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    And then the end came. It was swift, unexpected, and unplanned. Just like it always is.
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Tiernan stood in front of them dressed in black with the matching ruby crown on his head, having stepped out of a sheet of obsidian glass. He’d tried to do a similar trick before with a mirror in Emerald Deep, but this time he’d succeeded. It wouldn’t matter if they shattered the glass now. The danger was already in front of them, in the flesh. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But then something happened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Lex?” a voice said off to his left.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Stay back!” Lex shouted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Dusk stood silently, staring back at her. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“LEX!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is this?” she said curiously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Just do what I tell you!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hold on,” she warned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

With a screaming roar Lyra lurched forward, jetting liquid flame from her mouth that lit up the entire interior of the volcano. Dusk watched as eight figures immediately caught fire and vaporized in front of him, their iron shields clattering to the ground useless with arms still smoldering in their straps. Another half dozen stood with their bodies turned sideways, shoulders tucked into a magical shield that kept the intense flames from reaching them. But Dusk knew how the shields drained energy and Lyra’s fire was too severe for them to last long. She continued to bear down on them, her ribs quaking with effort and the fire growing almost white hot as it spilled out across them like molten lava. The stone around them grew hot and began to glow. Dusk saw the realization dawn on their faces amid the onslaught. One by one the dust ran out and the shields shattered, each of the figures engulfed in flame and eviscerated before they had a chance to scream. When the last had finally disintegrated to ash, Lyra pulled back to take a deep, cooling breath.

The white figure stepped out from the mouth of the tunnel, holding a hand up to block the heat coming off the now-glowing stones. They tried to speak and sputtered as they inhaled a mouthful of ash. Lyra climbed over the stone towards them like a bat clinging to a wall, unbothered by the residual heat. A few larger pieces of the walkway broke away, unable to bear her enormous weight, and tumbled out of sight. Dusk lifted his cloak over his face, repulsed by the thought of inhaling any ash that had once been a person. The light from the lantern showed a dark-skinned woman with her head shaved clean. A dark stain he could only assume was blood adorned her right side, but it wasn’t immediately clear if it belonged to her or someone else and she didn’t seem to be stumbling or in pain. She looked up at them, still coughing, but relief plain in her eyes.

“Th-thank you!” she managed to squeak out before going back to clearing her lungs.

“Selussa! Are there anymore of the Circle here? Where are the others? Did anyone else make it?” Lyra asked quickly, begging for information.

“I m-managed to grab a f-few and escape back into the m-mountain,” Selussa responded, trying to take deep breaths through her linen cloak. “I came back to find more, but those monsters had already gotten through the gate. I don’t know how many are left beyond them.”

“How many made it here with you?”

Selussa was quiet for a moment. “Not many.” She looked deep into Lyra’s violet eyes. “They appeared out of nowhere, like they’d been invisible among us. The alarm wasn’t raised until after the first few had their throats cut. We never saw them coming. We fought off as many as we could while we ran, but with their magic, most of us didn’t stand a chance.”

Lyra stared down at Selussa for a long moment until she shook her head, breaking away from her own spiral of thoughts. “Dusk, you and Selussa care for the others and search for more survivors,” Lyra commanded, her voice full of sadness and fury. “I’m going to clear the valley and the bottom of the volcano. They’ll pay for what they’ve done,” she seethed

She held out an arm so that Dusk could climb over to the stone path. As soon as he was clear, Lyra let go of the wall, and sank into the darkness. Dusk looked around at the stone walkway that was beginning to fade back to its natural color and the ash piling up on the ground like dark snow. He couldn’t believe how much trouble had come to pass in so little time. He felt a tightening in his chest as he glanced up at the top of the volcano, knowing Lex was still up there wounded and possibly dying.

He turned his attention back to Selussa. “Are you hurt?” he asked, pointing to the blood stain on her side.

She glanced down at it. “This? Oh no, I’m fine. I can’t say the same for the man who tried to kill me though.” For the first time Dusk noticed the dagger in her other hand that was soaked in blood up to the hilt. “He thought I looked too weak to bother using magic.” She looked back to Dusk, her features heavily shadowed in the lantern light. “He was wrong.”

Dusk nodded. “Where are the others?”

“I took them to the library and locked them inside. They should be safe for the moment.” She lifted the lantern so that the light illuminated the burned pathway in front of them. “There’s nobody else back that way and it will be too hot to travel across for the time being. There is still your group’s quarters ahead. We should clear that first before heading back to the others.”

Dusk nocked an arrow. “Lead the way.”

Together they carefully made their way down the familiar path, keeping an eye out for any sign of movement. Dusk routinely checked behind them to make sure they weren’t being followed, but the path remained open and clear. More than once he thought he heard the roars of Lyra echo back up from the valley, but as soon as they passed into the tunnel that led to his room, there was only silence. With the utmost care they crept down the tunnel until the doors came into view. The braziers on the walls still glowed with soft orange light. Three of the doors stood open, two were closed, and the last that led to Lex’s room stood only partially ajar.

Dusk took the lead. He glanced into the open rooms first and saw nobody, just disheveled beds and the contents of packs strewn over the ground. They looked like they’d been ransacked. As he stepped back out Selussa pointed towards the door that was partially open and Dusk saw shifting light from within. He came up in front of the door, arrow drawn back and ready to fire. Selussa was right beside him with her dagger held at eye level and the shuttered lantern sitting on the floor next to her. With a brief nod he stepped forward and kicked the door inwards causing it to slam against the stone. A dark-cloaked figure jumped, startled by the noise, and dropped a bag that he was rummaging through. It was Lex’s satchel. 

A rage welled up inside Dusk’s heart seeing Lex’s things being pillaged by some stranger and he loosed the arrow, aiming for the man’s heart. It nearly struck true and before the man could utter more than a groan, he fell clutching at his chest. Dusk stormed forward seeing he was still breathing. At his side was a pouch of dust and his left hand was reaching towards it, fingers shaking. All the anger and fury that had built up in Dusk over the past hour was released as he reached down, gave the arrow a vicious twist, and ripped it out of the man’s body. Before there had been almost no blood, the arrow having blocked it from escaping. It was all that was keeping the man alive. But now a torrent was gushing forth from the hole in his chest. The man reached up, pushing his hand over it as if trying to force the blood back into his body. His hood fell away and Dusk felt his heart sink as he saw the red-headed man in front of him was merely a child, easily no more than fifteen. His already-ashen skin went pale quickly as the blood drained away. The light sapped out of his eyes and he sank back down to the ground, his hands falling to his sides as blood pooled across the floor.

“Check the other two rooms,” Dusk muttered to Selussa, his voice hollow as he stared down at the boy in front of him. 

He looked so much like Nine had that day they’d found Tephyss. The same day Maxon had put a pickaxe through his eye. Both boys, although separated by months and thousands of miles, had come to a similar fate before their time, mixed up in things they didn’t understand with people who saw them as expendable. Dusk cursed Tiernan under his breath. It was only right that his broken body was lying at the bottom of the volcano at that very moment. But even with him out of the way, their problems seemed to have only grown in his absence. Nedarya and her goals were completely unknown to him and he feared something much worse than Tiernan had been set loose upon the world.

“They’re clear,” Selussa said, coming back into the room a moment later. “We should go back to the others and tell them everything is safe.”

“No,” Dusk replied bluntly. “Take me to the top of the volcano. Lex is hurt and I’m going to need your help to save him.”
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A few minutes later Dusk found himself at the lip of the volcano, the stone lift cracking into place. He ran off the platform and through the shattered obsidian archway to Lex, the panic causing him to forget about the uneasiness the platform usually inflicted on him. Skidding to a halt he bent down beside Lord d'Ronja, placing a hand on Lex’s shoulder. It was still too dark to make out Lex’s breathing.

“Is he okay?” Dusk asked, worry filling his words.

“He’s still breathing,” Lex’s father replied. He kept his head hung low. “But he keeps coughing up more blood. His lungs are punctured.” He turned to look up into Dusk’s eyes, his cheeks stained with tears. “At this rate he’s not going to make it through the night.”

Dusk felt his heart sink into the pit of his stomach. After everything they’d been through and all the danger they faced along the way, he was going to lose Lex at the place they’d felt the most safe in months. It was cruel. The pain was almost too great to bear and threatened to tear him asunder. He’d never felt anything so great and terrible in his life. Nedarya’s words echoed through his mind, asking him if he really wanted to watch Lex die. Maybe she’d been right. It was more than he ever wanted to deal with.

“Don’t give up yet,” Selussa said, kneeling down beside them. “We still have Lyra. She may be able to help.”

Dusk felt a small flutter of hope at that reminder. If Lyra was anything like Tephyss, she might have the power to save Lex. As if on cue he heard the flapping of massive wings and glanced out over the side of the plateau. There, reflecting in the moonlight, were Lyra’s shining scales as she banked southward and came barreling towards them. She was coming in faster than seemed wise. One of her wings was moving awkwardly and her back leg was still damaged and glowing green from the magic that she’d been struck with. As soon as Dusk realized her landing was going to be a bad one he threw himself over Lex to shield him. The other’s threw arms up in front of their eyes as Lyra smashed into the plateau and skid across its surface, breaking through another one of the obsidian sheets before she finally came to a halt with a groan.

The dust cleared and Dusk looked back up to see Lyra lying on her side, chest heaving out of fatigue or pain, he assumed both. One of her wings was bent off at an odd angle and her legs were stretched out awkwardly. Selussa pushed herself to her feet and ran over to Lyra, cradling the large snout in her arms.

“Lyra!” Selussa called to her. “Are you alright?”

“I am... fine child,” she responded, her voice weak. “These wounds won’t kill me.”

Dusk turned back towards her, still keeping a hand on Lex. “You said you would help him! What do we do?” he asked, ignoring the pain she was in.

Lyra turned towards him. “I won’t be able to use any magic. Not in this state,” she whimpered, trying to turn herself further to face him.

“Then use the heart!” Dusk cried. “He’s going to die!”

“I can’t use the heart,” Lyra sighed, letting her muzzle rest on the ground. “After Tephyss created the eye he never wanted that mistake to be repeated. He sealed it off from all of the dragons long before Nozzera was even a thought.” Her violet eyes rested on Dusk’s. “It will take all the magic I have to survive these wounds.But, there is another way that may save him.”

“What is it? Tell me!”

“The heart bestowed some of its own power on this mountain, where it has been kept for so long.” She gestured towards a large mound of obsidian, darker than all the rest, that sat out in the middle of the plateau away from the other sheets of glass. “From its resting place its power has seeped into the earth. If Mirinda sent you, you already know the story of the Raven King.” She lifted a weary claw and pointed towards the patch of lilies that Dusk and Lex had been sitting next to, staring up at the stars. “Brew the golden flowers into a tea and hopefully it will be enough to save him. I’m sorry I can’t do more.”

With that, her head fell to the ground and she was still, her chest still rising and falling slowly. She was out cold. Selussa looked concerned about Lyra, but Dusk only had one person on his mind. Lex. He ran to the edge of the volcano and tore three of the lily’s heads from their stems, thrusting them into his pack. 

“Can you carry him?” Dusk called to Lord d'Ronja.

He nodded.

“Come with me. We’re going to save him.”

***
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It was a long night and well into the morning before Dusk finally fell asleep. After brewing the flowers as quickly as he could, he spent the night giving Lex drop after drop, wrung out of a damp cloth to stop him from choking. He remained unconscious, but eventually Dusk noticed his coughing had stopped and his breathing began to grow easier. Lord d'Ronja fell asleep at the side of the bed, one elbow tucked under his head and the other hand on top of Lex’s. Dusk sat with his back against the wall withLex’s head resting in his lap, still ignoring the aching wound in his own chest. He stared and stared, using every ounce of willpower to bring Lex back from the edge of death. Once the concoction was gone and the rattling noise from his lungs ceased, Dusk felt his own eyelids growing heavy, hoping the worst had passed. He fought it with all his might, but eventually he could no longer resist and sleep enveloped him like a velvet curtain.

He didn’t dream, but distinctly remembered feeling a soft touch on his cheek while he was lost in the dark void of sleep. It felt nice and he leaned into it, feeling the fingers against his skin. It brought memories flooding back to him of those nights spent in Lex’s embrace, both of them trying to keep warm against the elements. It seemed like so long ago that they’d been camping on the plains as the snow began to fall, or cuddled in a hammock as they made their way across the ocean on Captain Duillearga’s ship. During those times his world had been rife with stress and concern about the future, but looking back he saw all the peaceful moments shining through like the stars that spilled across the sky. For a long time he stayed there, enjoying the sensation. But eventually the touch slipped away from his cheek. He reached out for it again instinctually, opening his eyes. Looking down he saw a pair of sea-blue eyes staring back at him, glimmering in the firelight.

“Lex?” he whispered, barely believing what he was seeing.

“W-water,” he managed to croak out, a hand tangled in Dusk’s shirt.

Lex’s head was still resting on his lap and he didn’t want to jostle him too much. Contorting himself over the side of the bed he managed to snag his waterskin that was leaning against it without forcing him to move. He pulled it up and took off the cap, holding it down near Lex’s mouth.

“Go slow, okay?” he said, gently pouring a miniscule amount of water into Lex’s mouth.

Lex sputtered a little on the first try, but within a couple of minutes had managed to take a few mouthfuls of water. Dusk pulled the flask away and put it off to the side.

“A-are... you okay?” Lex managed to say, lifting his hand once more and placing it on Dusk’s cheek.

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me,” Dusk smiled, lifting his own hand up to cover Lex’s. “You just focus on yourself for a while.”

“B-but...” He pointed to the wound on Dusk’s chest where the crystal had been. “You’re h-hurt. T-the eye...”

“It’s fine,” he hummed. “She didn’t get it.”

Just then Lord d'Ronja began to stir, the sound of voices pulling him from his sleep. He lifted his head and Dusk watched as a wave of relief spread over him. His hand reached out and took Lex’s, careful not to disturb him too much.

“You’re alive,” he whispered, tears coming to his eyes. “I was so sure I’d lost you again.”

Lex seemed to try to pull away, but Dusk stopped him. “No, it’s okay. I promise.” Lex looked up at him, a confused look in his eyes. He was too weak to fight it much. “Once you’re better we’re going to figure it all out, but you can trust him for now.” He turned and looked at Lord d'Ronja. “Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, of course! I would never imagine hurting my own son.”

“Good.”

Dusk lifted Lex’s head and slipped off the bed before replacing it back on a small mound of furs. 

“I need to go check on Lyra. You stay here and get some rest, okay?”

Lex gave a small nod, his eyes already beginning to droop once more from the exhaustion.

“Your father is going to take very good care of you.” Dusk turned and let his gaze burrow deep into Lord d'Ronja’s dark brown eyes. “Because if he doesn’t he’ll find himself strung up outside so the ravens can eat him alive. I hear they favor this mountain.”

Lord d'Ronja swallowed hard, but nodded his head in understanding. “I’ll take care of him.”

Dusk gave him a stern look before he turned back to Lex. He was already asleep. His father reached up and took his hand once more, continuing to stare at him with an earnestness that Dusk had never seen from anyone before. With a soft hum of approval, Dusk turned and stepped through the door. Outside was a small tray of food and water left by one of the caretakers. He let the door stand open so that it was in plain view and headed up the tunnel. After sidestepping some of the damaged pathway in the volcano’s interior he took the platform to the top of the mountain, igniting the rune that he was thankful still worked even without the eye.

The first thing he noticed as he stepped off the platform were the piles of shattered obsidian glass everywhere. The razor-sharp shards littered the ground in all directions and he wondered how anyone had managed to get back into the mountain with an intact pair of boots the night before. A thin path had been made by sweeping them aside, most likely by the caretakers that were caring for Lyra in her wounded state. Beyond the glass he could make out her form, slowly rising and falling with her breath. As he walked through he lifted his eyes to the sky. The once-clear night had shifted into a dreary and overcast day. The wind carried the scent of rain on the way. Glancing out to the west he could see darker clouds on the horizon. He hoped it wasn’t a thunderstorm for Lyra’s sake.

Coming around the corner, Lyra came into full view. Her wings had been adjusted so that they rested at more natural angles. One of them was coated in bandages above the shoulder joint, but it didn’t look to be broken. The thin membranes were punctured with holes, most likely from arrows and bolts, but looked as if they’d heal quickly. The rest of her body was covered in a smattering of cuts, bruises, and scorch marks which Dusk assumed was from magical blasts. However, as he made his way around he saw Selussa standing at her hindquarters, a large bowl full of some sort of green plant sludge that she was smearing over the wound.

“That hurts!” Lyra hissed, baring her teeth in Selussa’s general direction.

“Deal with it,” Selussa snapped back, slapping another glob of paste on the wound. “This needs to be cared for properly, I don’t care how much you want to just rub dirt in it like an animal and call it good. Show a little backbone and drop the prideful act.”

“That’s quite a thing to say coming from one so small,” Lyra groaned, still clenching her teeth.

“You don’t scare me one bit. You may have been alive for a few thousand years, but it doesn’t seem to have stopped you from acting like a child when you need tending to.”

“Everything okay?” Dusk asked, stepping around Lyra’s massive form so that he was in full view.

Selussa slapped another handful of mush onto Lyra’s leg, causing her to cry out, smoke curling from her nostrils.

“She’ll be fine. She’s just having a tantrum.”

“I am not,” Lyra snapped, her violet eyes flaring at Selussa who continued to ignore her. “How is Lex?” she asked, turning to Dusk.

“He’s alive and much better already.” He felt a small tinge of shame from yelling at her the night before. “Thank you.”

“The flowers will bring him back from the edge of death fast, but he’ll still need lots of time to recover from his wounds.” Her eyes broke contact with his. “I... I don’t know if he’ll ever regain full use of everything that was damaged. The flowers only work partial miracles.”

“I’m just happy he’s okay.” Dusk reached out to place a hand on her neck and winced, gritting his teeth as the wound in his chest split. He looked down as blood began to flow from it once more. “Fuck.”

“By the gods,” Selussa exclaimed, sitting the bowl down near Lyra’s foot. “Can’t any of you take care of yourself in the slightest?”

“I f-forgot,” Dusk stammered, hand now clutched to his chest, wet with blood. “I was s-so worried about L-Lex. Fuck that hurts.”

“Yeah yeah, very noble. Sit down.” 

Selussa forced him to take a seat on the ground where she’d cleared the glass shards away. She brought over a small pack and began to mix up some sort of herbal paste from the plants inside it. Once it was finished she reached up without warning and smeared it on the wound. Dusk cried out at the stinging sensation and heard Lyra give a deep chuckle in her throat.

“If it hurts, it’s working,” Selussa grumbled, ignoring his pain. 

She made him remove his soiled shirt so she could wrap his chest in linen bandages. Pulling them tight she knotted it off on his back, causing him to wince once more. Before Lyra could laugh again at his discomfort, Selussa was back at her leg, slathering the goo over her wound once more.

“D-did Nedarya... get the... eye?” Lyra managed to squeak out between Selussa’s handfuls of paste. “I didn’t really... see what happened before I... passed out.”

“No. I don’t really understand what happened to be honest. She took it from me and looked like she’d get away, but it got really bright and then exploded,” Dusk replied, pulling his cloak back on. “It blew her hand right off and broke her power over you. She seemed to think I had something to do with it. When she saw you getting up she ran.” He paused, a realization dawning on him he hadn’t thought of till that moment. “And Tara followed her...”

“I saw.”

Dusk shook his head. He’d have time to think about that later.

“The eye should still be here somewhere,” he said, pushing himself to his feet.

Without another word he began to search the plateau. At first he stayed near Lyra and Selussa, sifting through the piles of obsidian carefully to look for the aquamarine crystal. He knew it would stick out against the black glass, but he couldn’t seem to find it. Taking a series of wider and wider circles, he moved around the plateau, working his way out. He made sure to check around the darkest mound of obsidian where the other half of the heart lay concealed, but the ground was mostly clear there. 

He went back to Lyra, knowing if the crystal had gone any further, it was lost in the forest below. As he kicked aside some of the volcanic glass in frustration, he noticed a piece of completely transparent crystal catch the light. Carefully he reached his hand in and pulled it out, avoiding the sharp edges of the other shards. The stone was almost flat and the edges were faceted. The interior wasn’t clear like he first thought, but streaked with wisps of light blue, like tiny clouds caught in the stone. He recognized it as the crystal eye, but all of its color seemed to have drained away. 

Taking off his glove he placed it in the palm of his hand. It was cold and it refused to warm at his touch. He cupped it between his hands and leaned his eye down to peer inside the small dark space they created. There was nothing. Not even the faintest hint of a glow met his gaze. Growing worried he gripped it tightly in his hand and closed his eyes. Reaching out with his thoughts he searched for the thread of magic that was always there. 

But there was nothing. No voice, no runes, and no magic.

He opened his eyes once more to see Lyra staring back at him from a few yards away. A few drops of rain began to fall, one of them splashing across the crystal’s surface.

“It’s dead,” he muttered.
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Dusk turned over the crystal in his hand, knowing it was now nothing more than a pretty rock. It had been almost two days since the attack and Lex was only a few feet away, still asleep on the bed of furs. He’d been in and out of consciousness, but seemed to be recovering little by little. His father had left some time ago to wander down to the kitchens in search of food and drink. What little food had been brought up was fed to Lex when he was conscious. Dusk had hardly touched anything at all. Thankfully the wounds on Lex’s chest were mostly sealed over by Dusk’s magic, but the internal damage remained. The lilies had stopped the bleeding and kept him alive, but he’d have to do the majority of the healing on his own. It was going to be a long road to recovery for him.

Dusk, out of curiosity, had drank some of the lily tea himself. It was strangely sweet and bitter at the same time with a strong floral flavor that he could only describe as invasive. Not being near death by any stretch of the imagination, he felt little difference in his body after taking it. However, when Selussa came to change the bandages for the first time, she commented that it was healing faster than expected but would still take some time for it to finish knitting itself back together. She warned him that he’d always have a scar. There was nothing she could do about that. It wasn’t a concern to him, just another reminder of the past permanently carved into his flesh.

His thoughts had been all-consuming every moment Lex didn’t require his attention. He’d been so lost within himself that he hadn’t even gone back up to visit Lyra since finding the crystal. It didn’t seem to matter though. It wasn’t like there was anything he could really do to make the situation any better. Nedarya had killed Tiernan and that was the only good news. Most of the caretakers had been killed by the Circle members, either in the valley or near the gate into the mountain. Barely a dozen, including Selussa, had managed to escape with their lives. Even then the majority of them had been wounded. They didn't have enough people to care for the animals now wandering the valley or tend to the vegetable gardens that were in full bloom as the summer equinox drew nearer. Lyra was unable to leave her position atop the mountain just yet, needing her injured wings to get to the bottom of the volcano. Dusk knew he shared the feeling of being trapped with everyone else. There was nowhere to go and it was inevitable that Nedarya would come back for the crystals. She’d made that need clear.

Dusk flipped the stone in the air like a coin, which was about all it was good for, and popped it into his pocket. He didn’t see any reason to guard it now.

He walked over to Lex’s side and sat on the edge of the bed, needing something else to focus on for a moment. Reaching out he pushed a few hairs out of Lex’s face, brushing the skin with his fingertips. Lex’s eyes fluttered open and a small grin crept across his face.

“Hey there, handsome,” he smiled, his voice sounding less gravelly than it had. 

“Hey,” Dusk replied, staring down at him. It was good to see him smile again.

“Why the long face? You look like Maribel.”

Dusk snorted unexpectedly, surprising even himself. “If you weren’t hurt already I’d punch you for that one.”

“If you wanted to get rid of me, here’s your chance.” Lex smiled up at him, clearly trying to lighten the oppressive feeling in the room. “Speaking of getting punched, where’s Tara?”

Dusk felt his heart drop. He hadn’t gotten a chance to tell Lex everything that had happened the night of the attack. Lex noticed the shift in his mood and reached out, taking Dusk’s hand.

“Is she alive?”

“As far as I know.”

Lex paused. “So she’s not here...”

“No.”

“What happened up there?”

“I promise I will get you up to speed, but you need to focus on resting,” Dusk sighed, squeezing Lex’s hand. “In a day or two we’ll all sit down together and talk about what’s going on.”

“I know I can’t convince you otherwise. Not that I’d have the strength to do it anyway.” Lex glanced over at the door, checking it was empty. “Hopefully you can explain to me why my good-for-nothing father is here too.”

“He was under Tiernan’s spell. He doesn’t remember anything.”

“That’s what he claims.”

“I don’t have any way to prove it to you,” Dusk said, patting his hand. “You’ll just have to talk to him yourself and come to your own conclusions. He should be back here shortly. You two should talk.”

“I don’t want to ever speak to him again.”

“Lex,” Dusk sighed once more, hearing the petulant child rising up in Lex’s voice. “At least give him a chance. He is the one that saved your life. Without him you’d be dead right now.”

Lex’s eyes burrowed into Dusk’s, confusion clouding their surface. 

“At least speak with him. I don’t care if you two never work it out, but hear him out just once. He hasn’t left your side for more than a moment for two days. I think you can at least do that.”

“What if it’s another trick?”

Dusk understood Lex’s fear and hesitation. He’d been through the same thing with Yarick and came out worse for wear on the other side. If their journey together had one lesson, it was to trust no one.

Dusk bit back his pessimism. “And if it’s not you’ll have sacrificed an opportunity to get back the father you used to love so much. I remember the stories you told me about him and how great he was when you were a child. He’s been under Tiernan’s spell for a long time and maybe the father you loved is still there, finally free.” Dusk paused for a moment, Lex staring at him intently. “And if you decide you still hate him, at least you tried. That’s all anyone can ask.”

There was a soft knock at the door and both of them looked up. Lord d'Ronja was standing there with a wooden tray in his hands piled with an assortment of food. His cloak was still stained with dirt, but he’d managed to find a place to wash up a little bit and make himself more presentable.

“Can I come in?” he asked timidly. “I don’t want to interrupt you two.”

Dusk nodded and Lord d'Ronja stepped through, bringing the tray over to the bed. He set it gently off to the side and stood there awkwardly for a moment, unsure what to do next. Lex kept his eyes turned away from his father. He didn’t look like he would be the one to begin the conversation.

“Lord d'Ronja,” Dusk began, feeling the title stick to his tongue like bitter oil. “I think it’s fair to say that none of us here trust you for multiple reasons. However, I’m willing to hear you out. Tell me what you remember.”

Lex’s father shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t remember much...”

“When does your memory go blank? Let’s start there.”

He looked down at Lex who was still keeping his eyes averted and took a deep breath. “The last thing I remember was going to Eblesal to see King Cecil and his family. Cecil and I were best friends growing up and we remained close.”

“King Cecil is dead,” Lex spat.

“Oh...” Lord d'Ronja took a deep breath, visibly pushing the beginnings of grief down before it could surface. “Anyway... I was taking Lex to be presented to Princess Nedarya along with the Malkekna boy, Jesper.” He paused for a moment, his eyes looking up and to the right as he searched for memories. “I remember we arrived safely and I went to meet Cecil’s new advisor a week before the presentation ceremony. He introduced me to Tiernan who had done him a great service, although he didn’t explain what it was. He seemed like a charming and warm fellow, nothing odd about him in the slightest. The three of us spent quite a bit of time together as the week went on. But the night before the ceremony, Tiernan called me to the throne room. I remember him speaking to me about plans the king had to make peace with Inahan and how he thought he was making a mistake. I recall defending Cecil, but then it sort of goes fuzzy there. I’m not sure what happened.

“The next thing I knew I was waking up at the top of this volcano with a dragon, a deranged princess, and a much older son that I barely recognize.” He stopped, reaching his hand up to comb it through his silvery hair. “I’ve been wracking my brain for days trying to find anything else. All I have are brief moments of time, things that I have no context for.” He looked up at Dusk. “I don’t know what I did, but considering how everyone has been looking at me, it must have been terrible.”

“Lex will tell you his story in time I’m sure,” Dusk replied stiffly. “As for me, I have reasons to dislike you beyond Tiernan. I was a piece of your property at the Ronja mines.” Dusk held out his arm and pulled back the sleeve, displaying the faded tattoo of his ten slashes. “And your mine was in operation long before you were enchanted.”

Lord d'Ronja looked uncomfortable, like he’d never come face to face with any man from the mines. “It’s... it’s just the way things are done,” he said, his voice shaking. “My father left me the mines and I just continued with what he taught me. But I’ve always made sure to treat everyone well at the chateau.” He paused. “They’re very happy.”

Dusk rushed forward, grabbing him by the collar and slamming him against the wall, a piercing pain shooting through his chest under the bandage that he ignored. “Tell that to the hundreds of men that have lost their lives in those mines. The thousands that were shipped off to Malkekna to be sold to brothels, farms, homes, and abusers! Go home right now and ask your very happy house slaves if they enjoy working their lives away for nothing under the threat of death.” He growled under his breath, leaning close to d'Ronja. “You wouldn’t be thankful to be a slave with no free will, so why should they be any different? Don’t feed me your fucking bullshit.”

“It... it’s just how things are done.”

Dusk threw him to the floor. “Then it sounds like things need to change. You and your kind don’t deserve the power they have if it costs people their humanity.” He went back over to the edge of the bed and stood protectively over Lex. “I can see why he hates you so much. If you only want to give shallow excuses and are unwilling to listen or change anything, then leave. We have no use for you.”

Lord d'Ronja pushed himself to his feet, his shoulders hunched and head turned downward. “I... I want to help,” he murmured. “To make up for what I’ve done. But you have to understand... I don’t know any other way to live. My father taught me how to keep the family going, just like his father taught him. I know nothing else.”

“Do you have a brain?” Dusk cried, throwing his arms up. “Your own thoughts?”

“Yes...”

“Then grow the fuck up and use them.”

“Yes sir.”

Dusk went to make another snide remark, but stopped at Lord d'Ronja’s familiar words. He suddenly recognized the man standing in front of him looking defeated and bruised. It was the same person Dusk had been almost a year ago under Maxon’s watchful eye. If someone had given him the same speech he’d given Lord d'Ronja, he would have reacted the same way. All he’d known was mining and following orders. Every day was exactly the same and to break that routine meant pain or death. Lord d'Ronja seemed to harbor the same fear, however unrealistic it might be. Someone had beaten the child out of Lord d'Ronja that cared about things like happy slaves. At that moment Dusk realized he was going about the conversation the wrong way. Instead of leading with shouted anger, maybe he needed to lead with a listening ear and understanding. Making Lex’s father feel guilty wasn’t going to change anything, it would only make it harder to communicate.

“Sit down,” Dusk sighed, purposefully lessening his voice. He gestured to a nearby chair. “What any one of us is angry about, doesn’t matter.” Lex turned to look at him, but Dusk waved him off. “It really doesn’t. There’s much more at stake. What matters right now is that Nedarya has now taken control of the Circle and she is much more powerful than Tiernan ever was.” He took a seat on the edge of the bed. “With Tiernan we knew mostly what we were getting into. He was free with his information and although he didn’t tell us the whole truth, he told us a great deal. Nedarya, on the other hand, is a complete mystery. We didn’t travel with her long enough to learn who she was and I suspect she kept herself hidden on purpose, waiting for a moment to strike Tiernan down.

“But now that she’s accomplished that goal, I’m at a loss as to what she’ll do next.” Dusk turned his attention back to Lord d'Ronja. “She’s made passing remarks about hating her family and tradition, but I don’t know how far she’ll go with it. Lyra said the heart would drive her mad, but is she really a killer?”

“Yes, she is.” Lord d'Ronja paused for a moment, lifting his eyes to Dusk. “Nedarya had always been a problematic child. On the outside she was all sweetness and elegance. She was always beautiful and disarmingly charming towards anyone that could be of use to her. Long before I took Lex to be presented to her, I had a heart-to-heart with Cecil. He said she’d been caught multiple times getting into fights and had maimed many of her swordsmanship teachers on purpose when they were supposed to be drilling techniques. At twelve she was already asking her father when the next war was going to break out and if she could train to be a commander of troops.”

“Can that be true? Nedarya, when we first met, was almost helpless,” Dusk explained. “She was running from monsters and cowering behind Tara for protection.”

“That’s her façade,” Lord d'Ronja replied. “It took a long time for anyone to catch on and Cecil was the only one that had witnessed her ferocity firsthand. In fact, I made him promise me that he wouldn’t choose Lex as her suitor. We both knew the Malkekna boy was vicious and since she had to marry a noble, we thought they’d make a perfect match.”

“You asked the king not to choose me?” Lex asked, turning back towards them.

“I didn’t want you to end up with someone like her,” he said, nodding his head. “You’ve always been soft-hearted and gentle, especially with animals. She would have eaten you alive.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense.” Dusk said. “Tara spent months with her in private on the road to and from Malkekna. They even fell in love. She said Nedarya liked to cause trouble, but wasn’t blood thirsty.”

“She’s been a master of deception for a long time.” Lord d'Ronja shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know why she started out the way she did, but I will tell you this: the year before the ceremony her father and brother told her that she would be locked up for the rest of her days if she didn’t consent to marry. It was her duty to her family and the crown. More than that, he was terrified of what she might become if she were allowed to gain power after he died. All involved agreed there were no other options. Something inside her broke when he told her. I listened from the adjoining room as she cursed her father and her entire family, wishing they would all drop dead. That night, without warning, she snuck into her father’s chambers and tried to assassinate him in his sleep. Thankfully Arius didn’t trust her and was there to stop it from happening. She nearly killed him before the guards finally arrived. Her father had her locked in the dungeon for almost six months.

“When she came back out she was the picture of sweetness, charm, and queenly grace. I don’t know what they did to her, but I suspect it was extremely painful, although you won’t find a mark on her. I suspect Cecil was already working with Tiernan at that time and his great favor to him might have been the mental breaking of Nedarya. And even with all that accomplished, the king never trusted her again.”

“Tiernan killed her a few years later, after he fell out of grace with the king, and stole her crown,” Dusk replied, Lord d'Ronja’s words slowly sinking into his mind. “After the king died he stole her body from the catacombs and resurrected her, then tortured and experimented on her for his own gain.”

“By the gods...” Lord d'Ronja lifted his hand to his mouth, his eyes wide. “That poor girl.”

“I know what she’ll do because it’s what I would do in her situation,” Lex said, pushing himself up onto his elbows. “If I’d been through all that and corrupted by the power of the crystal, there would be no stopping me. I’d burn the entire world to the ground.”
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The three of them sat in silence, Lex’s words still ringing in their ears. There was no denying that what he’d said was woven from truth. Nedarya had been through more than any person could ever be expected to bear. If what Lord d'Ronja had said was true, her entire life had been nothing but torture. Back in Windshear Pass Dusk watched the animals that had been experimented on quickly kill their operators in a frenzy, but once it was done they didn’t stop. They immediately turned to anything else that was alive, ready to destroy out of sheer instinct for survival. After so much pain they no longer had the ability to think rationally. Their only urge left was to kill. He’d seen the same beast inside Nedarya set free and he knew that’s what she would do. But how she would accomplish such a feat remained a mystery. And even if he did manage to get in her way, could he bring himself to stop someone who deserved the vengeance she was looking for? Had he not been searching for the same thing against Tiernan all this time, and against the nobles as well? Only a moment ago he’d felt the rush of justification as he slammed Lord d'Ronja against the wall, the years of fury lurching forward. Was a world full of slavery, torture, and indecency really worth trying to save anyway?

“I’m afraid that’s all the information about the princess I have,” Lord d'Ronja sighed. “I knew more about her father, but with him gone, it’s of little consequence.”

“You really asked him not to choose me at the ceremony?” Lex asked, lifting himself a little further. There was a tone of disbelief still in his voice. 

“Of course. I didn’t care if you married the princess or not. And I definitely didn’t want you anywhere near Nedarya. I just wanted you to be safe and happy.”

Lex was silent for a long moment. “The day King Cecil chose Jesper Malkekna over me was the day you practically disowned me.” Dusk could see the past welling up in Lex’s eyes, the rage and pain plain to see. “You told me I was a disappointment and no longer your son. I spent the rest of my life sneaking around, trying to be myself in the spare few moments I could find in my daily routine. Mother was almost no help since she was so scared of your wrath. You didn’t even acknowledge me until a year ago when you found a bride who was willing to take me without my permission. You told me it was my duty to the family, just like the king told Nedarya.” He looked up at his father. “I still hate you for it.”

Dusk watched as all the life left in Lord d'Ronja seemed to melt away. Suddenly he looked hollow and old, no longer a man but a husk of a person barely left alive.

“I don’t blame you,” he said simply. “I can’t ask you to forgive that. How could you?”

Lex was quiet, staring at the defeated man standing in front of him. Even wounded and lying in bed, Lex looked a hundred times stronger than he did. Again Dusk felt a strange surge of satisfaction seeing the Lord d'Ronja brought down from his high station. And then again, an equal part of him felt guilty watching a man be blamed for things he didn’t do of his own free will. It felt like blaming someone for being sick, which didn’t make any sense.

“Dusk and I are together,” Lex said suddenly, keeping his eyes locked on his father.

Lord d'Ronja lifted his head, gazing between the two of them. “I already knew,” he replied. “The way he stands to protect you is the way your mother was with me once. If that’s the case, I hope you realize how lucky you are to have him.”

Lex continued to stare, his face not giving away any of his emotions. Dusk remembered the many conversations they’d had about his father not accepting him for preferring the company of men. Lex never wanted to come out and say it directly, but it didn’t take long for Dusk to catch on. He found himself equally surprised at Lord d'Ronja’s reaction, expecting exactly the opposite. It was so genuine.

“You really don’t remember any of it, do you?” Lex asked quietly.

Lord d'Ronja just shook his head slowly, tears welling up in his eyes.
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Dusk sat at the top of the mountain with a piece of leather in one hand and a stone in the other. In the piece of leather he gripped a razor sharp piece of broken obsidian. Piece by piece he chipped the glass away with the thin stone, creating a rough arrowhead shape that was so thin you could cut yourself just by looking at it. Around his neck hung a leather cord with a makeshift holder for the crystal eye.

It had been almost a month since he’d learned about Nedarya’s past from Lex’s father. Since then he’d been avoiding his thoughts as much as possible. Each time he let them take over, he wound up with a thousand more questions and not a single answer. Instead he decided to do what he could in the valley to help with growing food and caring for the animals. He spent the afternoons fishing, sometimes with Lex if he was feeling up to it. Lately he’d been sitting atop the mountain as the sun began to set, chipping away at the obsidian and whittling arrow shafts for his bow. He’d used the last of them in the fight against the Circle and the resident bowyer had been killed in the attack. He was thankful for the work though, it gave him something else to focus on instead of what they should do next, which seemed like an impossible decision to make.

“Back again I see,” a deep feminine voice said from behind him.

“You never know when you’re going to need more arrows,” Dusk replied, not looking up at Lyra. “I figured I should get ahead while I can.”

The large red dragon form came up beside him and laid on the stone, curling her claws up underneath her like a cat. She stared off into the west at the setting sun, her body rising and falling with her breath. Her wing had mostly healed and she was able to fly for short periods again. The wound on her leg was taking longer to heal, but the magic from the blast had faded after a few days. With the help of Selussa and the lilies atop the mountain, it had stitched itself back together for the most part, but hadn’t regained full function just yet. Lyra was recovering quickly, although the illusion of safety she provided had been shattered. Anthurium Mountain was no longer a safe haven for anyone, especially Dusk and his friends. With the other half of the heart still encased in obsidian on the plateau, it was only a matter of time before they were under siege again. Every day the tension grew, wondering when the next strike was coming.

“Have you decided what you’d like to do next?” Lyra asked, glancing in his direction.

Dusk sighed. “I don’t even know where to start. There’s so many options.”

“Not the way I see it,” Lyra replied, turning back towards the sun. “The choice you had before the attack is the same as the one you have now. Will you leave the eye here with me or continue forward with it in your possession?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“And that’s where you’re wrong, little one.” Lyra reached out and drew a line in the stone with her claw. “This is what you think your future looks like. One way and already set in stone with no way to change it.” She drew a fork in the line which branched off and forked several more times until the drawing looked more like a tree bursting into bloom across the dark surface. “And this is what the future actually holds. It’s ever-changing, fickle, and full of opportunity. Even when the gods still held sway over this world, they didn’t have enough power to stop people completely, only to influence them. But now you have every choice available to you and complete freedom to choose whichever feels the most appropriate without outside forces intervening.”

“But what if I do the wrong thing? What if because of me, someone else gets hurt?” Dusk asked, looking down at the mess of lines. “How do I know which is right and which is wrong?”

“There’s no such thing.”

“What?” Dusk looked up at her, dropping his arrowhead and furrowing his brows. “How can that possibly be true?”

“Often the hardest truths to accept turn out to be the most poignant in the end.”

“So Tiernan ordering his men to kill all your people wasn’t wrong? Resurrecting Nedarya and torturing her into insanity wasn’t wrong? And then Nedarya nearly killing us all wasn’t wrong?”

“It wasn’t to them,” Lyra replied simply.

“I don’t understand.”

“The world isn’t as black and white as any of us like to believe,” Lyra began, folding her claws under her once more. “What Tiernan did was wrong to us, but right to him. If he hadn’t done those things he never would have made it as far as he did. For his goals, the decisions he made were the right ones. The same goes for Nedarya.”

“But they hurt people...”

“Have you not hurt people? Killed monsters along your journey? I heard you slit a bandit’s throat while he bathed. Was that wrong?”

“I was defending myself.”

“You were doing what was right to you at the time, just like Tiernan and Nedarya did for themselves. Each of us has a different way of viewing the world. Right and wrong are subjective. Just because one person likes fish and the other does not, doesn’t make one of them wrong. It just means their experience is different.” She shook her head. “Of course it’s never that simple, but that’s the basic idea. And yes, I think it was wrong that Tiernan had my people killed and I want to do whatever I can to stop a similar thing from happening again, but I would never require you to feel the same way. To me, forcing my will upon you is wrong. So therefore I won’t do it. Instead I give you the choice to make your own path.” She sighed, gazing at him with her violet eyes. “Our past experiences shaped who we are and brought us to this present moment. But what we choose next determines who we will become and that is always your decision.”

“I’m not sure I really understand.”

“What is right in your heart, Dusk? Will you leave the eye with me and hope for a better champion to come along or will you take up the mantle yourself and hope to succeed?”

“I... I don’t want anyone else I care about to get hurt.” Dusk picked up the arrowhead once more, cradling it in the leather and chipping a piece away. “But I’m worried I’ll lose what little I have if I try to protect the entire world.” He looked up at Lyra. “I’m just one person, you know? What can I do that will make any difference?”

