time there were no colorful fires burning without tinder on the rocky slopes. From where she stood the path paved with blue stone led down to a short wall and then the white sands of the little cove, where waves crashed against the shore.

She inhaled, smelling sea salt and feeling the wind against her cheeks.

Her vision had returned; she was able to see the beauty in front of her. With a start she realized something else. Her power was gone. It had simply . . . vanished. There was nothing there, nothing at all. With both jewels destroyed, one by her and the other by Liana, there was no more magic in the world.
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Dion toured the battlefield, walking from one end to the other, on a day of both tragedy and triumph. The corpses of thousands of brave soldiers lay side by side on the ground. Nearly twenty eldren would never see the forests of their homeland again. Close to a hundred dragons lay dead. The same number of slaves from Malakai, driven close to insanity, sat on the sand and stared into the distance as they wondered what had happened to them.

Yet the combined armies of the world had prevailed.

Dion turned when he heard a voice. Kargan looked as proud as ever, walking with long strides on the sand. But he held his hands clasped together, as if to stop them from shaking.

‘You stood with us until the end,’ Dion said. ‘For that . . .’ – he put out his hand – ‘thank you.’

Kargan shook his hand solemnly. ‘It is your name that will be remembered, King Dion.’ He nodded back toward the shore. ‘Come with me. I think you will want to see this.’

Dion followed Kargan toward a group of soldiers standing in a crowd. Their backs were to him so that he couldn’t see what it was they were looking at. Kargan called out in a growl, and when they realized who it was, the crowd parted to make way for them.

Past the crowd was a smaller group, made up of gray-robed sorcerers and pale-skinned warriors in chain mail. They had all sunk to one knee and had their eyes closed and heads bowed.

In the center of the group, composed on the sand, was a dead man.

He was tall in life and broad-shouldered. His dark hair was long and streaked with gray, and his beard had been fashioned into braids. At his belly his mail shirt was torn to reveal a deep gash. A second wound gaped just below his collarbone.

Palemon, last king of Aleuthea, lay dead with his broadsword on his torso and his hands wrapped around the hilt. Dion walked forward until he stood beside the man who had been his enemy but had also saved his life. Palemon had captured Dion and forced him to do his bidding. He had tried to conquer the world.

‘That man knew how to fight,’ Kargan said, shaking his head. ‘Seems like a fitting end.’ He inclined his head. ‘Come.’

Different emotions fought for supremacy as Dion followed Kargan away from the descendants of Aleuthea. Palemon had chosen to face up to what he had done. At the same time, Dion was glad he was dead. The realization struck him with force. That part of Dion’s life was over. He could let it go. The sensation of release was overwhelming.

‘What now?’ Dion asked, coming to a halt with Kargan on the shore.

‘Now?’ Kargan met his eyes. ‘Now, we return to our homes. And I know you might not value my word, King of Xanthos, but I will do what I can to help you rebuild.’

‘And Palemon’s people? If they return from across the sea?’

Kargan shrugged. ‘He can have what he always wanted. His people’s claim to the Aleuthean Sea is older than mine. I’ll rescind my claim to Malakai.’ His face was somber. ‘There’s been enough fighting.’

Kargan scratched his beard and gazed out to sea. He was pensive for a time; it looked like he was deciding whether to say something. He hesitated and then finally turned to Dion again. ‘A word of advice, King Dion. I have an empire, which is something more than a nation . . . In my opinion, something far greater. I have devoted my life to uniting different peoples. With flourishing trade, and with common laws, coinage, and systems of education, we help prosperity and peace along.’

Kargan gazed back at the beach. The Ileans in the army were heading toward their waiting ships, leaving the soldiers in crimson, blue, and brown talking together.

‘These people of Galea fought for you,’ Kargan said. ‘Give them something great. Give them a future.’

Dion tilted his head, wondering what Kargan was hinting at. His thoughts were interrupted when he saw a tall eldran approaching.

‘King Kargan,’ Dion said, ‘this is King Eiric of Sindara.’

‘Well met,’ Kargan said. He put out a hand, and Eiric took it.

‘I want to thank you,’ Eiric said. ‘If you hadn’t come when you did . . .’

‘Wait.’ Kargan frowned. ‘Zachary . . . He was your father. I was there when he died.’

Eiric went completely still. His golden eyes became fixed completely on Kargan. ‘Please,’ he said sharply. He tried to gather himself, taking a breath. ‘Please,’ he implored, more softly this time, ‘tell me how.’

‘We were on Parnos. He died in his sleep, resting against a rock, staring toward the sea,’ Kargan said. ‘He died in peace.’

Eiric’s eyes shone with tears. ‘He lived in peace also.’

Dion left them to talk. He headed back to his men, and on the way passed a sorcerer. The gray-robed man was sitting cross-legged with his staff on his lap. He looked confused.

‘Magus,’ Dion said, ‘can you tell me what happened?’

The sorcerer looked up. ‘The magic,’ he whispered. ‘It’s gone.’
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The immense leviathan drifted in the sea. Waves crashed over it, but its tail didn’t move. No breath came out of the gigantic nostrils at the front of its head. The eyes, as big as mirrored tabletops, gazed sightlessly.

Kyphos sat on the slope where the eyes led to the serpent’s snout and took great shuddering breaths. He kept his back to the savage wound on top of the creature’s skull; he couldn’t look on the mess he’d made there. He had chipped away and hacked with his axe until his whole body was drenched in blood.

He glanced down at the sea slinking up to his ankles. Reaching forward, he cupped his hands and splashed cool water against his face. Without conscious thought, he began to scrub, bringing up his hands again and again to wipe at the crust of red liquid already drying in the sun.

After a time his arms were simply too tired to keep going. He looked longingly at the water, but he knew he couldn’t drink it. The effort to kill Marrix, his people’s ancient enemy, had taken its toll on his body. He fell backward and closed his eyes.

Shouts woke him.

He leaped up, wondering where he was. He thought he had only slept for a moment, but he saw in an instant that it was growing dark. He wondered if he had been dreaming, but then there was a great shout again, a chorus of hundreds of voices raised in unison.

Kyphos climbed to his feet and shielded his eyes. He stared directly into the setting sun, seeing an expanse of blue sea that shimmered in the slanted light.

A fleet of twelve ships was traveling toward him.

They all had their oars out and were speeding through the water to reach him. Kyphos waved his arms, and the cheers grew louder. He watched as the fleet crossed the sun, and as the crimson orb sank into the horizon he could see every vessel clearly.

Each ship was whole and undamaged. Men and women stood crammed side by side, holding onto the rails and cheering with arms raised in the air.