“I don’t know,” Lyra said truthfully. “We won’t know unless you try, if that is your choice. The most heartbreaking thing about choices is that we will never know what would have happened if we made the other decision instead. Futures are woven and destroyed in a single moment. The bridge of possibility burns and turns to ash the moment you step across it.”

“That seems so... final, and paralyzing.”

“It is both. And yet the choice to do nothing out of fear, is also a choice, thus another bridge is burned.”

“I need more time to think,” Dusk sighed, turning back to his arrowhead. “Nothing is ever easy, it seems. I spent all those years in the mines thinking about how hard it was, but I never knew that being out in the world would be so exhausting. Nothing ever stops moving out here. There’s always another problem, someone trying to kill us, or the beginnings of some new disaster. I just... I want the time to think it over.”

“I’m sorry Dusk,” Lyra said, pushing herself to her feet, a deep growl echoing from her throat. “But the time for thinking is over.”

Dusk followed her gaze to the northeastern horizon where a dark cloud was forming. Realizing it was smoke he pushed himself to his feet, tossing the leather and glass to the ground. He walked to the edge of the plateau and gazed across the bay to the town of Birchwood. The forest on the north side of the town was ablaze, the column of black smoke rising high as the mountain before being carried away by the ocean winds. The town looked relatively untouched, but something had to be wrong. He thought maybe a fire could have broken out, but then he saw several new ships that were now stationed in the harbor. They were a conglomeration of Inahandrian and Ditanian ships, easily over a dozen anchored off shore. It looked like there was trouble in paradise.

“What’s going on?” Dusk asked, his voice quiet.

“I’m not sure,” Lyra replied. “But I’m going to find out.”

She spread out her wings, stretching them a few times in preparation to fly.

“Wait,” Dusk found himself saying. “I... I’ll go with you.”

She turned back and gazed deep into his eyes.

“A choice has been made.”
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“You’re really going down to Birchwood after what happened there last time?” Lex said, following quickly behind Dusk as they stepped off the platform at the top of the mountain.

“Yes,” Dusk replied, shouldering his bow he’d gone to fetch. “We need to figure out what’s going on down there.”

“Dusk,” Lex said, grabbing his arm to stop him. “Please don’t leave me behind.”

He turned back to Lex and took both of his hands gently. “I’m not leaving you. But you can’t go with me in your current state.” He glanced at the bandages crisscrossing Lex’s chest. “You still need to heal.”

“What if you don’t come back?”

“I will. This is just a quick stop to gather information, nothing else. Besides, Tara warned us about these kinds of fake utopias that pop up when people get ideas. It’s probably nothing more than some fighting amongst themselves. Or maybe Ditania and Inahan have come to claim their soldiers at last. Either way, I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”

“But... what if it’s the Circle?” Lex asked, the fear evident in his eyes.

Dusk paused for a moment. He couldn’t deny he’d had the same thought. “If it’s the Circle, I’ll come right back to you.” Dusk lifted Lex’s hand gently and kissed the back of it. “And then we’ll figure out what to do from there.” He looked over his shoulder towards the edge of the plateau. “Lyra is waiting for me. I won’t be long.”

“Dusk!” Lex cried, grabbing his arm again.

Lex pulled him in and kissed him with passion and vigor. Dusk felt him wince from the strain, but he didn’t stop.

“I love you,” he said breathlessly as he pulled away. “Come back to me.”

“I promise I will.”

Dusk pulled Lex in for one more quick kiss. As he came away he lifted the leather cord up and over his neck, the crystal eye held in the small leather pouch.

“Watch this for me,” he said, pulling it over Lex’s neck. “I’ll be back for it.”

With a small wink he turned away and jogged over to Lyra. She held out an arm for him to climb up. Making sure his bow and the quiver full of fresh arrows was secure, he clambered up and wrapped an arm around one of the bony spikes. The sun had set and the sky was dark, only the light of Gartha and the stars filling the inky blackness.

“Drop me on the western side of the village,” Dusk said, leaning down towards Lyra’s head. “I know my way in from there.”

“Hold on tight,” she replied.

Lyra walked to the edge of the plateau, a sheer drop directly below them. She spread her wings, flapped twice, and slithered over the side silently. Dusk felt his stomach rise into his throat and he fought back the familiar sensation that made him want to vomit. They sailed downwards, gathering an enormous amount of speed before Lyra angled her wings and caught the wind. Dusk felt the falling sensation slowly ebb away as she set a course for the far western shore of Birchwood. They passed beyond the edge of the island and over open water where Lyra kept herself low, using the speed she’d built up to glide silently through the air. It didn’t take long for them to reach the white sandy beach at the other side where Lyra gently came to rest on the shore, nothing but a gust of wind and the sound of waves disturbing the night.

Dusk climbed down and looked back towards the town. He could see the orange glow of the fires still raging in the distance. The smoke was still visible in the dark as it blocked out the stars and even with the breeze blowing inland, he could still catch the smell of burning pine.

“You stay here,” Dusk said, looking back at Lyra. “I’ll go ahead and see if I can find anything out. Hopefully it’s nothing important.”

“Keep your eyes open and your ears sharp,” she replied. “And take this with you.”

She leaned down and pressed the tip of her snout against Dusk’s forehead. There was a jolt through his body when they touched and he felt a numbness above his brows. He reached up to touch it, but Lyra stopped him.

“Not yet!” she hissed, keeping her voice low. “It’s a signal rune. If you touch it and throw your hand to the sky, it will activate. It’s only good for one use, so if you get into trouble, send up the flare and I’ll come for you.”

“Thank you,” Dusk replied, letting his hand fall to his side. “Give me an hour.”

“One hour. Then I burn the city to the ground.”

Dusk nodded, seeing the spark of rage that had been sitting quietly behind her violet eyes for weeks. He pulled the hood of his cloak up and turned back towards Birchwood. It only took him a few minutes to reach the place where he and the others had camped their first night in that small town. Glancing about, he saw more remnants of campfires and tents that lay abandoned and broken on the ground. Some of the cooking pots and supplies still remained, but there was no one to be seen. The place looked like it had been either left in a hurry or ransacked, but there was nothing left to give any hint of exactly what had taken place. There was an unease growing in the pit of his stomach.

He continued on past the edge of the city where the buildings started to grow closer together. To his surprise, the streets were fairly empty, but those who remained were dressed in dark cloaks. His pulse quickened as he saw a few of them were carrying small pouches at their sides, similar to those the Circle always had. But then he noticed most of them looked rather out of place. They were dirty, unkempt, and their skin didn’t have the normal ashen color of the Circle members he’d come across before. He squinted his eyes, looking for more detail. More than a few even had Ditanian tunics under their cloaks signaling their occupation as soldiers. Most of them looked much younger than Dusk expected. It seemed like a strange conglomeration of people to suddenly be in Birchwood. Where had the villagers gone? What were the pouches for if not dragon dust? He knew he needed to find out more and that meant getting closer and putting himself at risk.

“Forgive me Lex,” he whispered under his breath and pulled his hood further up.

Stepping out into the road he forced himself to walk, as casually as he could, making his way across the town square. The path was muddy under his feet and thanks to the recent rain he slipped, the soft leather boot coming out from under him in a flash. Before he fell into a particularly large puddle, a strong hand reached out and took him firmly by the arm, righting him.

“Be careful there, buddy,” a friendly voice said.

Dusk looked up to see a man, about his age, with dark hair, a full beard, and a Ditanian tunic under his cloak. He was thick and muscular, the hand gripping Dusk’s arm meaty and sausage-like. At his side was a small leather pouch and a large scimitar was strapped to his back. Dusk felt his heart drop.

“It’s a bit slick out here,” the man said jovially, a toothy grin spreading across his face. “Don’t want ya gettin’ hurt before we get to good stuff.”

“Y-yeah,” Dusk stammered, getting his feet back under him. He glanced around quickly, looking for a means of escape. “Of c-course.”

“You must be new to all this,” the man grinned, letting go of Dusk’s arm and looking him over. “Don’t worry about it. You figure it out as you go. Just do what the general says, keep an eye over your shoulder, and you’ll be golden.”

“Yes sir,” Dusk replied automatically.

The man laughed. “What’s your name, kid?”

“Uh...” Dusk wracked his brain for anything he could use. “It’s... um... Alex.”

“Alex, huh?” He held out his giant man paw again. “My name is Gideon. It’s nice to meet ya.”

Dusk shook his hand awkwardly with sweaty palms, worried he would be discovered at any minute.

“I’ll tell ya, this isn’t exactly what I expected when I signed up for the war effort, but some of the things I’ve seen since are incredible. I still can’t figure out how the general managed to get us all the way over here so fast. It’s been a wild ride, hasn’t it?”

The nervousness began to ebb away as Dusk realized the man was trying to be genuinely friendly. 

“And this dusty stuff they gave us sure is a hoot!” Gideon laughed, patting the pouch at his side. “I’ve only gotten to try it a couple of times, but I could sure get used to it! Who knew it was possible to do magic anymore? I thought that was just a fairy tale! And now we get to be part of a brand new, super secret battalion of mages. Sounds like somethin’ you’d read in a book. Is that why you signed up too?” Gideon looked down at Dusk’s belt where there was no pouch.

“Yeah. But I... I lost mine.”

“That’s a shame. But don’t you worry about that,” Gideon chuckled. “There’s plenty to go around. If you’re worried about talking to your captain about gettin’ another set, I can go with you for moral support. Don’t want ya unarmed when we go on our first mission. That’s what we’ve been trainin’ for these past three weeks!”

“I should be okay. My captain and I are... good friends,” Dusk lied, watching Gideon for his reaction carefully.

“Oh, that’s great to hear! Always good when all the boys get along. You know these army things can be a little tough on everyone, so it’s good to have a few friends that have your back.”

“Definitely. So do you know anything more about the mission?” Dusk asked, changing the subject to something more useful. “I haven’t gotten a lot of details.”

“Well I know we’re goin’ to the mountain,” Gideon replied, pointing out towards Anthurium. “From what little I’ve gathered we’re expectin’ some sort of resistance. Apparently there are folks there that have their sights set on the king. And they’re livin’ there with monsters and things that fight alongside them.” He lowered his voice, leaning down towards Dusk. “I don’t say this to scare ya, but some of the boys have been talkin’ about spirits livin’ on the island too that kill anyone who comes ashore.”

“That’s terrible.”

“Ah but it’s probably just a buncha gum flappin’,” he chuckled, patting Dusk’s shoulder heavily. “With this dust and our weapons, nobody, spirit or monster, will stand a chance against us! We’ll have them runnin’ for the hills and then the general can do whatever she needs to do afterwards.”

Dusk dared for one more piece of information to solidify the situation. “Do you know much about the general?”

“Nah, not really. She’s pretty new in the military sector. But she’s well trusted by the king, so I figure she’s probably good people. She outfitted this little battalion of ours recently and says we’re on a special mission to win the war against Inahan. Apparently there’s somethin’ in the mountain that’s being protected and it could finish them off once and for all.” Gideon leaned his head back and beamed up at the stars. The glow of the fires had subsided and the scent of smoke in the air lessened. “After what they did to King Cecil, being part of their defeat is the least I can do for my country. But ya know, once this is all over, I wouldn’t mind shackin’ up with a pretty girl and startin’ a little family of my own. Who knows, maybe this peace will last for the rest of our lives.”

Dusk felt his skin crawling as he held back every word he wanted to shout to tell Gideon he was being duped. Nedarya had told her soldiers absolutely nothing. She’d armed them with magic they didn’t understand and filled them with false hope, using their patriotism to trick them into doing her bidding. He stared up at Gideon, his happy face illuminated by the moon against the night sky. If Nedarya was really in charge, he likely wouldn’t live to see his dream come to fruition.

“Well,” Gideon said, looking back down at Dusk, “you best be gettin’ back to your captain and gettin’ some rest. We’ve got a big day tomorrow. Takin’ the island won’t be an easy feat.”

Dusk nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

Gideon rached out a hand again and put it on Dusk’s chest. “May the Crystal Moon shine upon you, Alex.”

“And you as well,” he managed to reply.

Turning away, Dusk headed back in the direction he’d come from. As soon as he was beyond the edge of the town square he broke into a run, cloak billowing behind him. He checked more than once to make sure he wasn’t being followed, passing through the remnants of campsites along the way. Desperate to share the news with Lyra, he beelined for the beach. But before he reached it a flash of bright red light caught his attention. Stopping in his tracks he ducked behind a small tree, worried he’d been spotted. About fifty feet away at the edge of the forest was a group of young soldiers laughing and carrying on. They sounded like they were drunk.

“Watch this!” one of them cried, handing a tankard to another nearby.

They stepped forward and threw their hands up towards the nearest pine tree. There was a shower of brilliant white sparks that erupted from their hands and the tree immediately ignited. The needles burned fast and Dusk could hear the crackling of sap as the fire took hold. Drunk soldiers with magic powder explained how the fire got started. But he wondered why nobody had stopped them yet.

Dusk took a single step back toward the beach before he heard another shout, answering his previous question.

“What the fuck are you idiots going?” a woman’s voice cried off to his right.

He turned back and saw a furious looking woman flanked by several other soldiers. All of them had their weapons drawn, leveled at the drunkards in front of them.

“You will surrender your dust now and get back to your tents before I have you all killed for treason!” she yelled.

“Aww come on Captain,” one of them replied, slurring his words. “We’s jus havin’ a little fun.”

“You’re giving away our position to the enemy,” she hissed. “You’ve already done more damage than you know tonight. We’ll be taking your weapons and you will follow us. If you resist, you will be killed. Am I understood?”

With a simple hand motion from her, the other soldiers rushed forward and relieved the drunks of their weapons and their magic. Behind them she lifted her hands that began to glow a pale blue. Slowly the flames died away, leaving nothing but naked trees littered with embers. The group was lined up, surrounded and they all began to march back towards the camp. Dusk, assuming the danger had passed, moved from his spot. His hour was running out and he needed to get back to Lyra.

“You there!” the woman called after he’d turned his back to them.

He stopped dead in his tracks, glancing over his shoulder. She stood, her sword drawn in his direction, the rest of the group coming to a halt behind her.

“Bring your dust here and return to camp. I already warned your friends. I will not hesitate to kill you here and now if you don’t comply.”

“Uh... I’m not with them,” Dusk called back, unable to think of anything else.

He watched as she dipped her fingers into the pouch at her side.

“You will come here now or I will eviscerate you where you stand, soldier!”

Dusk, without a second thought, reached to his forehead, placing two fingers over the rune and threw his left arm skyward. With a small jolt through his arm, a brilliant red ball of fire flew into the sky and arced over the ocean before crashing into the water silently. He looked back and saw the woman staring at him, her hands poised in a casting position to strike him down.

“This is your last warning,” she growled.

He took a step back and saw her fingers begin to move, drawing patterns in the air in front of her. Dusk knew he wouldn’t be able to escape before she finished the spell. He clenched his eyes shut, hoping it would be over quickly and praying Lex would forgive him.

But before she could finish her spell there was an ear splitting roar from above them. All of the soldiers, including her, looked up to the sky to see a massive dark figure silhouetted against the moon. None of them had time to react before a large gout of flame came down from the heavens, engulfing all the seagrass around them. They threw their arms up, shielding themselves from the sudden blast of heat as Lyra slammed into the ground next to Dusk.

“Get on!” she cried, holding her arm out.

Dusk scrambled up quickly, throwing himself between her spikes.

“Go!” he shouted, looking back as the woman began to tame the flames down, her hands glowing blue once more.

Lyra ran forward, flapping her wings hard to get off the ground. She began to lift as they reached the beach, rising slowly into the air. She strained to gain speed, her wings beating like thunder all about him. Dusk looked back again to see the golden glow of a rune being traced in the air. He knew what was about to happen.

“Incoming!”

Lyra banked hard to the left. Dusk gripped the spike with all his might, the muscles in his arms tensing so hard he thought they would tear. A bright ball of flame flew by Lyra on her right side, the heat from it singeing Dusk’s hair. It blazed past them, making a wide arc until it crashed into the ocean with a huge plume of steam in its wake.

Dusk looked back once more, but he couldn’t make out any of the figures in the dark. He assumed the captain had overdone it a bit and used up all her powder, but he kept a wary eye on the shore for a minute longer, just to be sure. Lyra continued beating her wings hard, reaching the mountain within a few minutes and then circling it to gain altitude. After what seemed like an eternity of deafening wind in his ears, Lyra finally came to the edge of the plateau and landed, her heavy tail skittering stones and obsidian across its surface.

Lex came rushing up to them both as Dusk climbed his way down. It looked like he’d never left the plateau.

“What happened?” he asked, grabbing Dusk by the sleeve. “I saw the fires and feared the worst! Were you found out? Was it Nedarya?”

“Nobody realized who I was,” Dusk replied, putting his hand on Lex’s. “But we have a big problem.”
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“How is she doing this?” Lex sighed, cupping his face in his hands. “It’s only been a month and now she’s a general in the army, she’s got Arius in her back pocket, and nobody knows she’s their dead princess. That’s absolute insanity.”

“She’s probably doing the same thing Tiernan did,” Dusk replied, pushing food around his plate.

It was well past midnight and he was too stressed to eat any of it. Lyra insisted that they had a meal, saying they’d need the energy, but he couldn’t find the will to take more than a few bites. There definitely wouldn’t be any sleep before dawn.

“She’s got her brother in a trance of some sort, so she can do whatever she wants. If he tells people to trust her, they will. You heard the things Tara said about being in the Ditanian military, they don’t think for themselves. They just do what they’re told and that’s it.”

“And they just accepted magic? No questions?” Lex asked, shrugging his shoulders.

“If you suddenly found out magic was real and accessible, would you turn it down? And Nedarya has promised them, with this power, that she’ll end the war forever. But I have a feeling the eternal peace of death is not what the soldiers are expecting.” Dusk glanced up at Lex, shaking his head. “Anyway, Gideon said they were a special battalion and had been training for a few weeks. I imagine Nedarya doesn’t have enough resources to go around indefinitely, but she’s got enough to amass more mages than anyone in this world can handle all at once.” Dusk stabbed a piece of broccoli on his plate. “They’re expendable. She’ll just keep replacing them until she gets everything she’s after, which won’t take her long to do with that kind of backup. And she’s coming here for the heart and the eye, I guarantee it.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know if there’s much we can do,” Dusk replied, his voice faltering slightly. “But I... I feel like we have to try. For Lyra’s sake. She’s been trapped on this mountain for over a thousand years trying to protect this thing, but the day has finally come. The heart is too big for her to move by herself and even if we somehow managed to get it off the island, Nedarya would hunt us down before we could get away. The least we can do is try to make sure Nedarya has a hard time getting to it.”

“Do you think Tara will be with her?”

“I don’t know... but if she is, we’ll have a formidable opponent on our hands. We both know that.”

“I can’t fight with you,” Lex said, looking down at his bandages. Dusk could hear the defeat in his voice. “I’m useless.”

A thought popped into his head. “No, you’re not. You might end up being the only thing that keeps the eye away from Nedarya.” Lex looked up at him quizzically. “We can’t hide the heart, but hear me out. She’s going to expect me to still have the eye and she probably thinks you’re dead. Given the wounds she inflicted on you, you should be. If you keep the eye and stay out of sight, you can get away if something happens to me. That way she won’t get it.”

“Don’t talk like that...”

“I don’t plan on dying tomorrow,” Dusk replied, reaching out and taking Lex’s hand. “But we have to play it safe. The eye is dead, it’s power possibly broken beyond repair. But with the heart in her possession, who knows what she’ll be able to do. Besides, the heart is still broken and Lyra said the only thing that can repair it is the eye. We have to keep it away from her. I don’t know what she could do if the two pieces are reunited.”

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to stand against her?”

“I’m not sure of anything,” Dusk sighed. I’m just following my gut at this point. And my gut is telling me to make a stand, even if it’s in vain. At the very least we can damage what she’s been working so hard to build, and buy ourselves some more time.”

Lex pushed his plate full of uneaten food away. “We should go see Lyra. They’ll attack at dawn now that they know we’re here. Although hopefully the idea of a dragon makes them a bit more cautious.”

Dusk took an offered hand from Lex and together they exited the kitchens, heading for the platform. Lyra was still at the top of the mountain, resting her wings for the coming battle. Dusk saw a few of the caretakers dashing up and down the stone walkway with supplies cradled in their arms, dodging the ruined portions from the previous attack. One of them came out of a long tunnel, a stack of ancient-looking books belted and slung over his shoulder.

“I never got a chance to really look through the library here,” Dusk said absentmindedly. “There’s so many more books I want to read.”

“You’ll get the chance to read them,” Lex replied, squeezing his hand. “I promise.”

They reached the platform and activated the rune, the stone shooting them skyward. As they came to the top and the stone cracked loudly back into place, Dusk heard crashing from outside the stone walls. He looked at Lex with fear in his eyes and immediately slipped off his bow, nocking one of the obsidian arrows he’d made. With a finger to his lips he crept forward, the sound of shattering glass filling the air. The night was deep and dark except for the light of the moon. Pressing his back to a large stone he peeked around the edge. 

There, in the middle of the plateau, was Lyra. She threw her large tail from side to side, smashing the sheets of obsidian that reached for the sky with their razor sharp claws. Dusk didn’t understand what was happening at first. Lyra had told them the glass was all that remained of the fight with Nozzera and therefore he assumed it was a relic of some kind. A great reminder of things that had happened in the past and what could happen again if magic were returned to the world. He let the tension out of his bowstring and stepped around, motioning for Lex to follow him. Lyra swung her tail again, destroying another section of the stone. The pieces scattered across the plateau and a few of them fell over the edge into the dark abyss beyond.

“Lyra?” Dusk asked, fearful she’d gone insane. “What’s going on?”

“I’m doing what I should have done weeks ago,” she called back, aiming her tail for another. “I’m making sure nobody can sneak up on us again.”

Dusk watched as she continued to smash sheet after sheet of the volcanic glass. He and Lex moved out of the way so she could finish the last sections around the ring of the volcano, destroying the hand-carved archways that used to shimmer in the sun. Then she turned her sights on the large mound where the other half of the heart was kept. She readied her tail, then paused for a moment, staring into the almost black glass.

“I sealed the heart in here a thousand years ago, hoping it would never see the light of day ever again.” She lowered her head, staring at the ground, her tail still poised to strike. “But it seems that’s not what destiny had in mind. I hope this decision is the right one to make.”

Walking up beside her, Dusk placed his hand on the side of her neck. She was warm from the exertion of breaking every reflective surface on the mountain. There were small cuts and chips in her scales from all the fighting and bad landings she’d experienced in her lifetime. Centuries upon centuries of history was etched across her hide for all the world to see should they look close enough. For the first time Dusk realized how truly old she was and how much she’d been through. He hoped this would be the last time she ever had to make a hard decision. After all that time, she deserved to rest.

“We’re going to do everything we can to protect it. That’s all we can do,” Dusk said, patting her. “At least this way it will be harder for them to take away.”

With a deep sigh Lyra lifted her head. “You’re right. This will slow them down at the very least. Maybe destiny has other things in place that we don’t know about.” She looked back at Dusk. “Step back.”

Dusk did as he was told. Lyra wound herself back, lifting her massive tail. Turning it over so the spikes faced the glass, she swung it forward with all her might. The bony plates struck the stone, web-like cracks spreading through the surface with loud popping as the spikes stuck in several inches. With a yank she tore them free. From within the puncture Dusk could see a familiar sight, a bright white glow like Tephyss’s skeleton the day he discovered it. The black stone had been hiding it all this time. Lyra swung again and again, shattering the obsidian piece by piece. After a few minutes she took a step back, panting. Blood dribbled from wounds in her tail and Dusk caught the metallic scent in the air. They didn’t seem to bother her though.

The heart was fully exposed and glowed brightly in the night like a beacon at the top of the mountain for all to see. The one contained within Tephyss’s body was large, but this was nearly three times the size. Lyra’s ‘half’ of the heart was nearly complete except for a large chunk carved out of the top. It had a strange, almost round shape, but there were several unnaturally flat sides, each one in the shape of a pentagon. Out of curiosity he stepped forward, reaching a hand out towards it. Lyra said nothing as his palm came to rest on the surface.

He expected a jolt, much like every other time he’d come into contact with magic, but this was different. The heart gave him a warm feeling that pulsed gently through his entire body. It wasn’t good or bad, it was only power. At once he felt connected with the world around him and all the stars in the sky. His consciousness spread beyond the confines of the material world and he found himself feeling the universe move around him. His senses left him. He could no longer smell the sea or feel the wind on his skin, it was as if he’d been transported outside of his own body. 

Suddenly, he was aware of all the people in Udalara, the animals, the plants, and even the earth under his feet. Then, beyond that, he felt other lives out amongst the stars. There was something else out there, although he had no way to comprehend what it might be other than knowing it was alive. Beyond that were greater powers, bright clouds of light in a vast rainbow of colors he’d never seen before. Six of them, he realized. Something about them seemed familiar, but they were outside of his reach. Long trails of light spread from them in every direction, creating a dense spiderweb as they connected with every star except for his own. He knew they were watching him somehow, but even as one of the tendrils reached out for him, as if sensing his presence, it was stopped by an invisible force, like a wall. Dusk felt curious and frightened at the same time, but then his focus shifted back to Udalara. He could feel the crystal moon hovering out beyond the reach of the world, broken and lonely, the heart yearning to be reconnected with it. Even for all the power that he felt under his fingers, he could also feel the break in the stone. The heart was merely a shadow of its former self.

The feeling was so overwhelming that he felt tears come to his eyes. He yanked his hand away, gazing down at the skin of his palm that was still glowing. Slowly his senses returned to him, but they felt lessened, like he wasn’t quite in his own body again. He turned his head back to Lyra, her violet eyes watching him intently.

“What... what is this?” he muttered. “There’s so much... and out there too.” He pointed up to the stars above them. “I... I can feel them.”

Lyra nodded, her snout coming in closer. “Yes. There are more.”

A thought struck him and he realized how insignificant he was in the vast cosmos that so unassumingly floated above him. “Does anything we do even matter?” Dusk asked, gazing up at her. “There’s so much more than this.” 

“If it’s important to you, then it matters.”

Dusk was silent. He looked back up at the stars, the newfound knowledge almost haunting him. He knew who they were, the bright lights in the sky and their millions of tendrils touching every star, and they had their eyes trained on him. Part of him wished he didn’t know.

“Lex,” Lyra said, turning herself back towards him. “I need your help.”

“Is he okay?” Lex asked, taking a step forward.

“He’s fine. A glimpse of the truth will catch anyone off guard. Take him with you and find Selussa. The caretakers are leaving on the boat you came to the island on. He needs to do something physical to bring him back to our reality. And get him to eat something if you can.” She reached out with her claws and gently prodded Dusk back towards Lex, breaking his eye contact with the heavens above. “That boat needs to sail by dawn. Do anything you can to help them. I’ll meet you down there.”

With that she turned and trotted to the side of the plateau, slipping over the edge into the darkness below. Lex reached up and put his arm around Dusk’s shoulders, guiding him back towards the platform.

“Come with me,” he said, noticing the faraway look in Dusk’s eyes. “We’ve got work to do.”

“I... I want to stay up here... with the stars,” he replied, turning his head back towards the sky. “They’re watching us.”

Lex grabbed both his cheeks and pulled him in for a kiss, letting the moment drag on until Dusk’s eyes finally closed and he wrapped an arm around Lex’s waist, squeezing gently with his fingertips.

“That’s better,” Lex cooed as he pulled away. “Someday you’ll have to explain to me what that was all about, but for now we’ve got people to save.”

“Okay,” Dusk replied breathlessly. 

He still felt himself wanting to turn back, but he let Lex lead him to the platform and down into the mountain. Shaking his head he tried to focus on the task at hand. What he’d seen could be thought about another day. There were only a few hours left until the island would be under siege for control of the crystal heart.

***
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Dusk and Lex stood side by side, watching the longboat pull away from the shore in the dense marine fog before dawn. With Lyra’s help they managed to get it back out into open water after it had been beached for over a month. The denizens of Birchwood had never been able to retrieve it luckily. With one last check to make sure it was in sailing condition, the sail was unfurled and any caretaker still able took an oar. Selussa waved from the stern of the ship in the pale purple light as the horizon grew brighter. They were headed around the mountain where they’d strike out north towards the labyrinth of islands that blocked the western side of the bay. If everything went as planned, they’d land on the far western edge of the continent that was almost completely uninhabited. There they would start a new life, one far away from the war in Inahan and the Circle. Lyra promised to join them someday, if she could.

“I hope they make it,” Lex said, his boot grinding nervously into the sand. 

“Me too,” Dusk replied, feeling a strange sense of sadness come over him.

He waved back to Selussa, hopeful they’d find their destination, but knowing he’d never see them again even if they did. It was an odd realization. 

Lord d'Ronja was standing to Lex’s left, watching the scene silently. He’d been adamant that Lex go back to the mainland with him and hire a carriage to go home. Lex laughed at the idea and told him he could go by himself, there were other things that needed to be done. Finally his father realized he only had two choices, he could either get on the boat and sail to the north with the caretakers or stay behind. Lex had urged him to get on the boat, but there he was, standing in the sand with the two boys and a dragon, staring death in the face defiantly. He was a braver man than Dusk had given him credit for, although it took some coaxing to find it.

“We should prepare,” Lord d'Ronja croaked. He cleared his throat. “They’ll be here soon.” 

“He’s right,” Lyra agreed, looking to the eastern horizon where the sky was starting to tinge pink. “Dawn approaches.”

“Grab everything you need or want in case we need to make an escape.” Dusk took a deep breath, inhaling the salty sea air. “Dead or alive, we won’t be sleeping here again. We know we can’t win. Our only goal is to slow them down and put a dent in Nedarya’s forces. Be prepared for anything.”

“Gods it turns me on when you talk like that,” Lex huffed next to him.

Dusk saw his father blush off to the side and turn away with a grin on his face..
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At the top of the mountain, they stood gazing out over the sea as the sun came up on the eastern horizon. Below them, as the light hit the water, were more than a dozen ships. They were heading towards the island, moving in and out of the fog that had rolled in during the night. Obsidian lay scattered all around them, catching the faintest bits of sunrise, the heart still glowing from its spot atop the plateau. Dusk could feel his own beating wildly in his chest. Staring into the face of battle was something completely new to him. Usually they were running from danger or cutting a path so they could escape. Never had he stood tall and ready to fight with an army marching in his direction. He thought back to that man who escaped the mines so long ago. He didn’t recognize him anymore. That man had been nearly feral with a desperate need for survival, but the man he was now didn’t back down. He had something and someone to protect and he would do it, no matter the cost.

“Aim for the sails of the lead ship,” Dusk said from his place near Lyra’s head. “We need to stop Nedarya from getting to the island. If we can cut them off from their commander, it will slow them down. But we have to be careful. We know what she’s capable of.”

“I’ll take you right to them,” Lyra growled, staring down at the large three-masted warship that was leading the charge towards the island. It broke through the fog momentarily and became fully visible, an ill omen on the rolling waves. “They’ll be at the bottom of the sea before they know what hit them.”

“The fog will give us some cover, but they’ll be looking and listening for our arrival. The men know there’s a dragon now, so they’ll be ready.” 

“The ships will be outfitted with ballistae and you can bet they have them aimed towards the sky,” Lex chimed in. “Besides the magic, I’m sure almost every man down there can use a bow as well. If they see you coming, you’ll never make it to them.”

“We’ll make it,” Lyra grumbled, keeping herself low to the ground. “I’ve dealt with far worse than this, magical and mundane. They don’t scare me.”

Dusk turned to Lex, his father close at his elbow. “Get out of sight and don’t try to defend the mountain. There’s no reason left to protect it. If anyone makes it to the peak, send up the flare.” He looked to Lex’s forehead where a rune sat on his skin, the same Lyra had given him the night before. “We’ll be here as fast as we can.”

“Stay safe,” Lex said, pulling Dusk in for a hug. “Don’t you dare die out there.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied, a smile spreading across his face. He leaned in and gave Lex a long kiss, savoring the feel of his skin and the taste of his lips as if it were the last time. “Are you ready?” he asked, turning back to Lyra.

“Almost. I have one last thing to do.” She turned and walked back to the edge of the volcano, lifted her tail, and smashed through the platform they’d used to go up and down the interior. “We’re not going to need it anymore anyway.”

She came back to the edge of the plateau and held out her arm. Dusk felt a hand on his shoulder as he began to climb. Turning back he saw Lord d'Ronja looking at him seriously.

“For my son’s sake,” he whispered, drawing himself close. “Don’t be a hero.”

Dusk considered him for a moment, looking over the man who stood in front of him, his station in life having no bearing on his person anymore. He didn’t reply, but nodded to Lord d'Ronja, not able to make such a promise out loud. There was a moment of recognition in the man’s eyes as he removed his hand from Dusk’s shoulder.

“You’re just like my wife,” he sighed. “Stubborn once a decision has been made. I suppose that means you’ll be okay, though. She always seems to be.”

Without a word, Dusk climbed up and positioned himself on Lyra’s back. He pulled the bow up so that it was slung over one shoulder and easy to get at. She took a few more steps, her claws resting over the edge of the mountain. Far below, the fog was beginning to burn away as the sun crept higher in the sky. If they were going to have the element of surprise, they needed to go now. Dusk took a deep breath and gripped the spike in front of him.

“Fly,” he whispered.

Over the side of the mountain they went, wind rushing in Dusk’s ears as they fell. His heart leapt up into his throat again, but this time he swallowed it down, focusing on the enormous task in front of them. Halfway down the mountain Lyra finally opened her wings, the air carrying them forward across the sea. The fog was burning away quickly and a breeze picked up. He looked down and saw many of the white sails were now visible, full of wind as they sped towards the island. The lead ship of the battalion wasn’t far from the shore, the others close behind. They were moving at a faster pace than seemed possible. He thought Nedarya must be aboard the leading ship, spurring the boats on with magic to bring them to land faster than the wind could carry them.

“Let’s stop them in their tracks,” Dusk shouted over the rush of wind. He pulled his bow forward and retrieved an arrow, tucking it against the string. “Get as many of the sails as you can. I’ll cover you from here.”

He felt a growl of approval vibrate through his legs that gripped Lyra’s sides. She aimed her nose for the lead ship, tucked her wings in, and dove. 

They came hurtling out of the sky, dropping like a falcon for its prey. Lyra took a deep breath, her scales expanding away from one another, and she grew warm beneath Dusk. She splayed her wings at the last moment and shot over top of the ship, a gout of flame pouring from her mouth like liquid magma. Dusk felt the heat press against his face as he leaned over, keeping a tight grip on her spike. The deck of the ship was almost empty except for the helmsman, a pair of deck hands on either side of the boat, and the ballista operators. The canvas sails caught quickly, liquid flame dripping down to the deck. What crew was there shielded themselves from the flames, making them unable to fire back. 

They slipped out of view as Lyra flew past at breakneck speed, making a large loop to the north before heading back towards the ship. Ahead Dusk could see the deckhands summoning up sea water and spraying it across the burning masts, their hands glowing blue against the orange light of sunrise. They extinguished the flames quickly, but the canvas had burned up almost immediately. It would take them hours to erect new sails. He watched as the ballista suddenly swung in their direction, massive harpoon-like bolts ready to fire.

“Look out!” Dusk shouted, a fraction of a second after Lyra saw them herself.

His chest banged into the spike in front of him as she suddenly shot straight up into the air, pain arcing through his skin. Dusk heard the familiar twang as the ballista shot. He braced himself for impact, unable to see anything beyond Lyra’s massive flapping wings as she climbed. Gripping the spike harder he turned to look down, daring to take a look. The ballista flew by, narrowly missing Lyra’s tail. Thick ropes were attached to the bolts, meant for dragging her in if they hit to stop her from flying off wounded. They crashed into the ocean below and as Lyra leveled out once more, far above the other boats, he saw a pair of ballista on each ship, all of them now aiming in their direction.

“Higher Lyra!” he called, hoping she could hear him over the rushing wind.

More bolts, some thinner and without ropes, shot into the sky. Lyra rolled and ducked as best she could, trying to climb higher. But she was too big of a target. Dusk watched as another bolt fired, heading in their direction. The instant it sprang free he knew it would hit them. Pulling his arrow back, he thought of Lex and the javelin back in Birchwood, and fired. Fayard’s bow didn’t let him down. The arrow struck the bolt’s shaft and buried itself in the wood, but it was too small to throw it off course. Instead the bolt flew up and through the membrane of Lyra’s right wing, causing her to cry out in pain. Blood streamed down her wing, blue-black against her bright red flesh.

Dusk was surprised how prepared the soldiers were. Nedarya hadn’t told them there was a dragon, but she’d outfitted them for the task appropriately. Somehow, even with the knowledge of an ancient beast living on the island, none of them seemed consumed by fear. They fought like men who believed in what they were doing. And if Gideon was anything to go by, they believed this would be the war to end all wars.

“We need to get back to the mountain! If we get any closer they’ll shoot us out of the sky!”

“You’re right,” he heard Lyra say in his mind with a frustrated growl. “Too many hits like that and my wings will tear away. They’ll be useless.”

She banked to the south, heading back towards the mountain, her snout pointed towards the plateau. Dusk glanced back, making sure there were no more bolts coming their way. It looked like they had stopped firing and instead the decks were swarmed with men dropping anchors and putting rowboats into the water. They’d be on the island in no time.

Dusk swiveled back in his seat, his eye catching a flash of white. On the south side of the island, just beyond the point, was a set of white sails. He assumed it was the caretakers and breathed a sigh of relief, happy they’d gone so far in such a short amount of time. But then his eyes focused and he noticed there were two sets of sails. Somehow a smaller ship had slipped through the fog and made chase towards the boat full of mostly-unarmed people. They wouldn’t stand any chance against the mages and even though they needed to get back to the mountain to get Lex and his father, he knew he couldn’t leave them behind. 

“Lyra! Go south! They’re after Selussa!”

Lyra’s head snapped towards the longboat. A cry of rage split the air as flame shot from her mouth. Her wings doubled their speed as she clawed through the air. They moved so fast it made Dusk’s eyes water and he had to turn his head to the side. The land below them was racing by in a blur of green and gray.

“Hold on tight,” Lyra commanded. “Hold your breath when I tell you to and don’t let go!”

Confused, but unable to look forward, Dusk wrapped his arms around the spike in front of him and squeezed with his thighs. For a few seconds longer Lyra continued at an astonishing speed. Then, without warning, her wings flared outward and she flapped forward, slowing her headlong rush. Dusk saw the white sails come into view and locked his hands together, realizing what was about to happen. There was a massive crash as Lyra ran full into the main mast at an angle, wrapping her claws around it and holding on for dear life. Screams echoed from below them as the massive dragon, easily longer than the ship itself, was suddenly on top of it, clinging to the main mast. Lyra’s weight carried through and Dusk realized the ship was tipping to the port side. Many of the soldiers below were so busy trying to find something to hold on to that they didn’t have time to use magic or release their arrows. Glancing off the starboard side he saw the longboat full of the caretakers watching in awe. Arrows riddled the side of the ship, but it looked mostly undamaged.

“Take a breath!” Lyra yelled, filling every vacant space in Dusk’s mind and yanking his attention away from the other boat.

He took a deep breath and for a handful of seconds the world seemed to go silent as the water slowly came towards them. The ship finally slipped past the point of no return, the portside railing going underwater. Lyra kept her claws dug into the wood as both she and Dusk were enveloped by the freezing cold ocean that rushed up to meet them. For a few seconds Dusk clenched his eyes shut, gripping Lyra with every muscle in his body. Then the water quit moving around him and everything was silent.

Curiosity finally pushed him to open his eyes. Beams of sunlight streamed down through the water’s surface far above. Lyra still clung to the mast of the ship that was now completely upside down. It was a strange sight as Dusk saw supplies sinking past them into the murky depths below. Nedarya’s men kicked through the water, oddly suspended in this strange topsy-turvy world that they found themselves in.

After a handful of seconds Lyra let go of the mast, floating in the water for a moment. When the ship didn’t attempt to right itself, she began to kick through the water. Dusk’s eyes fell on a familiar thick figure with dark hair still near the deck of the ship. It looked like he had his foot stuck between the railings and was unable to pull it free. 

“Save that one,” Dusk thought, reaching out with his mind to Lyra. He felt her begin to retort, but cut her off. “Trust me on this one!”

Obeying his order, Lyra swam up towards the man. Dusk watched as bubbles burst from Gideon’s mouth. He scrambled for his scimitar, but it came free of the sheath of its own accord and plummeted through the water, quickly falling out of sight. Not so gently, Lyra reached her claws up and broke the railing that held his leg. She snatched him around the waist and kicked off from the boat, gliding around it and towards the surface.

Dusk gasped for air as the water fell away. Lyra’s claw came out of the water with Gideon still held in her grasp. He coughed and sputtered, a mouthful of water bursting forth from him. He’d been seconds away from drowning by the looks of it. Lyra used her tail to propel herself through the water, coming up beside the longboat. She lifted Gideon out of the water and dropped him on the deck carelessly where he landed in a sopping wet heap. Dusk quickly jumped off her back and ran over to Gideon. Stooping down he drew a dagger from his boot and cut the leather pouch off his belt. Turning back he hurled it over the side of the boat and into the ocean. Gideon continued to cough up water behind him.. Dusk walked over, pointing the dagger at his throat.

“A-Alex?” Gideon asked, looking up at him and wiping the seawater away from his eyes. “What are you d-doin’ here?”

“My name is Dusk and I’m here to give you a choice, Gideon,” he said in a more confident tone than he felt. “Last night you told me what you wanted. After this war was over you wanted to go make a life for yourself. Is that correct?”

“Y-Yes? But why are you workin’ with that dragon?” He glanced back to Lyra, then at the caretakers on the boat before looking back at Dusk, realization dawning on his face. “You... you were a spy, weren’t ya?”

“That doesn’t matter. What matters right now is that I’m giving you a choice. You can go with these people to a new land in peace. You can have that life you wanted.” Dusk paused, letting it sink in. “Or you can die here and now.”

Gideon was quiet, looking around at the faces on the longboat all staring back at him. Dusk inched the blade closer to his neck.

“What will it be, Gideon? I don’t believe you are bad, just working for the wrong people without knowing the full story. Your general wants to burn the world to the ground and she’s sacrificing these men to do it.” Dusk pointed back towards the soldiers who were either drowned or swimming for shore some distance off. “Do you want to be sacrificed or do you want to live?”

Gideon’s head turned back up to Dusk, his eyes full of confusion. Dark wet hair matted around his young face and his beard was still dripping salt water. It was a long moment before he finally spoke.

“I choose life,” he confessed in a defeated tone.

“That,” Dusk replied, pulling the knife away, “is a wise choice.” He turned towards Selussa who was only a few feet away. “Put this man to work and if he turns against you, kill him.”

Dusk reached out a hand towards Gideon. He took it warily and Dusk helped haul him to his feet. He pointed at Selussa.

“This woman is the leader here. Do what she says and you’ll find the life you’re looking for. She’ll do her best to explain what’s going on.” Dusk sheathed his dagger and patted Gideon on the arm. “You were kind to me. I hope this repays that in full and then some.” He thought of Lyra’s words, looking Gideon in the eye. “Our choices determine who we are. Who will you become?”

Gideon opened his mouth to respond, but he was cut off.

“Dusk!” Lyra shouted from behind him. “Look!”

He whipped around, following her line of sight to the north and the top of Anthurium Mountain. A glowing star of bright red light arced through the air and over the side of the plateau. 

Lex was in trouble.
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Somehow Lyra managed to get them out of the water and back to the mountain in record time. Saltwater was still streaming off them both as they landed near the edge of the volcano. Dusk threw himself off her back and onto the stone below, nocking a soaked arrow onto his bow. He lifted it up, aiming towards Nedarya who held Lex in front of her, a knife to his throat. Her hair was no longer neat and tidy and her sword was gone. The small black tunic she wore had its sleeves removed and the crystalline gauntlets still adorned her arms. The hand holding the knife was hers, but the other gripping his arm looked to be made of the same crystalline material. Strangely it was fluid and flexible, like a real hand. Somehow she’d managed to replace the hand that had been lost to Tephyss and the eye.

Behind her stood several figures, all of which were cloaked in black and wearing the Ditanian colors except for a taller one near the front. It had only been a month since he’d seen Tara last, but she looked like a completely different person. Her face was haggard with dark circles under her eyes and her hair had begun to grow out, giving her head a strange lopsided look. The shirt she wore was tight fitting with long sleeves down to her wrists before they turned to black leather gloves. Dusk wondered if the burns on her hands had been healed by Nedarya or if they were left to heal on their own. Either way, one of her hands gripped the hilt of her sword sheathed on her back, the other held Lord d'Ronja in front of her by the scruff of his mantle.

“Let him go, Nedarya!” Dusk cried, aiming his arrow straight for her head. “I’m not afraid to kill you and all of your men!”

“Oh please,” she laughed, driving the dagger harder against Lex’s throat. “You don’t scare me. Although I will say, I’m impressed with your handiwork. He really should have died. I guess you were able to use the eye to save him after all then?”

“That’s right. And I can use it to kill all of you,” Dusk bluffed. “Thanks to you, Tephyss has awoken again. If you so much as scratch him, I’ll kill you where you stand.” His eyes fell on Tara. “Every last one of you.”

“Ah. So that’s the kind of game we’re going to play.” She sighed, looking mildly amused. “So be it then. The eye for your lover. Turn it over.”

“You’ve got no room to bargain here,” Lyra hissed, taking a step forward.

“No?” Nedarya flicked her free hand to the side, a long crystalline blade erupting from her arm in a flash. “I’ve had so much time to learn how this little jewel of mine works. Tiernan had entire rooms stuffed with magical tomes. I know more magic now than anyone in Udalara has for the past thousand years. The only reason either of you are still standing is because you have something I need. And you’re going to give it to me.”

Dusk glanced to Lex’s neck where the leather cord still hung, the small pouch tucked in his shirt with the stone still inside. All the power he had to get Lex back was in Nedarya’s hands, she just didn’t know it yet. He had to keep her talking to buy them some time so he could think.

“Why are you doing this Nedarya?” Dusk asked, seeing if she liked to talk like Tiernan had. “What’s the point of all this violence and destruction?”

“I’ve already told you,” she huffed, her grip on Lex tightening. “Do you really think a world full of slavery, forced marriages, and inequality really deserves to keep on going? I’m going to bring an end to it once and for all. Then, I intend to step back into death myself and join the rest of you. It’s really quite simple and straightforward.”

The soldiers behind her fidgeted, exchanging nervous glances with one another.

“Don’t you want to just end the war and have peace at last?” Dusk asked, egging her on. He thought if he could get her to admit her plans, her men might turn on her.

“Peace isn’t real. Happiness and peace are fleeting trifles. If I end this war there will just be another and then another after that. The cycle of sorrow and misery will continue forever just with different faces and different times.” She paused for a moment, letting the blade fall slack. “No. I want to put an end to it once and for all. I’ve known the true tranquility of death and I will give it to everyone whether they want it or not. Too many don’t deserve to live and those who do don’t deserve to suffer. That is my gift to this world. My calling.”

One of the soldiers took a step backward, his eyes wide. “You can’t mean that, General,” he said. “I thought we were fighting for peace in Ditania...”

“And so you are,” she replied, not looking back at him. “But you are laboring under the delusion that you can have both peace and life. That isn’t possible. So you’ll do your part and then reap your reward.”

He looked to the others, searching for support. Finding only nervous looks and sweaty brows, he ripped the pouch of dust off his belt and tossed it in her direction. It landed on the ground and burst open, the contents spilling across the stone.

“No. I signed up to help Ditania, not whatever this is.”

The others stared at Nedarya, waiting for her reaction.

“You can either die fighting to make that dream come true or you can die here and now. Which will it be?”

The soldier hesitated, then took a step backward. Nedarya threw up her hand, a crystal spear shooting from her gauntlet and running the man clean through. His eyes went wide and he reached up, touching the stone that stuck out of his chest, as if he was unconvinced it was really there. He sank to his knees and Nedarya summoned the crystal back, melding it into her gauntlet.

“Does anyone else share similar ideas with this fool?” she asked, looking at the others.

Her words were met with silence and horrified stares. 

“Good.” She reached out with her hand, drawing a simple sigil in the air with a glowing purple finger. “I have no use for you anymore.” 

With a flick the man’s body flew over the edge of the volcano, catapulted by an unseen force before he could bleed out. He disappeared over the lip and into the darkness below. Dusk hoped silently that he fell unconscious before he hit the ground.

“Now Dusk,” Nedarya said calmly, turning her attention back to him as if nothing had transpired. “If you don’t want your plaything here to end up like that idiot, I suggest you hand the eye over to me now.”

“What do you need it for? Don’t you have enough power?”

“I’m growing impatient with all these questions. The eye is part of the heart. It can’t be whole until I have all the pieces. And I can’t call the moon back to Udalara without it being complete.”

“What do you mean, call the moon back?” Lyra interjected, taking a step forward. “It can’t come back.”

“Oh I assure you it can. And it will.”

Dusk didn’t like the way Nedarya smiled after saying those words. He saw Tara’s head sink lower behind her. She knew what was going on even if the rest of them didn’t.

“And you’re going to help her do this, Tara? After all our time together?” Dusk asked, letting his bow down, knowing he’d never get a shot off before Nedarya could react. “Months and months of traveling together and you turn on us the moment she shows up again.”

Tara was quiet, staring daggers at him.

“I can’t believe after all of that... after all the good we did, you’re just gonna stand by her while she burns the world to the ground. I thought you were better than that. I thought we were friends!”

Nedarya began to laugh. “This is astoundingly pathetic.” She grinned and pulled Lex in tighter. “Well Dusk, I’ve given you plenty of chances to hand over the eye. Obviously, wasting my time is more important to you than your lover’s life. Your decision is made.” She pulled the dagger away, replacing it with the razor sharp crystal spike erupting from the gauntlet. “I want to stare you in the eyes while the life seeps out of him. By the time he hits the ground you’ll be begging to join him and because you’ve wasted my time and patience,” she said, her voice lowering. “I’ll deny you that gift.”

She gave Lex a shove forward and pulled her arm back, ready to run him through. Dusk didn’t have time to pull his bow up again or do anything that might save him. He cried out as the crystal flashed in front of him. But instead of Lex lying on the ground in a pool of his own blood, he saw Tara standing in front of Nedarya, her sword driving the crystal blade into the ground. Lex rushed to Dusk, wrapping his arms around him. Dusk noticed a small cut on the back of Lex’s neck where the blade had just managed to nick him. He pulled Lex back, searching for the pouch. It was gone.

“Tara,” Nedarya growled, eyeing the crystal that lay peeking out of the leather pouch on the ground behind Tara’s left foot. She knew she’d been tricked. “What are you doing?”

“I’ve had enough of this,” Tara hissed back, her muscles straining to keep the crystal blade at bay. “You’ve been wallowing in your own self pity so fucking long that you can’t even see how much worse than Tiernan you’ve become. He was a terrible man who killed and used people. But what are you now Nedarya? You’ve sacrificed countless lives, lied to all these soldiers, gave them addictive magic that will destroy them, and now you want to kill everyone else too, yourself included.” She paused, her head turning away for a split second. “I can’t watch you destroy yourself like this. You never should have come back. You’re a monster.”

“You’re right,” Nedarya muttered. “I never should have come back. But just like every other thing that’s happened in my life, I didn’t get a choice!” She shoved Tara back, brandishing the crystal blade in front of her. “And now I’m going to make sure that never happens again. I will destroy this entire world if that’s what it takes to quell this rage inside me.”

“You and I both know that you don’t have that kind of power.”

“Watch me.”

Without warning Nedarya sprang forward, swinging the crystal blade with all her might. Tara parried the blow, stepping to the side to stay clear of the second spike that erupted from Nedarya’s off hand. Lord d'Ronja skidded to a halt next to Lex and Dusk, released when Tara defended them.

“We need to go,” Dusk said, looking up at Lyra. “Now.”

“Quickly!” she insisted, holding out an arm.

The three of them scrambled up her body, taking seats behind her spikes on the back of her neck. Dusk didn’t know how well she’d be able to fly with all three of them and her recent injuries, but they didn’t have any other choice. This was their only chance for survival. 

Lyra turned away from the fight, leaving Tara and Nedarya locked in battle. Breaking into a run she hurtled towards the edge of the plateau and threw herself over. Her wings filled with air immediately and she turned to the east, heading for the mainland. Something inside Dusk twinged as he looked back.

“We can’t leave Tara behind,” Dusk yelled over the rush of the wind. “Please go back!”

“She made her choice,” Lyra’s voice echoed through his mind. “Besides, I can’t carry all of you.”

“She’s the only reason we’re still alive! We have to try!”

Silence.

“Please Lyra. She doesn’t deserve to die up there.”

There was a pause before she banked back towards the mountain. “Hold on, this is going to be a little rough.” Dusk heard Lyra’s voice in his head again, but knew she was also reaching out to Tara. “Jump off the mountain and we’ll catch you!” she shouted as she strained against the wind.

Dusk hoped there was an answer, but he could hear nothing over the sound of the wind. Lyra continued to head for the mountain. They flew just below the edge of the cliff to stay out of sight, avoiding Nedarya’s wrath at all costs. Dusk kept his eyes turned upwards, hoping to see Tara coming off the edge at any moment. A few seconds passed and he began to think that maybe Nedarya had struck her down, putting an end to her mutiny. But just as he was sure it was too late, he saw Tara’s large form come hurtling over the side of the mountain into the open air before plummeting toward the jungle far below. 

Lyra banked again and went into a dive, folding her wings in at her sides. They spend towards Tara, all of them holding on with all of their might against the rush of wind and the sinking sensation in their stomachs. Dusk could see she was injured, her right leg trailing blood in the air as she fell. The jungle was rushing up toward them fast and Dusk didn’t know if they were going to make it. But at the last moment Lyra’s claws managed to wrap around Tara before she flared out her wings and shot out across the sea, Tara’s sword continuing down and crashing into the trees below.

Dusk looked back to make sure the other two were still holding on. Lex looked almost invigorated by the aerial acrobatics, but Lord d'Ronja had taken on an unsettling shade of green that was in stark contrast to Lyra’s scales. Lyra continued to pump her wings harder and harder, but no matter how much she flapped, they didn’t seem to be able to gain any more altitude. He knew, after the battle earlier that morning, her previous injuries, and the extra weight, they wouldn't be able to stay airborne for very long. He just hoped they’d make it to the mainland first.

Lyra didn’t head straight for Birchwood where more troops were inevitably waiting even though it was closest. Instead she turned further southeast, aiming for a patch of beach some miles from the town. It seemed like an impossible distance, but she continued to push, somehow keeping them in the sky. Dusk could feel her begin to breathe heavily under his thighs as the beach came closer. She began to descend, unable to slow her speed and keep them aloft at the same time. They were mere seconds away when Dusk realized she had Tara clutched in her front claws, the ones that she’d need to land. The water was their only hope.

“Jump!” he yelled to Lex and his father.

Lex grabbed his father by the shirt and pulled him off as he and Dusk went over. The water rushed up as the three of them plunged into the ocean, cold water shocking their senses.
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Dusk broke the surface of the water, gasping for air. He frantically began looking around for Lex, trying to see below the surf for any dark shapes that could be him. Lord d'Ronja came up first, coughing up saltwater and barely managed to keep himself afloat. An agonizing few seconds later Lex finally surfaced several feet from Dusk. Seeing Lex intact and unharmed, he turned to the beach to see what had become of their dragon. Lyra was lying on her back in shallow water, her wings and legs tucked in tight, Tara clutched in her claws. She must have struck the water first to slow herself down, but the momentum had carried her further up the sand until she was only partially submerged, her hindquarters lying in a long trough filling with water.

“Come on,” Dusk called to the other two. “We’ve got to help them!”

He’d never been much of a swimmer, but something came over him as he paddled. His arms and legs were aching as he reached the shore well before the others. He tossed his bow to the side and ran over to Lyra’s head, throwing himself in the sand next to her. Her eyes were closed.

“Lyra?” he said gently, reaching out to touch her massive snout. He noticed one of her horns had broken near the tip, a jagged edge left behind. “Are you alright?”

A deep grumble answered him. “Unfortunately... I think I’ll live.”

Above him he saw Tara fighting her way out of Lyra’s claws. She pushed them off to the side and rolled, trying to find a way down from Lyra’s heaving chest. Instead she overshot and crashed to the sand, her injured leg buckling underneath her. Dusk crawled his way over to her through the wet sand.

“Are you okay?” he asked, looking down at the massive gash in her right leg. It was bleeding profusely.

“Fuck off,” she snapped, trying to get to her feet again. “I don’t need your help and I don’t deserve it. So get the fuck away from me!”

Instead of recoiling like he normally would, Dusk reached out and pulled her into a hug. “I’m glad you’re alright,” he murmured from over her shoulder. “I knew you wouldn’t turn on us.”

“I did turn on you.” She pushed him away, wincing as her leg spasmed.

“That’s not what I saw.” 

“You’re never going to stop being annoyingly persistent, are you?”

Dusk shook his head. Tara’s mouth curled slightly at the corner, but then she winced again, holding her leg. She was starting to grow pale from the blood loss.

“We need to get that sewn up.”

“No shit.”

Lex and Lord d'Ronja came jogging up, huffing and puffing from the exertion of swimming back to shore. 

“By the gods, I fucking hate you,” Lex wheezed. 

“Don’t worry, I never stopped,” she replied.

“As much as I’m happy you two lovebirds are reunited, this is an emergency. Does anyone have a needle?” Dusk asked, looking around as his companions, none of which had a bag on them. He realized even his own was missing.

“Yes,” Lex replied, reaching down to the stitching of his boot and pulling a silver needle free. Both Dusk and Tara looked at him with odd expressions. “What? You never know when you’re going to need to mend something.”

“You’ve... just had that the whole time?” Tara asked, eyeing him suspiciously.

“Yes?” he replied, handing it to Dusk. “My mother told me to never go anywhere without one.”

“Thread?” Dusk asked, ignoring their conversation.

“That was in my bag...”

Dusk thought for a moment. “Bring me my bow.”

Lex did as he asked and Dusk pulled his dagger from his boot, slicing the unicorn hair string free before anyone could protest. He withdrew a single hair and handed it to Lex along with the needle.

“I don’t know how to sew,” he said.

Lex looked at the wound and back at him. With a quick nod he took a seat, threaded the needle, and began to work.

“d'Ronja,” Dusk barked, looking at Lex’s father who was staring in abject horror as his son slowly stitched Tara’s flesh back together. “Go gather firewood and get it going near the trees.” Dusk pointed off towards a small forest a few hundred feet from the beach. “We’re staying here tonight.”

Lord d'Ronja hesitated for a moment, watching his son begin to press ragged pieces of flesh together. His face flushed a darker shade of green and he turned his attention away. He nodded, stripped off his excess clothing that was soaked through, and trudged off towards the trees. As soon as he was out of earshot, Dusk turned back to the others.

“Are you going to tell us what happened then?” he asked, looking down at Tara.

“Would really like to know what the fuck that crazy cunt is up to,” Lex growled, pushing the needle through her skin again.

Tara winced. “Exactly what she said. She... she plans to destroy everything.”

“How much of her story do you know?” Dusk asked, sinking down in the sand beside them.

“Not much. Just the parts I was there for. She was a princess, how bad could it have been?”

Lex let out a scoff as he plunged the needle back through again.

“Lord d'Ronja filled us in on her upbringing. He was friends with the king and saw what happened to her. She was a bit bloodthirsty to begin with, but it led her to a life full of torture and pain at the hands of those she trusted most.”

Tara was silent.

“But that’s not important anymore. What’s important is how to stop her. You’ve been living with her this past month. What’s been going on?”

Tara sighed and leaned back against Lyra’s side, her teeth clenched as Lex continued. She had nowhere to go, which was right where Dusk wanted her. Tara always had a tendency of evading uncomfortable conversation at the wrong time.

“The glass took us back to Alamond,” she sighed, closing her eyes. “I stepped through to find her raging and cursing anything she could think of as her arm gushed blood all over the room. I tried to stop her, to make her see how injured she was, but she just pushed me away and headed deeper into the ruins. I didn’t know what to do and my hands were so damaged that I couldn’t touch anything. I followed until I found her in a library of some sort, yanking books off the shelves, trying to find something. When I couldn’t get her to stop I just watched, almost hoping she’d pass out from the blood loss so I could bandage her up. But the crystal somehow stopped her bleeding and she kept going.” Tara looked over to Dusk. “I must have passed out because when I woke she was just finishing a spell to heal herself further and conjure the new hand she had. I hoped she’d heal me too, but she just left me there.”

The look on Tara’s face was a familiar one to Dusk. Abandonment. Tara had really thought Nedarya cared for her, but her time in Alamond had proved her wrong.

“It was barely a day before she’d taken over the entire Circle that’s now housed inside Alamond. By the end of the week she had a small army there, Tiernan’s men were training the new recruits from Ditania, and more of them were delivering magic dust by the bucketload. They referred to her as the ‘General’ and I knew she’d done something to her brother Arius to get his cooperation, I just don’t know what. She ordered me to help them and then locked herself in that library for almost two weeks, never stepping foot outside of the room as far as I could tell.

“When she finally emerged again she was a different woman. Cold, calculating, and dangerous. All the soft qualities I loved in her had shed away and there was nothing left but a monster. She struck fear into the hearts of everyone with her ruthlessness, gave them rousing speeches about peace and prosperity, gifted them the power of magic to win them over, and then began transporting them en masse across the continent. In less than a week she’d managed to manipulate a hundred men into following her without question for a lie I knew couldn’t be true. She didn’t know I’d found a secret passage into the library while she studied her books. I listened night after night as she muttered to herself about destroying her family, the nobility, and eventually anyone foolish enough to draw breath on Udalara.” Tara paused for a moment. “The plan was to take the mountain by force. She told the men there was a weapon there, one that would win the war for Ditania. But I saw the other piece of the heart contained in that library. I didn’t dare tell anyone what her true plans were if I wanted to live long enough to tell you.”

Lex finished his last stitch and tied it off, cutting the unicorn hair with Dusk’s dagger. He slid the needle back into the stitching of his boot and sat back on his heels.

“There’s really no saving her, is there?” he asked.

“No,” Tara murmured, the sadness palpable in her voice. “She’s been gone since the day she died. The thing that Tiernan brought back is not Nedarya. It’s a monster.”

Dusk felt his heart break for Tara. She’d been so relieved and happy to have Nedarya back. But just like all of Tiernan’s other plans, it was a trick in disguise. Except this time that trick cost him his life. Dusk made a mental note to never give Tara the full story Lord d'Ronja had told them of Nedarya’s past. She deserved to keep the few happy memories she had of Nedarya without tarnishing them further. 

“She said something about bringing down the moon,” Lyra chimed in, her head turning towards them in the sand. “What did she mean by that?”

“That’s her plan,” Tara replied. “At least, that’s what she said.”

“Tiernan was trying to bring back magic, but I don’t think he needed the moon for it,” Dusk added. “The heart made more sense because he thought only he’d be able to control it. He didn’t want to share it. Why would Nedarya bring the moon back down? Wouldn’t that give everyone in the world access to magic again?”

“That’s true,” Lyra replied. “The moon acts as an amplifier for the heart, enough to cover the entirety of Udalara. But even if it was here again, only a very select few would be able to use its power. Not everyone is like you Dusk. Humans need to know the magic before they begin casting. The only ones that would gain power would be those with inherent abilities like myself. But most of those creatures are gone.”

“And Tiernan made it a point to collect almost all the magical tomes still left in existence,” Dusk sighed. “The only ones I’ve ever seen not in his possession were the ones at the monastery that burned and in Lobelia’s treasury. I don’t even know what kind of magic is left in them.”

“She’d never give us enough time to train a resistance anyway,” Tara said. “Once she’s completed the heart, she’ll move fast. We won’t have much time to stop her.”

“What makes you think we have any hope of stopping her?” Lyra scoffed. “She has the heart and the eye. She is unstoppable.”

Lyra rolled over with a groan and pushed herself to her feet. She was bruised and battered, but looked mostly undamaged for someone who had fallen out of the air so many times in the past day. Her hope however, was another story.

“We can’t just give up,” Dusk called out to her.

Lyra turned back to the three of them, her violet eyes hidden behind a dark expression. “Nozzera was a highly gifted magician with nearly a century of study. He killed most of the dragon lords single-handedly,” she growled. “And he didn’t possess nearly half the power that Nedarya now wields.”

“But she can’t know as much about magic as he did. That will be her weakness,” Dusk added defiantly. “Maybe we can exploit that.”

“That makes her all the more dangerous. She’s reckless, untrained, and she’s got nothing to lose.” Lyra looked out over the sea back towards the mountain the distance where Nedarya now stood, her weapons close at hand. “There was one last piece that she needed to control the heart completely, but Tiernan gave her that answer when he killed her the first time.” Lyra glanced at Tara. “She has all three crowns, doesn’t she?”

“Her brother still wears one, but she’s got him in her grasp.”

“That’s what I thought,” Lyra huffed. “Tephyss and the dragons spun the three crowns themselves and gifted them to the Alamondian kings. In times of great need the three kings could come together, combine their crowns, and use that power to call upon the crystal, which sat deep below the earth under Alamond. It was meant to be a last resort if a great evil came along and could only be called upon with the cooperation of all three.” Lyra sighed, her head drooping to the ground. “But men are fickle and the kingdom fell apart even under Tephyss’s watchful eye. When Nozzera attacked there were only two crowns in the city and therefore the crystal could not be called upon. That’s why he was able to take it to begin with, using his own great power to force his will upon it.”

“I didn’t understand why she wanted the crown from Inahan...” Dusk murmured. “I just gave it to her... I didn’t even think about it.” A realization struck him hard in the chest, like an arrow through his heart. “This is all my fault,” he whispered. “Mirinda told me to throw the crown into the ocean and I kept it out of spite.” He looked up at Lyra, tears coming to his eyes as the truth set in. “All of this is my fault.”
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That night on the beach as everyone lay sleeping in the sand, Dusk sat some feet away with his back against a tree, staring up at the stars. He remembered the beings he’d seen when he touched the heart, reaching their tendrils out through the entirety of the universe. Their eyes had been fixed on him and now he knew why. Because of him the whole world would be destroyed. In one stupid moment he let anger get the better of him and now everyone was going to pay the price for his childishness. He remembered Mirinda’s clear instructions to get rid of the crown as soon as they were out in deeper water. If he’d thrown it over it would have been at least one more obstacle for Nedarya to complete her terrible plans. Maybe it would have stopped her completely.

“What should I do?” he whispered, his eyes reflecting the millions of stars splayed out in front of him. “We knew we couldn’t stop her to begin with, so why did I even bother trying? Why did I bother to hope?”

He wanted to believe that he’d done it for Lyra and her people. Anything to buy them time so they could escape another slaughter. But if he was being honest with himself, it had felt like the right thing to do. Standing up to Nedarya, knowing they couldn’t win, was something he’d had to do. He understood her pain and resentment toward the world because it was inside him too. Underneath all the smiles and the laughter was a lifetime of pain and suffering, hidden out of sight from those that interacted with him. Only Lex had any idea of what he’d truly gone through and that still paled in comparison to what it had actually been like to experience. But where Dusk had tried to find a reason to live, Nedarya was searching for a way to die. And whether by some other influence or of her own accord, she wanted to take everyone else with her.

“I wish I could save her,” he whispered. “The heart is driving her mad, fed by the trauma of her past... it’s so unfair what happened to both of us.” He stared up at the stars, angry tears filling the corners of his eyes. “How could you let this happen to us?” he said, having no idea if he was talking to the gods, fate, destiny, or all three. “What did we do to deserve this?”

Dusk lifted his arm, using his sleeve to wipe away the hot tears on his cheeks. A childhood full of starvation and ten years of slavery. What had it all been for? If he’d been brave enough, he could have done what Nedarya suggested and killed himself. That would have ended the suffering and it still could if he wanted to avoid more. The dagger in his boot was plenty sharp enough and nobody would be able to stop him. Finally he would be free of his past and the pain that came with it. He felt lost in hopelessness.

“Stop living in the past and embrace who you are. This moment is all that matters.”

Juniper’s words came back to him, the last she’d spoken to him before she died, echoing through his mind. He turned his head from side to side, sure that someone had spoken them aloud. Everyone was asleep by the fire and Lyra was some ways off, curled up in a patch of tall grass. For a moment he wondered if she’d done it, but she couldn’t have. She’d never even met Juniper and nobody except him and Sky had heard the words spoken. 

He let them repeat a few times in his mind as he tipped his head back towards the stars once more. Who was he now? After all that had happened, was Dusk an ex-slave haunted by his past? That didn’t feel right to him. The pain was still there from time to time, but it only seemed to crop up when he was having trouble with other things. So who was Dusk? What had he become since he escaped the mines and met an old woman who gave him a path to follow? Could a man really overcome circumstances like that? The thought kept him occupied for some time. Eventually, like an arrow clicking into place on the bowstring, it came to him.

“I... I’m a free man,” Dusk whispered to himself finally, the words feeling like honey on his tongue.

A wave of excitement washed over him as he realized the words were true. Only a few feet away were the only two people in the world who could claim to be his owner and neither of them had. They regarded him with respect and in Lex’s case, love. He was treated like an equal among them and more recently, like a leader. Nobody owned him any longer.

“I... I’m an adventurer I guess.” That sounded like a funny thing to say, although it was definitely true. “And I have a family that I love.”

He glanced at his companions asleep around the fire. They’d proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that he meant something great to them and vice versa. Happy moments began to seep into his consciousness of the journey they’d been through. Even when they were trapped in the snow, injured, or under attack, having them there meant everything to him. They were part of the reason he kept moving everyday. The journey would have been impossible without them. But he also realized, for the first time, that he’d kept going for himself too. Having his own family there was wonderful, but doing things for himself was even more important.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do or how I’m going to stop this,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on a bright star high in the western sky. “But I have to try. For them... and for me. There’s more to this life than pain and I... I choose to let it go.”

Dusk closed his eyes and leaned back against the tree, the sensation of the rough bark somehow comforting through his shirt. He took a few deep breaths, letting the past wash away from him. Memories flooded through his mind of what he’d been through. Instead of dwelling on them he acknowledged their existence, thanked them for their lessons, and let them go. As each one left his body he felt himself growing heavier and heavier, a peaceful sleep drawing nearer. 

The last memory to leave his mind was one he’d never seen before. It was a brief moment of him sitting under a lighted lantern as a child. Soft snowflakes fell all around him, turned orange by the light of the fire. The city was almost silent, the tall buildings around him imposing. The cold quelled the rotting smells of the streets and for once the air was crisp and clean. A young woman with a hooded cloak stepped out of the darkness, making her way toward him. She held out a warm loaf of bread to him, steaming in the cold. He was scared to take it, but she said something in a strange accent that he couldn’t quite make out, and it was a kind voice. He took the bread and held it against his frozen fingers, relishing the warmth coming off of it. Sensing how cold he was, she unclasped her cloak and threw it around his shoulders, revealing her fur covered face and a long tail that swept out behind her. For a moment he was stunned by what he saw, then smiled. She was beautiful. Then, pointing towards the snow she told him to watch as she curled her fingers through the air. Wisps of light emerged from her fingertips and coalesced into familiar shapes. She giggled and slipped a few coins in his pocket before she walked away. Dusk didn’t notice, but sat transfixed watching the glowing butterflies dancing through the snow.
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The next morning was a difficult one for everyone. Battered and bruised they somehow managed to get to their feet, knowing they’d need water and supplies soon. 

“We should be able to find a small village along the coast if the Circle left any of them unburned,” Tara said as she dusted the sand off herself.

Dusk had found her a large branch to help her walk since she refused to ride on Lyra’s back.

“Does anyone have any coin?” she asked, looking around at the three of them.

“I don’t even have a weapon anymore,” Lex huffed, throwing his arms up. “All that time spent waiting for that sword and that bitch gave it to one of her lackeys.”

“I don’t have anything either,” Dusk replied. He looked down at his left index finger where Eiran’s silver ring sat. “I have this I suppose. We could sell it.”

“That’s not an option,” Tara said, waving him off, knowing the origins of the ring. She turned her attention to Lord d'Ronja. “How about you old timer?”

Lord d'Ronja looked a bit taken aback at her rudeness, but he fumbled through his clothing anyway. A moment later he let out a disgruntled sigh, finding nothing of value beyond a silver cloak pin that probably wouldn’t even get them dinner. 

“Oh, wait!” he exclaimed. 

Plopping down in the sand he pulled off one of his boots and shoved his arm down inside. A moment later he produced a series of five squares of cloth sewn together in a long rectangle. They looked like they’d been sewn to the interior of his boot.

“May the gods bless your mother,” he said to Lex. “That woman is smarter than anyone I know. She did this years ago to all my boots in case I was ever robbed or lost.” 

He pulled at the fabric, tearing it open to reveal five highly polished coins that were too bright to be silver.

“You have platinum sewn into your clothing?!” Lex barked, his mouth hanging open. “That’s a ridiculous amount of money to have stuffed in your boot!”

“Thank your mother,” he laughed. “She wanted to make sure I had enough to get home no matter where I was. She knows I have a knack for getting into trouble and I’m not the fighting type.”

“That’s brilliant,” Dusk chuckled, remembering his own concealments involving boots. “Nobody ever expects the boot.”

“Literally every bandit I’ve ever come across has searched my shoes,” Lex replied in an annoyed voice, glaring at the both of them.

“That’s because you’re too easy to read,” Tara added, glancing at him. “And you look suspicious. He, on the other hand,” she gestured to Lord d'Ronja, “just looks rich and dumb.”

Lex was about to lay into her, but the comment about his father sent him into a fit of laughter. Dusk couldn’t help but smile either. Tara, on the other hand, walked over to Lord d'Ronja and put her hand on his shoulder.

“Thanks to you, we probably won’t starve. If we can find somewhere to go.”

“We can go back to the chateau,” Lord d'Ronja suggested, his eyes flicking up to Lex. “Your mother would be happy to see you and you are all welcome.” He turned and looked back at Lyra. “Even you. There are places we can conceal you.”

“But that’s on the other side of the continent,” Dusk said. The Dorsum Mountains were far to the east and the city of Ronja lay at least another month’s travel beyond that. “We’ll never get there before Nedarya completes the heart...”

A silence fell among them, the laughter and smiles dying at the sound of Nedarya’s name. The cool wind picked up from the surrounding area, bringing with it the scent of blooming summer flowers and rustling the leaves overhead.

“Let’s take this one step at a time,” Tara said slowly. “First we need food and water so we can recover from our injuries. Then we can get to Ronja. If we make it that far, we’ll figure out what to do then.”

“I do believe I could help with that,” a familiar melodic voice said.

Dusk whipped around and saw Fayard the unicorn shining brightly in the sunlight, his white mane rippling in the breeze. Tara, Lex, and Lord d'Ronja stared open-mouthed at the animal, unable to speak. Lyra was the only one who didn’t seem shocked to see him.

“Hello Fayard,” she said cheerfully. “You have impeccable timing as always. It’s been a long time.”

“That it has Lady Lyra,” he replied, taking a bow so low that his horn nearly dipped into the sand.

“I’m happy to see you’re still alive,” Lyra hummed, bowing her head back to him.

“Is Maribel with you?” Dusk asked, looking around in search of her.

“I am afraid not. She is too far along to be traveling much anymore. But do not worry, she is quite safe with the rest of my herd. No harm will come to her.”

Dusk tried not to look too disappointed.

“You all seem to be in distress so I thought I would lend a hand. The amount of magic on the breeze yesterday made you easy to find and I assumed trouble was brewing.” He looked at all of them individually. “And it seems I was right.”

“The heart has been taken,” Lyra said, hanging her head. “And the eye.”

“That is indeed bad tidings. However, things can change quickly, as I am sure you have noticed. The dragons have always been great bringers of change and I don’t doubt you can do it again. I am afraid I don’t have much to offer, but I will do what I can.” He turned his gaze to Tara. “You, come forth.”

Tara snapped her mouth shut and looked at Dusk. 

“You heard him. Go.”

She nodded, straightened herself up, and hobbled over, using the stick to keep herself upright. 

“I see your friend here sacrificed the gift I gave him in order to save you,” Fayard said, gesturing towards her leg with his horn and the stitching. “I cannot fix it entirely, but I can help speed your recovery along.”

He leaned down and touched the tip of his horn to her wound. Dusk watched as the skin knit itself back together and turned bright red, like a fresh scar across her leg. The stitching disappeared entirely and she was left looking like she’d had weeks to heal already.

“Take it slowly, the internal damage will need to heal mostly on its own.” Fayard turned his attention to Lyra. “I can do the same for you if you will allow me. I know your magic is much diminished without the heart.”

“It’s almost completely gone,” Lyra replied to the surprise of everyone. “I gave everything I had to keep the heart safe and when I lost it, I lost nearly all of my power.”

“It will return,” Fayard said gently, striding over to her, his hooves sinking into the sand. “Balance always returns to the world, even without the gods’ help. For now I can help you recover. It is the least I can do for the last of the dragon lords.” 

Fayard took his time moving across Lyra’s body, touching many of her wounds in turn, starting with the largest. He’d covered over half of them before he turned away, sweat gathering on his flanks.

“That is all I can accomplish for now,” he breathed. “My body has its own limitations.”

“Thank you Fayard,” Lyra said, leaning down to press her nose against his. They stayed there for a long moment as if lost in conversation.

“Do you know what we should do, Fayard?” Dusk asked, stepping towards them. “Nedarya plans to use the crystal to destroy as much of the world as she can and we don’t have a lot of time.”

“My suggestion would be to stop her,” he replied simply.

Dusk huffed in his direction, unamused if he was trying to be funny. “Yes, but how?”

“I do not know. I am just a unicorn.” He saw the frustration on Dusk’s face and added, “But your plan to continue east seems like a good one. Now that you are healed you can move faster. I typically find that trying to overthink my future steps before I take the next one causes me to trip over my own hooves. A foal does not think about walking, they just do. Maybe you should employ the same mode of thought.”

“In some weird way, that makes sense,” Lex nodded.

Dusk was glad Lex knew what was going on because it looked as if the rest of them were completely confused.

“Well, I must be going,” Fayard said, stepping up beside Dusk. “Please take three more of my hairs and try not to lose them this time.”

If a horse could smile, Fayard was doing it, a gesture that was full of hope for their endeavors. Dusk took the three hairs as instructed and wrapped them around his finger for safe keeping.

“This will be the last time you see me,” Fayard said quietly, leaning down to Dusk. “This difficulty, though it affects us all, is yours to confront. Fate has spoken and made obvious that this is your journey. You are the common thread. There is nothing more I can do to help you. Be brave and do not give up.”

“I’ll do my best,” Dusk nodded.

“Maribel will be happy to see how much you have grown. You are no longer a foal, but a cunning stallion making his way through the wild world with great purpose. You have come far, Apple-Giver.”

“Tell her I love her.”

“Of course.” Fayard turned and looked back at the rest of the group. “Farewell to you all and I wish you luck on your journey, for the sake of us all.”

With that he turned and trotted into the trees, disappearing completely from view within a few seconds. The smell of wildflowers died away with him and Dusk stared for a moment longer, thoughts buzzing through his head. Eventually he shook them away and looked back at his companions.

“If one more goddamn animal comes to visit us, we might as well open a fucking zoo,” Tara said, glancing up at Lyra.

“If you just insinuated that I am an animal, I will gladly eat you here and now.”
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By the end of the first day, thanks to Lyra’s renewed strength to fly with all of them, the group was able to find a small village near the coast some miles south of where they’d landed. It wasn’t one of the few they’d passed through on their way to Birchwood thankfully, as almost all of those had been burned to the ground by the Circle. Thanks to Lord d'Ronja’s wife they were able to purchase themselves food and drink, supplies for the journey, and a comfortable night in town. Lyra was left to fend for herself, but since she could catch her own game and breathe fire, nobody really felt too bad about it.

In the morning they decided against purchasing any weapons beyond a quiver of arrows for Dusk. Between him and Lyra they knew they could keep the group well fed on their journey across the mountains and all of Ditania. No one knew how long it was going to take, but well rested and with a dragon on their side, they were feeling confident in their abilities. 

That afternoon, after getting everything they needed and throwing some packed saddlebags across Lyra’s back, they all climbed on with some nervousness, most of them still remembering their previous crash.

“I don’t know how far I’ll be able to go, there are quite a few of you, but I’ll go as far as I can. Let me know if we need to stop,” Lyra said, stretching out her wings. She readied herself to fly, then stopped. “Where... where is Ronja?” she asked, turning back to the four on her back.

“Ronja is northeast of Windshear Pass,” Lex said. “If we follow the road it will lead us there without going out of the way too much. Do you know where that is?”

“Yes,” she replied. “That was once the home of another dragon.” She took a deep breath, her body expanding under their legs. “It’s been a long time since I was out in the world, but I’ll find the way. The sun and stars will guide us.”

With that, she broke into a gallop and lifted herself into the sky with a roar. Dusk looked back over his shoulder beyond the forest. In the distance he could make out a handful of people in the small village staring their direction, fingers in the air, a few of them sprinting across the town square. He hoped they didn’t panic too much, but seeing a dragon after a thousand years was probably going to be big news that would travel fast. All of Inahan would soon know that a dragon was on the loose and that something big was probably happening in the world.

The journey began slowly, Lyra needing time to adjust to the new weight. Eventually she found ways to ride the wind to make the work easier for herself and everyone else. By the end of the first day the Dorsum Mountains had already drawn near, their shapes clear on the horizon some miles away. The salty smell of the sea had died away and the full earthy scent of summer filled the air. Dusk wanted to stop and just enjoy the heat of the sun and the bright green of the world. He’d never seen a summer outside of the mines and it made him almost drunk with wonder. But night fell quickly, the surrounding woods filled with the sounds of crickets and the soft glow of fireflies flitting between the trees. Even though they were in a hurry to stop things that could mean the fate of the world, he took those small moments to himself to enjoy what nature had to offer. He wasn’t sure if he’d get the chance to see another summer.

The next morning they were up at dawn, fed themselves, and took flight again. Lyra had to climb especially high to get over the mountains, winding her way between them so as to not have to go over the still snow-capped peaks. They crossed much further north than Windshear Pass, but were flying at a southeastern angle, hoping to find the road eventually and follow it to Ronja. Several small towns slipped by underneath them and Dusk knew the word of a dragon was continuing to spread judging by the villager’s reactions. Lyra made no effort to avoid them or fly high enough to go unnoticed. It would have been wasted energy and she’d need every last drop she had to make it to Ronja.

On the third day they spotted the road and struck out due east, keeping it below them at all times. Dusk saw the still-charred remains of Kinallin pass under them. The brief glimpse he caught told him some of the buildings were being rebuilt and people were coming back to the town, but it would be a long time before it came back completely. He’d also noticed the farm where he and Lex had purchased Maribel under false pretenses. It didn’t look destroyed, but he remembered the farmer had planned to stay and fight the Inahandrian soldiers. Dusk couldn’t make out much detail, but hoped, for the sake of their daughter, they had decided to run.

The next day took them over Alamond, where they made a wide berth to the north. In the distance there was a large lonely mountain steeped in the blue haze of summer humidity. Lord d'Ronja pointed it out to Lyra, saying that was where they were headed. She flapped her wings harder, speeding off in that direction. They cut away from the road and over the endless forests that lay north of it. That night they found a large clearing amongst the trees filled with tall grass, and made camp for the night. Dusk was able to hunt down a few birds for their dinner and Tara made good work of them over the fire.

The four of them sat sore and exhausted, the days of travel by air taking much more energy from them than they anticipated. Even the fireflies were of little comfort to Dusk by then, their wonder having faded with his energy reserves.

“If we get up early and fly until after dark, we should make it to Ronja tomorrow,” Lord d'Ronja said after he’d finished eating. “The chateau is on the far western side of the city, tucked up against the mountain with the forest butting up against the back garden. If we can find a clearing near the base of the mountain, Lyra can stay within the forest to remain hidden while we go inside. Then we can figure out what to do from there.”

“Five days,” Dusk mused, laying back on the soft grass. “I was on the road for over six months to travel that distance. It doesn’t seem possible.”

“We took a lot of detours,” Lex smiled. “I think we actually went the longest way possible and got in trouble at every single point along the way.”

“I can take the blame for some of that, “Tara replied. “If I’d listened to Dusk back in Louring we could have avoided a lot of trouble later on.”

“I think we all had our moments of making things difficult.” Lex looked around with greasy hands from eating, unsure what to do with them, then shrugged and wiped them on his pants. “Though... I don’t think I’d trade it away for comfort. It’s been kind of fun don't you think?”

“It sure as fuck wasn’t boring.”

“And it’s not over yet,” Dusk added. “There’s still so much more to do.”

A silence fell among them for a few minutes, filled in by crickets and other insects Dusk couldn’t identify. He could feel the hesitation and anxiety in the group with what lay ahead of them. There were so many questions, the biggest being what was going to happen next. None of them knew what lay ahead, only that it was going to be unquestionably dangerous and probably life threatening.