Kyphos, a short, stocky man with a hunched back, waved back.

He heard his name repeated again and again. The nearest ship came alongside the leviathan’s immense floating corpse. The passengers and crew stared down at the drifting body of the serpent and the gaping wound in its head. Slowly the cries died away. Awe and horror filled every single face.

Kyphos recognized the first vessel to approach. The lettering on its side announced its name: Targus.

A sailor tossed a rope down to him, and Kyphos deftly caught the end. He ran and leaped into the water, feeling it cool his skin the moment it swallowed his body. He tried to pull with his arms and kick with his legs, but it was the sailors who did most of the work. In the end he was hauled up the vessel’s side, shaking droplets from his bristling black hair. He put out a hand, and a brawny sailor hauled him up the final distance.

He stood drenched on the deck. Strangely, the watching crowd went silent. They were looking at him expectantly. He supposed that they must want him to say something.

‘My people,’ Kyphos said. He lifted his chin, and made sure to meet all of their eyes. ‘Our great enemy, Marrix, who caused us to flee our homeland long ago, is dead.’

The roar that greeted his words was louder than anything he had heard before. Men and women who had only ever known Necropolis hugged and laughed. Brave warriors wiped tears from their eyes. The cheers grew louder as they moved from vessel to vessel. Someone started to chant his name again, and the cry was instantly taken up.

‘Ky-phos! Ky-phos!’

Kyphos felt a catch in his throat. He wondered if he should tell them the truth, that the wave of magical light had cast some spell over the great leviathan, as if summoning it from afar. Without that strange event, he would never have been able to kill it.

He decided to let them have their joy. Marrix was dead, after all. Most of those on board the ships were going to a new land, a place they knew nothing about. Perhaps Marrix’s death might help them face the future without fear.





58

Cob stood alone on the edge of the valley. He spent all his time here, gazing up at the mountain trail that the army had taken, wondering if he would ever see Dion again.

‘Come on, old man,’ a voice said behind him. Turning, he saw Finn approaching with Roxana at his side. ‘At least eat something.’

‘Please, Cobrim,’ Roxana said.

‘I have to know,’ Cob said gruffly.

He deliberately put his back to them. He knew that he shouldn’t be angry; they had only wanted to save him from himself. But he still felt in his heart that he had betrayed Dion . . . and Chloe . . . and all the people who had gone to fight. He should have gone with them.

Finn came up to stand beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Listen, Cob. We will know soon enough.’

Cob shook the hand free. He scowled and continued to gaze at the wide trail that led to the pass out of the valley. Roxana came up to stand on his other side. He ignored her and watched the trail. If anyone returned, they would come this way.

‘Leave me,’ Cob said. ‘I don’t want food. I’m fine where I am.’

‘At least let Sophia look at your shoulder,’ Roxana said.

‘It’s fine,’ Cob said. The truth was that it hurt him every time he shifted his injured arm, enough to make him gasp and freeze up until the pain began to subside. But he still could have fought.

‘Come on, Roxana,’ Finn said. ‘We know what he’s like when he’s in one of his moods.’

Cob stared up at the mountains as their voices grew distant. He felt no temptation to go with them. He would stay here, in this place, until the world ended.

His breath suddenly caught. He saw movement.

He wasn’t sure at first, but then it was clear: a great number of people were walking down the trail toward the valley. He shielded his eyes and squinted. He saw soldiers in armor and some tall, lean figures who could only be eldren. More men in uniform were pouring down the trail. Cob’s heart squeezed, making him place his hand over it. The battle was over. But it wasn’t clear yet whether they were returning from victory or defeat.

Cob turned quickly. His tight shoulder made him wince, but he shoved the pain aside. ‘Roxana! Finn!’

His wife and Finn kept walking, side by side, back toward the encampment.

Cob opened his mouth and bellowed. ‘Roxana! Finn!’

First Roxana turned, and then Finn. They saw Cob waving his arm. He pointed with furious stabbing motions. The pair grabbed each other and began to run.

Cob started to run himself, despite the fact every step made him grimace and he was encumbered by the sling holding his injured arm. He climbed the hillside toward the trail. For a time he weaved through the trees, and although he heard Finn and Roxana gasping behind, neither could catch up to him.

He finally emerged from the trees and looked farther up the trail as he ran.

Dion was walking toward him, surrounded by eldren and soldiers. He was at the front of the great army. Dion waved. He was smiling. Cob never stopped sprinting.

He ran full tilt into the younger man.

[image: image]

Everywhere people were on the move.

The exiles of Galea dismantled their temporary homes in Sindara. Men, women, and children worked together, and soon it was as if the settlement had never been. When they were done, they gathered all the wood that had once formed rickety structures and built pyres. Every fallen soldier had two coins placed over his eyes and his body was placed on top of a wooden pile. The priests said prayers while the people held hands. King Dion of Xanthos, his eyes red but his bearing tall and proud, lit the fires one by one.

Dion made a speech for the fallen, and then the people of Tanus returned to their city in the mountains. Before they left, representatives from Tanus asked Dion to visit as soon as he was able. They said they had a proposition for him.

The citizens of Phalesia and Xanthos began their journey back to their homes. Once more the strongest traveled overland in a long column, but this time relief gave way to joy with every step they took.

Far away, in the south, Kargan, king of Ilea, led his fleet back to his capital, Lamara. He immediately issued a proclamation. There were no more dragons of any kind, anywhere in the world, and would never be again. The time of magic and warfare was over. An era of peace had begun.

Everywhere, country and city folk returned to their homes. The deserted cities, towns, and villages became filled with life once more. The people of Koulis were not all dead – Lothar had evacuated them to the city of Abadihn in the east. The people of Sarsica had suffered some of the worst devastation, but even there, thousands of men, women, and children had hidden in the infamous smuggler’s caves.

Then something incredible happened. Riders went out from Xanthos and Phalesia to search for survivors and announce to anyone they found that the danger was now over. They found entire communities living in the thick forests of the Wilds. The refugees who had fled to the cities were not the only ones to survive.

The lands of Galea, by far the most affected by the terror, lived again.
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Eiric stood on a lawn of green grass and stared down into the pool just a few inches from his bare feet. It was once glowing green, but now it was just a pool like any other.

‘Eiric,’ a soft, female voice called.

He turned and saw Liana approaching. She tucked a lock of silver hair behind her ear. It was a habit of hers, and for some reason it always made him smile.

Her green eyes met his. ‘Are you ready?’

He reached out to take her hand. ‘Of course.’

She led him away from the deep basin and down the long, winding canyon that was the only exit. The steep walls glistened with moisture and cast shade that gave pleasant relief from the fierce rays of the summer sun. With graceful steps, still holding Eiric’s hand, Liana followed a trickling stream to where the canyon took a sharp bend.