“What can we expect when we get to the chateau?” Tara finally said, turning the attention away from the end of the world. “Are we going to have to fight our way in?”

“I should hope not,” Lord d'Ronja scoffed. “I own the place. I don’t see why I should be denied entry into my own house.”

“That crazy fucker Tiernan had you under his control for almost a decade. You don’t know what’s changed.”

“He’ll be able to get in,” Lex piped up. “I was still living at home just a little over six months ago. Nothing ever really changed except for the feeling among the staff and the servants. When I was young the house always seemed like a safe place full of laughter and smiling faces.” He looked at his father. “But after Tiernan took you over a shadow fell over the estate. Everyone fell into place, keeping their heads down and doing exactly what they were told. I expect you’ll have to do a lot of work to win their trust back. And mother has been scared of you for years... I don’t know how she’ll take this news.”

Lord d'Ronja’s face sagged. “To think, the woman I love more than anything in the world has learned to fear me. That alone is a terrible price, and something she never deserved.” He turned his gaze to the fire, pulling his knees up to his chest. “My own family, the one thing I held dear in all this world, driven away by my mere presence. I don’t know how I’ll ever forgive myself.”

“You can start by remembering it wasn’t you that did it,” Dusk replied sternly. “And then, since you won’t be spending all your energy blaming yourself, you can do something about it.”

He glanced up at Dusk, a bit of hurt in his eyes. “I will... do my best.”

Dusk took a deep breath to calm his nerves. Something about Lord d'Ronja, one of the most powerful men in all of Ditania, acting helpless, put him on edge. He had the power to do anything he wanted, all he had to do was try. But Dusk understood too well what it felt like to be convinced you were helpless. He tried to be a little softer.

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out in time. Start with your wife. If she’s half the woman you claim she is, she’ll make quick work of the rest of it.” Dusk glanced up at Lord d'Ronja, locking eyes with him. “Don’t forget who you are and the good you can do for this world. You can make a lot of people’s lives better with just a handful of words.”

Lord d'Ronja stared at him for a long moment and finally nodded in acknowledgement. Dusk hoped he would follow through with it once they reached the city.

The next day was an especially long one. After days of sitting atop Lyra’s back, the wind blasting in their ears until they felt deaf, and the rough scales rubbing through the thin leathers of their pants and chaffing their skin, each of them wanted nothing more than to be on the ground for good. Dusk loved flying, but wanted a few weeks to recover from the recent trip. Each night he felt like he’d never walk the same again and every morning his body was sore from head to toe from the day previous. He’d walked, ridden horses, taken ships, carts, and now had flown on a dragon. All of them, he decided, were great in their own way, but mostly he found he just wanted to sit still for a while instead of feeling like he was always on the run.

The sun set like it always did and darkness came, the light of Gartha the only thing that guided them through the sky. The lone mountain had grown close, and far below them Dusk could see the lights of a great city in the distance. The last time he’d seen a city from above was when they crested the hill near the Crystal Gate, overlooking Emerald Deep. It had been almost overwhelming, but Ronja was easily ten times the size of what he’d seen there. The bright yellow lights were so densely packed it almost looked as if all the stars in the sky had merged there, lighting the surrounding landscape. He stared in wonder, not understanding how a city so large could exist. His memories of Eblesal were permanently fractured and broken so that he’d never really gotten a feel for the size of that city while he wandered the streets. To him, Ronja was now the biggest city in the world. He just wished he was visiting under better circumstances.

Following Lord d'Ronja’s shouted instructions, Lyra banked to the west side of the city, flying lower to find her way and keeping a little further south so as to not be spotted. The chateau, which Dusk assumed was a fancy name for a big house, turned out to be a sprawling estate full of gardens, orchards, courtyards, and farmland all surrounded by a tall stone fence with its own guard patrol. At the back of the estate was a massive house, easily over four stories high with conical peaked roofs and decorative stonework on anything that could hold the weight. Even in the dead of night it was well lit and looking astoundingly impressive. It would easily have held twenty families or more just within the main house. After staring at it for only ten seconds Dusk found himself wondering how Lex could ever give up such a beautiful place. But he knew that all the beauty in the world wouldn't have made him stay at the mines and in some ways, the house represented a similar existence to Lex.

Lyra flew herself to the far western edge and over the wall, her tail skimming the tops of trees as they went. Suddenly the forest opened up into a large clearing dotted with jagged rocks that looked like they’d tumbled from the mountain long ago. It wasn’t unlike the valley on the island they’d just left. Swooping around in wide circles, Lyra brought herself lower and lower until she finally touched down in the tall grass, trotting until she came to a halt. Everyone hopped off, stretching and groaning as they finally stood up for the first time in several hours. 

“Can you wait here Lyra?” Dusk asked, walking over to her as she flopped down on her side to rest.

“Gladly,” she cooed, making herself comfortable. 

It had been the first real break she’d gotten in days.

“We’ll find a way to contact you tomorrow after we’ve all gotten some rest. I’ll come out to see you.”

“There’s no need for that.” She lifted her head, touching her snout to Dusk’s forehead once more.

Unlike the jolting sensation with the magical flare she’d given him, this felt more like a warm egg being cracked over his head. He felt something slimy seep over his hair and skin. When he reached up to wipe away, revolted by the sensation, he found his hands came back dry.

“That felt disgusting,” he said, shivering in place as the feeling died away.

“We’re linked now,” she explained. “Whenever you need to speak to me, just reach out with your thoughts. They’ll find me. But don’t go too far, it won’t reach into the city, just to the house and the grounds most likely.”

“I’ll keep you up to date and I’ll check in tomorrow.”

“Good. Now go. I want to sleep.”

“Sleep well.”

Smiling to himself, Dusk let her be and gathered up the other three. He put Lord d'Ronja in front and started marching their way through the forest towards the noble’s estate. It took them less than ten minutes to reach the house and Dusk was thankful to see a small iron portcullis leading through the wall to the back garden. They wouldn’t have to walk all the way around. The house towered up in front of them, somehow imposing from any angle.

“Halt!” a voice shouted from the top of the fence.

All of them looked up to see three guards with their crossbows trained in their direction.

“Who goes there?” a second called out to them.

Lord d'Ronja stepped forward. “The lord returns to his house,” he called back. “I lost my steed in the woods and these fine folk helped me find my way back.”

A brief silence met his words as the soldiers glanced at one another.

“Come forward slowly,” the man to the left said, lowering his bow slightly. 

Lord d'Ronja walked within a few feet of the wall, his hands out to his sides showing he was unarmed. The soldier looked down at him with keen eyes for a long moment, studying his features. Dusk held his breath until he finally saw the man relax and the bow drop to his side.

“Open the gate!” he called out.

The portcullis was raised and Lord d'Ronja beckoned them all forward. The soldiers saluted him as he walked through, holding himself a little higher and prouder than he had amongst the group. It seemed coming home brought back some of his noble facade that insofar had proved less than useful in the real world. The gate was dropped again and a single soldier led them to the house and into the foyer, alerting the other guards that Lord d'Ronja was now home. More than one of them streaked off down corridors for some unknown reason to Dusk. In less than five minutes the entire house was in an uproar with servants and guards going in every direction. Lex shifted nervously at Dusk’s side. Reaching out, Dusk took his hand and gave it a squeeze, letting him know he wasn’t going anywhere.

A moment later a large set of double doors were flung open at the top of the stairs in front of them and a woman stepped out on the landing. She was tall, thin, and wearing a floor length dress in the most striking red Dusk had ever seen. Her skin was pale, like Lex’s, and her dark hair was pulled into a tight bun. She commanded a presence unlike anyone Dusk had ever met. He noticed Tara staring at her with her mouth slightly open.

“I see you’re back,” she said stiffly to Lord d'Ronja. Her eyes scanned over the group of dirty, weather worn people behind him. “And who are they? More of Tiernan’s ruffians I suppose?”

Lex took a step forward, still holding Dusk’s hand. “Hi mom.”
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The poise and intensity Lady d'Ronja had displayed melted away in a flash as her eyes came to rest on Lex.

“Alexander...” she cried softly. “Is it really you?”

“Yeah...” he muttered, taking another forward.

She made a movement towards him, but stopped, her eyes locked on Lord d'Ronja as if looking for his reaction. There was a malice in her eyes that made Dusk shiver internally.

“He’s back too,” Lex said, grabbing his father’s shoulder. “The real him.”

Unable to contain it any longer, she let out a stifled sob as if she’d been holding it in for years. Hiking up her dress she ran down the stairs and threw her arms around them both, pulling them in tight. She kissed Lex on the cheek, looking him over.

“You look so dirty,” she said, tears in her eyes.

Then she turned to her husband. Gently she grabbed both sides of his face in her hands and pulled him close.

“Is it really you, Xander?” she asked timidly, her eyes welling up.

“It’s me Lucia,” he replied, hugging her around the waist.

They stayed locked in an embrace for more than a minute. Lex eventually sidled his way over to Dusk and took his hand once more. There was a smile on his face that could only be described as relief. Even a few of the servants had stopped to stare at their exchange, their mouths open in surprise. It was obvious that the Ronja chateau hadn’t seen any sort of familial love in a long time by their expressions. Tara stood to the back of the group, her eyes now turned away from Lady d'Ronja and towards the floor. 

“I can’t believe you’ve come back to me,” Lucia said, finally pulling away from her husband. “It’s been ten years since you left to take Lex to Eblesal. When you came back, you weren’t the man I married. I never knew what happened but I always hoped someday you’d find your way back to me. What... what became of you?”

“I don’t remember any of it,” he replied, tears coming to his eyes. “It’s all gone, all ten years of it. What terrible things did I do to you? To everyone?”

“He was under an enchantment,” Lex cut in before his mother could find a reply. “It’s a lot to explain and we will eventually, but we just rode a dragon across the entire continent and we’re exhausted. I’m so happy to see you mother, but all I want right now is a hot bath and a soft bed.”

“A dragon?” Her eyes grew big, but then she shook it away, regaining her posie. “I understand and we’ll talk tomorrow. I’m still quite angry with you for running off like that, but I know why you did it and because of that... I can’t blame you.” She glanced down at Dusk’s hand held by Lex, then back to her son. “Your room is just the way you left it.” She turned over her shoulder and called to one of the servants, “Please prepare baths, meals, and beds for my son and his guests.”

“As you wish milady,” the servant replied with a bow.

He and several others scattered, heading in multiple directions to dole out orders to the rest of the staff Dusk assumed. They were all dressed in clean servant uniforms and he couldn’t tell which of them might be slaves and which were hired due to their long sleeves. He wanted to shake Lord d’Ronja and scream at him to set them all free, but he also knew that there had been enough disturbance for one night. A part of him also realized that Lord d’Ronja didn’t have to listen to him at all if he didn’t want to. He was the master of his own house and the maker of laws in his own city. If he didn’t want to set his slaves free or pay them for their services, the only thing Dusk could do was either kill him and wait for Lex to take his place. Neither of which seemed like the ideal plan. But as he looked up and locked eyes with Lady d’Ronja she gave him a slight nod, glancing down at his and Lex’s hand once more. The corner of her mouth curled slightly upward, a warm accepting expression on her visage. Somehow, even though they hadn’t even been introduced yet, he knew he had an ally that would listen to him when the time came.

“Please,” Lady d’Ronja began, “ask for anything you need from the staff, they will be more than happy to assist. There is nothing too big or too small that we cannot accommodate.” She looked at the three of them, smiling at each in turn. “Take a night of rest and we’ll speak in the morning properly. But for now, I wish you a goodnight.” She looked back at her husband. “We, however, have some things to talk about now.”

Lord d’Ronja visibly gulped, his brows knitting together in worry. His wife took him by the hand, hiked up her dress on the opposite side, and led him up the stairs. They passed through the double doors that swung shut behind them leaving the three standing in the middle of the foyer. Both Dusk and Tara looked to Lex for instructions, having no idea where they were in the house or what to do next.

“My room is over in the west wing. There are a few guest rooms as well,” he said motioning for them to follow. “The bathhouse is nearer to the central portion. It’s gonna take them a bit to get it going. We haven’t had guests here in years.”

“This place has its own bathhouse?” Dusk whispered, leaning in towards Lex.

“There’s a lot of things here.”

“I’ve visited Ronja, but never been to the chateau before,” Tara said, following a few steps behind them. “The city itself isn’t bad. The food here is fucking great.”

Dusk was feeling a little overwhelmed as they passed through door after door, turning through a maze of corridors that made him feel more lost than he’d ever been. They passed rooms that looked like they’d been sealed off for quite a while, cobwebs gathering in the high corners of the door frames. 

“Maybe we can go into the city tomorrow for a couple hours,” Dusk suggested, training his eyes back towards the floor. “We deserve to rest a bit and I want to see it... At least once.”

Tara grabbed him by the shoulder, turning him around. “Will you stop fucking talking like we’re all going to die in a couple days?” Tara snapped. “You’re giving me the creeps. I don’t know about you all, but I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.”

“I don’t either, I just...”

“Then stop,” she said sternly, poking him in the forehead. “Half the battle is in your head. If you draw your sword thinking you’ve already lost, you might as well lay down and die right there.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. Just try to be better.” She sighed, patting Dusk on the shoulder, pushing him to continue walking. “I don’t know what we’re going to do yet, but if there's a fight, you need to be ready. Instead of trying to see everything just in case we don’t survive, leave yourself things to look forward to. A soldier with something to lose will fight a hundred times harder than the others. And it’s those like him that change the tide of battle.”

“Well, here’s my room,” Lex said, disrupting the air of unease that had swirled up around them. “One of the servants is prepping a room for you over there, Tara.” Lex pointed her towards an open door where there was a steady flow of people rushing in and out. “Just let them know what you need and they’ll take care of it.”

Tara nodded and took a few steps before looking back at them both. “I want to come with you tomorrow into the city. Don’t leave without me.”

“Don’t worry, we won’t get separated again,” Lex replied, giving her a nod back.

She continued walking and slipped through the open door. Lex reached out and pushed open his own, pulling Dusk inside. There were already a couple of people inside the room dusting, fluffing pillows, and replacing sheets on the bed. Dusk was surprised to see a large four poster bed, the largest he’d ever seen, with a mattress that could easily accommodate three people, and thin muslin curtains hanging all around it. Next to it stood a massive dark wood wardrobe, its face decorated with a large dragon that had its wings spread. There was an ornately carved fireplace in one wall where a fire was currently being stoked into life. The floor itself was made of stone tiles, but most of it was covered by a series of large rugs decorated with swirling geometric patterns in a vast array of colors. There was a glossy wooden desk near the fireplace, a handful of armchairs, and a couple of small tables with lanterns on them. The walls were decorated with tapestries, shelves full of knick-knacks and books, swirling metal sconces, paintings, and many other things Dusk had never seen before. The room itself was bigger than most of the taverns they’d visited. It seemed almost obscene that one person should take up so much space.

“Well,” Lex muttered, seemingly ashamed. “Here it is. Make yourself comfortable.”

Dusk stood still, staring down at himself covered in dirt, dried blood, and soot from their travels. 

“I... I feel too dirty to move.”

“We are kinda filthy.” Lex turned to one of the maids. “Excuse me, miss?”

“Miss DeVillier,” she replied with a small curtsy, turning away from the table she was dusting.

“Miss DeVillier, my companion and I are going to need fresh clothing and a bath. Is that something you can do?”

“Of course my lord. We can accommodate any request you may have.”

“I don’t want to make it difficult on you. Even cold water and a wash basin is fine.”

She looked shocked that Lex would even suggest such a thing and confused as to why he was asking instead of giving orders. “I... I will make sure a hot bath is prepared for you both. Your wardrobe is still here and I can find clothing for your companion as well.”

“If it’s not too much trouble, can you find us both something... less auspicious? We’re going to travel into the city tomorrow and we just want to blend in.”

Her eyebrows knitted together even harder in confusion. “As... you wish, my lord.”

“Thank you Miss DeVillier.”

She curtsied again and rushed out the door and down the hallway. 

“Drop your bag here,” Lex instructed, tossing his own to the side. “Let’s go take a walk while they heat up the water.”

Dusk also threw his bag next to Lex’s and together they headed out into the corridor. Lex led him by the hand around a few more bends until they came to another set of double doors. Pushing his way through Lex pulled him across a tall room with a mosaic floor. Above them a glass ceiling spiderwebbed with metal that held the individual panes, each bending the moonlight in a different direction. On the other side of another set of doors they found themselves standing on a large stone porch that overlooked a sprawling garden full of flowering hedges and plants, all in full bloom. The smell that washed over Dusk was intoxicating and not unlike the one that usually announced Fayard’s presence.

“Is there a unicorn out here you’re not telling me about?” Dusk asked, leaning against the stone railing and taking a deep breath.

“No,” Lex smiled briefly before it faded away. “Sorry to rush you away from all that. I... I don’t know how to... act around them anymore.” He looked up at Dusk. “I know some of the servants are slaves and after everything I’ve been through, I don’t know what to say to them now. They expect me to act a certain way, but I don’t want to do that anymore. This is all so strange and uncomfortable now that I truly understand what’s going on.”

Dusk studied him for a long moment. Lex had changed significantly in their time together. He’d gone from a clumsy kid with no idea how the world really worked to a man who’d faced death more times than anyone should really have to and learned more besides along the way. The world had changed for him and until that moment Dusk didn't realize how hard it must’ve been for him to be back home. There were expectations of a noble, even from the serving staff, and Lex wasn’t willing to behave that way anymore.

“Just treat them like people,” Dusk replied simply, leaning his body into Lex’s. “Do what feels right to you and if you really want to change the way things are done around here, talk with your father.”

“It just seems so wrong, asking things from people who can’t refuse no matter what.”

“Then do what you can to change it.” Dusk wrapped an arm around his waist. “The world won’t change overnight, even I know that. But you can set it in motion.”

“Are you going to be okay?”

“I don’t know honestly. There are more riches in your room alone than I’ve seen in my whole life. All of this is strange to me.” He glanced out across the garden. “But I guess if I can face the things we’ve seen, I can figure this out too. This seems much easier than facing the Circle, although it feels like there are a lot more rules that I’m unaware of.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

They were silent for a long moment, the crickets chirping all around in the cool night air. A few white flowers slowly spiraled themselves open, pointing their pale faces toward the moon. It really was an incredibly beautiful place, unlike anything Dusk had ever seen. He gazed out over the wall in the distance, wondering if Lyra was already fast asleep in the tall grass at the foot of the mountain that loomed over them all. 

“So your mom is kind of terrifying,” Dusk chuckled. “I have a feeling she’s someone not to be messed with.”

“You have no idea,” Lex sighed, a smile pulling at his lips. “I’m fairly certain she only wears dresses that big to conceal her weapons.”

“Is that normal for a noblewoman?”

“Definitely not. But back before dad got... enchanted I guess, she basically ran the entire city by herself. He was the figurehead that gave the orders and signed the papers because his title holds more power, but everything good that ever happened here was because of her.” Lex looked up at the stars, thinking to himself for a moment. “It also wouldn’t surprise me if she’s had more than a few people killed, but I’ve never been brave enough to ask.”

“I... don’t know how to respond to that.”

“Honestly, neither do I. Definitely don’t get on her bad side though. She’s much faster than she looks in those shoes.”

Dusk was quiet for a moment. “She already knows we’re together, you know.”

“What?”

“She doesn’t care.”

“How could you know that?”

Dusk thought back to her knowing look and smile in his direction. “Just trust me on this one. She’s on your side.”

“She was the only person on my side for ten years,” he sighed, leaning against Dusk. “Hopefully I haven’t upset that trust too much by running off.”

“I think you’re probably fine. Best talk to her tomorrow before we wander off, though. Wouldn’t want you to end up on her hit list.”

“Yeah,” Lex chuckled.

They stayed out on the porch for a while longer before finally heading back inside. On the other end of the glass room they found a different servant waiting for them. He let them know the baths were ready and ran off before Lex could thank him. He’d been right, the servants were so used to a certain way things were done that they hardly gave him the chance to be friendly.

The bathhouse was huge, like everything else in the chateau, and sectioned off into a handful of private rooms, each with a tiled soaking pool sunk into the floor. Dusk and Lex were ushered off into their own, each with a servant. Dusk’s helper was extremely confused when he said he was capable of washing himself. It seemed like an odd thing that nobles or their guests would need help washing, but then again he’d never been in a place like that before. He soaked for a long while in the tub, enjoying the hot water, and scrubbed himself down with the floral soap, brushes, and cloths that were provided. After a long while, just when he thought he might fall asleep, he heard a soft knock at his door. It pushed open a crack.

“Can I come in?” Lex’s voice said from the other side.

“Sure,” Dusk replied, feeling his cheeks flush a little.

Lex stepped inside, a towel wrapped around his waist. His skin had been scrubbed pink and his blond hair was light and shiny again. He’d grown a bit thinner and wiry on their journey. Months of hard travel had made him leaner and stronger than before and the sun had tanned his skin a darker shade. It wasn’t an unpleasant look for him.

“You’re drooling,” Lex said, pointing at Dusk’s face.

He reached up automatically to wipe it away, but realized his mouth was closed. The skin of his cheeks burned as he blushed harder.

“That’s not funny.”

“No, it really is,” Lex laughed, closing the door behind him. “That’s what you get for ogling me like a piece of meat.”

“Then put some clothes on!”

“Absolutely not.”

Lex reached down and pulled his towel away, dropping it on the floor beside him. Dusk sunk down into the water, blowing bubbles as he tried to hide the blush that threatened to consume him.
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Dusk woke in a bed so soft he felt like he was floating. He rolled over, head sinking into the pillow made of the fluffiest feathers to have ever graced Udalara. Cracking open one eye he saw Lex at his side, mouth partially open and drooling onto the luxurious pillow. Stifling a laugh he scooted in and wrapped his arms around Lex, trying not to disturb him too much. Both of them smelled like the flowery soap from the bath. Even the sheets had their own pleasant smell, like fresh air and sunshine. Out of the corner of his eye he caught movement in the room. He automatically reached for the dagger in his boot, which wasn’t there because he was naked. Instead he stayed absolutely still, worried that someone had broken in. After a long moment he noticed the light of the fireplace grow a little brighter and the figure came to the foot of the bed with a stack of clothing. They sat it down on a padded chest and lifted their eyes, making contact with Dusk. With a slight bow they left noiselessly, pulling the door closed behind them.

How anyone ever got used to this sort of thing, Dusk couldn’t guess. It was one thing to never have to lift a finger for yourself and another for random people to invade your personal space at all times as part of their daily responsibilities. There were people to help them bathe, to get dressed, to hold open doors, to clean up after them, to cook for them, and even to stoke the fires in the middle of the night while everyone else was asleep. To Dusk it was nothing short of sheer insanity. Never once in his life had someone done those things for him except for cooking and he hardly qualified the food at the mines as edible most days. But then he thought of Eiran and their night together in the baths.

His finger absently rubbed the silver ring on his left hand. It had been a while since Eiran had been in his thoughts. They’d been so caught up trying to stay alive that there was little time left for anything else. He was glad he always wore the ring. His bag had been left behind with the book from Captain Duillearga and the white scale Tephyss had given him along with several bags of dragon dust that could be useful, although dangerous. But the ring was still with him and that was something he couldn’t bear to have lost, not for his or Cyrilo’s sake. 

His thoughts drifted south, to the continent beyond the sea, where Cyrilo and Captain Duillearga were sailing. He figured they’d had plenty of time to get there and possibly had even made a few trading runs. Cyrilo had talked about fostering trade between the humans and the Rhyka down there. He was determined and quick to take control when the need presented itself. Dusk hoped they were doing well and wished he could speak to them. Maybe they could give him some advice on what to do next. Or even better, maybe they could help. But that would be impossible. The journey alone would take them well over a month just from Emerald Deep and Dusk didn’t know how far away the southern continent was.

Dusk rolled to his back, leaving one of his hands fingering through Lex’s hair. None of them really knew what they should be doing to stop Nedarya. As far as they knew the heart still remained broken, but it would only be a matter of time before that was fixed and the next part of her plan enacted. How long any of it would take was beyond him. He assumed she’d bring the heart back to Alamond and finish her plans there, but with the glass destroyed at Anthurium, she’d need to move the heart slowly, even if aided by her magic. It was doubtful another mirror existed large enough to transport the heart without breaking it further. Even with what power she had, he doubted she could move it across the continent very quickly by land. It might give them enough time to gather the strength to stop her.

But he knew he was only guessing. They’d need to speak more with Lyra to develop any real plans. Only she really knew how the heart could be repaired or transported and how long that might take. He hoped, for all their sakes, that they had more time. Remembering the connection she made with him and his promise to check in, he sunk back into his pillow and closed his eyes. He reached out with his thoughts, finding the thread that ran between them and with his mind’s eye he plucked at it so it vibrated. 

There was a long pause.

“Yes?” Lyra’s sleepy voice replied to him, the yawn implied in her tone.

“This is a strange way to talk,” he thought back, watching the connection pulsing to the sound of the voice inside his head.

“This is how I always talk,” Lyra mumbled. “In case you didn’t notice, dragons don’t have the best mouths for speech.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

“Did you need something?”

“Just checking in to let you know everything is fine here and that we got a night’s rest.”

“Is that all?”

Dusk paused for a moment. “No,” he replied truthfully. “I’ve been thinking about what we should do next and how much time we have. I know we need to stop Nedarya, but I don’t really know where to begin.”

“We have some time. How much, I’m not sure, but at least a couple of weeks. The heart will resist being moved by magic and slow her down. Most likely she will also need time to recharge the eye before she can put the heart back together.” She was quiet for a long moment. “Why don’t you come to me tonight and we’ll all speak. That will give me some time to think and guess at what fate has in store for us.”

Dusk was relieved to hear they had at least a little time to plan. “Okay. We’ll come after dark.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

With that, the thread went still and there was nothing but silence. Dusk opened his eyes, taking in a deep breath. He hoped they’d have a plan of action soon. As much as he enjoyed the respite, every passing moment made his anxiety grow, like a monster trying to burst out of his chest. Sometimes it was all he could think about. A shifting against his arm broke his stewing and he glanced down at Lex’s blue eyes staring up at him.

“Already awake?” Lex asked, rolling over so that his back was against Dusk’s torso and hugging his arm.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

“You didn’t. Are you okay? You look a little too serious for this early in the morning.”

“Yeah I’m fine. Just thinking.”

“A dangerous pastime”

“I know.” Dusk squeezed him, pulling him in a little tighter. “There was a person in here stoking the fire and they left us clothing,” he muttered. “I’m never gonna get used to this.”

“I spent my whole life not even noticing them,” Lex sighed. “I should get a little less used to it.”

They laid there as the minutes slipped by, enjoying the warmth of the bed and their own company to one another. Dusk felt peaceful lying there with Lex. It was something he didn’t get enough of. Eventually his growling stomach led him to speak again, knowing he needed to get out of bed.

“Hungry?” Lex asked, turning over and kissing him quickly.

Dusk nodded.

“Why don’t we go into town for food? Travel around a bit and make a day of it.”

“We don’t have any money,” Dusk said. 

Immediately he realized how foolish that was to say, given their surroundings. Lex just laughed and threw back the blankets. He crossed the room, still completely naked, and pulled open one of the drawers at his desk. A small chest was cradled between his hands as he came back and sat on the edge of the bed. He handed it to Dusk and flipped the lid open. It was full to the brim with gold, silver, and platinum coins, easily more money than entire towns would see in a hundred years.

“Not to brag,” Lex chuckled. “But I may have stolen all of that from my parents while they weren’t looking.”

“Why? Couldn’t you just ask for it?”

“You’d be surprised how hard it was to get any cash around here. I think they suspected I was going to run at some point as I got older, so they made sure I never had more than a couple gold at all times. I think that was mostly Tiernan’s doing.” He reached over and ran his fingers through the coins. “It wasn’t until I’d managed to sneak into their treasury a few times that I realized I could never take all this with me. If I ran off and built a big house with all this, or had the means to purchase anything on the road, someone would be sure to notice my trail. So I just pocketed what seemed right and left the rest here.” He looked back up at Dusk, an annoyed look crossing his face. “Then Brand and his thugs relieved me of almost all of it the day you met me.”

“They did call you stupid for having so much money.”

“I hardly think a handful of gold is a ridiculous amount! Not compared to all this anyway.” He sighed and flipped the lid of the box shut. “My parents will pay for whatever supplies we need from town, so no need to worry about any of that.”

“I feel strange asking them for that.”

“I don’t. It’s the least they can do to help us save the world, right? Money isn’t gonna mean a whole lot if we’re all dead. I’ll just leave this here for a rainy day.”

Just then there was a knock on the door.

“Are you two idiots up yet?” Tara’s voice called from the other side.

“Yes!” Lex cried back.

He stood up and took the chest back to the desk, turning around just as Tara stepped in without asking. 

“By the gods, Lex! Put some fucking clothes on!” she cried, turning her head away.

“Why? This is my room you’re barging into. Besides, it’s not like you haven’t seen me naked before at a bath or anything.”

“Your dick was the last thing I wanted to see before the world ends ”

“Why?” He looked down and wiggled his hips a little. “I think it’s kinda cute. Do you want me to tell you his name?”

“Boys...” Tara sighed, storming out of the room and pulling the door closed behind her.

“That’ll teach her I suppose,” Lex laughed to himself. “She really likes to just barge in on people. She’s been doing that since we met.”

“Does... does your thing really have a name?”

“My thing?!” Lex looked utterly bemused. “Are you afraid to say the word ‘dick?’”

“I think we need to go get some breakfast,” Dusk replied, immediately changing the subject.

Lex tried to keep pushing him, but he just pulled his clothes on without replying and walked out of the room. He met Tara in the hall and waved her on, both of the heading for the main part of the building. They had to stop and ask a servant to lead them, but eventually made it to the foyer where they’d entered the day before. Standing at the top of the stairs was Lady d’Ronja, clearly waiting for them.

“I had a feeling Alexander might try to sneak out without explaining himself,” she said, glaring down at the other two. Then her face immediately softented, “But that has nothing to do with you two.” She paused, waiting for them to respond.

“He... should be along soon?” Dusk offered up, hoping that would satisfy her.

“Ah. Good.” 

She was wearing a shoulderless floor length green dress trimmed with gold and her dark hair was up once more, but this time with two thin dagger-like pins holding it in place. Somehow she looked even more formidable than the night before, but instead of a dull fear in her blue eyes there was a flame raging. With her husband and son returned, she looked ready to take on the world. Slowly she descended the stairs until she stood in front of both of them, her hands clasped in front of her.

In a low voice she said, “So you mentioned you flew here on a dragon and it’s currently in our forest.”

“Yes ma’am,” Tara replied automatically.

Dusk turned to look at her, a smile spreading across his face. Tara was always quick to fluster when it came to pretty women.

“Wonderful. I was worried my husband had returned to me without all his wits about him and that I was harboring insane people, but I’m happy to find him whole along with the lot of you, although a little bit worse for wear if I’m being honest. I don’t think living off the land agreed with my husband. He’s always been a bit delicate.”

“Not to sound rude ma’am, but we sort of noticed,” Tara murmured, afraid to anger their host.

Lady d’Ronja smiled. “Between you and me I think it was good for him. He could use more fresh air and exercise. Maybe just in smaller doses to start.” She paused, turning to Dusk. “He really was enchanted, wasn’t he? He doesn’t seem to recall anything.”

“There’s a lot to that story,” Dusk nodded. “But the short answer is yes, he was definitely enchanted and has missed the past ten years. He’s been with us for a few weeks since Tiernan was killed and although it was hard at first, Lex eventually came to believe him.”

“He was terrible to that boy,” Lady d’Ronja whispered. “I had to stand by and watch him break Lex down over and over again, knowing if I said anything I would be reprimanded and possibly mysteriously disappear. That happened more than a few times while Tiernan was making visits to this house in secret. But if Lex can believe and forgive him, so can I.” She looked between the pair of them. “What exactly is going on out there in the world?”

The sound of boots pulled their attention away as Lex stepped into the foyer, dressed in clothing that made his mother’s nose wrinkle.

“What are you wearing that for?” she asked, giving him a once over, skipping pleasantries entirely.

“Good morning mother,” he replied with a sigh, shaking his head. “We’re going into town for the day and I don’t want to be noticed.”

“I can send you with guards. No one will bother you.”

Lex walked up and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Mother, I’m not going to run away again and the people that are after us won’t be stopped by guards. I love you and I’m sorry I ran off, but we have some important things to do. I promise I’ll explain all of it soon.”

“We’ll explain tonight,” Dusk added. “After we talk to the dragon.”

“Oh no you’re not,” Lady d’Ronja said, tapping her foot against the stone and pointing a finger at Dusk. “If you for so much as a moment think that you’re going to barge into my home with a dragon and not let me meet it, you are sorely mistaken.”

Lex sighed. “If we take you to meet the dragon will you please let us go into town for the day?” he droned, his eyes turned towards the ceiling.

“Yes.”

“Good. Now please give us some gold and leave us alone.”

Her face fell, staring at Lex with an unimpressed motherly look. “Gods above. It’s almost like you never left...”
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The five of them made their way out of the rear gate that evening, leaving word that they would return in a few hours. Everyone had worn their normal clothing, but Lady d’Ronja, always prepared, was dressed in full studded leathers, daggers strapped to her legs, and a rapier at her hip. She looked less like she was going to meet a dragon and more like she was about to lead an army to war. Lex had been concerned about her intentions at first, but she assured him that she wanted to be prepared for anything, but wasn’t planning on attacking the dragon. Dusk had secretly laughed at the idea that she stood any chance against Lyra even if she tried. Although he had to admit, given her demeanor thus far, she may have landed a few blows on Lyra before her demise.

Tara had purchased a sword during their foray into the city and the shining new blade was now strapped to her back in her usual fashion. Dusk had his bow and a handful of new arrows fletched with white swan feathers. They looked almost too pretty and clean to shoot. He’d wanted to get ones that were more practical, but Lex wouldn’t hear of it. Lex, on the other hand, had raided his parents armory for another rapier, choosing to take one of his mother’s old blades. It had an elegant wire-wrapped handle of gold and silver intertwined together and a single piece of dark yellow amber set into the hilt. He’d wanted to commission a new one in town, but it would have taken several days to forge to his specifications and they weren’t yet sure of their timeline. A handful of daggers had also found their way onto his person, hidden anyplace they would fit. It seemed like a bit much, but considering how often Lex had been disarmed, having a backup seemed like a good idea for him.

With both Lex and his mother decked out like they were going to war, Lord d’Ronja looked severely underdressed for their escapade into the forest that night. He wore nothing beyond his fine clothes but a long dark cloak and a single dagger as his side. Dusk hoped there was no chance of being attacked in the forest because Lord d’Ronja would be the first one to go. As he thought back on it, he realized he’d never really seen him fight. It couldn’t be possible for him not to know how, but for some reason he avoided it at all costs. Dusk was beginning to understand why Lady d’Ronja always seemed to be the one leading the charge.

The woods were alive and well with wildlife and insects as they traveled. Each of them carried a small silver lantern to light the way, but the fireflies and the moon would have been enough, even under the dense canopy. Tara led the way through the trees, taking them back towards the base of the mountain where they’d left Lyra. Lord d’Ronja managed to trip and fall four times before they finally came to the clearing, scaring away all the animals within a mile. On second thought, it was good he was mostly unarmed because he would have run himself through with his own sword at the rate he was going. Dusk breathed a sigh of relief as they came out of the trees into the tall grass. Lex’s father was becoming less of a person to hate and more of a helpless creature to pity. 

“I don’t remember that being so difficult last time,” Lord d’Ronja wheezed, standing next to his wife who wasn’t even winded. “There were so many obstacles...”

“Try holding your lantern a little lower next time dear,” his wife said absentmindedly, looking around the clearing for Lyra. “It’s much easier to see when it’s not right next to your face.”

“We’re here, Lyra,” Dusk called out in his mind, turning away from the conversation and making the connection with her once more.

“I heard you coming,” she replied. “I think everything in the forest did.”

“Lex’s dad is a menace...”

“I won’t tell him you said that. He’s a sweet man, but he’s not cut out for the wilds.”

“How do you know that?”

“He and I spent plenty of nights talking while the rest of you were busy or when he couldn’t sleep.” Dusk could hear the smile in her voice, although the reason for it was unclear. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

They didn’t have to wait long. A few seconds passed by before they all turned to the unmistakable sound of giant wings approaching from the south. A dark shape silhouetted against the moon made a few lazy circles before finally touching down in the grass. Red scales sparkled in the starlight and blazing violet eyes stared down at them all. Lyra nodded to the trio as she walked over, but her sights fell on the lord and lady. Lord d’Ronja seemed shy, giving her a small wave, but Lady d’Ronja was completely awestruck. Without thinking she held out her hand and took a few steps forward, as if she were going to try to pet Lyra.

“Maybe we should introduce ourselves first,” Lyra said, moving herself back a few inches from the outstretched hand, seemingly repulsed by the gesture.

“My sincerest apologies,” Lady d’Ronja replied, shaking her head and dropping her hand to her side. “My name is Lucia d’Ronja and I’m the lady of this city. I welcome you most graciously to our home.”

“I am called Lyra,” she responded, bowing her head slightly. “I’m the last of my kind and the guardian of the crystal. I thank you for your hospitality and letting me stay in your beautiful forest.”

“If there is anything we can get you, please let us know. Game, ale, gold, you name it and I will have it brought to you.”

“You’ll find I don’t have the sickness like other dragons you’ve heard of,” Lyra nodded in thanks. “I don’t require gold or riches of any kind and I’m more than capable of getting my own food. Your deer here are quite slow.”

“Of course, I didn’t mean to insinuate anything. Forgive my ignorance of your kind.”

“I’ve talked extensively with your son and husband. Both have informed me of the dire lack of information regarding my kind and our ways. But rest assured I take no offense. You cannot know the things you do not know.”

“You are most gracious,” Lady d’Ronja said with a small bow.

“Why are you two talking so weird?” Lex interjected, looking between them both. “This is a strange social dance we really don’t have time for right now.” He looked to his mother, who was glaring in his direction. “You can invite Lyra for tea and a chat some other time, right now there’s a lot more at stake.”

“I was merely trying to be hospitable, Alexander!”

“He’s right,” Lyra said, cutting Lex off before he could respond. “The fate of the world is at stake, of that much I’m certain. We have quite a bit to talk about and some decisions must be made tonight.” She glanced around the clearing, then up at the stars. “Our future is always shaped by our choices, but on this night they are exceedingly dire.”

“Man, you all really know how to throw a fucking party,” Tara sighed, leaning her back against a nearby rock. “Let’s get this started before everyone gets too crazy.”

Lyra nodded and swiped her tail across the ground to her side. Dusk watched as all the grass went flat, not broken, but merely bent at the stem creating a comfy clearing for them to sit. Everyone except Tara took a seat. Settling down and crossing her claws, similar to the day Dusk first met her, Lyra made herself comfortable. She looked back up at the stars for a long moment and Dusk followed her gaze. The crystal moon was shining softly in the early night sky, but wouldn’t be alight much longer.

“Where to begin?” she asked, still gazing upwards.

“How much time do we have?” Tara suggested, crossing her arms. “We won’t be able to figure out much without a timeline.”

“I think that’s wise.” Lyra brought her gaze back down to the group. “To begin with, the crystal heart cannot be transported through the obsidian walls, I made sure of that before we left. That means, most likely, that Nedarya will have to take it by land and sea to get it back to Alamond so it can be joined with the other half. She’ll be able to use her magic to speed the journey along of course, but I’m confident she doesn’t have enough power to do it at an astounding pace. Even if she were to take more pieces from the heart, she’ll find that her power cannot grow much further before all the pieces are reunited.”

She took a deep breath. “Then there is the fusing of the two halves to consider. She’ll need the power of the crystal eye to accomplish that feat and since Tephyss will undoubtedly refuse to help her, she’ll need to recharge it completely before the ritual can begin. Tephyss will buy us some time by being wholly unhelpful, but he will not be able to stop the reunion from happening from his current prison. All of these things will force Nedarya to take longer than she plans.”

“But how long?” Tara repeated, growing impatient for a straight answer.

“I should think about a month, give or take a week.”

Dusk felt his heart sink. That wasn’t a lot of time.

“Beyond that I’m unsure what she’ll need to do to accomplish her goal.” Lyra looked at Tara. “You said she planned to bring down the crystal moon, but such a feat has never been attempted before. It took three dragons to put it up there.” She gestured upwards with her snout. “Two of their bodies still cling to the moon while Tephyss’s lies some miles south of here, or what’s left of it at least. But with the crystal heart complete, the eye imbedded within it, and all the magical tomes left in existence at her disposal, I have no doubt she’ll find a way to do it.”

Everyone was quiet for a long moment. Dusk turned his head up to the sky and watched the crystal moon slowly fade out of existence as it passed into the shadow of Udalara. It looked so small up in the sky, especially compared to the ruddy-red  Gartha. How much damage could it really do?

“Nedarya? The princess of Eblesal?” Lady d’Ronja asked as she turned to her husband. “I thought I misheard you when you said she was miraculously back to life...”

“It’s true,” Lyra replied. “She’s mad and drunk with power. Death and resurrection removed any sense of life and morality she once had. All she feels now is vengeance and the target of that hate has spread to everyone in Ditania, not just those who hurt her. She must be destroyed.”

Dusk watched as Tara’s head dipped to the side, taking her eyes off Lyra. It must have been difficult to hear them talk like that, even if she knew it was true.

“But how do we kill her?” Lex asked, leaning forward. “She’s so powerful. Even if we could get near her, we wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“That is where you’re wrong,” Lyra said, turning back to him. “The crystal heart, to be completed, will require that she shed all the shards embedded within her body. Once that is finished she’ll have no direct magic of her own. With the crowns she will still have control of the heart, but with its power focused on drawing down the moon, she will be considerably weakened. If we can surprise her at the right moment, we may stand a chance of stopping her with enough time to prevent the moon from falling completely.”

“How will we stop the moon once we kill her?”

“I don’t know,” she sighed. “But I do know Tephyss will be fully recovered and Dusk will be able to tap into that connection.” Her shining eyes settled on him. “Between Tephyss’s substantial power and your abilities as a Weaver, I’m certain you’ll be able to put it back where it belongs.”

“And if I can’t?” Dusk asked, bracing himself for the answer he already knew.

“I don’t know. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” She heaved a deep sigh, looking amongst them all. “There’s no good plan for this type of threat. Even Nozzera wasn’t attempting to do anything as insane as this. He just wanted to take the power and control away from the dragons. Even with his plans failing he still succeeded in the end. But Nedarya only wants destruction and death. I’m afraid that doesn’t leave us with many options beyond being sneaky, tactful, and waiting for the opportune moment to strike.”

“The Ditanian army, the remains of the Circle, and all of Alamond stand in our way,” Lex mused, leaning back on his elbows. “That’s a lot of obstacles for just three people.”

“Then we’ll get help,” Tara said, pushing herself away from the rock. “You said we need to be stealthy, right? Well we know an entire thieves guild in Emerald Deep. Diana would help us if we asked. And, if we can get there soon, we might have enough time to get them back up here to Alamond.”

Dusk nodded. It was a good idea. A small battalion of thieves and assassins might be just what they needed to get through Alamond without detection, not to mention break through its defenses it came down to a fight. They would be a priceless ally.

“There’s going to be a lot of mages there,” Lex added. “That’s going to be tough with just swords and bows. Even Lyra was badly injured by their comrades. It would be nothing for them to pick us all off with one big blast.”

“I can use the dust if we can get ahold of some,” Dusk replied. “I know it’s not good for your body, but this is sort of an emergency. Besides, I’ve already used it before.” He looked down at the silver ring on his index finger and a thought occurred to him. “It’s too bad Cyrilo is so far away... being a Rhyka he can already use magic, the dust would just make him stronger.”

“There’s a very small amount of dust in the chateau,” Lady d’Ronja said, surprising them all. “After Lex ran off, Tiernan made a few visits while overseeing some new project at the mines. He disappeared in the middle of the night and I found it sitting in front of the mirror in his room. I didn’t know what it was at first, but listening to your stories I’m glad I left it there.”

“It’s not much, but I think Cyrilo would be a great help to us,” Lex added, turning to Dusk. “He’s proved himself more than capable even without magic and he’d have our backs.”

“We’d never get him here in time though,” Dusk sighed. “Even with Lyra, getting to the southern continent, finding him, and then getting back would take way more than a month. We’ll be lucky if Diana and her men can get here in time.”

“I think I can help with that and the magic,” Lyra cut in. “Did you happen across the Crystal Gate on your travels?”

“Yes,” Dusk replied, confused as to why that was important.

“The gate is more than just a pretty gift Tephyss left the world. It has special powers of its own.” Her lips curled up at the corners into an almost terrifying smile, exposing her sharp fangs. “It’s not only a physical gate, but a magical one as well.” Her eyes locked onto Dusk’s. “And it can only be activated by a dragon.”

Dusk felt his stomach flutter. “Where does it lead?”

“It will take you anywhere a dragon has grown their crystals to mark their territory.”

His mind flashed back to all the caves full of glowing crystals where the dragon skeletons had been. Each one had been a unique color and shape, marking the lairs as their own. He had suspected the stones were connected to the creatures, but that fact had never been confirmed until now. 

“Is there one on the southern continent?”

“Yes. High atop a mountain where my dear friend Haldura used to reside. She grew the most beautiful peridot crystals ever seen. Her body still lies there and I’m sure she would allow you to use some of it with her permission.”

“And you can take us there?”

“Of course. From there we can fly back to Emerald Deep across the island chains.”

Dusk thought for a long moment. Getting to the crystal gate would take them less than a week with Lyra’s help. There they could speak with Diana and give her and her men time to prepare while they went southward in search of Cyrilo. Once they got back to Emerald Deep they could use the gate once more to come back to...

“Tephyss...” Dusk looked up at Lyra, seeing the flicker of sadness in her eyes at the mention of his name. “You’ll have to send us back to his cavern to get us near Alamond.” He turned his gaze to Lex. “We’re going to have to go through the mines.”
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Dusk mulled over their plan as they trudged back through the woods toward the chateau. A week to Emerald Deep, two weeks to find Cyrilo and come back to the Crystal Gate, then three days to get from the Ronja mines to Alamond with Diana and her men. It fit their timeline like a glove with even a little room to spare, but had a few complications. Firstly, they didn’t know if Diana would help. Dusk knew she hadn’t believed him about the dragons and she was a practical woman whose priority was her people. Last they knew, Emerald Deep was still under control by the Ditanian army and Diana might have been imprisoned if not hidden away. Beyond that they had to find Cyrilo somehow, in a completely foreign land, with no real idea where to start. Then, if that wasn’t enough, Dusk knew they’d have to fight their way out of the mines. There was a good chance there were a few Circle members still there and they wouldn’t go down without a fight. And Maxon might still be there as well.

Dusk shook his head. Maxon was the least of his worries. The plan had a lot of variables, but he knew they couldn’t take on Nedarya alone. Their force had to be small enough to sneak in, but powerful enough to win. Besides her lackeys that would be guarding her day and night as she tried to mend the crystal heart, Nedarya herself would also be a formidable foe. It would require more than three of them to take her down even if Lyra managed to somehow get there in time. Nedarya had already proven she could subdue a dragon without much trouble, so they’d need to keep her busy.

Eventually they found their way back to the rear gate of the gardens. A single guard escorted them back to the house once more, for what reason Dusk didn’t know, but once there he returned to his post. The five of them stood in the large foyer, the silence surrounding them almost oppressive. Dusk and the others had decided to leave the next morning at dawn much to the dismay of Lex’s parents. After all their time apart, they’d be separated once more.

“I’ll have the servants pack your supplies and a few large sheets of leather. That should make the ride a little bit more comfortable for you,” Lady d’Ronja said, stepping up to Lex and wrapping her arms around him. She hugged him for a long moment. “You be safe out there and come back to us, okay?”

“I’ll do my best,” Lex replied. He glanced at his father. “While I’m gone you have some changes to get started around here.”

“Whatever you wish,” he nodded, knowing this might be the last time they spoke.

“I want you to free all the slaves under the d’Ronja name.” His father began to retort but Lex cut him off. “This has gone on too long and I can’t sit by and watch these people have their lives forcibly taken from them.”

“But... Alexander, to free them is to go against Ditanian law and the crown,” his father said, gesturing all around them. “None of this is possible without the support of the crown. It would be an act of war in Prince Arius’s eyes!”

“Prince Arius is probably dead,” Lex replied flatly. “And the crown will no longer exist once Nedarya has been stopped.” He paused, reaching his hand out to take his father’s and taking a deep breath. “I know this is a big thing to ask and dangerous as well, but the Ronja family needs to do their part to set the country right. Why should we go risk our lives to save a world that runs on slavery?” He looked into his father’s eyes. “Give us a better future to fight for, to come home to.”

“I... I will do what I can.”

“That’s all I can ask.”

“We will see it done,” Lady d’Ronja said, stepping up beside her husband and taking Lex’s other hand. “Although it may take some time to move much beyond the estate and the city proper, we'll find a way.”

“Thank you, both of you. It means a lot to me.” Lex glanced back at Dusk and Tara, smirking slightly. “And you better have this place prepared for a real party when we return! I expect a full week of feasting and not a moment less!”

“If you manage to pull this off,” his mother replied, “the entire world will know and celebrate your story for decades to come.” She pulled him into a quick hug once more, tears forming in her eyes. “And yes, of course there will be a grand celebration! What kind of mother would I be if I didn’t at least do that?” She wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “Now all of you need to go to bed. You’ve got a long journey ahead of you!”

The three of them turned to leave, but Dusk felt a hand at his elbow. He turned around to see Lady d’Ronja looking at him intensely, tears on her cheeks.

“If something should happen...”

“I will bring your son home to you alive,” Dusk said definitively, not allowing her to say anything further. “You have my word.”

Lady d’Ronja nodded, then pulled Dusk into a hug as well, catching him off guard. “Maybe when you get back we can talk about a wedding,” she muttered in his ear.

The idea sent his heart fluttering like mad, but not unpleasantly so.

“I...”

“There’s no rush. Just make sure you both come back safely. Consider this place your home for as long as you like.”

Home, it had such a strange ring to it. 

Dusk bowed slightly. “Thank you Lady d’Ronja. Goodnight.”

With that he turned and met up with the other two at the door before heading back to their rooms for the night.
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The next morning, true to her word, Lady d’Ronja had a pair of horses at the back gate with all their gear and supplies for the trip. There were rations, waterskins, bedrolls, tents, gold, books, tools of all sorts, three big sheets of leather, armor, extra weapons, clothing, and any other imaginable thing they could think of. It was far more than they needed and much more than Lyra could possibly carry. Instead of taking the horses with them, each of them packed a small bag with food, water, and coins. Dusk found a tiny black pouch filled with the magic powder in one of the saddlebags with his name on it. He tucked it into his pocket safely, hoping they wouldn’t have to use it on their journey. Each of them sheathed their weapons, grabbed a sheet of leather, and headed out into the forest, leaving the horses behind with the guards.

The walk was pleasant and cool, the early morning fog still clinging to the underside of the canopy. The new clothing Dusk bought was still itchy and stiff, having not been broken in yet. He hoped the wind would help relieve a bit of the itch and help soften the fabric on the way. He’d never had new clothing before and the sensation was almost unnerving, like bugs crawling across his bare skin. Eventually they made it to the clearing where Lyra resided. She was already awake and stretching her wings, readying herself for the long day ahead of them.

“All set?” she asked as they came up beside her.

Dusk nodded along with the others.

“Then we best be on our way.”

With Lyra’s help, each of them climbed up and positioned their piece of leather between her spikes. It didn’t make their seats any softer, but it stopped Lyra’s scales from rubbing their legs raw, which were still sore from the last flight. When everyone was in position Lyra checked them one last time, spread out her wings, and took off at a gallop. Soon she was soaring high above the trees, the sun rising over her right shoulder.

Their path took them southwest, and they made good time with one less person on Lyra’s back. On the second day they crossed over the deep gorge that the river Sunder carved through Ditania. In the far distance Dusk thought he caught a glimpse of Brand’s hideout, but it was too far to tell. On the opposite side of the gorge they spent a night, making their camp far from the river just in case there were more Grimfish lurking in its depths. Nobody was really sure of their climbing ability to get up and over the sheer rocks, but none of them were willing to take a chance. 

The next morning they took to the skies and flew southwest across the Louring Bog. The memories of that strange place swirled around his head and Dusk leaned over Lyra’s side to get a better look at the seemingly inexhaustible fog always surrounding the swamp. Just the same as before its edges terminated unnaturally at an unmarked boundary. No amount of wind, sun, or snow could drive the fog away from the swamp it seemed. He pulled himself back up and reached out with his mind, the wind too loud to shout over.

“Lyra, do you know anything about Louring?” he asked.

“A little,” she replied shortly. “Why do you ask?”

“We went through it last winter,” he explained. “The place was absolutely crawling with strange life I’ve yet to see anywhere else. We met lots of monsters, wisps, and even killed the Wisp Mother there.”

“That’s quite a feat,” she said simply, seemingly uninterested in the topic.

“I thought for sure after we killed her that the fog would go away because she seemed to be in control of everything. But it never did. The ground was always warm, even in the dead of winter, and the mist never left the boundaries of the swamp.”

“Those creatures control nothing but the wisps.”

“Then what causes the fog? And the heat?”

She was quiet for a long moment. “We do not speak its name. To speak of it is to give it power and that is the last thing we want it to have.”

Dusk sat back in his seat, furrowing his brows. Lyra seemed almost frightened. What could she, the last of the dragon lords, have to be scared of in a swamp?

“I will tell you this though, it is an ancient evil and thankfully sunken far below the surface of the bog where it was sealed away by the gods. If it ever rises again, a fate much worse than any Nedarya or Nozzera could inflict will befall the world.”

“But what is it?”

“I will say no more on the subject. Forget about the swamp and turn your thoughts to things at hand.”

The finality in her voice surprised him. He’d never heard Lyra speak of anything in such a way before. For her to be frightened, it meant that whatever lay deep beneath the Louring Bog was not to be trifled with. Dusk tried to push it from his mind as they continued southwards, but every now and then he looked back over his shoulder, the foggy banks of the swamp still visible and undulating silently as the sun began to set.

They began looking for a place to stay for the night. At first, Lyra had suggested the forest, but Dusk told her about the Amarok living in the woods south of Louring that could still be there. Although Nedarya had been chased by one at their first meeting, he doubted it was the same creature. At the mention of its name Lyra made a wide arc away from the trees until they came upon a small plain to bed down for the night. Even with the considerable distance, she insisted on taking the night in shifts so that they wouldn’t be caught unawares by anything prowling the area. 

When Dusk took his shift he found himself eyeing the small bag of dust, and an almost unnoticeable itch crept over his skin. He wanted to use it, to taste the magic he’d once taken for granted. But thankfully it was fleeting and he left it in his bag as he woke Lex for the next watch.

The night went by peacefully and they were back in the sky just after sunrise the next morning. Within an hour they could see the Crystal Gate glimmering in the morning sun, a beacon that all could see for miles around. By midday the gate was within their reach. Lyra brought them down once more, landing near the great stone structure with a thud. Far above, the massive amethyst crystal shone in the sun, throwing translucent purple shadows down to the ground. Everyone climbed down from her back, stretching themselves out as they gathered up their supplies.

After a few moments of checking their supplies, Tara rolled up her sheet of leather and threw it over her shoulder. Glancing beyond the gate Dusk could see Emerald Deep some distance off, a well trodden road leading down to it. The green lake was more vibrant than he remembered and at its center was a large forested island that hid a series of ruins. He wondered if the Tulamars had ventured back out into the ocean after spending the winter in the lake. From their position the city itself looked mostly peaceful, but it was yet unclear who maintained control over its streets. However, he couldn’t see any signs of an army encampment, although they may have taken over homes to make themselves more comfortable. It was hard to be sure without going into the city proper. He hoped Tara would be able to navigate it safely.

“I guess this is where I fuck off,” Tara chuckled. “I’ll go find Diana, one way or another, and let her know what’s going on. I just hope she believes me and wants to help.”

Dusk reached into his bag. “Take this,” he said, offering the small pouch of dust to Tara. As she took it he felt a twinge of regret at the suggestion. “That might help you convince them of our story.”

“What am I going to do with this? I don’t know how to do any magic!”

“Do you have something to write on?”

Tara pulled a small journal out of her bag with a huff and ripped a piece of paper out of it. She handed it to him along with a small chunk of charcoal. Dusk placed the page against the gate’s oddly shaped stones and sketched a sigil on its surface. 

“Dip your fingers in the powder and trace this rune,” he instructed, handing it back with the charcoal. “It won’t take very much, but it should get Diana’s attention.” 

It was a simple glyph that would only ignite the paper, but he figured it would be effective nonetheless. Diana wouldn’t be able to deny their story if the evidence was right in front of her nose.

“Hopefully this will be enough.”

“Take this too,” Lex cut in, tossing her a heavy looking bag.

Tara caught it, the contents jangling as it swung back and forth. She undid the string and pulled it open, revealing a sizable mound of platinum coins.

“I find money is usually a better motivator than morality,” he winked. “If the magic doesn’t work, that certainly will. That and the promise of more for a job well done.”

“This is an obscene amount of money,” Tara said, eyeing Lex.

Lex just shrugged. “My parents have too much anyway, so I relieved them of some of their burden. Besides, it might as well go to good people.”

“A guild of thieves is good people in your mind?”

“They are to us. Allies you can trust are hard to come by.”

Tara nodded, storing both the powder and the platinum away. She folded the small paper Dusk had given her and tucked it into her shirt pocket. “Well? Shouldn’t you three be doing some sort of crazy magic with this gate or something?”

“You don’t want us to make sure you get to town alright?” Dusk asked.

Tara scoffed. “Please! As if anything out here stood a fucking chance against me.”

Dusk turned his attention back to Lyra. “Well, I guess we’re ready when you are.”

Lyra nodded and stepped up to the gate. She reached forward with her long snout and touched the tip of her nose to the archway. Instantly the massive crystal at the apex flashed purple and began to glow, the power rippling through the air around them and making the hairs on his arms stand up. 

“Haldura...” Lyra whispered softly.

The crystal began to slowly shift color, going from amethyst purple to peridot green over the course of a minute. When it finally stopped changing there was a blast of warm air that swept down the gate, laying the grass around them flat. Dusk shielded his eyes from the dust that was kicked up, but when he pulled his arm away he saw there was a strange shimmer inside the gateway. It looked like a transparent satin fabric with a pearlescent sheen. It looked to have the consistency of water, constantly undulating back and forth like a sheet in the wind.

“It’s ready,” Lyra pronounced, looking down at them expectantly. “We don’t have much time.”

“We’ll see you in two weeks,” Lex said, looking at Tara. 

He took a deep breath and walked through the gate, disappearing entirely from view.

“Be safe,” Lyra nodded to her and also passed through, her long tail trailing behind her until it finally vanished completely.

Dusk stepped up to the gate and looked back at Tara. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

Tara smiled. “I’ll see you soon.”

Afraid the gate would leave him stranded, Dusk gave her a quick nod and stepped through the shimmering curtain.
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The sensation of stepping through the gate was like being plunged into freezing cold water. Dusk felt himself clench his eyes shut, gasping instinctually at the shock. But instead of a mouthful of freezing water like he expected, he inhaled hot, moist air that smelled like a mix of dirt, decaying leaves, and deep forest. Opening his eyes he found himself under a dense canopy of trees and completely surrounded by greenery. Vines trailed over everything, climbing from the forest floor to the canopy where it reached from branch to branch. Many of them bore delicious-looking purple fruit while others had bright white flowers with yellow centers. Even amongst the medley of scents, Dusk thought he could pick up the hints of the floral sweetness.

He turned about, taking in the scene. The area in which they stood mostly consisted of tan stone. It looked as if it had been cleared away some time ago but was being slowly encroached upon by ferns, lush plant life, and had been mostly covered in moss. Just a few inches behind him was an enormous cave opening draped so heavily in vines that it could have been mistaken for a cliff. Something within the foliage caught a glint of sunlight and Dusk squinted. Looking closer he saw the entire mouth of the cave was dotted with peridot crystals, all of them clustering against the stone like some strange lichen spreading over the surface. He knew what must lie inside.

“Don’t dawdle so long next time,” Lex said, stepping up next to him. “Both of us thought you were going to miss the gate!”

“Sorry,” Dusk replied, tearing his gaze away from the cavern, the last traces of the gate having already disappeared. “I was worried about Tara.”


“Believe me, she can take care of herself.” 


“I’ll be quicker next time.” He turned his attention up to Lyra who was standing over them. “Where are we, Lyra?”

“We’re two days' flight from the northern coast, deep within the mountain jungles of Rhykandria. This is the southern continent.” She looked down at the two of them. “You won’t find any humans here. There are still a few Rhyka tribes who call the jungles home, but not many anymore. Mostly it's just beasts larger than any you’ve ever seen and poisonous plants and animals, so keep a sharp eye. This place is much more dangerous than it appears.”

Dusk immediately looked around in their small clearing at the mouth of the cave. There were a few bugs skittering over the moss, but nothing more. A few feet to his left his eye caught a flash of yellow. He looked up and saw a small golden colored frog with black eyes resting on a large leaf. It was so small, but incredibly beautiful and glossy in the sunlight. A tiny part of him wanted to walk over and pick it up.

Lyra was following his gaze. “The frogs included,” she warned. “Even those will kill you and ten other men your size just by touching them.”

Dusk immediately took a step backward, suddenly worried it might take a flying leap and try to do him in right there. After all the things they’d been through, it would have been quite a blow to his pride to be killed by a frog, not that he’d have long to stew over it.

“Alright,” Lex sang nervously. “Let’s get the fuck out of here as fast as we can, huh?”

“First we need some of the crystals,” Lyra replied, gesturing towards the cave with her head with a sigh. “Haldura is inside.”

Dusk noticed a hint of sadness in her voice at the mention of the name. “Lead the way,” he said.

Lyra nodded and stepped forward, pulling the curtain of vines to the side with her claws so that Dusk and Lex could pass through. Inside the cavern was cast in a dim light, but once Lyra stepped inside the curtain fell behind her and plunged the cavern into darkness. Within a few seconds their eyes began to adjust and Dusk could see the pale green glow coming from the clusters of crystals that oozed out of the cavern walls and ceiling. An equally dim, but larger source of green light shone further in front of them from behind a small wall of stone. Stepping around Dusk’s eyes fell upon another dragon skeleton. Unlike the others, this one was curled up on themself in a sleeping position, its snout and tail close enough to touch. They weren’t overly large, but long and sleek. Even in their petrified state Dusk could tell they had once been very beautiful. Their face was angular and sharp with two helixed horns flaring backwards from the skull. In a way they reminded him of Fayard’s horn, but much larger, with deeper grooves, and more deadly. Dusk glanced around, looking for some hint as to how the dragon had died, but he saw none.

“Haldura,” Lyra whispered, reaching down to touch them. “It’s been a long time.”

Both Lex and Dusk were silent. Dusk could see the hurt in Lyra’s face as she pulled back and looked down at the remains of the dragon in front of her. There was more there than just friendship. Lyra looked at Haldura the same way she did when he mentioned Tephyss.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, laying a hand on Lyra’s side. 

“I already knew they were gone. Just like all the others. It’s just... hard to see them again.”

The crystal looked like it had perfectly preserved them. “Were you two involved?” Dusk didn’t know any other way to put it.

“Haldura was one of my mates, yes. Tephyss was the other.” Lyra looked back towards the mouth of the cave, a faraway look in her eyes. “We had so many great adventures together all that time ago, you should have seen us. The world was still new and evil seemed like a myth used to get children to stay in their beds at night. But as time went on the world began to change and we each found our calling. Tephyss loved the humans and stayed in Alamond while Haldura adored the jungle and made it her home.” Lyra turned back to Dusk. “And since fire was always a great comfort to me, I took the volcano. We were spread across the entire world, but somehow it was always easy to find each other.”

“I wish I could say something to make it easier.”

“There’s nothing to say, only next steps to take,” Lyra replied, shaking her head. “Time marches on and so must we.” She turned back to Dusk and Lex, looking between them both. “I know it seems indecent, but this is where we’ll get the supply for your magic to defeat Nedarya.”

“I don’t want to desecrate their body,” Dusk began.

Lyra nodded. “I know and that’s what makes you different from so many others in this world. But we don’t have much choice if we hope to win and I know Haldura would understand our needs.”

Lyra lifted her claw and wrapped it around one of the horns. She looked down, clenched her eyes shut, and pushed. There was a slight cracking as Lyra put her weight against the stone. Finally, with a resounding snap, the top half of the horn broke off in her claws. Lyra opened her eyes, a single tear running down one of her cheeks. She handed the glowing green stone to Dusk who quickly tucked it into his bag.

“Maybe we should get out of here,” Lex said, breaking the tense silence.

“You’re right,” Lyra agreed. “I’ll have time to visit them another day. We need to find your friend. There’s no time to waste.”

As they walked away Dusk lingered for a moment, looking down at Haldura’s body, still beautiful and serene with half a horn missing. The stone was heavy in his bag as he shifted it back to his shoulders.

“Thank you,” he whispered and turned away to follow.

For a moment he thought he heard a soft whisper in the back of his mind.

“Keep her safe.”

Back outside the cavern the pair climbed back up to Lyra’s spine once more and took a seat, the leather finally starting to soften from repeated use.

“Where do we go now?” Dusk asked, leaning across Lyra’s neck.

“You have the stone,” she said. “You tell me.”

“Oh, right.”

Dusk pulled the bag around so that it was sitting in front of him. He threw open the flap and reached inside, grasping the horn with his left hand. Closing his eyes he reached out for the thread of magic he’d been missing since Nedarya had ripped the eye from his chest. There was a rush of adrenaline as he found it and the runes flared up in his mind once more, this time green and soft like the glow of Haldura’s crystals. Carefully he began to craft a spell to find Cyrilo’s location and lead them in the right direction. He formed the sigils, made sure to specify energy usage, and finally let it go into the surrounding air.

For a moment he was worried nothing had happened and the magic had failed, but with a small jolt through his body he felt something new appear. It was a tiny green tether, like a thread, pulling at his naval and leading him intuitively to the northwest. He let his connection with Lyra widen, sharing the information with her.

“I can see it,” she said, digging her claws into the moss. “Let’s go.”

Lyra reared back and broke her way through the jungle, ramming anything that got in her way. The plants were fleshy and snapped away in a flurry of motion and noise. Dusk was growing concerned that she might hurt herself when the jungle suddenly fell away and they were plummeting off a large cliff. The feeling once again caught him by surprise as his stomach jumped to his throat. When he finally opened his eyes he realized they were much higher up than it had seemed. Flaring her wings out Lyra caught the wind and soared high into the sky. She circled wide, catching the drafts to lift her far above the mountains before setting off in the correct direction.

The world below was laid out like a map and Dusk stared in wonder. The jungle stretched across the mountains and down the eastern side to a dense forest below dotted by wide rivers and large lakes that broke up the impenetrable canopy. On the western side however, the forest rushed down to the base of the mountains before slowly turning brown and dying away at the edge of a vast desert. Where rivers flowed there were still trees and lush greenery, but beyond that was nothing but golden sand as far as the eye could see. Even so high in the sky Dusk could already feel the air grow dry and smell the dusty heat rising up from below. The southern continent looked to be one of extreme climates and for the first time Dusk felt a surge of thankfulness for his homeland of Ditania. Continuing to share the magic through his connection with Lyra, Dusk turned his attention to the world around him, soaking it all in for the first and possibly the last time.
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They flew through the night, finally stopping to rest as the sun rose over the horizon. Lyra wanted to keep her presence hidden in case Nedarya had eyes looking out for her. Although it seemed doubtful she’d have any minions in Rhykandria, they figured it was better to be safe. Dusk’s magic had led them towards the ocean as expected. He assumed Cyrilo would be at sea with Captain Duillearga and hoped to meet them away from a major port. Lyra flying at night would only conceal them so much and trying to search through a large port town, even with magic, would waste precious time. If they could help it, Dusk wanted to remain ahead of Nedarya’s potential schedule.

As Lyra slept for the day, Dusk found himself still awake, listening to the sounds of the jungle around him. The trees had thinned and taken on a more familiar appearance as they moved north. But Dusk’s mind was far from their surroundings. Instead he couldn’t shake the thought of the crystalline horn tucked away in his bag. His previous magic to search for Cyrilo hadn’t been enough and left him aching for more. The urge to use the horn again was like an itch that Dusk knew he shouldn’t scratch. He wanted to do more powerful magic, to destroy something. It was an odd feeling that he’d never experienced before, but with the crystal eye gone and having to tap into dangerous resources over and over again, he was starting to feel the side effects he’d been warned about. Thankfully for now they were easy to brush away and he pushed the bag aside, hoping some distance would make it less tempting. He wished he had a book to read while they rested.

After a long while Lex finally stirred from sleep, providing him with some company for the rest of the day. He helped to keep Dusk’s thoughts off the things that could go wrong and what lay in store for them. It was a welcome reprieve. When the sun finally set and twilight took back over the world, Lyra let them climb on her back and they took to the skies once more, heading towards the ocean that Dusk could just barely make out on the far horizon.

They flew well into the deepest parts of the night. Dusk reached out for the magic once more, the sensation feeling less like a jolt this time and more like an exciting prickle on his skin. Sharing the tether with Lyra, she led them forward into the darkness. Having not slept much the day before, Dusk found himself dozing against the spike in front of him, the gentle thrums of Lyra’s wings putting him in a sort of trance. 

He didn’t know how much time had passed when he suddenly jolted awake, Lyra’s voice inside his head.

“Dusk!” she said, trying to get his attention.

“What!?” he started, nearly throwing himself off her side and into the open air. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

“You are hard to wake,” Lyra chuckled. “Nothing’s wrong. Look down.”

Dusk rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and leaned over her side, grasping the spike in his opposite hand. Far below them was the conjunction where land met sea. At its edge was a cluster of glowing lights. It looked like a fairly large city, but being as high as they were, he couldn’t say for sure. 

“Is that where Cyrilo is?” he asked, letting his thoughts be shared with Lyra.

“That is where your magic has led us, but I can’t be sure of his exact location. He’s not on the water though. You and Lex will have to search the city tomorrow in the daylight to find him.”

“How long until morning?”

“It’s still a handful of hours away. I’ll find a place to land where you can finish resting. Tomorrow it’ll be up to you to find him.”

Dusk nodded but then realized that Lyra couldn’t see him. “Okay,” he replied, feeling a bit sheepish.

Lyra began to make wide lazy circles in the sky, no longer flapping but riding the wind in a downward spiral. The darkness was thick, concealing them on their way down. Dusk couldn’t make out where they were going, but Lyra didn’t seem to be having any issues. Eventually she found an area to land and gave them both a warning before making her descent. Gently she slowed herself and came to rest on a high cliff covered in tall seagrass with nary a sound. Both of them hopped off and stretched as Lyra swung her tail to flatten the grass like she had in Ronja. Between the warm night air and Lex at his side, there was little need for blankets or fire. With Lyra standing watchful guard, they fell asleep once more, nervous about what the next day would bring.
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The city was at least twice the size of Calendia, stretching across at least a full mile of coastline dotted with docks, ships, and other things Dusk didn’t recognize. He and Lex got a good view of it from high on the cliff, but the size of it didn’t really sink in until they passed through the western gates. The streets were crowded, lined with imposing buildings that leaned in over them. Long cords pinned full of clothing and brightly colored fabrics were stretched over the street between open windows.There were rich smells of food and sugar that filled the air, but there was an undertone of stench lingering amongst it. Dusk glanced into one of the alleys and noticed a trough running down the middle to an open grate. It was full of muck and by the smell of it, this was the dumping ground for chamber pots from all the nearby buildings. He assumed it smelled much better after the rain washed it all away into the sewer, but for now the heat of the sun was making it unbearable to move off of the main roadway.

There was an interesting mix of people in the city that Dusk had never seen anywhere else. While Ditania was mostly fair skinned humans, this port city had humans and Rhyka in all shapes, sizes, and colors. The Rhyka caught his attention more than anything. There were a vast array of patterns on their fur that were mesmerizing. Some of them had tufts on the ends of their tails or at the tops of their ears. A few, dressed in more tribal leathers, were heavily muscled with thick faces and large fangs while others, who seemed to belong to the city itself, were slimmer and dressed in light linen clothing. 

Dusk was staring fixedly on a heavy Rhyka with a two-handed ax on his back and dense sandy fur when he spotted something else. A tall thin man who looked mostly human except for his dark blue skin and pointed ears, was speaking with the Rhyka. His hair was black and his eyes were the lightest gray, giving him an innately mysterious look. All except his face was covered in a dark cloak even in the oppressive heat of high summer. Dusk tried to point him out to Lex without looking obvious.

“What kind of person is that?”

“He looks like a Trothenar,” Lex replied, glancing at the man. “They live here on the southern continent inside the deep cave systems that run under the mountains. I’ve never seen one before. There aren’t any in Ditania that I know of. I only ran across a tiny passage in a book once, but it wasn’t a lot of information.”

“I spent my whole life thinking there were only humans and animals, but there’s so much more.” Dusk stared with reckless abandon. “Do you think we’ll see any other types of people?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if we found all sorts of different races here. I’m sure there are others across the planet and anyone who trades comes here eventually.The southern continent is a merchant's paradise and attracts people from all over Udalara. There aren’t any laws restricting their passage and it’s generally regarded as a safe haven amongst traders. Although they do have a bad pirate problem.”

“You know a lot about this place.” Dusk paused for a moment, realizing what Lex had said. “Pirates?”

“Yes pirates,” he laughed. “I learned a bit from my father long ago, before he was under Tiernan’s control. The reason he and my mother purchased a home in Calendia was to open up a trade route with Inahan. His plan was to expand down to the southern continent eventually.” He glanced around, eyes resting on the carts in the distance set up along the edges of the road. “Let’s get something to eat, then we can start looking for Cyrilo.”

Dusk could barely contain his excitement to try new foods from a different continent. “Okay,” he said eagerly, taking Lex by the hand and leading him forward. “But I want to hear more about the pirates.”

They spent more than a couple hours amongst the food carts. Dusk dragged Lex from booth to booth, looking at what was available and purchasing a small amount of each to share. Lex giggled at his enthusiasm and told him stories he’d heard about the pirates wandering around the southern ocean. Dusk listened in rapt attention while interjecting only to order more food when they came across another cart.

When they were finally stuffed, the afternoon heat making them sleepy, they decided to go find a tavern near the docks to get out of the sun. Dusk figured Cyrilo would be near the boats, so it wouldn’t put them far off on their search. He knew time was of the essence, but the day had been going so well. He’d never seen Lex laugh so much and it made him forget all the troubles of the world for a while, giving him a chance to unwind from the previous weeks of turmoil. As they took their seats in the Verdant Hog Tavern with their tankards, Dusk couldn’t help but slouch back into his seat, feeling more relaxed than he had in a while. Slowly they sipped, exchanging silly insights into the conversations happening around them, making them both giggle ridiculously.

“We should get back to finding Cyrilo,” Lex finally said, draining the last of his tankard. “As much as I love this, we don’t have a lot of time.”

“You’re right,” Dusk sighed, tipping his back as well. 

He sat the cup down in front of him and pulled his bag around reluctantly. Dipping his left hand inside he clutched the horn. He noticed the surface was a little less smooth than it had been before and realized the magic he was using was slowly eroding it away. Thankfully the spell wasn’t too using much, but the urge to use more grew every time he touched it. Reaching out with his mind he began to form the runes in his head once more. As they completed their complex pattern Dusk felt it flow out around him and the thread-like tether appeared in his mind, pointing him in the right direction.

“Follow me,” he said, pushing himself up from the table.

Taking Lex by the hand they made their way out of the tavern. Dusk felt the tether pulling to the northeast. He turned a corner heading towards the docks, glad they’d decided to head there in the first place. Unsurprisingly, as soon as they reached the water the tether began pulling him almost due east down the long stretch of road lining the sea. The familiar scent of saltwater and rotting fish met them as soon as they passed beyond the last of the buildings, the rest of the city smells dying away with the breeze. Hundreds of people traveled up and down the road with carts, horse-drawn wagons, and some carrying large barrels on their shoulders. Men and Rhyka alike dashed about, making trades and purchases as they went. Some of the larger ships were well cared for and their crews were dressed equally well, but most were small trade vessels with stained sails and grimy crewmen. The dock road was busier than the city market and everyone seemed to be in a rush. Ships came and went from the docks as they walked, the constant bustle around them making it hard for Dusk to concentrate on the tether. 

After fifteen minutes of weaving through the busy merchants, Dusk felt the thread turn sharply north. Glancing to his left he saw a long dark dock stretching out into the water and there, at the very end of it, was Captain Duillearga’s ship, The Zephyr. He doubled his grip on Lex’s hand and pulled him forward, dismissing the magic with a flick of his hand. It had been slowly eating away at the crystal in his bag and he needed to preserve it for the fight ahead. They nearly jogged to the end of the dock before coming to a stop in front of the gangplank. The ship looked just the way it had a few months previous. Heavy ropes secured it to the dock and even a thick chain. There were three guards stationed at the end of the dock only a few feet away, but Dusk paid them no mind. He didn’t think twice as he walked up the gangplank, having been aboard many times before.

But as he reached the top he saw three deck hands look up from their work and their faces grew dark. Immediately they dropped what they were doing, drew their cutlasses, and rushed the both of them.

“Wait!” Dusk cried, holding his hands up. “We’re friends!”

The three crew members stopped an arm’s length from the pair of them, their swords held at the ready as if to skewer them on the spot.

“You don’t come aboard a ship without the captain’s permission,” the woman on the left hissed, her sword tip only a few inches from Dusk’s throat.

“What are your names and what is your business?” the man in the center asked, his dark eyes flicking between them.

“We’ve come here to find Captain Duillearga,” Lex replied, staring down one of the blades. His hands were at his sides, one resting on the pommel of his own sword. “We’ve ridden on this ship before, don’t you recognize us?”

“Everyone is a bit on edge, ignore them,” a familiar accent called from the sterncastle. “Put down your weapons you buffoons! We’re in enough trouble as it is! The last thing we need is you lot giving the guards a reason to board the ship again!”

Dusk looked up to see Cyrilo descending the steps to the main deck, an irritated look on his face. He was wearing Duillearga’s hat and a light cotton shirt that was open all the way down to his belt. A brass handled short sword hung at his side although Dusk could see his knuckles attached to the other side on a small loop of leather. His emerald green eyes flashed towards the crew as they slowly put away their weapons.

“I have no idea how you two got here,” he said, striding forward. “But I’m happy to see you both!”

He pushed the others aside and with outstretched arms, pulled both Dusk and Lex into a hug at the same time.

“It’s so good to see you,” Lex replied over his shoulder. “I wasn’t sure if we ever would again.”

“You two couldn’t have come at a better time.” Cyrilo pulled back, keeping a hand on their shoulders. “I know you just got there, but I’m afraid I need a little bit of help.” He looked between the pair of them. “Ciaran is in jail.”
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Dusk felt his heart sink. They really didn’t have time for such things.

“How did that happen?”

“A better question is, why didn’t it happen sooner?” Cyrilo chuckled. “It’s amazing he hasn’t spent the majority of his life in a cell, given everything I know about him now. I’m a fool for loving him, but I had an idea of what I was getting into I guess.”

Dusk glanced nervously at Lex. “Uh... we kind of came here for your help.”

“Oh? Perhaps we can arrange a trade.”

“Maybe we better talk in private,” Lex said, looking over Cyrilo’s shoulder at the deck hands still close by, their eyes fixed on the group.

“Yes, of course.” Cyrilo turned around and waved his arms. “Don’t you people have something you could be doing?”

“Aye sir,” the man in the center huffed, turning around and walking away from them.

The other two followed suit. Cyrilo motioned for Dusk and Lex to come with him. Descending below deck he took them along a familiar path to the captain’s quarters. Once they were all inside he checked the hallway, then shut the door, locking it in place.

“Please, take a seat,” he said, gesturing towards the chairs that sat in front of Duillearga’s ornate desk. “Why don’t you tell me what you came for and then I’ll tell you how much of an idiot Ciaran is. Does that seem fair?”

“Sure,” Dusk replied and was silent.

Lex turned and looked at him expectantly.

“Okay. I guess I’ll explain it.” He leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath, staring up at the ceiling. “So you remember the crystal, right?”
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Cyrilo sat on the other side of the desk with his head resting in the palms of his hands, staring across as Dusk finished explaining their predicament.

“Well,” he replied, “that certainly makes our problems here look incredibly small.”

“It’s a lot...” Dusk leaned back in his chair. “We came to find you with the hope that you’d help us with your magic.”

“My magic is so small, I don’t see how it would be of much use.”

Dusk pulled the horn out of his bag. “With this it will be.”

Cyrilo eyed the crystal for a long moment. “This isn’t a choice I can make by myself,” he sighed. “A few months ago I was just a slave with nothing and I would have jumped at an opportunity like this.” He looked up at Dusk. “But I’ve built a life here and a family of my own, not to mention a business that requires seeing to. I realize the people of Ditania are in danger and possibly more besides, but even you admit that you don’t know how much damage Nedarya can really do. Maybe it won’t affect Rhykandria at all.”

“So you would just let it all be destroyed? You realize all trade from the north will stop,” Lex interjected. “I’m sure that will hit your business hard. And depending on where she strikes with the moon, there could be catastrophic consequences.” The venom in Lex’s voice was not to be mistaken.

“If she can even bring it down in the first place.”

“I assure you, she will if we don’t stop her,” Lex said with finality. “Our resources are sure of that.”

“I don’t know if this is something I’m prepared to do.” Cyrilo shrugged. “To go and risk my life is a lot to ask, especially since I have something to live for now.”

“What happened to you?” Lex asked aggressively, leaning forward onto the desk. “A few months ago you would have given anything to make Ditania a better place and fight for what’s right. You were aching for a way out of that brothel and you were willing to fight your way out of Emerald Deep to get it. What happened to that man I knew?”

Cyrilo’s eyes narrowed. “He got a taste of freedom.”

Lex clicked his tongue. “So what? What good is freedom if you’re gonna be dead in a couple of weeks?”

“I understand what he means,” Dusk said.

Lex turned back to look at him, his brows furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean you understand?”

“I never told anyone about it,” Dusk began, feeling himself tense up. “The night before Tiernan arrived, when you and I were at the top of the mountain, I finally decided what I was going to do with myself. Lyra told me I could leave the crystal with her and have my own life or face destiny and see what was in store for me.” He looked up at Lex. “I... I was going to leave it with her.”

Lex was silent for a moment. “I don’t believe that. You’ve been so on board with fighting Nedarya since she turned on us. You seemed ready to take on any obstacle in your way.”

“Because I had no other choice.” Dusk shook his head. “I got a small taste of freedom on the road and then again at the volcano. I wanted to take your hand and lead you off north of the island so we could start a quiet life together.” He paused, feeling embarrassed by his confession. “But when Nedarya killed Tiernan and failed to take the eye, I realized I had no choice. Lyra had been right all along, destiny was going to have me involved, one way or another.” He turned to face Cyrilo. “And I think the same thing is true for you.”

“And why is that?”

“I think the reason we met you was because we could help you out of that place and one day you’d return the favor. Maybe destiny had a plan.”

“I’m not sure I believe in all this destiny you’re talking about,” Cyrilo began.

“I don’t know if I do either,” Dusk said, cutting him off. “But I know that we need your help and I also know the freedom you’ve come to love will be worth nothing if Nedarya manages to succeed in her plans. Once she pulls down the moon we don’t know what she’ll be capable of. The last time someone had that much power they nearly managed to kill all the dragons and destroyed the oldest civilization on the continent. And that was with less power than Nedarya holds now.” Dusk’s voice grew soft and low. “She has the three crowns, which nobody has ever had in their possession. If she gets control over the entire crystal moon, there’s no telling what she could accomplish. She could level all of Udalara if she wanted to and nothing will be able to stop her.”

Cyrilo gazed at him thoughtfully, tapping his claws one at a time on the wooden surface of the desk. “What use am I in this venture?”

“You and I are the only two who can use magic. We’ll have to fight our way through Nedarya’s mages to get to her. She is a powerful magic user herself and I’ll need all the help I can get to take her down.”

“It sounds like our chances of survival are low.”

“If she succeeds in her plans, everyone's chances are likely zero.”

Cyrilo was quiet for a long moment, his tail flicking back and forth behind him across the floor. His eyes were turned up towards the ceiling in thought. Lex was still staring at Dusk from his chair, but he ignored him. He didn’t need to defend choices he’d wanted to make in the past. It was behind them now, like a fork in a road never taken. All that mattered was what lay ahead and making sure their future lasted longer than the next two and a half weeks.