Eiric was surprised when, rather than continue past the bend, Liana led him to a place where the rock walls parted slightly to reveal a passage, easily missed if one didn’t know it was there.

Liana turned sideways to slip through the gap, which was far too narrow for a broad human to enter. Eiric struggled, but despite his wide shoulders his frame was lean, and he made it through a moment later.

‘How—?’ Eiric began.

Liana shook her head, putting her finger to her lips.

She took his hand once more, drawing him ever onward. It grew dark when the rock at the top of the walls closed together, forming a ceiling. The defile they were following became a tunnel. Liana was leading Eiric into a cave.

Though the passage was narrow, the ceiling was high overhead. Ferns grew in niches on both sides and moisture covered the walls. The air smelled fresh and wet.

Eiric looked down when he realized that what he was walking on was strangely soft. A carpet of moss coated the ground, thick as a cushion. It made his steps feel like he was walking on air. The number of ferns increased, and there were soon so many that they sprouted in all directions. Trailing growth draped tendrils from the ceiling. Eiric was forced to release Liana’s hand so he could part the green curtain and make progress.

At the same time that he realized Liana had stopped, and was looking back at him and smiling, he also realized something else.

She was standing near a powerful green light.

Eiric swept aside the last tendrils hanging from the cave’s ceiling and came to a halt beside Liana. He gasped. Liana’s hand sought his, and he clasped her palm tightly.

‘Words fail me,’ Eiric murmured.

Plant life like nothing he had seen before covered the rear wall of the cave. Vines swirled in and out of moss while grasses and ferns mingled with it all to form a solid mass of growth. Flowers with petals as large as Eiric’s hand sprouted from thick stems. The flowers’ colors were incredible, but the patterns inside them were even more so. Every design blended opposite colors together; the petals were more vibrant than the most beautiful butterfly wings.

Yet most captivating of all were the crystal shards embedded like bright fruit in the wall of growth. There were dozens of them – no . . . hundreds. Each shard looked clear, but glowed from inside, pouring out light the color of green grass on a summer’s day.

Eiric reached out with his senses. The connection was weak, but even broken as the jewel was, he could still feel it. The power of life. It was bound to the eldren. It gave them their abilities. It connected them with this land. When it waned, Sindara became Cinder Fen.

‘Even after I broke it, the pieces kept glowing,’ Liana said. ‘I didn’t know what to do, so I brought the shards here. And then when I returned . . . I saw that this had happened.’ She indicated the incredible life in front of her as the glow turned her pale skin green and shone from her silver hair. ‘What does it mean?’

‘It means our powers are not completely lost,’ Eiric said with a smile.

‘We can still change?’

‘I doubt we would stay changed for long if we ventured far from Sindara. But close to home?’ Eiric met Liana’s eyes. ‘We can still hunt, and swim, and fly.’

He and Liana watched the glowing shards for a moment in silence.

Liana suddenly smiled. ‘I just realized that the humans won’t fear us anymore,’ she said. ‘Outside Sindara, we will be just like them.’

Eiric thought for a moment, and then nodded. ‘We must still form deeper bonds for a lasting peace. We will open Sindara to the world. One day our descendants might move to Phalesia or Xanthos. Anyone with odd-colored eyes will be just that, and not treated any differently. And that is for the best.’ Eiric took Liana’s hand. ‘It feels good, doesn’t it?’

She tilted her head, perplexed.

‘It feels good’ – he smiled – ‘to no longer have anything to be afraid of.’

She returned his smile.

‘Have I told you I love you?’ he asked.

‘Not lately.’

He pulled her close. ‘I may be my father’s son,’ he said. ‘But his spirit lives on in you.’
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Chloe sat on the edge of a cliff at Athos and gazed out to sea. Waves crashed against the rocks far below. The cool breeze whipped at her hair. The bright sun warmed her skin.

Her thoughts were in turmoil. But magic was gone, and along with it her powers, never to return. Rather than meditate to clear her mind, she let the thoughts come.

Most of all, she wondered what had happened at the battle. Had she acted in time? The last thing she remembered was kneeling on the sand with the army formed up nearby. She had called on the golden orb from the Lighthouse of Aleuthea. Then darkness had descended until she found herself at Athos with Liana standing beside her.

She had already prayed to all the gods that Dion was still alive. There was nothing more she could do. She almost wished she could look into the future, but the Source was gone, as was the Wellspring in Sindara. Liana and Dion would no longer be able to change their forms, and couldn’t come to get her. She would never again soar above the clouds on dragon back.

Surely Dion was alive? They had both given so much. He had to be.

She froze when she saw a ship.

She climbed to her feet and shielded her eyes. The vessel became larger as it neared. It was long and lean, the color of pine, and a white square of sail puffed out from the tall mast. A multitude of oars hauled at the water as the ship rose and fell on the waves, sending up a cascade of spray every time the bow struck the sea. It wasn’t heading directly toward the island, but the captain might be trying to take advantage of the westerly wind. Chloe tried to see the flag, but it was hidden behind the sail. She squinted to see how many banks of oars it had, but it still wasn’t close enough.

The ship began to turn.

It moved ponderously, so that she wasn’t sure if it was going to head toward the island or was just changing course. The oars swept back and forth; surely it was too fast on the water to be a bireme?

The ship completed the turn. She allowed her hope to surge: there were three banks of oars. It was a trireme, longer and broader than a bireme. Only the fleet of Xanthos possessed triremes. The ship was even flying a crimson flag.

It had to be from Dion.

Chloe turned and began to run. She leaped over the rocky area of cliffs and sprinted toward Seer’s Cove. Her heart raced. Excitement and fear fought each other. The ship must be here to collect her, but she also might be about to learn that Dion was dead. He couldn’t be. Please, she prayed as she raced. He couldn’t be.

She plunged into a section of forest. Twigs snapped beneath her feet while she weaved through the trees. Finally she made it through and emerged out the other side. Panting heavily, she ran toward the cove. She constantly thought about what she was going to learn.

She climbed a hillside, and the ground opened up, revealing the stretches of smooth rock where once colorful fires burned. Her breath ran ragged. She sprinted down the path of blue stone and then finally came to a halt at the low stone wall separating the path from the sandy shore.

Placing her hands on her hips, she fought to regain her breath. The ship would be navigating the channel that led to the cove, and she still couldn’t see it. Her breath slowly evened out. She gnawed at her lip while she waited.

The trireme rounded a headland and came into view.

The sail was down, and the ship was sliding over the water on oars alone. The sea was calm in this area, and the blue water was pale close to the beach. The sun glistened off the surface, creating sparkles when it shone on the slight ripples. The scene would have been beautiful, if she wasn’t so terrified.

She recognized the ship as the Liberty, Dion’s flagship. Soon the figures on the deck would be clear. She was suddenly too afraid to watch the vessel approach. She closed her eyes and prayed harder than she ever had before. After she finished she counted slowly backward from ten, still with her eyes tightly shut.

Chloe opened her eyes.

She immediately saw the young man standing at the bow.

He was lean and suntanned. He had flaxen hair and a broad smile as he flashed his white teeth.

The moment the ship reached the shallows, Dion jumped over the side. He plunged into water up to his waist and began to wade directly for shore.

Chloe raced down the beach to meet him. He climbed out of the water and opened his arms, and she threw herself into them.

For a long time they simply held each other, neither saying a word.
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The Liberty made all speed for Phalesia. Dion and Chloe stood together, watching the antics of a group of dolphins as they leaped in and out of the water just ahead of the bow.

‘It worked because the arch used human and eldran magic together,’ Chloe explained. ‘We ended the spell.’

‘You saved us,’ Dion said. His expression became concerned when he saw Chloe’s face. ‘What is it?’

Chloe tried not to show her mixed emotions. ‘I’m just sad that the eldren had to lose everything. We aren’t bound to magic in the same way they are.’ She scowled. ‘Why are you smiling?’

‘Liana told me something. Their magic isn’t gone, not completely.’

Chloe’s mouth dropped open.

‘They can still change,’ Dion said, his eyes twinkling, ‘as long as they don’t go far from Sindara. And there is no chance of Sindara becoming Cinder Fen again.’

Chloe suddenly realized. ‘But that means . . .’

Dion nodded. ‘I don’t live in Sindara, and so I can’t change. I’m almost as human as you are. Does that bother you?’

She returned his smile. ‘Bother me?’ She pretended to consider. ‘Perhaps it does . . . I do like to fly.’

He started to give her a mock punch in the shoulder, but she grabbed his fist and pulled him close. For a time they held each other.

‘Perhaps this was part of the Oracle’s plan,’ Dion finally said. ‘Some eldren will want to stay in Sindara, but others might want to know the wider world.’

Chloe shook her head in wonder. ‘And some of our people might go to live in Sindara. No more necklaces. No more fear.’

Dion leaned forward to kiss her. She kissed him back, and then she saw a change come over his face. ‘What is it?’

He frowned. ‘But why not destroy the Source sooner?’

Chloe told Dion what the Oracle had told her in the strange place of whiteness.

‘She planned it the way it turned out,’ she finished. ‘Everyone had to learn to work together. Kargan had to change, and so did you. This was the way it had to happen for there to be lasting peace.’ When Dion’s frown deepened, Chloe continued. ‘I know we lost a lot, Dion, but it wasn’t your fault. If you want to blame anyone, blame the Oracle. Just remember that we can’t ever let peace falter.’

Dion nodded. He was pensive for a time, but then he remembered that he was standing here with Chloe, and their future together was bright.

‘Listen, Chloe. I’ve been a fool,’ he said. ‘You know I love you, don’t you?’

She smiled and looked up at him. ‘I do.’

‘You are your own woman. I realize that now. And if there is one thing I know, it’s that we all owe you everything.’ He turned and pointed. ‘Look!’

They were nearing the coast, and already the headlands were opening up to reveal the white city of Phalesia, spread around the bay. The sea calmed as the Liberty entered the harbor, passing vessels of all shapes and sizes. Soon the tall cliffs at the Temple of Aldus towered over them while they approached the pebbled shore. Dion took in the beautiful city, seeing the lyceum, the library, and the temples.

The stone embankment framing the agora thronged with activity. People in colorful tunics filled every available space, cheering and waving at them. Dion picked Finn’s face from the crowd, and saw Cob and Roxana standing beside him. Dozens of consuls in white tunics began to descend the steps to greet them.

Dion and Chloe exchanged glances and then waved. A loud roar came from the crowd.

The trireme slid up on the shore. The oarsmen leaped out at the sides and began to haul the great vessel up onto the pebbles.

Dion smiled and held out his palm. ‘Come on,’ he said, leading Chloe toward the waiting gangway. ‘Your people are waiting for you.’

They descended together, hand in hand.
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Dion watched Sophia walk forward to lay a wreath on the sarcophagus.

Newly made of marble, it rested side by side with the tomb of Aristocles. The two fallen leaders of Phalesia would share this holy place, at the Temple of Aldus, on a plateau high above the city, gazing out over the Maltherean Sea.

Sophia’s eyes were red as she returned to her sister. Chloe pulled Sophia close.

Dion stood beside them both as he fought to control his own emotions.

They had found Amos in the Temple of Aeris. He had been sitting upright and leaning back against the wall.

His expression had been content.

Dion gazed at the two marble tombs as the priest addressed the crowd. The priest spoke about the journey from this world to the next, but Dion wasn’t listening. Instead he remembered both Amos and Aristocles. He thought about the two men, who had shared their lives as friends and companions, and would always be remembered as stewards of their city. They had also been guardians of the sisters Dion now stood with, one a girl, still finding her place in the world, and the other a young woman who was as strong as her father before her.

Dion pictured the two men now, Aristocles doting on his daughters and Amos steadfast to the end. The gods did what they willed, and their lives had been cut short, along with so many others.

He remembered Zachary, who took Dion in when his brother rejected him and did his best to welcome him into life as an eldran. He remembered Glaukos, his uncle, always trying to guide him while he learned to be a king.

With one hand on Sophia’s shoulder, he used the other to pull Chloe close, and he knew that she was remembering them too.
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After a journey that would become legend in years to come, Kyphos returned to Malakai.

The Targus slowed and then turned to face the shore, while the vessel behind followed suit, and this continued down the line until all twelve ships had their bows pointed toward the city. The crews lowered the sails of each vessel. With the pace of a steady march, the oars pulled at the sea.

Kyphos saw Malakai’s walls grow larger. The city rose up, with the Sky Tower easily taller than every structure around it. On his left, the Targus passed the single, solitary pier, where a few small boats bobbed and some locals holding fishing poles watched the fleet’s arrival.

He thought about all that had happened since his departure. He remembered his shock at seeing that his people had been driven from Necropolis . . . the trek over the snow . . . the blizzard . . . the broken ice sheet. The journey back had been terrifying. First it was the storm . . . then the luck at finding land that became horror when the island started moving.