Cyrilo wriggled his whiskers. “I think I’ll have to help you,” he replied. “It looks like I’ve got one last thing to do before I can finally get on with living. But I won’t be going with you alone. I’ve already lost one man in my life and I don’t think I could bear losing another.” He looked down at Dusk’s hands, eyeing the silver ring on his finger. “Help me get Ciaran and we’ll both go with you.”

“What if he doesn’t want to go?” Lex asked.

“He doesn’t have a fucking choice,” Cyrilo laughed. “If he thinks he’s going to make a habit out of starting fights in the streets, I suppose I’d better redirect him towards fighting things that matter.” There was a mischievous glimmer in his eye. “Besides, I think we both know who the real captain is around here.”

“Yes sir,” Lex chuckled, giving him a flimsy salute.

“Thank you Cyrilo,” Dusk said.

“Don’t thank me yet. We still have to get Ciaran out.”

“We have gold. We can just pay off the guards. I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to turn a blind eye once they catch sight of a few coins.”

“We could do that if he wasn’t scheduled to be hanged for piracy.”

“What?!” Lex and Dusk both cried in unison.

“I thought you said he just got in a fight!” Dusk added.

“He did,” Cyrilo replied. “But when the guards came to arrest him two days ago they may have searched his quarters and found the original ship's manifest.” He looked at the pair of them. “Apparently The Zephyr was stolen from this port two years ago by a rowdy pirate in a rather large hat.” Cyrilo pointed up to the one on top of his head. “And the idiot, for some reason, never changed the name of the ship or let me know where he got it from. I led him directly here, to the best port on the northern shore and we’ve been running trade routes for a couple months. He never said a damn thing.” Cyrilo sighed, his claws digging into the desk in irritation. “Anyway, I’m sure you noticed the guards on the dock. Ciaran confessed to everything on the spot and told them the crew wasn’t involved. By some unknown power they believed him and are letting us all go free after he’s been hanged. The previous ship owner is coming to claim her tomorrow night.”

Dusk was at a loss for words. He’d always wondered about Captain Duillearga’s circumstances, but he never thought he was a pirate. The man never struck him as a thief, just as someone who liked to play by their own rules. It wasn’t unfamiliar considering how Dusk and his friends were technically on the run from the law as well. He’d just believed Duillearga was an eccentric merchant with flair and no loyalty to monarchs. But the more he thought about his connection with the thieves guild and Diana, the more he began to realize that the signs had been there all along. It was only his ignorance, willful or otherwise, that had stopped him from seeing the truth. Cyrilo, on the other hand, had realized it almost immediately, but without further details had led Duillearga right back to the scene of his crimes.

“Are you sure you don’t just want to leave him behind?” Lex asked, obviously joking. “He seems like a lot of hassle.”

Cyrilo laughed, his fangs showing as his lips curled back. “You have no idea. I’ll make sure to punch him once or twice when I lay hands on him again.”

“If we can’t pay off the guards, how are we going to get him out?” Dusk asked.

“I think we’re gonna have to break him out.” Cyrilo slumped in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him. “I’d like to kill as few of the guards as possible because they’re really only doing their jobs. I don’t care about the ship, but Ciaran will be heartbroken to lose her.”

“Then we’ll get both of them out of here.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

“You remember us mentioning that dragon, right?”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty-Two





[image: image]


The plan was simple. Dusk and Lex would sneak into the jail, break Duillearga out, and then flee to the western cliffs outside the city. At the same time Cyrilo and the crew would subdue the dock guards quietly, unmoor the ship, and sail out of the port in the cover of darkness without getting caught. Thankfully it had been stocked with supplies just before Duillearga was arrested, so it had plenty to make it to an island port a week away. It was a straightforward plan and easy to remember. The only issue was the enormous amount of things that could go wrong.

They spent the rest of the day on the ship getting things ready with Cyrilo. The crew, unsurprisingly, was completely on board for stealing the ship away from the city and getting their captain back. It seemed that the ‘upstanding’ crew Dusk had spent so much time with were also a bunch of pirates like Duillearga. He’d read a few stories here and there when he could and heard even more from Lex. Somehow he expected them to be much more cutthroat and intimidating, but in truth they were all very normal people, much like Diana’s thieves. As normal as sailors could be anyway. Once everyone was briefed on what was going to happen, the trio left the ship, letting the guards know they were just going to a tavern for the evening. They were seemingly unconcerned with the trio’s movements now that the captain was gone. They waved them on and went back to their gambling at a small table near the end of the dock. 

Once off the docks they began to wind their way back toward the center of the city. Cyrilo wanted to show them where the guard headquarters was located. They weaved their way between buildings, going deeper and deeper into the city. The stench of the sewers came back again as the sea breeze died away, blocked by the buildings. Oppressive heat pushed in on all sides, reflecting down into the dark cobbled streets. Dusk and Lex were both drenched in sweat by the time they finally arrived at the edge of the massive stone square.

In front of them loomed a large building. It was three stories high and built entirely of tan sandstone bricks with thin glass windows stationed every few feet. It looked like a fortress that had been retrofitted more than anything and Dusk knew it would be hard to penetrate. At the edge of the square Cyrilo turned nonchalantly to the left and led them around the building on the far side. Spread evenly at the base of the foundation were open windows with bars set into the stone. It was dark beyond them and no matter how he turned his head he couldn’t catch a glimpse of anything that might be inside.

“That is where the dungeons are,” Cyrilo said, pretending he was stopping to look up at a nearby tavern sign. “The only way in or out is through the main entrance of the building.”

Dusk glanced back to see a hand reach out from between the bars as a man hurried by. The man yelped as the hand touched his ankle. He turned around, swiftly kicking at it, but the hand retracted before it would be damaged. Spitting in its direction, the man resituated his light gray robes, and continued past the building.

“How are we going to get him out if there are no other exits?” Dusk asked, turning away from the building.

“You tell me, you’re the one that’s going to do it,” Cyrilo replied. “Up until now the only plan I had was to try to storm the hanging, but now that you’re here, I think we have another option.”

“And what’s that?”

“I don’t know! I’m sure you can figure it out though.”

“That is probably the most unhelpful thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Lex said with a sigh. 

“Then you haven’t been around me enough yet.” He reached out and poked Lex in the nose. “Despite my good looks and endless charm, I’m not always the guy with a plan. Besides, didn’t you say you had a dragon?”

“You... you want us to walk a dragon into the middle of the city?”

Cyrilo poked him again, wiggling his nose a bit with his finger. “Look at you. Such a smart boy!”

“That... is certainly a distraction,” Dusk said, wiping away a bead of sweat running down his neck. “I don’t know how Lyra is going to feel about it, but it would definitely work.”

“What do we do? Just waltz in with her and demand they set him free? Or maybe we should hitch her up like a mule and try to pull the bars out!?”

“Keep your voice down Alexander,” Cyrilo cut in, punching him in the shoulder.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Then don’t shout about breaking people out of jail in the middle of the day on a busy street,” Cyrilo whispered. He straightened himself back up and smoothed down his chest fur. “Now, the pair of you are going to buy me several drinks before we try to pull this crazy stunt off.” He looked directly at Lex, his green eyes narrowing. “And stop looking like such a butthurt loser.”

Lex, who was still rubbing his shoulder and pouting glared back at him. His brows furrowed. “I’m not doing any of those things,” he replied petulantly.

“Come on you two,” Dusk said, pushing them toward the tavern. He turned his attention to Cyrilo. “He fights with Tara constantly and always stands up for himself. But whenever he’s around you he acts like he’s the victim.”

“That’s because he likes the attention,” Cyrilo chuckled, leaning in close to Dusk. “Besides, he knows better than to tangle with me.”

“I think we all know better than that.”

Two hours later and several drinks in, the three of them were sitting at a table, carrying on as if nothing else mattered in all the world. They’d had enough to loosen their tongues and relax, but still knew the seriousness of the situation. Besides, it was something enjoyable to do before the duties of the night had to be tended to.

“What I don’t understand,” Dusk said, leaning forward to Cyrilo, “is why Ciaran told us The Zephyr was a Ditanian ship if he got it here.” He took another swig of his drink. “Why not just tell the truth? He was already involved with the thieves guild, it’s not like we would have cared.”

“It is a Ditanian ship. That’s why that Inahandrian warship attacked us just south of the island chain,” Cyrilo replied, pushing his fifth empty mug forward. He held his liquor extremely well, Dusk noticed. “It’s original owner is an immigrant, he brought the ship with him to start a new trade business down here.”

“That went really well for him,” Lex giggled. “Probably some rich noble anyway.”

“Actually he was. I think one from Eblesal? Although I can’t be sure. He wasn’t in one of the big families, just one of the richer merchants.” Cyrilo leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his stomach. “But he was an avid card player and Ciaran loves a good game of cards. It turned out the man was a very poor loser and refused to pay his debts to Ciaran after a long night of gambling.”

“That sounds like a good reason to steal his boat to me,” Lex said, stuffing his face into his tankard.

“Well Ciaran was cheating you see, and the merchant suspected it, but couldn’t prove it.” Cyrilo shrugged with a sigh. “So the next night Ciaran stormed his boat with a makeshift crew and sailed it off into the darkness. But he left the man tied up on the dock in nothing but his skin, just to add insult to injury.”

“I’m surprised he’s gotten as far as he has,” Dusk said, reaching out for a piece of bread in the center of the table. He wanted to keep himself fairly clear headed for their planned escapade. “That man is more of a menace than I gave him credit for.”

“You have no idea.”

Dusk turned and glanced out the window. The sun had set some time ago and the town was full of warm lantern light as darkness set in. He knew the time was drawing near to enact their plan. Already he’d spoken with Lyra from the comfort of their table, letting her know what needed to happen. She’d reluctantly agreed and went silent. He reached out again, hoping she’d softened a bit over the past couple of hours.

“Lyra,” he thought, reaching out to their connection. “Are you there?”

“I’m here,” she sighed. “Have you come up with a better plan yet?”

Dusk winced, hearing the annoyance in her voice. “No. This is the only plan we’ve got.”

“You know how bad it looks to have a dragon attack a town for no reason?” she huffed. “You’re making me look like the monsters they paint us to be in their storybooks.”

“I know, but I can’t think of another way to draw all the guards away. I’d use magic to break him out, but I don’t think we have enough resources as it is. I’ll already need to use some if we can’t find a key. Not to mention if we get into any serious trouble.”

“Fine, fine,” she conceded. “Just tell me when to go set something on fire and I’ll go,

I guess.”

“I owe you Lyra,” he replied.

“Damn right you do.” Then, in a whisper that wasn’t meant to come through. “Humans. Making me look like a brainless lizard.”

Dusk opened his eyes once more, smiling at Lyra’s final comment. He looked up to see both Cyrilo and Lex staring back at him.

“Everything ready?” Lex asked.

“Yep. She’s waiting for our signal.”

“We’ll be sailing in absolute darkness,” Cyrilo began, leaning close and suddenly serious. “You’ll have to find me the same way you did before. I’ll warn the crew about the dragon, but I don’t know how they’ll react either way.” He reached up and put a hand on Dusk’s. “Bring my idiot back to me.”

“We’ll get him one way or another.”

“Shall we begin this foolishness then?”

Lex sighed, laying his head down atop his crossed arms on the table. “If we have to,” he said, his voice muffled by his sleeves.

“Call your beastie.” Cyrilo pushed himself up from the table and straightened his clothing. “And I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Do me a favor,” Dusk said. “Don’t call Lyra that. She’ll probably eat you.”

Cyrilo flared his claws and clicked them together. “We’ll see about that.”

Twenty minutes later both Lex and Dusk found themselves in the main square near the judiciary building trying to look as innocuous as possible. They found a few spare crates and were sitting atop them, eating meat on a stick they’d purchased from a street vendor. Lex, having had a bit to drink, finished his quickly but Dusk still had one held between his fingers. His attention was turned to the sky however, looking for Lyra who had been summoned before they left the tavern. For some reason she still hadn’t shown. He was starting to worry she’d changed her mind at the last minute, and no matter how he tried to reach out to her, she wouldn’t allow the connection. He continued to try, but she blocked every attempt.

“She’s not responding,” Dusk snapped, tossing the uneaten food into the street in annoyance.

“Aww, why did you throw it away?”

“Lex.”

“Sorry. Stay on task. What do you think she’s doing?”

“I have no—”

Before he could finish his sentence, something high above him caught his attention. At first he didn’t know what it was, just a bright orange light in the distance. But as it got closer it began to take shape. He sucked in a breath through his teeth, no believing his eyes. There, in the western sky, was Lyra, carrying an entire wooden cart that was set aflame. He heard a few shouts at the far edge of the city as she closed in, her underside illuminated by the flames. Then, just as she came near the edge of town, she let out a massive gout of fire and dropped the cart. Even from their position they could hear the resounding crash followed by screams from the townspeople. 

Immediately all the guards in the square turned to look, seeing an enormous fire-breathing monster in the sky. The alarm went up instantly and within moments heavily armored guards were flowing from the building. A small brigade of men clambered onto their horses and took off in Lyra’s direction. Others followed behind on foot, brandishing swords, spears, and axes. The civilians ran from the square, heading to their homes to hide from the terror in the sky. Dusk and Lex watched as everyone ignored them completely and emptied the square in only a few minutes. Shouts could still be heard in the distance as they looked to one another, the building in front of them standing abandoned and wide open.

“Well, the cart was a nice touch,” Lex said, pulling out his rapier. He paused as a thought struck him. “Where... where do you think she got it from?”
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They entered the headquarters slowly, finding the main lobby completely deserted. Keeping a close eye on their surroundings, they crept forward, doing their best to be silent on the flagstone floors. The interior was harsh and functional with hard corners, no decoration, and old wooden beams across the ceiling. The hallways turned out to be a maze without any sense of order. More than once they had to turn around, searching for a way into the dungeons below. Dusk figured it was a clever design for a fortress to withstand being taken over, but for their purposes it was obnoxious.

It took them a full ten minutes to finally locate the door that would lead them down and more than once they had to dodge a rogue guard. Thankfully those that had stayed behind were preoccupied by the happenings outside and stuck to the windows, watching the skies for signs of incoming fire. All of them seemed nervous, muttering to themselves about monsters and the end of the world. They had no idea something much worse than Lyra was out there waiting to strike.

As quietly as he could, Dusk pushed open the wooden door and began to descend the stairs, aware of the flickering light that was coming up from below. He hoped the guards had left the dungeon unsupervised, but as he reached the landing he heard the sound of footsteps. Motioning to Lex to stay quiet he peeked his head around the corner. There was a long bank of cells, most of them empty. At the end of the hallway was a single guard peering up through barred windows into the night sky. He had no idea anyone was watching him. The prisoners, on the other hand, saw Dusk immediately and perked up in their cells.

He pulled back around the corner and whispered to Lex. “He’s not paying attention. The other prisoners know we’re here though.”

“Do you think they’ll give us away?”

“Not if they want to go free.”

“You’re going to free them all?” Lex asked, a look of surprise on his face. “What if some of them are murderers or something?”

“We’ve killed people.”

“To survive.”

Dusk took a hard look at Lex.

“Most of the time,” Lex added quietly.

“They aren’t going to stay silent if we only let Duillearga out, so it’s all or nothing.”

Lex sighed. “You’re right.” 

He slipped the rapier back into its sheath quietly and pulled off his boots. Brandishing a small dagger he nodded to Dusk and slipped out into the hallway. Dusk watched as he slunk down the stone passage, his feet padding silently against the flagstone floor. He looked to the prisoners in turn, holding a finger to his lips as he passed to keep them quiet. None of them stirred. When he finally reached the guard he paused for a moment, standing to his full height. Dusk was already a few careful steps down the hall in case anything went wrong.

With a flurry of motion, Lex grabbed the guard's hair and yanked his head back, slapping the blade against his throat. The guard choked out a small sound, but remained mostly quiet.

“If you utter so much as one syllable I will gut you like a fish,” Lex muttered. “I don’t want to hurt you, but you’re going to have to cooperate. Is that clear?”

The guard tried to nod, dropping his sword to the ground, the metal ringing as it came to a stop.

“And you know that dragon out there attacking the city? She’s with us. So no funny business.”

“Please don’t hurt me,” he whispered. “I got a wife and kid at home.”

“Good, think of them. Now open these cells.”

“All of ‘em?”

“All of them.”

Lex kicked the man’s sword away and removed the spare dagger he had tucked in his belt. Slowly he let go of his hair and pulled the blade away from his throat, taking a few steps back. The guard’s eyes widened as he turned around and saw Dusk standing there as well, sword in hand. He gulped and began to fumble with the key ring clipped to his belt, clanging them noisily.

“I said quiet!” Lex hissed.

“Sorry sir,” the guard replied, still shaking.

The guard began to open the cells one by one. Dusk stepped up beside Lex and shoulder checked him lightly.

“Did you have to scare him so badly?”

“He’s cooperating isn’t he?”

Dusk shrugged. “You’re not wrong.”

As the cells were opened the prisoners slowly rose to their feet and came to the edge of the bars. They didn’t seem to believe what was going on. One of them took a tentative step out into the hallway, the guard only a few feet away. He seemed to be ready to make a run for it, but something stopped him.

“Is... is there really a dragon out there?” he asked, his Rhykan ears flat on his head. He looked dirty and thin, like he’d been there for a while.

“There is,” Dusk replied. “But she’s not going to harm anyone.” He turned to glance at the guard who’d just finished opening the last cell. “She’s only a distraction. We, however, will hunt down any man who causes strife on this night and you can bet that dragon has a great sense of smell to find you with.”

All of them looked more confused and frightened than before.

“Now get out of here and don’t get put in jail again,” Dusk said to the room with a dismissive wave. 

Crowding together the half-dozen criminals all pushed towards the stairway, sneaking up and out one at a time. Lex walked over the guard and gently ushered him into one of the cells.

“Someone will be along to get you shortly,” Lex said, forcing the man to take a seat on the bench. He pulled out a single platinum coin and pushed it into the man’s hand. “Take care of your family.”

The guard, who until this point had been frightened and confused beyond his wildest dreams, began to cry. Lex took the keys from him and locked the cell, tossing the keys to the other side of the room. He walked back over to Dusk, glancing over his shoulder at the guard.

“I... I don’t know what to do with that.”

“Well it’s about time someone came to fetch me!” Dusk heard a familiar voice say as the last of the criminals dispersed. “I was thinkin’ I’d have to make peace with my own demise. Thankfully ya got here jus’ in the knick o’ time.”

“Don’t thank us yet,” Lex said, looking up and down at the dirty man in front of him without his hat. “You still have to answer to Cyrilo.”

“I’d love to ask how ya got here, but I think I’ll be leavin’ that for another time.” He jutted his thumb back over his shoulder. “Should we be gettin’ out o’ here?”

Dusk nodded. The distraction wasn’t going to last long. He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind to Lyra, feeling the thread between them once more.

“Lyra, we’ve got him. We’re heading towards the northwest side of town. We’ll meet you there on the beach.”

“Finally,” Lyra breathed in relief. “Tormenting these poor people is exhausting.”

“See you soon.” Dusk dropped the connection and opened his eyes. “She’s gonna meet us out by the docks. We should hurry. Cyrilo should be out of the port by now.”

“Did ya manage to save the ship as well then?” Ciaran asked, cocking his head to the side, a playful smile on his face. “And what’s this I hear about a dragon?”

“I guess you’re gonna find out,” Lex chuckled, tucking his dagger away.

Ten minutes later, out of breath from running, the three turned the last corner around the edge of a building and the western docks came into view. With no time to enjoy the beautiful evening punctured by shouts and screams from the western side of town, they continued on towards the beach that lay just beyond the end of the docks. Ciaran, well-rested from his time in the jail, was holding up better than the other two. When they reached the end of the dock he jumped up, put a foot on the railing, and threw himself over, tucking into a roll as he landed in the sand and coming back to his feet. Dusk and Lex both stopped, trying to catch their breaths, and clambered over the edge. Stealing a glance south, Dusk could see the flames Lyra had set still burning and there wasn’t a soul to be seen. She’d done her part beautifully in keeping them all distracted. Without her, they never would have even gotten in, much less back out again.

Lex jumped down in the sand next to Dusk. He was still panting hard, but with a stiff nod they all kept moving away from the city, their legs burning from exertion. Dusk looked up to the sky, searching for Lyra as he led the way. It was a clear night and Gartha hung far in the east, leaving the western sky a sea of stars. His eye caught a dark shape moving quickly, blotting out the starlight above them. Before he could call out a warning to Ciaran, she fell out of the sky and landed hard on the beach, putting herself between them and Ciaran, her wings flared wide and her eyes glowing violet.

Ciaran immediately backpedaled and fell into the sand, scrambling to get away from her. Dusk heard her voice boom into all of their minds.

“That’s right little mouse, run away,” she chuckled menacingly, opening her mouth to show the glow of flame from deep within her.

“Lyra,” Dusk called, still wheezing and placing his hands on his knees. “He... he’s with us.”

“Oh,” she replied, cocking her head and folding her wings down to her sides. “Is this the captain?”

“Yep.”

She looked down at Ciaran who was still terrified, the glow from within her chest fading away. “Sorry about that.” Reaching forward with a clawed hand she pulled him to his feet, shaking him a little to get the sand off. “Thought you were a guard or something.”

“I... uh...”

“I’m called Lyra. What is your name?”

“C-Captain Ciaran Joseph D-Duillearga,” he fumbled.

Dusk could hear the smile in Lyra’s voice as she replied, “So many names for such a tiny creature. It’s nice to meet you.”

“I don’t know what it is with you and names,” Lex, marching up to her. “But we’re on a schedule. We need to get going.”

“You could learn a thing or two from your mother.”

“Yeah, sure. Arm please,” Lex said, holding out his hands.

Lyra moved her arm begrudgingly so that he could climb up and onto her back. Dusk pushed Ciaran forward to follow. Once they were situated, Lyra galloped down the beach flapping her wings until she was finally airborne. Turning back towards the north Dusk called on his magic once more and pointed their way toward Cyrilo.

It didn’t take them long to find the ship that had sailed nearly five miles beyond the port in a little over an hour. True to their word they had every light on board doused. As Lyra came in to land Dusk heard the shouts from the deck to take up arms, quickly silenced by Cyrilo’s voice ringing out above them all. Lyra splashed down in the water, soaking most of them in the process and swam her way over to the ship. The men aboard moved to the opposite side of the deck as the three jumped over the railing from her back. Only Cyrilo came to greet them.

“Well, it looks like the mission was a success,” he said, his white fangs glinting as he smiled. He turned his attention to Ciaran immediately. “And you. I’ll deal with you later.”

“What did I do to deserve such animosity? You can’t speak to your captain that way,” he said, puffing out his chest.

Cyrilo walked forward and punched him in the left shoulder with some force. Ciaran cried out as his arm went limp, stunned and useless from the hit. Dusk glanced at the crew. All of their eyes were fixed on Lyra and not a single one of them made a move to retaliate against Cyrilo.

“I’m the captain now,” he said, looking Ciaran directly in the eye. “And maybe if you shape up and stop being such an insufferable fuck-up, you can earn your title back. Until then The Zephyr is my ship and this is my crew!” Without turning back to the others he shouted, “What say you?”

“Aye captain!” the crew called back in unison, still fixed on Lyra.

“There you have it.”

Ciran looked up at Cyrilo, the anger showing on his face, but then it slipped away. Dusk followed his gaze, seeing a single tear rolling down Cyrilo’s cheek.

“Don’t you fucking scare me like that again,” he hissed, reaching forward and pulling Ciaran into a hug.

Ciaran softened, but said nothing as he wrapped his functioning arm around Cyrilo’s waist. Dusk smiled, glad to see them reunited. After everything that had happened with Eiran, he was glad they’d been able to save him. Even if it cost them an extra day, keeping them together was worth it.

“I hate to break up a tender moment,” Lex muttered. “But we really should be going. We've still got a lot of distance to cover.”

“You’re right,” Cyrilo replied, pulling away from Ciaran. “The crew has their orders and knows what to do. They’ll meet the guild in Emerald Deep and await us there. If all goes well we’ll see them in a few weeks.”

“Uh... where are we goin’?” Ciaran asked, looking at the three of them, then back to the dragon.

“Oh, I forgot to mention,” Cyrilo chuckled. “I made a deal to get you free. Now we have to go help them save the world from an evil witch who’s trying to bring down the moon and we’re probably all going to die in the process.”

Ciaran faltered for a moment, but then a mischievous smile spread across his face. “Well what are ya waitin’ for? That sounds like a rather delightful adventure!”

“I knew you’d be too excited about this.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty-Four





[image: image]


For the first four days they hopped island to island, flying only at night and sleeping during the day in whatever concealed place they could find. Each island was a continuation of the Dorsum Mountains as the chain stretched south into the ocean. Sometimes they found themselves sleeping in a small forest near the beach and other times it was at the top of the lush plant-covered mountains themselves. Either way, it gave Dusk plenty of opportunities to see things that he suspected nobody had ever seen in those uninhabited places.

On the fifth night they finally reached the mainland of the northern continent. Lyra found a place to bed down for the day in a forested mountain valley. She assured them they would reach Emerald Deep the next day without any issues. All together they had only been gone for a total of nine days finding Cyrilo. They were a full five days ahead of schedule and Dusk felt himself breathe a sigh of relief. The time crunch had been the most distressing part of the journey, wondering if traveling so far for another ally would be worth the risk. But bringing home two capable allies with time to spare seemed to lend some validation to their decisions. Both Ciaran and Cyrilo were accomplished fighters and Cyrilo would be using magic to boot. It made their upcoming battle seem a little bit less impossible.

All through their trek Dusk found himself once again itching to use magic. After repeated uses of the horn to find his allies, he’d begun to notice the urge grow stronger. The day before he’d leaned over a small pool of water to wash his face and was surprised his skin was losing its coppery luster already. It wasn’t enough to be overly concerned about, but he knew it was beginning to take its toll. Thankfully his friends kept him well-distracted so he was able to resist reaching into his bag to weave a small spell for no reason. The urge to destroy something had grown, but he was biding his time. In a few days his need to destroy would work in his favor when he broke his way into Alamond and crushed the Circle once and for all.

That evening they climbed onto Lyra’s back again and began their flight northwest toward Emerald Deep. It was just after midnight when the Dusk spotted the lake far below them glimmering in the night. On its western edge was a clutch of orange lantern lights. The city looked significantly smaller after the most recent port they’d visited in Rhykandria. Dusk welcomed the change. Big cities made him more nervous than he cared to feel. Lyra began to make lazy circles downward, riding the wind beyond the north side of the city. Now that they were back in Ditania, they needed to take more caution not to be seen just in case Nedarya was keeping an eye out. 

Lyra landed on a small beach at the edge of the lake. There was a low mist hanging over the water and the slight smell of sulfur in the air. Slipping off her back Dusk looked out past the edge where the beach met plain, noticing a small copse of trees that seemed familiar. As Cyrilo pushed his way forward he realized it was where Eiran had been put to rest.

“Give me a few minutes,” he said, waving Ciaran away. “I won’t be long.”

Dusk watched as he climbed up the edge of the beach to sea grass and made his way across to the trees. He twisted the ring on his finger nervously. It really belonged to Cyrilo. The longer things went on between him and Lex, the more he realized that what he felt for Eiran hadn’t been love. Eiran, like Juniper, had been one of the first few people to show Dusk a level of human decency that felt intimate and natural. He’d been suspicious of both Lex and Tara for quite a while, growing to trust them over time. But with the Eiran and Juniper, the feeling of belonging had happened almost instantly. He supposed, the more he thought about it, that his feelings might be a kind of love, but not what had been between Eiran and Cyrilo. That, Dusk realized, was something he could barely grasp at. He hoped, given enough time, Lex and he would eventually reach that point.

Cyrilo was already making his way back when Dusk looked up again from his thoughts. He climbed up to meet him, pulling at the silver ring on his finger when he reached the top.

“Here,” Dusk said, holding it out to him. “You should take this back.”

Cyrilo looked down at it. His face was hard and reserved.

“I spent one night with Eiran and he changed my life just by the way he treated me. Like I was a real person. That was special to me, but it doesn’t compare to what you two had.” Reaching out he placed the ring in Cyrilo’s hand. “I’ve had this long enough.”

“I’m not sure I deserve it.”

“Eiran was... is a part of you and that ring was always meant for your hand. He gave it to you because you deserved it and because he loved you. You meant the world to him and I think it would make him happy to see you wear it at last.”

“Do you... do you think he’ll ever forgive me?” Cyrilo choked. “For not running off while we had the chance? For not being brave enough to leave?”

Dusk stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Cyrilo, pulling him close. “He never blamed you in the first place,” he cooed. “He told me so himself.”

Cyrilo sobbed into Dusk’s shoulder, gripping him tightly. It had been a lie, Dusk knew that. Eiran had never mentioned he and Cyrilo were together that night so long ago, but it was what Cyrilo needed to hear. There was no reason for anyone to disbelieve what he said and he knew Eiran would have truly felt that way. Just because he’d never said it aloud didn’t make it any less true. So, in a way, he supposed it wasn’t a lie after all.

Together they stood there for a long moment, letting the emotions run their due course. The others, to their credit, stayed on the beach so that Cyrilo could have his private moment. He’d spent so long keeping up a tough act for Ciaran, the ship’s crew, and anybody else that came across him. Dusk had seen others put on the same mask to get through life. He’d even done it himself. At least, in some small way, he could repay Cyrilo with a moment of freedom from his own prison. 

When Cyrilo had calmed down a few minutes later, Dusk took a step back, grabbing him by the shoulders. “Now go do his memory justice and take care of the other idiot you’ve picked up. Eiran would want you to be happy.” Dusk paused, looking him straight in the eye. “Don’t let the past hold you back from the present. This moment is all we’ve got.”

Cyrilo nodded, smiling through his tear-streaked face. “Okay,” he replied simply.

Dusk watched as he slipped the ring on, wiped his face on his sleeve, and hopped back down onto the beach. It had been so easy to tell Cyrilo to embrace the here and now, just like Juniper had told him. He’d ignored her of course and paid the price, but had vowed not to do it again if he could help it. As he looked back across the beach towards his friends, he realized how terrified he was to go to the mines, how much he didn’t want to face the past again. The biggest question on his mind wasn’t how they would take it over, it was how he’d react to Maxon when they finally came across him.

Lyra stayed on the beach as the other four made their way into town. Ciaran kept close to Cyrilo, hanging on his arm the entire journey there. He’d seen Cyrilo’s obvious distress and hadn’t left his side since. It reminded Dusk of the same way Lex had been when they’d gone back to Ronja. Thinking of it, he reached out and took Lex’s hand, smiling at him as they continued on.

At the edge of the city the four of them paused, taking good stock of the streets before they pushed their way in. They were mostly deserted, it being well past midnight. There was no sign of soldiers anywhere, but Dusk wasn’t writing them off just yet. He was still convinced they could have taken refuge inside the buildings or lay in wait for strangers to arrive. Instead he drew his bow, holding an arrow against the grip in case he needed to make a quick shot. Leading the way back to the abandoned barn entrance of the guild, they slipped into the shadows.

Twenty minutes later, after following the docks and winding through streets stealthily, they found themselves near a black iron fence long rusted from the salty sea air. Inside was a dark graveyard, no longer full of snow and fog, but lush greenery dotted with blooming flowers. It struck Dusk as odd that a place of death could be so full of life at the same time. But he shook it away as they crossed the road to the chained barn door. To their surprise they found it unlocked and hanging open. Taking great pains to stay silent, they slipped inside, past the stall where Maribel had stayed, and down through the trapdoor to the stone stairs. It was pitch black and Dusk stopped only a few steps in, unwilling to risk falling down the steps in the dark.

“I can’t see anything,” he hissed, holding his hand out in front of him to search for the walls.

“I think we can risk a little light,” Cyrilo replied. Within a few seconds a small stone in his hand alighted, casting a dim gray light across the stone walls. “That’s better.”

Dusk felt a tinge of jealousy that he could just do magic willy-nilly without help from a crystal of some sort. He shook his head. That was a dumb thing to think. Using the horn was getting to him. Ignoring the thought he stepped out of the way for Cyrilo to lead and followed behind, keeping a close eye on the darkness ahead. It was only a few more yards to the wooden door that led into the giant domed chamber of the guild.

“Okay,” Dusk whispered to the others. “Be prepared for anything, but don’t attack unless they are soldiers.”

They all nodded in turn.

“Here we go,” he muttered, hoping against hope that the guild was still intact.

Thankfully, he was right.

As he swung the door open lantern light filled the hallway and illuminated the bustling guild laid out in front of them. The tables had been crammed together near the bar while the rest of the room was full of supplies, gear, and weapons. Members were milling about taking stock of things, picking out what they needed, and moving things to their proper place. Dusk saw there were quite a few more members than he remembered, which seemed odd since the city was attacked only a few months ago. Looking up towards the center of the room he saw a familiar muscular woman with a blade at her side, and another hulking figure behind her that seemed to be hanging on her every word. 

It was Diana and Tara. They’d survived. And by the looks of it, Tara had managed to convince Diana to help them. Both of them looked up in their direction, hearing the door squeal on its hinges.

“Dusk!” Diana called. “You’re early!”

He couldn’t help but smile as he took in his surroundings. They actually had a chance of getting to Alamond alive and of defeating Nedarya for good. It was still a long shot, to be sure. Even the most skilled of assassins would be no match against mages, but for the time being, it looked like they had a sliver of a chance. For all their sakes, he hoped it was true.

Both Diana and Tara met them in the center of the room near the bar. A few of the guild members glanced their way, but continued on with their work.

“Ciaran! Cyrilo!” Diana said, shaking hands with them both. “It’s good to see you again!”

“No kiss for little ol’ me?” Ciaran smirked, giving her a wink.

Cyrilo began to say something but Diana waved him off. “No, I got this.” She turned to face Ciaran. “I heard you finally got caught, you scumbag, and they were gonna hang your dumb ass.”

Ciaran stumbled over his own tongue, trying to find some way to retort.

“When Tara told me where Dusk and Lex had run off to, I didn’t think they’d be able to get to you in time.”

“H-how could ya possibly know that?” he gasped. “I was arrested not even two weeks ago and we just spent six days of that on the back of a dragon!”

She leaned in close, grabbing him by the collar. “I know everything.”

Ciaran visibly gulped. It seemed garnering threats was a talent of his.

“And I also know you now belong to this fine gentleman here.” She gestured to Cyrilo. “So I won’t be doing anything but scolding you without his permission.”

“You can do whatever you want to him.”

“Good.” Diana hauled off and punched Ciaran in the shoulder as hard as she could. “That’s for being a fucking idiot.” He cried out as she punched him again in the other arm. “And that’s for getting caught! I taught you better than that!”

“Okay, okay,” Dusk said, cutting in. “We need him to be able to hold a sword still.”

“He’ll be fine. He’s had worse before,” Diana scoffed. “Serves him right.”

Ciaran looked up at her with a manic grin, his arms hanging limply at his side. Something in him seemed to ignite. He wanted more.

“I forgot you were such a masochist.” Diana rolled her eyes, turning her attention back to the others. “Follow me. Tara’s given me the gist of the plan, but we’re gonna need to tie down some details before we march out of here. But not until all of us get some much needed rest. We’ve been gathering people and supplies nonstop for a week. It’s no small task outfitting a force of assassins you know.”

“I know,” Dusk replied, even though he really didn’t. “And we really appreciate what you’re doing.”

“I’m doing this to help you, I want you to know that.” She gestured around to all the hustle around her and the other members. “But they’re doing it for the gold. Which I assume there will be more of?”

“If we succeed, I’ll give you more gold than you’ve seen in your entire life,” Lex assured her.

“That’s a hefty sum. I’ll hold you to it.”

“You know who I am, I’m good for it.”

“That I do,” she nodded, turning them down the familiar hallway where the bunks were. “Time for you all to get some rest. We’ll meet after sunset tomorrow to go over the plan. I hear we’re storming some old ruins and killing some crazy bitch with magic.”

“Yes,” Dusk replied. “Can Lyra- the dragon- come into town? She’ll need to be part of the planning process.”

Diana stopped dead in her tracks, turning back to look at him. “What do you think the answer to that is?”

He laughed, realizing how silly his question was. “I guess we’ll meet on the beach then.”
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It was hard to sleep with the noise and excitement in the guild and Dusk awoke feeling more tired than he’d been the night before. The anticipation in that dark place was so thick it felt as if he could cut it with a knife. He’d observed something similar the night they prepped on Anthurium Mountain for Nedarya’s incoming attack, but this was different. The feeling in the guild was backed by a deep sense of finality. Each one of them knew that if they failed, that was it. Protecting the island had been about stalling Nedarya, but this was about ending her threat to the world once and for all.

Dusk sat up, pressing his feet to the cold stone floor to shock his senses and sucking in air through his teeth. The chill succeeded in driving the thoughts out of his mind. He didn’t have time to worry. Once they finalized the plan of attack, there was nothing left but to execute it. Fretting about the outcome would serve neither him nor anyone else anymore. Doing his best not to disturb Lex, he pushed himself out of bed, pulled on his boots, and left to find some breakfast. 

The activity had died down by the time Dusk stepped into the main chamber of the guild. The domed ceiling was dimly lit and it seemed all but the barman and a few stragglers had finally put down their work to get some rest. As he walked across the room he noticed a large collection of weapons and armor that had been laid out across several tables. Making his way over he stopped in front of them, curiosity getting the better of him. The majority of the armor was made up of hard leathers shaped into breastplates, jerkins, bracers and greaves. A few of them were studded with small pieces of metal, the rest were plain, but scarred from use. Overall they looked well cared for and expensive compared to others he’d seen on the road. He ran his fingers over the smooth leather as he walked down the tables to where the weapons were laid out. There was a much larger assortment there. Shortswords, crossbows, claymores, battle axes, maces, and longbows filled the tables with massive bundles of arrows and bolts leaning against the walls. He assumed there must be a wide range of fighting styles within the guild and Dusk was glad for it. The more variety they had, the harder they would be to stop.

“Finding anything to your liking?” a feminine voice said from behind him.

“I’ve already got my bow,” he replied, turning around to see a tired-looking Diana. 

“I see,” she replied. “But do you have armor?”

Dusk shook his head.

“Well then, pick something out.” She gestured to the tables full of leather sets. “My guild took their orders a little too seriously and we have way more than we need. You might as well make use of it.”

“Are you sure?”

“You’re one of the leaders of this operation,” Diana chuckled. “You can’t go in looking like that.” She gestured to his leather breeches and linen tunic. “You’d be too easy to pick off.”

“I’ve... I’ve never had much armor before,” Dusk admitted, feeling a bit embarrassed. “I wouldn’t know what to pick.”

“I can help with that.” Grabbing his hand she pulled him over to the tables. “Since you’re an archer you’ll need to keep your hands and arms free at all times, while also protecting as much of them as you can.” She picked up a hard leather breastplate and a pair of bracers, handing them over to him. “I’d offer you a helmet, but you probably won’t be on the front lines, so we won’t worry about that. Leather helmets don’t do much anyway. But it would be good to protect your legs and you’ll need something to carry your gear.” She pulled out a thick leather belt and a pair of greaves. “It doesn’t seem like a lot, but it’ll keep you somewhat protected and harder to hit.”

“I have no idea how to put most of this on...”

“I guess you’re getting another lesson this morning then.”

Diana spent the next twenty minutes helping him put the armor on piece by piece and showing him how to layer it and where all the straps were. Slowly they made adjustments so he kept his full range of movement, but the armor stayed in place. Dusk looked down at himself once it was all on. The armor felt strange and comforting at the same time. Without warning, Diana reeled her arm back and socked him in the chest, her fist connecting with the hard surface. Although he felt the force behind her hit, the leather absorbed most of the motion and he found it didn’t hurt at all. Diana meanwhile, pulled her hand back, shaking her wrist.

“See? Now imagine if that were a mace or a sword? That might slow it enough so that you don’t end up with a broken rib or dead for that matter.”

“Thank you,” Dusk laughed, watching Diana shake her hand out. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine. I forgot how hard that leather can be.”

She smiled and Dusk could see the dark circles under her eyes. “Why don’t you go get some rest?” he said, patting her on the shoulder. “We’ll need you in good condition for the meeting tonight.”

She made to retort at first, but then stopped herself. “You’re right. I won’t be of any use if I can’t stay awake.”

“I’m sure Tara would enjoy the company,” he replied coyly.

Diana scoffed. “And what makes you think I want anything to do with that pup?”

“No offense meant. Just that you two are a lot alike.”

“I’m going to let that slide because you’re wearing armor.” She poked a finger at his chest. “You best watch yourself.”

“Yes ma’am,” he laughed, not threatened by her in the least.

Diana smiled softly and headed off towards the bunks, waving over her shoulder as she went. Dusk found himself a table after ordering breakfast. As he waited he began to slowly undo the multitude of buckles that held all his armor on. As much as he liked the feel of it, he was already beginning to sweat and the idea of wearing it all day didn’t bring him a lot of joy.

***
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That night, as the sun sank below the edge of the horizon and set the ocean ablaze, Dusk and his companions slipped out of the warehouse doors and down the salty smelling streets of Emerald Deep. Leaving the guild behind, they made their way north of town to the beach where Lyra still kept watch. Dusk had told her of their plans to meet, warning her that Diana wasn’t much of a believer when it came to magic or dragons. 

When they finally arrived on the beach, darkness had grown thick all around them. From out of nowhere there was a bright flash of orange light as a gout of flame lit up the sand. Everyone shielded their eyes and the flames pulled back, revealing a now-lit bonfire of large driftwood logs. On the other side was Lyra, claws crossed, lying in the sand with her eyes set in their direction. Diana was standing with her mouth agape, staring up at the ruby colored behemoth sparkling in the firelight.

“Was that really necessary?” Dusk asked aloud, striding up to the bonfire.

“Absolutely,” Lyra hummed.

Dusk could hear the mischief in her voice. He knew Lyra liked to make an impression.

“You... uh... weren’t kidding about the dragon, huh?” Diana stammered, finally finding her voice.

“No they were not,” Lyra replied, glaring down at her. “What is your name, non-believer?”

“D-Diana.”

“My name is Lyra.” She bowed her head slightly, her expression softening. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Again with the names...” Lex huffed. 

“Alright,” Dusk called out, cutting off Lyra before she could respond. “Everyone gather around so we can get this started. Time is against us.”

Everyone made their way to the other side of the fire, creating a half circle facing Lyra. Lex took his place at Dusk’s side, nudging him with his shoulder.

“Sorry,” he whispered. “Just trying to break the tension.”

He was right. Everyone seemed on edge, even Lyra. With their assault beginning in the next couple of days, there was a rigidity in how they conducted themselves. Each passing moment brought them closer to victory or doom and all of them could taste it like blood in the air.