Everyone traveling with the fleet was lucky to be alive. But alive they were. Kyphos had promised his king that he would sail to Necropolis and return with the people left behind. He had fulfilled his vow. Now it was time to learn what had taken place in his absence.

While the fleet eased toward shore, Kyphos gazed at the city, trying to guess the state of affairs. Malakai was obviously still in Palemon’s hands, for he could see desert clansmen manning the walls. He scanned the sky. There were no dragons flying overhead, which likely meant that the army was on foreign shores, consolidating its hold on one nation or another. There was only a small group of civilians and soldiers waiting on the beach to greet the new arrivals. It appeared that the king was away.

Kyphos was disappointed that Palemon wasn’t here to welcome his people to their new home, but it wasn’t unexpected. The kings of Ilea and Xanthos would do anything to see Palemon brought to his knees. Kargan wanted Malakai to return to its place as part of his empire. Palemon needed to fight to ensure they were all safe.

The sun was blazing hot after the frigid cold in the north. Waves lapped at the shore; the blue water looked cool and inviting. Kyphos heard the sound of the sea bed scraping against his ship’s hull. A series of splashes came from all directions as the oarsmen leaped out to drag the vessel above the tide line.

He strode to the hatch leading to the lower decks and climbed down the ladder. When he was below decks, he stopped to scan all the faces in front of him. Even with the oarsmen gone, there were far too many to be squeezed into such a small space. He saw children and their parents and grandparents. Careworn mothers held babes in their arms.

‘Welcome,’ Kyphos said. ‘Your journey is over. You will be safe here, you have my word. You may find it hot, but the bright sun enables crops to grow tall, and there is plenty of food. You may find it strange, but in time you will discover pleasures in new things: sherbet, silk, wine, and cheese . . . swimming in the sea, and shopping in the markets.’ He smiled. ‘Welcome to your new home.’
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While his men took care of disembarking the passengers, Kyphos approached the small welcoming party on the shore.

He recognized several faces. Some of the soldiers were captains Palemon had put in charge of Malakai’s defenses. The civilians were representatives from the desert clans and the city’s administrators.

Kyphos was still a dozen paces away when he saw the soldiers in the group straighten to attention. He raised an eyebrow; his people were picking up the customs of these lands more quickly than he’d thought possible. One of the captains stepped forward. His name was Agon, and like many cold bloods he had shaved his beard and his pale skin had developed a deep tan.

‘Lord Kyphos,’ Agon said. ‘Welcome home.’

Kyphos was puzzled. First the strange salute, and now the man was calling him a lord. ‘What is going on here?’ he asked. He scanned the group; everyone was watching him expectantly.

‘I have grave news,’ Agon continued. ‘The king is dead. As is the sorceress, Zara. There was a battle. Their bodies were returned to us.’

Kyphos froze.

He couldn’t believe it. Palemon was indomitable. Nothing could bring him down. His army was unstoppable. He had dragons and sorcerers. Kyphos began to shake his head, but then stopped.

The king was dead.

Palemon had crossed the ice to check on the Solaris time and time again, from when he was a young man to the age when gray streaked his hair. He had dreamed of returning his people to these lands, and it was only because of him that they were here. When a fleet was needed, he had procured one, despite the odds stacked against him.

Palemon was the king. He had always been the king. Somehow, he had also been Kyphos’s friend.

And Zara . . . She had always been arrogant, but she had supported the king in every endeavor. Kyphos had often bickered with her, but he respected her. Part of him even loved her.

It struck him with force. Their bodies were in Malakai. There was no denying the truth.

All the administrators and soldiers had their gazes fixed on him. They were waiting for him to speak.

‘Where is he?’ Kyphos’s voice was hoarse. ‘Show me.’

Agon nodded and indicated for Kyphos to follow. The rest of the group started to fall in behind them, but Kyphos scowled at them. ‘Stay here. Help our people.’

Kyphos felt eyes on his back as Agon led him farther up the shore. He tried to imagine what might have happened in his absence. He supposed he would find out soon enough.

Agon only took him a short distance.

They came to a halt in front of the statue of the tall warrior on dragon back. The marble had been cleaned until it shone. The name on the pedestal was bright and clear.

Kyphos realized immediately that the granite base was taller. It had been lifted to stand above a crypt, a boxlike structure with a small metal door.

He gazed up at the statue of his king’s namesake, Palemon the First. The man it represented had noble features and long flowing hair. He held a sword above his head. With a start, Kyphos recognized the sword. It was the weapon he had seen in Palemon’s hand a thousand times.

‘This isn’t what he looked like,’ Kyphos said.

Agon hesitated. ‘We can erect another statue—’

‘No!’ Kyphos cut in. He smiled. ‘He would have liked this.’

‘Do you want to go inside?’ Agon asked.

‘Now that I’m here, no, I do not,’ Kyphos said, still looking up at the statue. ‘I want to remember him the way he was.’

Agon spoke hesitantly. ‘Lord . . . There is another matter. Palemon had no heir. We need a leader. All of us . . . We have spoken about this at length. It was said that if you brought our women and children back to us, you would be king.’

‘King?’ Kyphos started. ‘Me?’

‘The clan leaders respect you. We need a king. Kargan of Ilea has rescinded his claim on Malakai. We have a crown ready, made from what was once the Arch of Nisos.’

Kyphos was pensive for a time as he remembered Palemon, the man he would always think of as the true king.

‘Tell them I accept, on one condition,’ he finally said. ‘Palemon the Thirteenth . . . The last to carry his name . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘Palemon had a dream, and I intend to fulfill it.’ He spoke firmly. ‘This city will no longer be called Malakai. From this day forward, I want it to be known as New Aleuthea.’
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Morning dawned over Phalesia. The sun rose slowly, cresting the horizon, washing the sky with gold and orange. The first rays touched on the rippling waters of the Maltherean Sea and cast a long, tapering shimmer. Shadows gave way to light at the Temple of Aldus on its high plateau, where two sarcophagi rested side by side. White structures of stone reflected the break of day – the temples, library, lyceum, and hilltop villas of the wealthy.

Chloe woke and stretched when crisp sunlight poured through her bedroom window to shine on her face. She felt rested and well, better than she had been for a long time. Rather than nightmares, her dreams were filled with pleasant images from the recent past: Dion and her sister, both laughing as he taught Sophia to sail in Phalesia’s bay; eldren addressing the consuls and citizens at the lyceum; women voting along with the men; farmers entering the city with grain from the harvest.

She stretched again, languidly, because she could. But when she glanced to the side, she frowned.

There was a book, sitting on the stand beside her bed. She was certain it hadn’t been there when she’d gone to sleep. She reached for it and inspected the cover to see the title.

‘Meditations on Governance, by Xenophon the Philosopher,’ she said aloud.