“I guess I’ll get us started,” Dusk began, looking around at their illuminated faces. He focused on Diana in particular. “First off, everyone needs to understand what we’re up against. The ruins of Alamond are the home base of the Circle of the Dawn, a cult dedicated to the whims of their leader Tiernan. He wanted to bring magic back to the world to control just for himself and take his place as ruler of the continent. However, Nedarya, the resurrected princess of Ditania, murdered him only a couple of months ago and took over the Circle herself. Since then she has stolen the crystal heart and the crystal eye. Both of which hold enormous power. The best we know, so far, is that she plans to pull down the crystal moon with that power. What she plans to do with it once she has it, we aren’t certain. But we can be sure it will be disastrous for Ditania, Inahan, and everyone in between. She has made it pretty clear she will kill as many as she can without any regard for her own well being.”

“That... is a lot to digest,” Diana said quietly. 

“I see ya left out a few triflin’ details when you were explainin’ this to me,” Ciaran sighed, turning his gaze to Cyrilo.

He merely shrugged. “Now you know.”

“Here’s what we know,” Dusk continued, pulling their attention back. “Nedarya is, at this moment, making her way back to Alamond with the other half of the heart, which she’ll need to bring down the moon. But we have a small window of opportunity.”

“Right now Nedarya is still attached to the crystal heart making her more deadly than anyone we have here,” Lyra said, taking over. “But she’ll have to relinquish that power in order to make the heart whole again. That will be our one moment to take her down. With the three crowns of the Alamondian kings, she’ll still have power over the heart, but it will be much diminished without a direct attachment and without the moon on Udalara. And once she focuses that power on pulling down the moon, she’ll be little more than an advanced mage, still powerful, but no longer god-like.”

“It’s at that precise moment that we need to be ready to attack,” Dusk nodded. “She will have secured herself inside of the underground ruins of Alamond and is most likely surrounded by Circle members and a battalion of the Ditanian Army.” He turned his eyes to Diana. “And that’s where you come in. Your guild is well-versed in the way of stealth and death from the shadows. We’ll need them to get us to Nedarya without alerting the rest of the army.”

“Old underground ruins mean lots of shadows and hiding places.” Diana lifted her gaze, a malicious smile creeping across her face. “That will work in our favor quite nicely.”

“The other major concern is the mages,” Lex added. “Dusk and Cyrilo will have access to magic, but the rest of us will not.” He pulled a small leather pouch from Dusk’s belt, holding it up so everyone could see. “Anyone who carries this on their person will need to be killed swiftly and silently. If they get a chance to use the dragon powder they have, we won’t stand much of a chance.”

“It’s even easier to cut coin purses in the dark,” Diana replied. “If my men can’t kill them first, they can make sure they are no longer armed.”

“The Ditanian Army recruits Nedarya has gathered might also be carrying them,” Tara chimed in. “You can bet your ass they’ll use that before their swords.”

“The powder is addictive,” Dusk explained. “But it also wears down the body of the user. If the soldiers are behaving like they were in Birchwood, I’m sure many of them are already worn down or dead. But Nedarya has taken control of her brother Arius, so she’ll have no shortage of fresh bodies to defend her.”

“Do we know what kind of magic they’ll focus on?” Cyrilo asked, looking up at Dusk.

“From what I’ve seen, it seems to be mostly elemental magic. Fire is one of the easiest to conjure from my experience and the one I’ve seen them use most.” He looked at the others. “Cyrilo and I will do our best to keep everyone protected, but we have to save the majority of our magic for Nedarya. Our resources are extremely limited.”

“And if all this sneakin’ about doesn’t work, what then?” Ciaran asked, crossing his arms. “It seems as if we’re gamblin’ a lot on not being noticed.”

“That’s where I come in,” Lyra said, dropping her head down to everyone else’s level. “Dusk and I have established a connection between ourselves. As soon as you give me the word, I’ll make sure all of Alamond has their eyes on the sky.”

“Well, that sure helps, but how will we be gettin’ in? Just gonna waltz through the front door are we?”

Everyone was quiet for a moment. Each of them slowly turned their gaze towards Dusk, looking for an answer, but he didn’t have one. He only knew of one entrance into Alamond, the same one he and Lex had run out of to get away from the goblins. Even then, they’d have to wind their way through the ancient streets without getting caught while there was a dragon on the loose. It seemed like a low chance for success, but it was their only shot.

“No,” Lex said, pulling everyone’s attention towards him. He looked up at Dusk, a smile on his face. “There’s another entrance. Although... it’s a bit bumpy.”

Realization flashed through Dusk’s mind. The cavern.

“Just after Dusk and I had first met we had a scare one night and took off running in the dark. Eventually we came to the ruins and fell into a scuffle. We weren’t friends yet,” Lex chuckled, a fondness for the memory in his eyes. “And somehow we managed to step into a collapsed section of the ruins. We fell down a long tunnel and dropped into a lake at the base of the Alamondian ruins. If we can find it again and bring enough rope, we can use it to get in.” He looked back at everyone else. “As long as you don’t mind getting wet.”

“It sounds like as good a plan as any,” Diana nodded.

“That’s a vastly better plan than runnin’ through the front door, that’s for sure,” Ciaran added.

Cyrilo put his hands on his hips. “I’m not a big fan of getting wet, but if it’s just this once I can let it slide.”

All of them nodded to themselves, feeling more confident about their plans.

“But before all that,” Dusk said, pulling them all back in. “We’ll need to get out of the Ronja mines. Thankfully the slaves won’t stand in our way, but there’s sure to be guards and a few Circle members near Tephyss’s remains.”

“The mines?” Diana asked. “Why would we go there? That seems a bit out of the way.”

“Lyra will activate the crystal gate,” Dusk said, gesturing to the north where the massive gate shimmered in the moonlight. “It will teleport us directly into Tephyss’s cavern. It would take us almost a month to travel there on foot and we don’t have that kind of time.”

Diana’s face went white. “Is... is that dangerous?”

“Not at all,” Lyra said, moving closer to her. “That’s how we got to Rhykandria and it worked just fine. The gate is perfectly safe.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to convince my men to do that.”

“I think I can convince them,” Lyra smiled. “It’s very easy to give commands when you’re a dragon of my stature.”

Diana smiled weakly. “That’s going to be a weird conversation.”

“The gate and the mines pose little danger, but we’ll still need to be careful.” Dusk shifted to the side, getting away from the heat of the bonfire. “The journey from there to the ruins is three days on foot. The bandits in the area are already gone as far as we know and Inahan burned most of the villages. There should be little resistance on the road.”

Everyone silently nodded, looking at one another. The plan had taken shape and become more coherent than Dusk could have asked for. It was simple and to the point. Sneak into the ruins and stop Nedarya before she could gain more power. Nothing else mattered beyond that. He was about to call for them to head back when Tara took a step forward.

“I really don’t want to ask this,” Tara said, looking up at Dusk with her arms crossed. “But... What's the plan for Nedarya?”

Dusk could hear the apprehension in her voice. She knew exactly what he was going to say. Somehow he thought she needed to hear it, even if it was the last thing she wanted. Everyone needed to be clear about the end goal of their expedition.

“We’re taking no prisoners. She and the Circle are too dangerous.” Dusk looked her directly in the eye with all the compassion he could muster. “Nedarya once belonged to death and that’s where she has to go again. She has to be killed, no matter the cost.”
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The next day flew by in a whirlwind of commotion. Diana and the guild suited up, gathered last-minute supplies, and readied themselves to leave for the north. She briefed them on what they were to do and what danger lay ahead. She gave them all the option to stay at the guild, but to everyone’s surprise, not a single one of them walked away. Altogether there were a dozen members coming along with them. Diana wanted to take more, but given the high level of danger, she was hard-pressed to recruit any suited to the challenge. She’d explained that many of her guild had been lost regaining control of Emerald Deep from Ditania. The majority of the members now were townsfolk who’d only recently signed on. Their skills were still amateur and most of them were unwilling to leave their home besides. Dusk was thankful they were able to get as many veterans as they did to help them storm Alamond. It was almost like having a small army at his beck and command, but he let Diana and Tara give the orders. They seemed to be the most suited to the job anyway.

When the morning came to leave, Dusk felt a flutter in his chest as he began to put his armor on. His hands were shaking as he tried to buckle the straps, making everything more difficult. Growing frustrated he began to grumble under his breath. He needed to get himself under control. Being nervous would do him no favors once they were in actual danger. A part of him wished they still had a few more days to plan, but he knew no matter how much time elapsed, it wouldn’t make the task any easier to face. They would be staring death in the face once they reached Alamond. Nothing would change that. He yanked at the straps once more, willing his hands to be still.

“Let me help with that,” Lex said, coming up beside him and beginning to buckle the straps into place. “Just take a deep breath.”

Dusk did as he was told, breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth. It felt a little better, but he was still tense. “How are you so calm?”

“Believe it or not, I’ve been trained for this sort of thing,” Lex replied. “When I was young my swordsmanship lessons were well-rounded. It’s not uncommon for nobles to lead battalions of men to war when the crown demands it, so I was trained to handle this kind of pressure. I was much worse than you are now when I first started.”

“What a strange thing to make a kid go through. The more you talk about being a noble, the less I understand why anyone wants to be one.”

“The world bows at your feet. You can have whatever you want as a noble.”

“Except your freedom.”

Lex sighed. “Except your freedom.”

Dusk was silent for a moment as Lex buckled his breastplate into place, then moved to the bracers on his arms. “Do... Do you want to go back there? After all this I mean.”

“Part of me wants to go back, at least for a little while.” He finished the bracers and continued to the greaves on Dusk’s shins. “Now that my parents are back to being themselves I want to give them a second chance. I feel like they deserve that. And I want to make sure all the Ronja slaves are set free.” He sighed, buckling the last strap into place before standing up. “I don’t know if I trust my father to have the guts to do it, whether we have a king or not after this. I think he’s too scared to do anything that extreme.”

“He seemed like he had a very rigid understanding of how things should work. It sounded like his father was very strict.”

“I never knew him, but from what I’ve heard, I’d agree.”

Dusk took his turn helping Lex pull on his armor and adjusting all the straps to make sure it was tight, but comfortable. “What will you do after all of that’s done?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” Lex replied, adjusting the pauldrons on his shoulders.

“You wouldn’t want to take over the chateau?”

“Why do you ask?”

Dusk was silent for a moment. “I... I’m just curious I guess.”

“You don’t think I’m going to leave you behind, do you?”

“No. But I also don’t know what kind of life you want to lead. I can’t imagine what this world is going to need if we pull this off. If the king is dead and the royal family gone, the nobles may be the only thing that can hold Ditania together. I don’t know if they’ll need you to lead them and what that means for me.”

“Dusk,” Lex said, turning around and placing his hands on Dusk’s shoulders. “You will always be my first priority. Even if the world needs me to lead it, which sounds completely ridiculous and unlikely, I will put that all aside for you.”

“Is that right to do, though?”

“I don’t care if it is or not. I’ve spent too much of this life hiding and trying to please others already. I want to be with you, no matter where we go. If that means living in a cabin in the woods or on a tiny farm in the middle of nowhere, that’s fine with me. As long as you’re there by my side, I’ll never wish for anything else.”

“Do... you really mean that?”

“Of course I do.”

Dusk felt tears well up in his eyes as he pulled Lex into a tight hug. “I love you.” He squeezed him tighter. “You better not die out there, you hear me?”

Lex turned his head to the side and kissed him. “The same goes for you.”

***
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An hour after sunrise the group found themselves on the march just north of town, towards the Crystal Gate. Lyra planned to meet them there, wanting to keep herself out of the way until they were ready to go through the portal. Diana was apprehensive about how her men would react to the sight of a dragon and Lyra seemed to agree. Both thought it best to keep it a secret until the last possible moment.

It was a long walk and Dusk was thankful they’d decided to do it in the morning. The fog from the lake was burning off quickly as the heat of the sun was already beginning to pour down on them. It was going to be a hot day and the weight of his armor was causing him to sweat. The summer solstice had come and gone during their travels, leaving the world in a constant state of heat. To his relief, it was nothing like the jungles of Rhykandria and Dusk counted his blessings, however small they were. The mines would be cool as soon as they arrived and took over the place. Beyond, the road to Alamond was heavily wooded. If all went well, they would remain hidden and sheltered from the weather on their journey.

Little details like that seemed to buzz in his brain. He worried about the others constantly now that he was one of the leaders of the group. It was still strange to him that anyone would want him in charge, but even his friends looked up to him for direction. If he was being honest, he tried not to think about it so that he didn’t have time to doubt himself. Their confidence in his abilities was alarming at the best of times and he felt unfit to lead them. But then again, he knew the most about the crystal and its power. He only hoped that knowledge would be powerful enough to secure their victory.

The march to the gate seemed longer than he remembered. Dusk thought back to the day Yarick had led them down to the city, eventually bringing them all to the brothel where he’d met Eiran and Cyrilo. It seemed so long ago and yet, in some strange way, like it had been only yesterday. The trip to Emerald Deep, although not planned at first, had brought them to their most powerful allies. The five that walked at his side were the only reason he’d made it as far as he had in the past months. Diana had saved him from the Circle then delivered him to Ciaran when Emerald Deep came under attack. Cyrilo had fought at his side along the way and became a trusted friend. Lex and Tara had been there the longest and he knew without them, he wouldn’t have ever made it to Windshear Pass in the first place. The more he thought about the friends he’d surrounded himself with, the more his confidence grew.

When they reached the gate at last, Diana called for the group to stop. She nodded to Dusk and he reached out to Lyra, beckoning her to the gate.

“This is your last chance to turn back,” Diana explained to her men. “Once we pass through this gate, there will be no way out of this venture.” 

Dusk heard the heavy footfalls of Lyra as she walked out of the forest, her head held high above them all. All of the guild members craned their necks to get a look at her, mouths hanging open in disbelief. More than one of them put a hand on their weapon, but Diana held up her arms to steady them.

“This dragon is our ally, as I explained before. She’ll open the gate for us, but once we step through, we’ll be on our own. If she can make it to us in time, she’ll serve as a distraction for the enemy, but until then, it’s just us.” Diana scanned the group, looking at each of them in turn. When none turned away, a smile spread across her face. “You’re the best the guild has to offer. Now let’s make sure we can all live to steal another day!”

There was a resounding “huzzah!” cried back to Diana. She nodded and turned around, looking at the rest of them with a smile. Her eyes fell to Dusk. It was time to go.

He walked up to Lyra and she bent her head down to meet him. Lifting a hand, he gently patted the red scales of her muzzle, his own white scaled hands catching the sunlight. Even with the crystal eye gone, the scales had stayed, permanent reminders of his first encounters with magic. What started out as an escape to freedom had turned into an adventure and it would mark him for the rest of his life.

“Thank you for everything,” he muttered. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Don’t say your goodbyes yet, little one,” she replied, nudging him slightly. “We stand a fair chance at pulling this off.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I’m a dragon,” she chuckled. “I’m always right.”

She pulled away and lifted her head to the gate as Dusk took his place with everyone else. Drawing his bow, he nocked an arrow. The others behind him followed suit, pulling their weapons and readying themselves for battle.

“Strike down anyone in black cloaks first, then the armored guards,” Dusk called to them. “But leave the slaves be, we’ll set them free once we have the mine under our control. We take no prisoners.”

“The portal will remain open for only a few seconds, so go quickly,” Lyra said from high above them. “Look to the southern skies when you reach Alamond and I will be there, the flame of revenge to smite your enemies down!”

“Bit dramatic, don’t you think?” Lex whispered at Dusk’s side.

Lyra leaned forward and touched the gate with her muzzle, closing her eyes in concentration. The enormous amethyst crystal began to shine and glow once more, losing it’s purple color until it was a gleaming aquamarine. With a flash the shimmering curtain of magic appeared once more inside the arch. Dusk gestured for them to follow quickly and one by one the eighteen of them slipped through the gate without a sound.
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The gate took them directly into Tephyss’s cavern. What had once been filled with brilliant blue-white light was now dimly lit with smoking torches and reeked with the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies. As Dusk stepped through, a room full of faces turned in his direction. Most of them were familiar, even after being away for so long. But a few in black hoods were not. With an arrow already nocked, Dusk didn’t hesitate for an instant. He pulled the arrow back before a single word could be uttered and released it towards the nearest Circle member, the new unicorn hair bowstring catching the light. With a dull thunk the wooden shaft sunk deep into the man’s eye socket and he crumpled to the ground in a heap.

Then all hell broke loose.

The guards were the first to draw their swords, shouting to one another as they rushed forward. There were three other Circle members left that Dusk could see. Ignoring the guards he turned his sights on another hooded figure, swiftly drawing another arrow from his quiver. They were already pulling their pouches open, dipping their fingers into the dust. He had to take them out before they got a chance to cast.

More bodies rushed through the gate behind him, crying out as they appeared in the cavern. Remembering their orders, the guild dashed toward the cloaked figures, knowing they posed the most danger. A handful of bolts whizzed past Dusk’s head and he released his second arrow. True to their aim, the barrage struck the figures, filling the Circle members with holes before they could cast their destruction upon them.

“Don’t let any of the guards escape!” Dusk cried, pulling another arrow from his quiver. Using it to point, he gestured to a gap at the end of the room that led to the rest of the mines. “No one is to leave this room!”

Ciaran, hearing Dusk’s orders, sprinted forward as he pulled two curved scimitars off his back. Grinning like a demon he dove under the first guard's swing and brought both blades across his abdomen, slicing through the armor and dropping him where he stood. Another came for him, but he dodged to the opposite side and drove a single blade into the guard’s back, severing his spinal cord. Another two men, seeing what he’d done, turned toward the exit to the cavern, their heels digging into the stone as they ran. Dusk watched Ciaran’s eyes lock on them as he charged in their direction. At the last moment he fell to the ground and slid across the stone on his greaves, blades outstretched, running them across the backs of the guard’s knees. With their tendons severed they crumpled to the ground, no longer able to run and crying out in pain. Ciaran didn’t hesitate as he dispatched them both with two heavy swings, nearly beheading them in the process. 

Dusk tore his gaze away from the massacre, pulling his bow up, ready to help anyone in need. Lex wasn’t far away, facing off with a guard carrying a wicked looking spear. But Lex, as always, was too fast and the spear was nearly useless against his rapier. He made quick work of the guard as his blade pierced between the man’s ribs and into his heart.

Tara and Diana weren’t far off, taking out a guard each as they stood back to back. The other guild members rushed in behind them, downing the remaining few. Dusk turned about, looking at the slaves that had frozen in place. Some of them still cradled pieces of Tephyss’s skeleton in their arms while others were pressed up against the carts, worried they might be next. All of them had a look of fear in their eyes. Dusk knew he would have felt the same in their position. Strangers in the mine could only mean trouble and probably punishment at the cruel hands of Maxon. 

He lifted a hand in the air, calling the other guild members to be silent, straining to hear further into the cavern. A few seconds passed without a hint of rushing boots or jostling armor. He breathed a sigh of relief. For the moment, they were unnoticed, but it wouldn’t last long.

Scanning the crowd Dusk’s gaze came to rest on a tall, almost skeletal figure with wiry muscles and a kind face. It was hard to forget Ox, even after all the time he’d spent away from the mine. Handing his weapon off to Lex, he walked up to Ox with a smile on his face.

“Hey Ox,” he said in a soft voice. “Do you remember me?”

Ox didn’t reply, he just shook his head.

“It’s me, Dusk. They shipped me off a few months ago to be sold.”

“Dusk,” Ox whispered. “Dusk.” He rolled the name across his tongue, as if tasting it for a hint of memory. “Dusk... I think... yes I remember. You were here for a long time.”

“Ten long years,” Dusk replied. He knew how easy it had been to forget those that just disappeared, so he was surprised Ox remembered him at all. The mines had a way of stealing things like names and faces away from its inhabitants. “I remember you. You were born here in the mines and you’re a cart-puller. You always kept a little salt in your pocket to help make the food taste better.”

Ox reached in his pocket and pulled out a small pinch of red salt. He looked down at it with the faintest hint of a smile. “You’re right.”

“We aren’t here to hurt any of you,” Dusk said, raising his voice so the rest of the slaves could hear. “In fact, we’re here to set you free.” He looked up at Ox. “Is Maxon still in charge?”

Ox nodded.

“Good,” Dusk growled. “By the end of this day the mines will be yours to do what you please with or leave behind entirely.”

Ox stared at him blankly, a cow-like expression on his face. Dusk knew he could expect little else. Most of the slaves would have a similar reaction after being beaten into submission by long years of hard labor. But in time they’d come around.

He turned to address the room. “Please put down your pickaxes and any of the crystals you carry. It’s all to be left here. Once we’ve cleared away the guards and the foreman, you’re free to do what you like. We’ll call you up once the deed is finished. Until then we ask that you all stay here and keep quiet.”

Dusk patted Ox gently on the arm, causing him to flinch. A small wave of guilt washed over him, but he just smiled warmly and turned back. The rest of the slaves wore blank expressions as well, although he saw a few glancing down at the bodies strewn across the floor. They were scared of Dusk and his followers, but knew anything was worth enduring if it meant avoiding the punishment of the foreman, so they stayed still. He needed to save them from this hell they were trapped in and he was determined to do it. Taking his bow back from Lex he stepped up to the rest of his allies.

“Get them to the back of the cavern and out of sight,” he said. “But be gentle. These people are used to being beaten for breathing too loudly, much less anything else. This is more excitement than they’ve had to deal with in a long time.”

The guild members broke away and began to herd the slaves like cattle to the back of the cavern. Dusk took a moment to gather up the pouches from the dead Circle members. One of them had spilled across the floor and another was soaked with blood, but two still remained. Cutting them from their belts he gave one to Cyrilo and kept the other for himself. The horn was still in his bag and he wanted to avoid using it until they absolutely needed it. 

Glancing across the room he noticed the mounds of coins had been cleared away and the ground was no longer slick with dust. Instead it was littered with small stones and broken crystal fragments. As his eyes came to rest on Tephyss, he felt a small gasp escape his lips. The once massive and beautiful creature that had been perfectly preserved in shining crystal was almost unrecognizable. The wing had been carved off the ceiling and the long tail completely ripped from the floor. Most of the neck and hindquarters were gone, already taken away by the slaves. A large hollow had been carved out of his chest, where Dusk assumed the broken piece of the heart had once been. Massive chunks were taken out of his neck and back, giving Dusk a clear view of his head on the other side. The horns were broken and the once serene face of Tephyss had been chipped away, leaving nothing but a hunk of blue stone glowing on the floor.

When they’d first arrived, he’d had the idea to take another piece of Tephyss to give to Cyrilo so they would both have plenty of magic. But seeing the blatant disregard for the final resting place of the dragon king drove the thought from his mind. He couldn’t bring himself to damage Tephyss any further even if he wanted to. For the first time he was glad Lyra had been too big to come with them. Seeing her lover in such a state of disrespect would have driven her to madness and with good reason.

Tearing himself away from the devastation in front of him, Dusk walked back to the group. The slaves had been moved away from the cavern exit and the others were awaiting his orders.

“Kill anyone in a black cloak, and the guards,” Dusk said, his voice easily filling the silence. “And if you see a fat man giving them orders, leave him alive. He’s mine.”

The guild nodded, drawing their weapons once more. Dusk pulled his own bow and nocked another arrow. He had some hunting of his own to do. With a final nod he led them forward through the cavern toward the main shaft of the mine.

It was almost too easy. As they moved through they found very few guards in the passages. The slaves they came across stayed silent and stepped out of the way without prompting, keeping their heads turned toward the ground. Before any guard had a chance to spot them, their body hit the ground with a bolt buried in the back of their head. Diana hadn’t been joking when she said her men were the best the guild had to offer. The speed and ease with which they dispatched their enemies was impressive and frightening. The guards had no reason to feel unsafe in the mine with all the slaves submissive and subdued. It made them easy targets. In less than an hour, every guard inside the mine was dead and the slaves pushed behind the group as they made their way towards the light at the end of the tunnel.

Before they could reach it, a figure stepped into the blinding sunlight, glancing down the tunnel. A bolt whizzed past Dusk’s head and due to the glaring sun, struck the figure in the shoulder. He cried out in pain, reeling backwards and out of sight. Dusk could hear him shouting across the encampment, summoning everyone left to defend the mines.

“To the front!” Dusk yelled over his shoulder, sprinting toward the mouth of the cave.

A moment later the group burst into the sunlight, temporarily blinded. The sound of boots and metal armor filled their ears as the forewarned guards rushed them. Dusk whirled about as his eyes tried to adjust. He saw a figure barrelling towards him and before he could pull up his bow he saw the flash of steel. Bracing for impact, he threw his arms up in front of him. But instead of feeling pain, he heard a loud clash of metal. Looking up he saw Ciaran, his scimitars crossed in front of him, trapping the guard’s sword. With a swivel of his wrists he wrenched the blade free and skewered the guard without hesitation. Dusk nocked his arrow and pulled the bow up, firing as another figure rushed them. The arrow plunged into his throat and he dropped his weapon, sinking to his knees in front of Ciaran before falling to the side, blood pouring out of his mouth.

Ciaran nodded to him and rushed off. Dusk pulled another arrow and began to fire, dropping guards left and right who were locked in combat with his friends. Cries filled the air along with the stench of blood as the grass was slowly painted with it. The battle only lasted a handful of seconds before at least twenty guards lay dead in front of them. More than one of the guildsmen were clutching at a shallow slash on their arm or a graze on their forehead, but most were unharmed yet. The bowmen still held their crossbows aloft, pointing them toward the other end of the clearing. Dusk followed their line of sight until his eyes came to rest on a meaty-looking man flanked by several armored guards in full plate.

The fat man stared at him, his thick arms planted on his waist with a cocky grin painted across his face. “Well well, if it isn’t our little runaway. Bit early in the day for you to be making an escape, isn’t it?”

Dusk felt his blood begin to boil immediately. He pulled his bow up, arrow pointed directly at Maxon’s forehead. Two of the guards closed in immediately, large wooden shields blocking Maxon from view.

“You’re awfully foolish to come back here,” Maxon said from behind the shields. “Although I shouldn’t be surprised. Even a beaten dog comes back to its master eventually.”

“I order you to stand down,” Lex yelled, stepping forward with his rapier aimed towards the guards. “I am Alexander d’Ronja IV and you will surrender this instant. This mine is my property and as such your loyalty lies with me.”

“Pah!” Maxon scoffed, laughing to himself. “Nice try boy! That little brat is dead, Lord Tiernan told me that himself. If all of you want to live to see another dawn you’ll put down your weapons and give up this foolishness. Either that, or you can all die, I really don’t care which.”

“The only person who’s going to die today is you!” Dusk yelled back. 

Maxon laughed. He was toying with them, just like he did everyone. Dusk’s anger got the better of him and he let his arrow fly. It flew across the clearing and sank into the wooden shield where Maxon’s head would have been. The guard reached over and easily broke the shaft away with his metal gauntlet. Maxon pushed the shield aside and stepped forward.

“A disappointment as always. I grow bored of this,” he said simply. “Kill them.”

All the guards lifted their weapons and began to march forward in slow formation. Arrows and bolts flew from the guild archers, but bounced harmlessly off the metal plate. The guards were too quick with their shields and too well covered by the plate armor, leaving very little exposed. Dusk took a step back, wondering what he should do, the others looking to him for guidance as the soldiers closed in.

Before he could say anything he saw a golden glow form off to his left. Glancing to the side he saw Cyrilo drawing a large rune in the air, his fingertips glowing brightly and two empty pouches laying on the ground in front of him. As he made the last slash the rune exploded into a thousand sparks with a bang. The sparks hovered for a moment before they shot forward and attached themselves to the heavy metal armor of the guards. They looked on for silent seconds, not understanding what had happened. 

Dusk saw the waves of heat first, then the glowing of the metal as the armor began to heat up wherever the sparks had touched it. The guards, feeling the heat, tried to scrub the magic off, but it had already buried itself in the metal. As the iron began to glow the guards threw their weapons and shields to the ground. They cried out in anguish as they tried to tear the armor from their bodies, but they were too well strapped in. Some of them ran for water, but never made it, while others continued to struggle. Time slowed down as each one of them began to burn, their clothing under the armor going up in flames. The smell of burning hair and meat assailed the group's nostrils as they watched in horror. The most inhuman noises began to fill the air as they all slowly burned to death inside their own armor, trapped by their own defenses. One by one they collapsed to the ground, the grass scorching beneath them and black smoke pouring from between the plates. 

The only one left standing was Maxon, having not armored himself at all in his arrogance. His face was frozen in horror, his eyes darting back and forth at the smoking piles of armor filled with burnt corpses all around him. He looked back at Dusk, no words escaping his open mouth. Dusk still had an arrow trained on him. All he had to do was let go.

“I’ve dreamed about this day for more than ten years,” Dusk growled. “Each time you came near me I wanted to put my pickaxe in your skull, even if it cost me my life. How many people have you killed over the years? Tortured? Molested? And for what? The sheer joy of it? Or just to prove that you’re the one in charge?”

Maxon didn’t reply.

“You don’t deserve to live.” Dusk let the tension out of the bowstring, dropping it to his side. “But I’ve seen where the path of vengeance leads and I refuse to take it.”

Diana motioned for her men to stand down and each of them lowered their weapons. Tara stuck the tip of her sword into the dirt, crossing her hands over the pommel as she stared Maxon down. Ciaran dropped his blades to the ground and caught Cyrilo as he swayed. The magic had taken its toll and he fell into Ciaran’s arms, unconscious from his spell. Only Lex kept his sword at the ready. Together he and Lex stepped forward, coming face to face with Maxon.

Dusk was surprised to see how small and frightened he looked without his guards. Dusk reached down and ripped the whip off Maxon’s belt, throwing it to the side. He stared down into those terrified eyes, a feeling of power flowing through him.

“P-please,” Maxon stammered. “D-don’t hurt me.”

“I’m going to give you one chance,” Dusk whispered, leaning in close. “If you can make it to the treeline,” he said, pointing over Maxon’s shoulder, “you’ll be free. You have ten seconds before we begin to shoot, one arrow afor each of the marks you carved into my arm over the years. Think you can make it?”

Maxon swallowed hard, his eyes darting back and forth as the sweat gathered on his brow.

“I’ll turn around and count. You better get going.”

Dusk turned on the spot.

“One.”

Silence.

“Two.”

He wasn’t running. Maybe he wanted to die.

“Three.”

Before he could say the next number he saw a flash of movement to his right and heard a gasp of pain. Spinning around he saw Maxon standing with a dagger in his hand, raised in Dusk’s direction. However, Lex’s blade slipped delicately between his third and fourth rib. Both he and Maxon stood perfectly still, their eyes locked on one another.

“Don’t you fucking touch him,” Lex growled and gave the blade a sharp twist.

The dagger fell from Maxon’s hand as Lex ripped the sword from his chest. Blood poured out of the wound like a spigot on a barrel. He groped at it for a moment, then looked up at Dusk. Reaching forward, his hand grasped at Dusk’s armor, leaving a smeared bloody handprint in the center of his chest. The light left Maxon’s cruel eyes and he sank to the ground, never to rise again.
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The aftermath of the raid on the mines was calmer than Dusk expected. Peaceful almost, which was something the mine hadn’t seen in more than a century. Those who had been injured were taken care of and sent to rest. Thankfully their wounds were shallow and required little more than a bandage. Dusk sent the rest of the guild members into the mines to gather up the slaves and bring them out into the sunlight. With the help of Tara, Diana, and Lex, he pulled a few of the still-smoking corpses away from the tunnel entrance to clear their way. Ciaran picked up the unconscious Cyrilo and carried him off to the shade of a nearby tree with the assurance he would recover. Dusk knew it would probably be some time before he woke up. Magic had a way of draining every last drop it could from the body if pushed too far, and Cyrilo had used up all of the powder with his attack. Dusk made a mental note to ask Cyrilo what kind of spell he’d used, since it might come in handy later.

It took a while, but eventually all the slaves had been coaxed from the mine and past the dead bodies of their captors into the large space just beyond the sleeping huts. There was a wooden stage built there where Maxon used to whip and torture many during Dusk’s stay there. Giving Maxon’s gored and bloody body one last glance, he climbed to the top of the stairs and turned to address everyone there.

“Your masters are dead,” Dusk called out over the crowd, over a hundred faces looking in his direction. “I come with news from the Noble d’Ronja that you are all now citizens of Ditania and free to do as you wish. Your slavery is at an end. The camp and the mine are yours. Stay to get your bearings and leave whenever you please.” He looked out over the crowd, the faces unchanging at the life-altering news he’d just given them. They’d need time to realize the truth. “My fellows and I will leave in the early morning and your lives will be in your own hands. Do as you will and try to put the horror of this place behind you. If you require healing, please let us know so we can help before we go.” He went to leave, but stopped, turning back to address the crowd. “Take anything you want, but I make one request. Leave what’s left of the dragon remains in peace.”

The crowd remained silent. Dusk nodded and stepped down from the stage, the group parting to let him through. He didn’t know if he expected applause, raucous shouts, or anger, but what he didn’t expect was the oppressive silence. A hundred voices trapped behind lips glued shut by years of abuse. It was unnerving. He’d been one of them and in a way he still was. But he resolved to leave them to themselves without orders. There would be those among them that came to their senses first and took leadership positions in the group. They were on their own now and whether it was harsh or not, Dusk couldn’t give them anything else. If they followed to Alamond they would surely die and if he stayed to try to save them all, Nedarya would succeed in her plans. No, it was better that they struggled for the first few days and learned to be self-sufficient. At least, in that way, they’d begin to take back control over their lives. If they succeeded against Nedarya, he’d send someone back to help, to make sure they had a fighting chance of finding their place in the world.

Lex came up on Dusk’s side as they walked back towards their own group. “Do you think they’ll be okay?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, glancing back over his shoulder. “But we have more important things to do right now. They’ll have to do this themselves.”

“You did a great thing here today, you know? You had every reason in the world to tear Maxon limb from limb and torture him as he did to you all those years. But you didn’t. You gave him a chance.” Lex reached down and grabbed his hand. “I’m proud of you.”

“I feel like a killer,” Dusk sighed, looking at all the bodies around the outskirts of the camp.

“We’re all killers. But out of necessity. What happened here today was a way to make things a little better in the world. And you didn’t give in to vengeance, you just did what you had to.” Lex stopped, pulling Dusk to a halt with him. “The world isn’t black and white like people pretend.”

“You sound like Lyra.”

“That’s because she’s right.” Lex grabbed Dusk’s chin, tipping it up so they were eye to eye. “We’ve just freed over a hundred people from a lifetime of slavery. The gains outweigh the losses and some modicum of justice was done here, you can be confident of that. And tomorrow we’re going to march to Alamond and make sure they all have a chance to live that new life, understood?”

“Yes,” Dusk replied, nodding his head. “You’re right.”

“I’m always right.”

Dusk smiled and pulled Lex back towards their group that had taken shelter under a small bunch of trees. They deserved the rest after clearing the mine and some of their number needed the time to recover. There was still a long march ahead of them and everyone needed to be in good condition when they arrived in Alamond in a few days.

***
[image: image]


The next morning, with a low fog lying over the land and the gray morning twilight before dawn filling the sky, Dusk and his band gathered their things and set off. Most of the slaves had returned to their normal sleeping quarters for the night and remained there still. Without waking them, they slipped out of the camp and away from the mine, trudging west toward the main road. Dusk knew they’d wake, still confused about their new position in the world, but they’d come around. He had faith the ex-slaves would figure it out, just like he had. 

As the sun rose the fog slowly burned away, leaving them clinging to the edges of the road to stay under the shade of the trees. It didn’t look very familiar to Dusk just yet, but he knew he wasn’t quite to Juniper’s village. When he’d escaped he kept to the woods, too afraid of the main roads and the people that used them. To his surprise, he felt the same anxiety well up in his chest again as they marched along. He knew it was silly to be worried about being caught on the road. With a dozen assassins and a handful of allies at his back, no one stood a chance of taking him anywhere. Besides, he could defend himself now. By magic, bow, or sword, he could drive away anyone who tried to claim him. Letting the confidence seep into his chest, he took a deep breath to steady his nerves. The road was the least of his worries.

Off to his right Ciaran and Cyrilo walked side by side. Cyrilo had been extremely quiet since he’d awoken the night before. Dusk had taken a moment to speak with him, finding out that the spell he’d done was meant for blacksmithing. It was a simple trick that most of the Rhyka could do to small pieces of metal- like arrowheads- instead of using a forge. But with the power of the dust behind it, the spell had amplified further than expected, burning the guards to death from within their own armor. The shock and drain of the magic had left Cyrilo speechless and contemplative. Ciaran, however, kept a steady stream of conversation going while they walked even if it was mostly one-sided. The last thing Dusk needed was Cyrilo checking out on him before their big standoff against Nedarya, but they still had a couple days. He told himself if Cyrilo hadn’t come back around by their second night, he’d have a talk with him again.

But, by the time evening came and the sun began to set, Cyrilo was holding himself tall once more and talking with Ciaran in his normal tone. Lex kept near Dusk’s side while Tara and Diana were busy checking in on the guild members. Eventually Diana called for the group to stop and sent a few into the woods to gather firewood for the evening. No one tried to hide their presence, but merely kept to the shadows of the trees to be protected from any oncoming weather. Dusk and Lex found a spot of their own to set up for the night and to their surprise, Ciaran and Cyrilo came to join them. A small fire was built in their circle of bedrolls, started with a flick of magic that Dusk could no longer resist doing, and they sat around talking well into the night. It was lighthearted and full of laughter, just what the four of them needed after the previous days of seriousness. Eventually Tara and Diana came over and joined, joking along with them for some time.

Dusk couldn’t recall much of what they talked about the next morning, but he could still feel the connection they all shared. It was a sense of belonging that crept deep within his soul. For the first time in his life, he felt like he had a real family. It didn’t matter that they were heading into certain doom, just that they were all going together. He realized how lucky he was to have such people at his side. They’d all come to his aid when he needed it most and although he hadn’t known some of them as long as others, he knew any one of them would die for this journey he’d brought them on. And in return, he’d do whatever it took to make sure they all went home safely at the end of it.

By that afternoon they came across the charred remains of Juniper’s old village. The Inahandrian soldiers had done their worst the previous winter and it didn’t look like a single home survived their attack. However, some of the residents must have gotten away in time because there were a few in the beginning stages of clearing away the stone foundations and starting to build their new homes. Most of them fled at the sight of the small, heavily-armed band, which Dusk couldn’t blame them for. He stopped for only a moment at the threshold to Juniper’s home, now turned to charcoal and ash. Remembering everything she’d done for him, he leaned down to pick up a small glass bottle coated in soot. The cork had been burned away along with all its likely herbal contents. Wordlessly he slipped it into his bag as a memento, knowing he’d probably never come back to that place.

After a quick stop to eat beyond the edge of the village, they marched on into the west. The day was long and uneventful and the road was as clear as they expected. Dusk found his hand in his satchel, doing small bits of magic as his fingers brushed the crystal horn. They were tiny things, unnoticed by anyone, but it was becoming impossible to resist the temptation. Eventually he lost track of what he was doing and his hand was always resting on the crystal inside the bag.

That night was much like the last. The six of them made camp together, keeping their conversation light. It was the only reprieve from the seriousness of their journey. The night had grown late and their campsite was quiet. Dusk was laying on his back staring up at the bright swath of stars spilled out across the night sky. Everything was calm and quiet except for the insects singing in the trees. Lex was at his side, his eyes closed with an arm thrown over Dusk’s torso. 

Just as Dusk closed his eyes he felt something deep in his chest, like a rumble of thunder but with no sound. His eyes shot open and he sat up, looking around for any sign of danger encroaching on their camp. He saw nothing, but felt the vibration grow for a few more seconds until it stopped. Lex sat up beside him, rubbing his eyes. He was about to ask something when there was a sudden boom that echoed across the land.

Everyone sprang to their feet in a flash, drawing weapons and turning in all directions for the source of the danger. But there was nothing coming for them. The sound was so loud that it rattled the trees and sent leaves cascading to the ground. All the insects and animals went dead silent. It wasn’t til after almost a minute of complete silence that the chirps of nature started to come back, filling the silence with their song.

“What the flying fuck was that?” Lex whispered at Dusk’s side, his blade at the ready.

“Is everyone alright?’ Diana called out to the group. “Did you see anything?”

Nobody answered as they looked among themselves.

“All are accounted for,” Tara replied, after doing a quick head count. She looked up at the clear star-filled sky. “That wasn’t thunder, was it?”

“That was way too fucking loud to be thunder,” Lex replied. 

“It’s Nedarya,” Dusk said to no one in particular. Every person turned to face him, the low firelight dancing in their eyes. “We’ve overestimated how much time we had. She’s repaired the heart.”
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It was hard to sleep that night knowing Nedarya was a step ahead of them. They were less than half a day from Alamond and before the sun had risen, everyone was packed and walking briskly in its direction. Nobody knew how long it would take for her to begin enacting her plans, but Dusk had a feeling she wouldn’t delay for long. 

Around mid morning Dusk and Lex moved to the front of the group, taking point to attempt to lead them to the secret entrance to Alamond. The two towers of the city were in sight and with Lex he tried to locate where they’d gone off the road all those months ago. As soon as they left the road the entire group drew their weapons. Heading into the trees, scouts were placed on the outer edges of the troop to keep watch for any of Nedarya’s men that might be out patrolling. 

Dusk and Lex searched the trees, looking for any sign of their campfire the previous year. They circled the same area for a while, expanding their circle further and further in search of the camp remains. After months of rain, snow, and dense foliage, it seemed all traces had been wiped away. An hour slipped by easily and Dusk called his allies back.

“We’ll need to try something else,” he said, looking up at the five of them. “Lex and I found the entrance not far from here. If we spread out and walk until we hit the ruins, we should be able to find it.”

“What about the dragon?” Diana asked, glancing up at the sky. “We can’t go inside without her help.”

“That entire place will set upon us in an instant,” Ciaran added. “When the alarm is rung, it’s all hands on deck. We won’t stand a chance.”

“We can’t risk waiting any longer,” Dusk replied, the urgency in his voice. “If she’s already fixed the heart, we don’t have time left.”

“And if we go into the ruins now, without Lyra, we’ll be fucked,” Tara said, crossing her arms. “Those soldiers will destroy us before we get anywhere near her. This group was meant for sneaking, not for defeating an army. We don’t have the numbers or the resources for that.”

“Maybe we should get a better idea of what we’re up against before we make any decisions,” Lex suggested, getting between them. “A few of us can keep hidden enough to see what kind of operation she’s running here. Maybe she doesn't have as many soldiers as we thought.”