[image: image]

Dion climbed the steps to the villa.

Tiered gardens spread out beside him, covering the hill that the villa was built on. He passed flowering shrubs, fragrant lavender bushes, and then a statue of a horse. He smiled sadly when he saw it; Amos had put that statue there for Sophia.

He cast his mind back further, remembering when he’d first come this way, long ago. The Narrows had been blocked after a terrible earthquake, and he had needed Aristocles’ help. He hadn’t expected to be dining that night with Aristocles and his daughters. He wondered how the person he was then would have felt to know that he would fall in love with Chloe, that they would go through things together no one should experience, but come out stronger than forged steel. He wished now that he’d spent more time with Chloe’s father. He wished she had known his mother, a woman filled with love and inner strength, who had given up everything for her people.

Unbidden, one of the last things Aristocles said to Dion came back to him. He could almost see him, his bald crown and white hair at the sides, high forehead and perpetually worried expression. They were standing on Dion’s pirate ship, the Black Dragon, and Aristocles was saying goodbye.

‘I will tell her she should follow her heart. And I will pray that the gods lead her to you.’

Tears came to Dion’s eyes, and he stopped on the steps. He took a deep breath. If he had known, after the first contact with Ilea, that he would lose family and friends, could he have kept going? Sometimes it was better not to know the future.

He gathered himself and resumed climbing. The morning sun shone in his face, and with it suddenly all his cares melted away. He couldn’t try to see the future, or dwell too much on the past. It was time to finally allow himself to take pleasure from the present.

He reached the terrace and smiled. Sophia was jumping from one paving stone to another, playing some game. She saw him and grinned, running at him to crash into his torso.

He squeezed her, and then crouched slightly to meet her eyes. ‘Did you do it?’

‘I did,’ she said. ‘She’s been reading all morning.’ She looked at him with open curiosity. ‘What’s it about?’

‘I’ll tell you soon,’ Dion smiled, ‘but first I have to see your sister.’

Sophia rolled her eyes. ‘Come on.’

She took him by the hand and led him through the door and into the reception. Dion saw Chloe sitting on a recliner with Xenophon’s book in her lap. She looked absorbed, and didn’t even register his entrance.

‘I’m going to the market,’ Sophia said. She gave a wave and left.

‘Chloe,’ Dion said. She glanced up and looked surprised to see him approaching. He flicked a quick glance at the book. ‘What do you think?’

She frowned and set the book down. ‘I thought it must have been you.’

‘Well,’ he said with a smile. ‘Me and Sophia.’

She didn’t return his smile. Instead she lifted her chin. ‘So let me get this right. Xenophon proposes three tiers of governance, like a three-legged stool. One group makes the laws, and these men—’

‘—and women,’ Dion interrupted.

‘. . . these lawmakers,’ she continued, ‘are voted for by the people.’

‘Like the Assembly of Consuls,’ Dion said.

Chloe nodded. ‘I realized that. Then another group makes judgments according to the laws.’

‘Our temple arbiters already do this,’ Dion said.

‘And finally we have the last leg. The third group runs the nation, but is also beholden to the same laws.’ Chloe’s expression was impenetrable. ‘This is the king and his council.’

Dion sat down beside her. ‘Xanthos and Phalesia are two sides of the same coin. Phalesia needs strong leadership, but the king of Xanthos needs to be accountable to the people.’ He put out his palms and pressed them together. ‘We combine our strengths. We become one nation: Galea.’

‘With you as king?’ she asked.

‘No,’ Dion said.

‘Then who?’

‘Phalesia would never accept me as king. They would, however, accept a queen.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Xanthos would never accept a Phalesian queen.’

‘No. But they would accept a king . . . and a queen. One from each nation.’

Chloe looked up, startled.

‘Now is the time to build something greater,’ Dion said. ‘A new system, fair for all. The Assembly of Consuls grows to include Xanthos. Even the king and queen have to live by the laws the consuls make. Our priests and priestesses act as independent judges.’

Dion swallowed. He held out his hand. Chloe took it, and he stood, bringing her up with him. He led her out of the villa and to the terrace.

Once they were out in the open, he faced Chloe and stared into her eyes. ‘Will you be my queen, Chloe of Phalesia? My equal in all things?’

He suddenly dropped to one knee. He gazed up at her. ‘I hope you realize I’m asking you to marry me.’

‘Yes.’ She smiled. ‘I can see that. Now get up.’

He rose to his feet. ‘Yes, you will be my queen?’

‘Of course I will, you fool.’

‘Good, because I’ve already told Tanus you will accept.’

‘Tanus?’

‘They want to be a part of this too.’

He pulled her close and kissed her. It was a long time before they broke off.

He happened to look past her shoulder and saw a curved set of wings, soaring toward the horizon. Another set of wings flew nearby. They gave off a silver shine in the light. They looked big.

But Sindara was far away, and this time he knew they could only be birds.
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‘I’m just going to rest for a moment,’ Chloe panted.

Dion saw her take two steps and sit down heavily on a log. She leaned forward and put her hands on her knees while she regained her breath.

‘Is everything all right?’ he asked anxiously as he hurried over to her.

‘I’m fine.’ She looked up at him and smiled. ‘I’ve already told you, I just need to rest every now and then.’

Dion stared down at her belly. There was only a small bump, a place where her chiton bulged out in a way that looked out of place on her lean frame. But his instincts screamed at him to treat her gently, to care for her and protect her.

He shook his head. ‘Chloe, you’re four months pregnant. I don’t know why I let you come . . .’

‘Let me come?’ Chloe’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’m pregnant, not incapacitated. And I wouldn’t miss this even if I was due any day.’

‘Perhaps we should have traveled with the main column . . .’ Dion scratched his chin.

‘Dion,’ Chloe said firmly, ‘we’re in Sindara. There is no one that can hurt us here. And we spend too little time alone as it is.’ Her tone softened. ‘The journey will be over soon. We’re almost there. Haven’t you enjoyed sleeping under the stars, with no consuls to bother us and nothing to worry about but building a fire at night?’

Dion smiled. She was right. Everything was good in the world. ‘I have.’

Chloe’s eyes twinkled mischievously. ‘And another thing about being in Sindara. Even if a bear or a wolf found us, the black dragon might show itself.’

‘No dragons.’ Dion grinned. ‘Not today.’

‘Here.’ Chloe held out a hand. ‘I’m good to go. Help me up.’

Dion pulled her to her feet, and she immediately set a brisk pace as they resumed their walk through the sparse trees. It was midday, but the rustling branches overhead scattered the fierce summer sun. Grass and dried leaves spread out in a thick carpet that made the ground pleasant to walk on. Birds sang sweet songs as they flitted from branch to branch, while a stream somewhere created its own tinkling music.

In truth Dion was glad for the journey. Long hours walking together gave him and Chloe a chance to talk about anything and everything, from the new palace they were building in Phalesia, to the coming election – where for the first time the citizens of Xanthos and Tanus would be electing their own consuls. They discussed Sophia’s apprenticeship with Balion the apothecary, and then inevitably the conversation moved on to girl names and boy names. They both liked Aristocles for a boy.

Most of all they talked about their friends. Everyone had been busy, and it had been too long since they had all been together. As Dion and Chloe exited the trees and found themselves in a long, wide valley, Dion’s excitement grew.

He recognized the valley immediately, but it had also changed. It was still beautiful, and he and Chloe exchanged glances and smiled as it opened up in front of them. Gold and crimson flowers stood in proud bunches on the rolling hills. Tall oak and cedar trees spread wide boughs to cast shade on the bright-green grass. Bees buzzed over the fields. Flocks of yellow birds drew patterns in the sky.

The sunlight was warm on their skin as they left the forest behind, but a steady breeze blew from the valley’s far end. The fragrant air was floral and sweet, a mixture of honey and rose petals. Dion had traveled far and wide, and nowhere smelled like Sindara.

Nonetheless, there were differences from when Dion had last been here. He and Chloe now found themselves on a narrow road, winding like a ribbon as it navigated around the hills. The road followed a river, which was as it had been before, but it was now spanned by at least three graceful wooden bridges.

‘It’s hot enough for swimming,’ Chloe said. ‘And I know a place.’

She looked at Dion and grinned, and he remembered following the river until it was swallowed by trees once more, and a place where large rocks caused it to widen and slow. He would never forget how soft the grass had been by the water’s edge . . .

‘You’ve turned red!’ Chloe laughed.

Dion laughed with her. ‘Let’s just see how the day goes.’

Chloe suddenly stopped and shielded her eyes. Without a word, she left the road and climbed the nearest hill. Dion hurried after her, climbing the slope until she stopped on the crest.

‘What is it?’

‘This is it,’ she said excitedly. ‘This is the place.’

Dion followed Chloe’s gaze. The road they had been following split off to the side, and from the hill he saw a few houses on the lower ground, of a style seen anywhere in Xanthos or Phalesia. Some people were mending red-tiled roofs, while others chatted in groups. A dark-haired man was unloading barrels from a horse-driven cart, assisted by a silver-haired eldran youth in deerskin. One of the river’s tributaries flowed past the houses, and Dion saw another wooden bridge. A silver-haired young woman and a stocky bearded man laughed together as they crossed the stream.

‘What is it?’ Dion asked. ‘You knew there were Galeans living here.’

‘I saw this,’ Chloe said. ‘I was sitting right here, in this very place. I saw it, just as you’re seeing it now.’

‘A vision?’ Dion frowned. ‘Is something bad going to happen?’

‘No,’ Chloe said. She smiled. ‘No, nothing bad at all.’
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‘King Dion and Queen Chloe of Galea. Rulers of Xanthos, Phalesia, and Tanus. Protectors of Coros, Orius, and Parnos. Custodians of Athos,’ the steward intoned.

Dion linked arms with Chloe and entered the immense pavilion. The structure was like one of the eldran houses, made of a circle of tall willows with their tops bent together over time to form a roof. Green foliage formed the walls, decorated with colorful flowers. But this living pavilion was far grander than the simple house Dion had once occupied in the Wilds, expansive enough to accommodate a large crowd. Soft sunlight filled the space, pouring through the gaps in the branches high overhead.

There were dozens of people already inside, but Dion first saw Eiric and Liana, waiting to greet them and both smiling. Eiric was as tall as ever and had a crown of laurel leaves on his head. He and Liana both wore supple deerskin, the garments the finest Dion had ever seen on an eldran. Liana’s green eyes sparkled, and her long silver hair had been combed until it shone.

Dion supposed he and Chloe weren’t badly dressed either. He’d put on an expensive but comfortable crimson tunic with a subtle golden weave, while Chloe wore a snug blue chiton as bright as a sapphire.

‘King Dion. Queen Chloe,’ Eiric said with a bow.

‘King Eiric. Queen Liana.’ Dion bowed to them both.

They all exchanged glances and laughed.

‘Is everyone here?’ Dion asked Eiric.

‘They will come,’ Eiric said. He glanced over his shoulder, and Dion saw the Galean captains, consuls, and lords watching from deeper inside the pavilion. ‘Your column arrived yesterday. They will be pleased to see you safely here. Although’ – he smiled – ‘they should know you can both take care of yourselves.’ He glanced at Chloe, who was speaking with Liana. ‘How is she?’ he asked Dion.

‘I can hear you.’ Chloe turned and scowled at Eiric. ‘I wish people would stop asking me. I’m fine.’

‘You heard her.’ Dion grinned.

‘I am glad to hear it,’ Eiric said.

Dion saw Chloe whispering with Liana.

‘Can I tell him?’ Chloe murmured to her friend.

Liana blushed and nodded, and Chloe turned to Dion and made a rounded shape with her hand around her belly. Dion’s eyes widened, and he looked at Eiric, who nodded.

‘Congratulations!’ Dion beamed. Ignoring the formality of the situation, he pulled Eiric into an embrace and clapped him on the back. He saw some of the eldren in the pavilion watching in surprise, but smiling to see their stern king grinning like a fool.

‘How long?’ Dion asked.

‘A few months after you, I believe,’ Eiric said. He glanced again at Dion and Chloe’s retinue, who all looked anxious to be reunited with their king and queen. ‘You had best go and see your people. We will catch up properly later.’

Dion and Chloe crossed the pavilion to greet the rest of their group. Dion was speaking with Consul Gaius when he heard the steward call out.

‘Lord Finn of East Farm.’

Finn entered and performed a deep bow with an elaborate flourish. Dion exchanged rueful glances with Chloe; Finn’s theatrical manner and garish style of dress were starting to become a fashion in Phalesia. He was as slim as ever and wore a rakish felt hat. His bright-green tunic was almost certainly carefully chosen, given their location in Sindara.

Finn hadn’t come from Xanthos, which was why he had arrived separately. He had inherited Glaukos’s immense estate far from the city, and had doubled the size of the flocks of goats and sheep. It was rumored that he was also about to enjoy one of the most bountiful grape harvests ever recorded. He was still Dion and Chloe’s master of trade and treasury, and fortunately his energy was limitless, especially now that he had to worry about all of Galea.

Eiric and Liana welcomed Finn and the courtiers he’d brought with him. Finn then sauntered over to Dion. ‘King Dion, Queen Chloe.’ He gave another bow. ‘Did you see? I presented Eiric and Liana with my first wine of the season. Sorry’ – he grinned and spread his hands – ‘but Eiric is the host, and you can try it another time. Good to get together away from the business of the kingdom, isn’t it?’

‘Indeed, Finn,’ Chloe said, laughing as he kissed her hand.

‘Have you seen the old man?’ Dion muttered. ‘It’s not like him to be late.’

‘No . . .’ Finn scanned in all directions.

The pavilion was rapidly filling with people. Dion saw Lothar of Koulis arrive, his ancient steps supported by one of the younger members of the Council of Five. Dion watched Eiric welcome them to the gathering.

‘You’re right,’ Finn said. ‘It’s not like the old man to be late.’

‘King Kargan, ruler of the Ilean Empire,’ the steward suddenly called. ‘Lord of the Six Cities. Defender of Ilea, Shadria, and Haria.’

Dion saw Kargan, wearing an orange robe belted with yellow, stride imperiously into the immense living pavilion. He had grown his beard longer, and it jutted out from his chin, as dark as his mop of hair. Eiric and Liana waited to welcome him, but before he did anything else, Kargan leaned in to murmur something in the steward’s ear.

‘And Lord Javid, king’s champion,’ the steward announced.

Kargan turned and waited for Javid to reach his side. Dion’s eyes widened when he saw Javid out of his usual leather vest and trousers. Instead the athletic Ilean, taller than anyone except Eiric, wore a silk tunic over loose brown trousers threaded with gold. His wiry hair was still pulled back behind his head, but rather than a leather cord, it was tied with a golden clasp.

It took some time for the large group of Ileans to enter, and soon the interior of the pavilion didn’t look as big as it once had. While Dion spoke to Chloe and Finn, out of the corner of his eye he saw Kargan talking to Lothar, making points by pressing his finger into the palm of his hand.

Finally Kargan made his way over to where Dion was standing. ‘King Dion,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know if I’d come, but then I got your message. You can be persuasive when you want to be. Still, it was the name you chose for the gathering that did it.’

‘Eiric and I chose it together,’ Dion said. He gave Kargan a wry smile. ‘I’m sure you remember my queen, Chloe?’

Kargan barked a laugh. ‘How could I forget?’ He shook his head. ‘Lady, I hope all is forgiven. It was a long time ago now.’

‘Time changes us all,’ Chloe said graciously. ‘And heals many wounds. Only a fool stands still when the world moves around him.’

‘Well said.’ Kargan chuckled. ‘I’m proud to say I’ve found my own way to move on.’ He glanced at Dion and looked pointedly at the pavilion’s entrance.

The conversation in the room stilled as people began to spy the next guest to arrive. Shorter than everyone else in the room, the newcomer walked with an odd gait, given his hunchback, but was obviously comfortable in his own skin. He wore a gray vest and black trousers, and his shaggy hair was as dark as his eyes. A slender woman in a tight-fitting chiton walked beside him.

‘King Kyphos of New Aleuthea,’ the steward announced, ‘and Lady Nashita of Lamara.’

‘My niece,’ Kargan murmured to Dion. Dion turned to Kargan and saw him grin. ‘Now that was a good match. Look at him. He’s besotted with her. Trust me, they will be married before the year is done.’

Dion watched Kyphos and saw that Kargan made a good point; as Kyphos spoke with Eiric, he kept glancing at his companion, drinking in her features. Kargan moved away, and Dion rejoined Chloe. Together they exchanged greetings with Lothar and his lords, and then Kyphos came over alone.

‘King Dion,’ Kyphos said gruffly. ‘I want to tell you that I appreciate what you said in your message.’ He put out his hand, and Dion took it. The hunchback’s grip was firm. ‘I am certain we will be firm allies.’

‘There is something I want, however,’ Dion said.

‘What?’ Kyphos’s thick black eyebrows came together.

‘I want to hear the tale of your voyage, firsthand, from you.’ Dion smiled. ‘There are so many versions, and I want to know what truly happened.’

Kyphos grinned. ‘Of course. But I still don’t think you’ll believe it.’

The pavilion now thronged with people, and conversation grew from a steady hum to a loud rumble. Eldren mingled with humans, Galean captains spoke with ladies from faraway realms, and everywhere people spoke with awe at what they’d seen of Sindara’s beauty.

Finally Eiric raised his arms and crossed to the middle of the floor. Light from the ceiling of woven boughs filtered through to strike his silver hair as gradually the pavilion fell silent.

‘Greetings, all of you,’ Eiric began.

‘King Eiric,’ Dion spoke up. ‘My apologies, but we are still waiting on someone.’

Eiric tilted his head. He scanned the faces around him, perplexed, and then a loud growling voice came from somewhere outside.

‘I told you there was a storm coming.’

A woman’s even louder voice replied. ‘And that’s why I said we should take a different ship.’

‘Don’t try to blame this on me.’

‘Who else’s fault is it?’

‘By Silex, I think we’re late. Should we go inside?’

‘What do you think?’ the woman barked.

The pavilion was so silent that the voices easily came through the walls of willow. Dion smiled with relief, and then he glanced at Chloe. She met his eyes and shook her head, returning his wry grin.

‘Lord Cobrim and Lady Roxana of Fort Liberty,’ the steward announced a moment later.

Cob stomped in with Roxana at his side. He wore a fine-looking tunic, but it was tangled up, and his bald head was sunburned. Roxana, taller and broader than he was, wore a costume somewhere between man and woman’s clothing, with both trousers and embroidered tunic.

Cob’s mouth dropped open when he realized that everyone was staring at him and Roxana. He saw Eiric standing in the center of the pavilion and then spied Dion waving at them to come over.

‘Now that we are all present,’ Eiric said with a smile as Cob and Roxana joined Dion and Chloe, ‘I wish to thank you all for making the journey to be here. It is no easy task, but it is what we must do to promote peace and stability throughout the world, so that our sons and daughters may thrive.’

Dion reached out to take Chloe’s hand.

Eiric continued, ‘We have all agreed to meet every year on the anniversary of the great battle fought on Sindara’s shore, and this is to be the first of many gatherings. As a child I was always taught that communication is the key that can open all doors.’

Dion felt a shift in the mood inside the pavilion. The faces he saw were gravely serious. He looked out at the people he no longer thought of as either subjects or rivals. Many he now thought of as friends, and he hoped that they thought the same of him.

‘Welcome,’ Eiric said. ‘Welcome to the first Conference of Zachary.’
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