“I second that decision,” Cyrilo chimed in. “No offense Dusk, but running blindly in a panic will get us nowhere. We’re sure to lose if we take that path.” He flexed his fingers, the metal knuckles catching the sunlight. “Let’s see what we’re up against and give Lyra a bit more time to get here.”

“I don’t like it,” Dusk began.

“None of us do,” Diana replied. “But we have to play this smart. We’re only going to get one shot at this.”

“Tell your men to fan out and begin looking for the entrance,” Lex said, turning to Diana. “You’ll find it at the base of a stone building. Be careful though, if someone goes down it they aren’t coming back up anytime soon.”

“Understood.”

“Cyrilo, Dusk, and I will sneak into the city and see what’s going on. Give us two hours. If we’re not back by then, assume we’ve been caught.”

“I want to come with ya,” Ciaran said, looking at Cyrilo. “Yer gonna need some protectin’.”

“As much as I love your dedication,” Cyrilo replied, “you’re the least sneaky person I know. You’re great in battle, but subtlety is not something you excel at.”

“Are ya sure you’ll be alright?”

“Promise.”

“I’ll help them search,” Tara added. “You three be careful out there.”

“We’ll be back as fast as we can,” Lex nodded.

He grabbed Dusk by the arm and wheeled him away from the group. Cyrilo followed close behind, his footsteps almost silent in the forest litter beneath them. Dusk kept quiet as they walked along, each of them keeping an eye out for any patrol around Alamond. He was convinced they were wasting precious time, but he couldn’t force the others into a dangerous situation. The odds were stacked against them from the beginning and although they had valid reasons for postponing the assault, it seemed foolish. Not only that, but their last foray through the mines had left him itching worse than ever to use more magic. He’d been doing his best to resist until they were in Alamond, but now that they were within arm’s reach he could barely contain himself. His hand was already resting on the crystal horn in his bag. He wanted to burst through the trees and set the grounds ablaze, taking all the soldiers and Circle members down with a ferocious wildfire.

“Dusk, stop!” Lex whispered, grabbing his hand forcefully, snapping him away from his thoughts.

Dusk realized he was rubbing his fingers together while his other hand was in the satchel as always. In front of him a small pile of dry leaves caught fire, the white smoke rising up from the embers. Lex stomped them out with Cyrilo’s help, kicking dirt over them to smother out the smoke. Dusk pulled his hand out of the satchel, unaware that he’d even begun casting. How had he done that without knowing? He flipped open the satchel and looked down at the horn that was now badly corroded and nearly half the size it had been when he’d last looked at it. The realization dawned on him that he’d been casting for days without noticing it, tiny imperceptible magic that had worn away their only resources considerably. He looked up at Lex with fear in his eyes.

“Dusk,” Cyrilo said softly, flipping the satchel closed. “Why don’t you let me carry that for a while, okay?”

“Yeah...” Dusk muttered, horrified by what he’d seen. Lex was still staring at him, a look somewhere between anger and concern on his face. “I... I didn’t know...”

Lex took a deep breath. “Lyra told us it was addictive, but I didn’t realize it was that bad.”

Dusk felt a deep sense of shame wash over him. He’d known he was doing some of the magic, giving into temptation when he could no longer resist it. But somehow he’d crossed a point where he was no longer noticing it. What had he been doing the whole time? Setting leaves on fire? Enhancing his senses? He didn’t feel any different and couldn’t remember any changes on the road. 

“What have I done?” he uttered. “How did I not notice? Where did it all go?”

Lex just shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen anything strange until now.”

“I think I do,” Cyrilo said, taking Dusk’s left hand.

It was the one that had been touching the horn, and he turned it over. There was a smudge of green on each of his fingertips and most of the skin was slightly stained.

“There’s some of it,” he said, looking over it curiously. 

He pulled Dusk’s sleeve up to reveal a glossy green pattern over his skin, like lichen or moss. It was ashy-green and shimmered in the sunlight like thousands of little crystals. Dusk reached up with his other hand, running a finger across the surface. It had a strange, crunchy texture, but didn’t feel unlike his own skin at the same time. 

“I think you absorbed it somehow,” Cyrilo guessed, looking over the arm closely.

“Is that possible?” Lex asked.

“I’m not sure...”

Dusk’s heart sank as he remembered Nedarya. He looked back at Lex. “It’s happening. I’m just like her...”

Before anyone got a chance to respond there was a rustling of leaves nearby and each of them ducked to the ground. Heavy footfalls approached, snapping twigs and kicking up forest litter as they went.

“I thought I heard something,” a feminine voice said from no more than twenty feet away. 

“What was it?” a husky voice replied to her.

There was a long silence as the trio held their breaths, keeping close to the ground and concealed behind the foliage. None of them dared move or even breathe. The last thing they wanted to do was announce their presence to everyone in Alamond by accident.

“Hmm. Must have been the wind,” the first said.

Her steps began again, moving away from their location and back into the forest. Lex looked at the other two, held a finger to his lips, and crept away, motioning for them to follow him. For the next twenty minutes they tip-toed through the trees, eventually pushing their way around some of the stone ruins and the remnants of streets. Slowly the buildings began to get closer and closer together and the underbrush thinned. In some places it looked like it had been cleared away entirely and new trails established for the current residents of Alamond. Their sneaking became more calculated as they drew closer to the center, some of the buildings starting to look familiar to Dusk. At last they spotted the entrance to the underground ruins, the one Lex and Dusk had escaped from all those months ago. Keeping low they ducked into a crumbling building, the walls held up only by the trees that grew inside. 

Peering through small cracks in the stone, they surveyed the scene in front of them. The once overgrown city center had been cleared away, revealing what was left of the ancient cobblestones underneath. The two giant towers reached up into the sky, one broken long ago while the other remained mostly intact. Large military tents had been erected along with areas for weapons training and even a small stable for a handful of horses. Dozens of soldiers and others in dark cloaks wandered through, going about their business. In the very center of the circle was an enormous pile of white sparkling sand. On one side it had been sheared away, but instead of sand there was an enormous sheet of glass. Scorch marks still covered the cobblestones in front of it. Dusk immediately knew what it was. Tiernan’s portal. After his multiple attempts with mirrors had failed, he’d created something that would be unbreakable and big enough to transport the heart through when he finally got it. Unfortunately his plans had been shattered when Nedarya betrayed him and threw his body into the volcano. 

As Dusk strained his eyes for further details, he noticed the broken stones and deep gouges leading from the glass to the entrance of Alamond. It looked as if something had been dragged through. Something big. The closer he looked the more he realized it had to have been the heart. He began to understand Lyra had underestimated Nedarya’s tenacity. It seemed she found a way to bring the heart through her portal no matter how much of the obsidian had been destroyed. She hadn’t needed it in the end to accomplish her task.

After a few long minutes Lex motioned for the other two to follow him. For the next half hour, with great care, they untangled themselves from the ruins and moved back toward the southern side where the rest of their group was waiting. As soon as they arrived back the questions began to flow. Lex gave a full account of what they’d seen while Dusk provided a little insight into what he thought had happened with the heart.

“So she’s been back here for a while then?” Tara asked.

“It seems like it,” Dusk replied. “Even with everything we’ve done, we’re over a week ahead of schedule according to Lyra with some time to spare. The only explanation is that Nedarya found another way to get back here much faster than anyone anticipated.”

“Can you reach Lyra?”

“No. She’s too far off yet. Even if I could, I don’t think she’d get here any faster.”

“There’s too many soldiers for us to just waltz in there,” Diana added. “If we attacked now, not a single one of us would get back out.”

“I think we should hold out for Lyra,” Ciaran said, gesturing back toward the southern sky. “Nedarya hasn’t started her plans just yet, we can wait a little bit longer. Besides, Diana’s right. We won’t be gettin’ much more than an early grave if we go now.”

“We’ll wait as long as we can,” Lex said, nodding in agreement. “Did you manage to find the hidden entrance?”

“One of the men nearly fell down it, but yes,” Diana replied. She pointed off into the woods back toward the ruins. “We’ve got it marked and the ropes ready. We can go at any time.”

“Are we all agreed then?” Tara asked. “We’ll wait as long as possible?”

All their heads nodded except Dusk’s. He looked at each of them in turn, then finally to Tara. He didn’t want to wait, but he knew they didn’t stand a chance without Lyra. 

“Alright,” he said. “We wait.”

The group set up camp and posted sentries near the secret entrance into the deep of Alamond. Their meals were cold for fear of giving away their position with smoke. The afternoon slowly ticked by, filled with restless tension. Word had spread through the rest of the guild about what they were facing inside the ruins and although none turned back, Dusk could tell they were apprehensive. But then again, who wouldn’t be? Marching into almost certain death wasn’t what most people ever wanted to do. Dusk was a stranger to them for the most part and although they understood the job was important, he wasn’t convinced all of them understood the gravity of the situation. Still, he had to admire their loyalty to Diana and dedication to fight even against such terrible odds. He hoped it would hold out once they entered the ruins.

Dusk kept his eyes set on the southern horizon well into the evening, looking for any hint that Lyra was coming their way. Every few minutes he reached out with his thoughts, attempting to pluck at the thread connecting them. Unfortunately, there was never a response. The stars came out as the last hints of sunset faded and Gartha rose in the sky. He was even able to catch a glimpse of the crystal moon as it shone through the trees before slipping into shadow.

“Any sign of her?” Lex asked, stepping up beside him.

“Not yet.”

“I wanted to talk to you,” Lex continued. “About what you said earlier.”

Dusk was silent.

“You’re not like her, like Nedarya. You know that, right?”

Again, silence.

“Nedarya was implanted with the power of the heart and then she warped it to fit her own means. We all knew the risks of using the dragon skeletons. It’s not your fault.”

“I used up our only weapon against her. And now I’ve soaked it into my body just like she did with the heart. Lyra trusted me... that horn was part of her partner.”

“She doesn’t have to know. Once this is over it’ll all be gone. We won’t have to worry about it anymore.”

“Won’t we?” Dusk asked, a bit more forceful than he meant to. “Will my body recover from using this stuff? My skin is already ashen and doing magic is always on my mind. Will I ever be rid of this constant need to destroy things because of it? What if magic never comes back and all I’m left with is the urges? How will I deal with this itch I’ll always have?”

“We don’t know if it will last.”

“We don’t know anything about it. Nobody does. That’s the problem. I’ve tried to cast without the horn and nothing happens. What if this is just eating me from the inside out?”

“We’ll figure it out,” Lex replied, resting a hand on his shoulder. “Together. And I’m sure Lyra will be able to help. We’re all in this as a team, nobody will have to do this alone.”

Dusk sighed. The pressure was getting to him and his shoulders were heavy with the weight. He looked up at Lex, watching the stars reflect in those blue eyes. He knew as long as he could gaze into those, he’d be okay. But as he watched them a bright beam of white light reflected back at him. Whipping around they both looked up toward the two ruined towers as a massive pillar of light penetrated the sky with a high pitched whistle reverberating in the air. It flew higher and higher like a reversed shooting star, illuminating the forest around them.

All at once there was a bright burst as the beam collided with something. Just as quickly as it had come, it faded away, the sound dispersing with it. Left behind was the crystal moon glowing once more. But this time, instead of its usual white color, it was a shimmering red as if wreathed in flame.

“I don’t think we can wait any longer...” Dusk said, his voice trembling.
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Everyone was scared. It was painted across their faces as plain as could be. Diana huddled everyone into a group quickly just outside of the underground entrance. They gathered together like nervous sheep, waiting for the wolf to choose one for the sacrifice. Dusk glanced down, looking at the long rope that disappeared into the inky blackness. He wondered if it would be enough to hold them or if they would be enough to stop Nedarya. Either way, there wasn’t any time left to ponder their chances. They had to go.

“Remember,” he said to them, trying to keep his voice steady. “If you can’t make a clean kill without being caught, don’t do it. We don’t know what we’re going to find in there and we want to take every precaution.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Some of you are here for the money, others out of loyalty to Diana or myself. But know that what we do here today will change the fate of the world. If we want Ditania or even Udalara to see another sunrise, we have to succeed. We’ve gotten this far. We can go the rest of the way.”

“If any of you want to leave, this is your last chance,” Diana said, looking at her guild. “There’s no judgment here. I won’t sugar coat it, what we’re about to attempt is a suicide mission. You can walk away, I give you my permission and my blessing.”

There was a long silence.

“We’re not leaving ya, boss,” one of the men said, lifting his blade. 

“Aye,” another replied.

Each of them in turn raised their weapons, staring at Diana expectantly. She beamed back at them, nodding in approval. 

“If we pull this off we’ll be heroes,” she said. “A fine noble title for a bunch of thieves, eh?”

There were a few soft grunts in response, all of them having enough sense to stay mostly quiet. They turned their attention back to Dusk along with Diana, waiting for their orders.

“At the bottom of the rope there’s an underground lake, so even if someone slips, you won’t be hurt. But we need to be as quiet as possible. On the far side we’ll find a tiny tunnel leading into the ruins themselves, leftover from previous unfortunate miners.”

Dusk glanced at Lex, his face twisted into a grimace as he remembered the bone crunching space they had to squeeze through their first time in the ruins. He knew Lex hated small spaces, but there was no helping it this time.

“The cave lets out at the very bottom of the ruins. The main chamber is a massive open pit to the sky with a spiraling walkway all the way to the top. There are many chambers along the walkway and we’ll have to clear them as we go. I have no idea where Nedarya has the heart or how heavily guarded the place is. We’ll have to adapt as we go.”

“Keep together and archers to the front. Our best shot at staying hidden is by taking them out before they know we’re here,” Tara added. “If a fight breaks out, swords switch in and archers stop those rushing from afar. If absolutely necessary we’ll retreat back to the cave to funnel their numbers.”

“Alright,” Diana ordered. “Let’s get going!”

Taking hold of the rope, Diana was the first to lower herself into the dark abyss. It only took a few seconds before she disappeared from sight completely. Her men waited a long moment to give her a start, then began to follow one by one behind her. It was some time before each of them had sunk into the earth, leaving only Dusk and his friends behind. Dusk went to grab the rope, but Tara pulled him back.

“You should stay up here as long as possible, just in case Lyra tries to reach out,” she said, turning him around. “We’re not gonna get another chance for this, so here it is and don’t interrupt me.” She took a deep breath. “I’m proud of you, Dusk.”

He looked up at her, already feeling the tightness in his chest.

“I’m not really good at sentimentality, I’m sure you know that. But you’ve come so far since I met you. You were a beaten dog and look how much you’ve grown. You’re leading people, making decisions, owning your mistakes. I know Juniper would be proud of you too for everything you’ve accomplished.” She paused, a tear shining in her eye. “I don’t know what’s going to happen in there, but I wanted you to know that whatever happens, I’m happy to have met you. Thank you for giving me a reason to live again.”

Dusk was so taken aback by her words he didn’t get a chance to respond as she forcefully wiped her eyes with her sleeve, grabbed the rope, and slipped out of sight.

“By the gods,” Lex whispered. “I didn’t know she was capable of that.”

Dusk felt a tear threatening him and wiped it away before it could form. “She’s come a long way too,” he said simply.

“This is all touchin’ and whatnot, but I think I’ll be goin’ next,” Ciaran chuckled, grabbing the rope.

“Ciaran,” Dusk said, stopping him, remembering something. “I... I lost your book. I’m sorry.”

He stared at Dusk for a long moment, a smile pulling at his lips. “Well then, I suppose you better make sure we get out of this alive. I’ll be requirin’ the full replacement set after all this is over.”

“I’ll make sure you get it, one way or another.” Dusk paused. “Thank you for coming along. You didn’t have to do it.”

“Are ya kiddin’?” Ciaran said, gesturing at Cyrilo. “As if that mutinous cur would give me half a chance to say no. Besides, I’ve got to protect my treasure, don’t I?” He waggled his eyebrows at Cyrilo. “That’s a lot o’ booty to keep track of.”

“If you don’t go down that hole I will kill you here and now,” Cyrilo said, trying to hide his laughter at the terrible pun. 

Ciaran gave him a wink and a playful smile. With that he slid down the rope and into the darkness.

“That man will be the death of me,” Cyrilo said, shaking his head. 

He stepped up beside Dusk and pulled out what was left of the crystal horn. Placing it on the ground against a rock, he pulled his leg back and stomped down. With a resounding crack that echoed through the trees, the crystal snapped in half. Picking up both pieces he handed the larger half to Dusk.

“You’re gonna be needing this.”

Dusk hesitated. “I don’t know if I deserve it.”

“Deserving’s got nothing to do with it. You’ll need it to survive and to get rid of Nedarya.” He came close to Dusk, his face only a few inches away, staring him dead in the eye. “Mistakes happen, I know that better than anyone. But I also know you can’t let them drag you down because if you do, you’ll miss out on all the opportunities to make them right. You taught me that.”

Dusk was silent.

“I’m not gonna die here today. I’ve got a long life to live for Eiran, for Ciaran, and for myself.” He nodded towards Lex. “And you’ve got someone to live for too. We can do this.”

Dusk nodded. “Okay.”

He pulled Dusk into a hug before tucking his own half of the crystal back in the satchel. Reaching down he took the rope, flared out his claws to get a better grip, and began to descend.

It was just Lex and Dusk left, standing there under the dark forest canopy, a few shimmers of stars poking through the dense foliage. A gentle breeze brought with it the scents of summer flowers, dry leaves, and earthy forest mildew. The insects chirped in the trees, filling the night with their song. If Dusk had let himself, he could have forgotten all about the ruins, the crystals, Nedarya, and all the people descending to their potential doom far below. Standing there with Lex at his side he felt peaceful, even in the face of danger. He knew destiny could intervene no longer. The path was set and there was only one way left to go.

Lex reached down and took his hand, pulling him in close. “Dusk, if anything should happen to me down there...”

“No,” Dusk replied a bit more forcefully than he intended. “You will walk out of here today. I won’t allow it to go any other way.”

“But if it doesn’t go well...”

“No. That’s not an option.”

Lex was silent, but leaned forward and rested his head against Dusk’s shoulder. His hand let go and he wrapped his arms around Dusk’s torso, pulling him in close. Dusk held him tightly back, feeling the warmth through his armor. He wished he could have one more night with Lex. One more night to tell him how much he loved him and how much he appreciated everything he’d done. Without Lex, he never would have survived the journey or accomplished the feats he did. Something about Lex drove him forward, made him want to be better. It was enough to do it for himself, but to do it for Lex as well gave every bitter moment a hint of sweetness. He wanted more of those, a lifetime full of sweet moments. He wasn’t sure if they’d ever get them, but he wasn’t about to let Lex know he had his doubts.

“We’re going to walk out of here and spend our lives together,” Dusk said, his chin resting against Lex’s head. “We’ll change the world, see beautiful places, and sleep in every morning until noon. I’ll go anywhere you want to go, just lead the way. My heart belongs to you.”

He felt Lex’s shoulders tense up as he gripped Dusk harder.

“Stay by my side, Lex.”

“Always.”

They stayed there for a number of minutes, just holding one another, neither wanting to let go. At long last Lex pulled away, his face streaked with tears. He wiped them away and reached up, pulling Dusk in for a long kiss. However long it was, Dusk knew it would never be enough. Eventually Lex stepped back, reaching down to grab the rope.

“I’ll be right behind you,” Dusk said, waving him on.

Lex nodded silently and leaned back, cascading down into the hole in the ground.

Left alone in the woods, Dusk took a deep breath, taking in the scent of the forest one last time before he descended. His thoughts flashed through the memories of his journey across the world, each of them spanning less than an instant in his mind. He’d learned so much along the way and grown more than he ever thought possible. He just hoped it was enough to get everyone through the next few hours. Glancing down at the crystal in his hand, he saw the green lichen-textured skin of his arm glow, reacting to the crystal’s presence. 

“If you can hear me Haldura,” he whispered, “please help me through this night.”

There was a soft rumble in the back of his mind, similar to Tephyss, but lighter and more feminine. He wasn’t sure if it was real or if he made it up, but it gave him comfort either way. Reaching out with his thoughts one last time he pulled at the thread that connected him and Lyra. A long moment passed, but there was no answer. Sighing he tucked the crystal into the front of his armor so it pressed against the scar the crystal eye had left on his chest. 

Grabbing the rope Dusk walked to the edge of the hole. He glanced up at the starlit sky for the last time, his gaze falling on the crystal moon that was still shining bright in the sky like a ball of flame. It had grown larger in the time they’d spent saying goodbye to one another. It was getting closer.

There was no more time to waste and what little time they had was ticking away dangerously. Leaning back he dropped down into the darkness, letting it swallow him up and leaving the world behind for the last time.
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The rope was slick with sweat, condensation, and mud the further Dusk went. Every few feet he had to stop and wipe his hands off on his pants just to keep his grip. By the time he finally reached the bottom of the slick tunnel and came to the opening to the cavern, he was panting and liable to fall. Peering down through the darkness he could see the rope somehow managed to reach all the way to the water. Summoning up the last of his strength, he gripped the rope as hard as he could, wrapping his feet around it, and slipped over the edge. Thanks to the mud and moisture, he was able to slowly descend by doing no more than loosening his grip. After a long, exhausting moment of tension, he felt his feet slip into the water followed by the rest of his body. 

He barely made a noise as he swam towards the edge of the lake where everyone else was huddling together. The cavern was dimly lit like it had been before by the veins of Lumorium running through the walls and across the ceiling. He remembered Lex mentioning how rare it was and that only the palace in Eblesal had Lumorium lamps. As he pulled himself up on shore he looked around. Even with Tiernan living in the ruins for months, it seemed no one else had discovered the rare ore contained within the cavern, or cared about it. Either way, everything was untouched and a pickaxe still sat leaned against the wall where Dusk had left it all those months ago.

“Is everyone okay?” he asked Tara, keeping his voice barely above a whisper.

“Yes and ready to go.”

“Good.”

He stepped around and beckoned them to follow over his shoulder. Single-file they moved around the edge of the underground lake, keeping close to the walls. The guild members were eerily silent on the loose gravel that coated the floor. Even in the heat of summer, the cavern was icy cold, the chill seeping into his wet clothing and taking up residence under his armor. The familiar path thinned in some places, mere inches of stone between the wall and the mirror-like surface of the lake. Somehow they all made it across without making a sound until Tara, bringing up the rear, made one false step and slipped. She cried out involuntarily and fell into the water, the splash almost deafening in the silence as it echoed across the chamber. 

Breaking the surface she gasped for air, swimming quickly to a wider portion of the stone and pulling herself up, the echoes of her cry dying away. Before she was even on her feet she had her blade pulled, holding it out in front of her, expecting an attack at any moment. The others followed suit and everyone waited for the fury of Alamond to crush down on them. But the seconds stretched to minutes and still silence surrounded them, penetrated by nothing but the steady drip of water from Tara’s wet armor. Finally she relaxed, sheathing her blade behind her back once more.

“Are you okay?” Dusk asked, putting a hand on her soaked shoulder.

“Fine,” she grunted, clearly frustrated with herself. “Sorry. That was stupid.”

“Nothing came of it. Don’t worry.”

Tara nodded.

“We’re close to the cave now. Keep to the wall.”

Dusk wove his way around Tara, careful not to slip himself, and continued forward. The lake was large and oblong, so it took them a few more minutes of travel before they finally came to the small tunnel carved into the stone. The last time they’d been there the air flowing in from the ruins was foul with the stench of goblins. But this time there was no discernible reek. It meant that at the very least the ruins had been cleared of their murderous inhabitants, only to be replaced by something much more sinister. 

Not daring to use one of the pickaxes for a piece of Lumorium, Dusk reached down and plucked a stone from the ground. Reaching into his mind he began to summon up the runes for lighting the stone, but before he had a chance to form half a thought the stone alighted. He nearly dropped it in surprise as he felt the crystal warm against his chest. It was a welcome feeling and he breathed deep, steadying his nerves. Holding the stone in front of him he peered down through the small tunnel. It was no wider than before and would be an extremely tight fit for those of Tara’s size, but it was doable. Kneeling down he pulled his bow off his shoulder and tied the quiver to it.

“I’ll go first,” he said, looking up at Tara. “It’s a tight squeeze, so take your time and keep your breathing shallow. Be as quiet as you can.” He glanced back at Lex who had panic in his eyes already. “Send him through second,” he whispered to her. “I don’t trust him to go last.”

“Understood.”

With that, Dusk began to crawl forward, keeping his bow clutched in one hand and the glowing stone in the other. It wasn’t long before he had to abandon the bow and hold the stone gently between his teeth to keep moving. He’d filled out some since their last foray through the cave and he found the space tighter than he remembered. With one final heave he managed to pull himself through to the other side. To his relief everything was quiet and dark without a hint of anyone nearby. He heard the steady dripping of water and as he held the stone upwards he could see the droplets forming on the undulating ceiling of the cavern. The walls were rough hewn and obviously carved by people with piles of rubble pushed off to the sides. Nothing looked strange or out of place.

He leaned down to the hole and reached in to pull his bow through the rest of the way. He sat the stone down on the floor so that Lex could see it as he came through.

“Alright, I’m through,” Dusk called, his voice echoing softly.

“Oh gods...” he heard Lex groan. “I really fucking hate this place...”

“You’ve got this,” Dusk said, trying to coax him through. “You’ve already made it through once, you can do it again.”

Lex grumbled as he got down on his knees and began to crawl. He pushed his sword through the Dusk first and got down lower to pull himself through. When he reached the center he froze for only a moment, but with a little help from Dusk, was able to get himself through without getting stuck. On the other side he moved a few feet away from the tiny tunnel and sank down with his back against the wall. 

One by one, each of the guild members made their way through. A few of them needed help coming through while others could do it themselves without issue. Slowly the tunnel began to fill up and Diana was the second to last through. Tara, pulling up the rear again, pushed her weapon and armor through before she began to crawl. Unfortunately, at the halfway point, she found herself stuck. Her breathing grew quick and frantic almost immediately, but Dusk crawled to her, holding the stone in front of him.

“Hey, look at me,” he said, his voice commanding but gentle. “Breathe normally. You’re not stuck.”

“Yes I am,” she muttered. “I can’t move.”

“No, you’re not. Remember who you’ve got here with you. I can magic you out if need be, but first I need you to breathe.”

Tara took a few slow breaths to calm her nerves, keeping her eyes on him.

“Good. Now I’m gonna give you a few instructions, so stay with me, okay?”

She nodded.

“Alright. You’re going to dig your toes in, take my hands, breathe out as far as you can, then pull with all your might. Got that?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright.” Dusk backed up a bit and motioned to Diana to grab his feet. He reached his hands out and took Tara’s. “Ready? One. Two. Three!”

Tara forced all the air out of her lungs and pulled as hard as she could. Dusk gripped her forearms as he felt his legs go taut, at least one person pulling on each. Slowly Tara inched forward, her torso forcing itself through the stone tunnel. Dusk wiggled her back and forth until she finally came free, the pair of them falling onto the muddy floor in freezing cold water. They both stared at one another and began to laugh quietly, the tension of the moment fading away in an instant. Tara pulled her armor towards her, leaning herself up against the wall. The light gave them just enough to be able to make out one another, but the darkness of the cave seemed to swallow most of it up.

“Never make me do that again,” Tara sighed, pulling on her breastplate.

“I can’t make any promises,” Dusk replied with a smile.

“It’s literally the fucking worst, isn’t it?” Lex asked, looking over at her.

Her entire demeanor shifted instantly. “You know what? It really wasn’t that bad. I kind of enjoyed it.”

“You two are ridiculous,” Dusk sighed, shaking his head.

As everyone rearmed themselves, Dusk pushed himself up and went to the front, ready to lead them forward. With one last check they began to march. The tunnel was slick as it steadily climbed at an upward angle, taking them toward the main part of the ruins. After only a couple of minutes Dusk saw something white flash in the light of his stone. Crouching down near it, he saw the same two skeletons of the miners they’d seen before. Except this time, he knew they were picked clean. The water had washed away some of the old footprints, but he could still make out imprints from his and Lex’s boots. Without paying them much mind, he continued on, knowing the main chamber wasn’t far off.

A few quiet minutes later the light spilled across rough hewn bricks that had collapsed into the tunnel. Snuffing the light, Dusk beckoned two of the other archers forward. One by one they stepped over the bricks and onto the walkway at the bottom of the ruins. Each of them scanned up and down the walkway, but found it empty. On higher floors they could hear the unmistakable sound of boots on the stone, but at their level it seemed mostly deserted. Waving the rest in, Dusk stepped over to the broken and crumbling railing at the center of the ruins.  

The once greenery-covered shaft full of songbirds had been replaced with stark stone and orange firelight. Most of the crumbling stone had been cleared away and in some places the missing railing had been replaced with wooden boards. Criss-crossing over the main shaft were a series of ropes and pulleys that looked broken and abandoned. They dripped down like dead vines to the basin at the very bottom of the ruins, which was no longer filled with water. Instead, Dusk saw there was a massive raised dais with the dark sharp stones sticking out at obtuse angles ringed around it. The entire space was cleared away and clean, but empty. It didn’t take much intuition to realize that something had been there and judging by the series of platforms constructed at the very top of the ruin, blocking out the night sky, it had recently moved upwards and out of the underground city altogether. Dusk suspected it was the heart, but then again, there was no way to be sure without finding someone to answer a few questions. 

“We need information,” he said, turning back to the group. “If you can capture one of the soldiers without making a sound, do it. If not, cut them down. We need to figure out what Nedarya has been up to. Don’t trust the magic users, take them down without mercy.”

Heads nodded in his direction and they began to walk up the long spiral to the top of the city. Each door they passed was checked and the rooms searched. Many of them at the bottom remained locked while those that were open were in poor condition or completely abandoned. At the top of the second spiral they came across their first pair of soldiers. With no way to capture one silently, a pair of crossbow bolts sent them both to the afterlife before they knew what hit them. As they searched, the rooms began to look used, but were mostly empty. That is until they came across a chamber full of beds. There was enough space for a dozen soldiers to sleep, but only seven of the beds were occupied, their inhabitants fast asleep. As if they’d rehearsed it a hundred times, Diana gave a gesture to her men and they took their places near the sleeping soldiers. She raised her hand, looked at each of them, and slashed it down through the air. With nothing more than a few guttural gasps, seven throats were cut and the room filled with the metallic tang of blood. 

The sight was a bit more than Dusk wanted to deal with, so he stepped out of the room, forgetting himself as he went. He ran face first into a rather skinny soldier, apparently coming to the room for some rest. He was completely unarmed and carrying a bowl of some sort of gruel, which immediately painted his clothing. The man stumbled backward and hit the floor, crying out as his elbow struck the stone. The noise was loud enough to immediately put Dusk’s teeth on edge as he stared down at the mop of dark hair rubbing his elbow.

“Ow... watch where you’re going...” he whined. He looked at his shirt and the bowl shattered on the floor. “Man... I was really hungry...”

The man, who was really no more than a boy, had no idea who Dusk was. He looked like a new recruit and barely old enough to be away from home. The soldier pushed the dark curly hair out of his face, trying to get the food out of it.

“S-sorry about that,” Dusk stumbled. He helped the man to his feet, seeing his chance to get some much needed information. “I’ve got some extra food in my pack you can have. Come on.” Dusk gestured toward the room, letting the man go first.

“Thanks man,” he replied, following gladly. “That’s really kind of you. Some of the guys here have been pretty terr—”

The man stopped dead in his tracks, his dark eyes falling to the room full of fellow soldiers and their blood pooling across the floor. All the color drained out of his skin as he stared, a look of horror fixed on his face. He took a step back but before he could utter a word Dusk clapped his hand over the man’s mouth, blocking off any sound.

“Listen up,” Dusk growled, trying to sound menacing. “You’re going to tell us what we want to know and if it’s good information, we’ll let you live. Got it?”

The man nodded fervently against Dusk’s hand without hesitation.

“If you speak anything above a whisper, I’ll cut your throat just like everyone else in this room.”

Again, furious nodding.

Dusk reached behind him and pushed the door closed before leading the man to one of the empty beds. Sitting him down he took his hand off his mouth.

“Please don’t hurt me,” he whimpered. “I’ll do whatever you want! I didn’t want to come here anyway!”

“Shut up,” Dusk hissed, pulling a dagger from his side and waving it threateningly. “I don’t want to hear another word out of you until I say so. Got that?”

The man bit his lower lip, dropping his eyes to the floor. He nodded slowly.

“Good. Now tell us what’s going on here. How long has Nedarya been back with the crystal?”

He hesitated. “I... I don’t know. I just arrived here last week and the general was already here.”

“Do you know what she plans to do with the moon?”

“The moon? What moon?”

“Where is Nedarya keeping the heart?”

“I don’t know what you mean...”

“The crystal! Where is it?”

He looked terrified. “The big glowing rock? She took it topside yesterday morning. It took almost the entire battalion to get it up there. I... I think she took it to the top of the broken tower.”

“Why does it need to be up there?”

“I don’t know,” the man sniffed, tears forming in his eyes. “Please, I don’t know anything. I haven't even gotten my first training yet! I only wanted to be a guard in the city, I didn’t sign up for this...”

With that he began to cry. Dusk shook his head. Out of all the people he could have captured for information, he got the total newbie who knew absolutely nothing. He pushed himself to his feet and sheathed the dagger once more, rubbing his forehead. They’d gone all the way to the bottom of Alamond in the exact opposite direction of the heart. Climbing it and the tower doubled their chances of failure, which were already extremely high.

“You’re... really not going to kill me?” the man sniffled, looking up at Dusk.

“No. I gave you my word. You’ll live.”

“What’s your name, kid?” Cyrilo asked, pulling his attention away from the bodies strewn across the room.

“Robin,” he choked, wiping his face.

“Well Robin,” Diana said, stepping up in front of them, “if you want to make a real life for yourself, why don’t you come down to Emerald Deep when you wake up?” She pulled a coin from her pocket and flipped it in the air.

“When I wake up?”

There was a hollow thunk as Ciaran clocked the man on the back of the head and he slumped sideways onto the mattress.

“By the gods, I’ve never heard anyone snivel so much in my life,” Ciaran scoffed, sheathing his sword once more. “I’ve seen sea slugs with more fight than him.”

Diana bent down and slipped the coin into the man’s pocket. “He did better than most his age would in this situation. I think with a little training, he might make himself useful to the guild. He’s certainly got the build for it.”

“You’ll make a thief out of anyone these days,” Ciaran laughed.

“If I recall, I made one out of you too,” Diana replied, eyeing him sharply. “And I bet you this kid will at least have enough sense not to get arrested for stealing a ship.”

Ciaran opened his mouth to retort, but Lex cut him off.

“Let’s get going, shall we? I can’t stand the smell of this room any longer.”
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“We need to get to the top of the ruins and climb the tower.That’s where we’ll find Nedarya,” Dusk said, closing the doors behind him, leaving the dead men and their one lucky companion trapped inside. “We need to move faster. The moon approaches.”

“Everyone stay alert,” Tara called to the guild members, keeping her voice low enough so it wouldn’t echo. “Archers to the front, let’s make quick work of this place.”

“Keep as quiet as you can,” Diana added. “We have to move, but we can’t risk an alarm.”

The men nodded, their expressions a little more concerned than before. Dusk stepped to the front of the group with a handful of archers as they began to work their way forward. This time they stayed out in the open, moving up the walkway at a faster pace. Rooms were briefly checked, but most remained empty. Any soldiers that came their way were shot down before they had a chance to make a sound. Even when they were spotted, a quick arrow silenced their would-be revealers. Dusk felt himself switch into hunting mode, no longer seeing the soldiers as men, but as dangerous predators that needed to be taken down. It was just like fighting the Amarok or the Grimfish: he had to shoot to survive, there was nothing more to it. 

A quarter of the way up the spiral they heard a long low horn blast. Each of them pressed themselves against the outer wall, fearing the worst had come true. Somehow, they’d given away their position. One by one the doors around the spiral began to open and soldiers poured out. Some were in armor while others looked to have been awakened before their due time. A few shouts echoed down the shaft, but to everyone's surprise, the soldiers didn’t come for them. Instead they began to march upward toward the top of the ruins. Everyone stood stock-still, watching as the soldiers slowly wound their way up. Whatever the horn call signaled, it wasn’t something that the soldiers needed to rush about. Each of them took their time, chatting amongst one another as they walked.

Dusk waited and watched for ten long minutes as the soldiers slowly filtered out of the ruin. Only when he could no longer see them from the broken stone railing did he motion for the others to follow him. This time they merely glanced into the empty rooms as they walked by, making sure there weren’t any stragglers left behind. Their pace quickened and the ruins began to sink away beneath their feet. Dusk found his thoughts wandering. He wondered what could have called them all to the surface in the middle of the night. Now that Nedarya had succeeded in her plans to draw down the moon, she was ready to set the next pieces in motion. It seemed the only likely course since Lyra’s arrival would have caused a much larger ruckus.

Continuing to lead the pack, Dusk let his eyes carry him forward as he focused inward, looking for the thread again. He plucked at it, reaching out to Lyra once more. It was silent for a long moment, but then he heard something so faint he wondered if he’d made it up. It was a voice, but too far away to make out. Instead of trying to decipher it, he mustered all his mental strength and shouted out for Lyra in his mind, hoping it would reach her wherever she was. Again there was no response but the faintest of whispers. He let go of the connection, his eyes focusing once more on the stone walkway in front of him. It seemed they were on their own.

It took them a further fifteen minutes to finally reach the top of the spiral without any incidents. The ropes hanging down from above became thicker and there were wooden ladders reaching from the shaft up to the platforms above. It could be an easy way out for them if the soldiers weren’t all standing in the middle of the city square. He walked over to the end of the spiral, looking for hints as to what their next move should be. Dusk found himself at the mouth of the cave where he and Lex had snuck into the goblin city so long ago. At the end of the tunnel he could hear the clamoring of more than a hundred voices. For some reason it seemed all the soldiers and Circle members were gathered underground. It might be their only chance to get topside without being found out, especially with Lyra nowhere to be seen. He knew what they needed to do, but he was going to tread ahead. Whatever was going on in the chamber had to be important and they needed all the information they could get.

“Take the rest up the ladders and to the broken tower, the way should be clear,” Dusk whispered to Diana. “I’m going to scout ahead. I’ll be right behind you.”

“You aren’t going alone,” Lex replied, stepping up beside him.

“Lex, you can’t go with me. I can magic my way out if need be, but you’ll just be a sitting duck.”

“I’m not letting you go by yourself.”

“He’s not going to,” Cyrilo said, putting a hand on Lex’s shoulder. “We can both use the crystals. I’ll go with him.”

“I’m not sure that’s somethin’ I’m alright with,” Ciaran growled, crossing his arms. “Why should ya go and risk your life like that? We already know the heart isn’t here.”

“There’s something important going on in there,” Dusk said. “We still don’t know how Nedarya will proceed with this plan of hers. I know we need to get to the heart, but if there’s any chance of us buying time to wait for Lyra, I want to take it.”

Cyrilo shot a sideways look at Ciaran. “Besides, I don’t think I asked your permission.” He walked over and planted a kiss on Ciaran’s nose. “But I appreciate you wanting to protect me.”

“Ciaran and I will wait here,” Lex said with finality. “We’ll escort you topside when you get back.”

“Fair enough,” Cyrilo nodded, turning to Dusk.

“Alright, but stay out of sight and if you hear fighting, run.”

“No promises,” Lex said flatly.

Dusk nodded, it was the best he was going to get. He looked to Cyrilo and both of them turned away from the group that was heading up the ladders. The tunnel in front of them was similar to what Dusk remembered, but all the debris had been cleared away. The trench in the center that once carried the stench of goblin piss was now clean and dry. Sconces were spaced wide on the walls, glowing softly with the flicker of torches. Only about half of them were lit, but it was just enough light to make their way down the long corridor without tripping themselves up.

It was a short walk, but at the mouth of the chamber Dusk stopped short, nearly causing Cyrilo to run into him. The space opened up before them, a hundred or more soldiers with their faces turned toward the dais in the center of the room. All the goblin huts had been cleared away and the chamber cleansed of any hint of their once being there. Against the walls were stacks of supply crates and barrels to feed the soldiers with. In the center the white dragon statues still flanked the raised stone platform, but the blood-stained copper bowl that had held Torbin’s blood when he was sacrificed and eaten was gone. It had been chiseled away, leaving the perfect stage for someone to address them all.

And there she was. Dressed in bright shining white from head to toe, Nedarya looked out over the crowd. Over top of her white visage was bright glowing armor that looked to be made of stone. Dusk squinted and realized it was the crystalline remains of Tephyss, reforged through magic into plated armor. Atop her head were the three crowns of the Alamondian kings. Each had locked together to create one dense crown studded with rubies, sapphires, and emeralds, all of them glowing softly in the dimly lit chamber. A long thin blade was at her side, although Dusk doubted she would need it as the moon drew closer. All the soldiers stared up at her, some in awe, others in reverence. It wasn’t hard to tell where their loyalty lay.

His blood boiled at the sight of Nedarya wearing Tephyss’s corpse like a trophy, but shook it away. Dusk nudged Cyrilo to the side and they snuck their way against the wall until they were concealed behind a few crates. Just as they poked up over the edge Nedarya raised her hands and the entire chamber went silent in an instant.

“The time we’ve all been fighting for is at hand,” she began, raising her voice so all could hear her. “Thanks to your hard work and dedication, the plans of our beloved King Arius will finally come to fruition. Our great weapon has been summoned and even as we speak, it’s on it’s way to claim all of Calendia and obliterate the Inahandrian throne. With no one left to guide them, Ditania will quickly overtake Inahan and finally have control of the entire continent. All this for your magnanimous king who sent me to lead you. This will be the last battle in the final war the great empire of Ditania will ever see. Soon the everlasting peace will come for you all.

“And so, in celebration of this momentous occasion, I ask you all to join me outside as we welcome down the great weapon of the gods that will bring about the dawn of a new age. The crystal moon will guide us into the calm that will sweep across the world and everyone on it.”

The soldiers began to cheer and clap, roused by her speech. Dusk, however, felt the pit of his stomach go cold. He knew what Nedarya actually meant and it surprised him that no one saw the malice in her words. At first it seemed like she meant to crash the moon into Calendia, but when she said they would welcome it down together, he had no idea what she could be planning. Did she intend to bring the moon into the ruins and use its power to exact her revenge? It still wasn’t clear, but he knew she wouldn’t be telling her followers. Judging by the amount of people carrying small pouches of dust, they posed a threat if united against her, so she kept them assuaged and misdirected. 

“Bring the ale and best food,” she called above the cheers. “Toast to our success and for the new world that is almost upon us. Your wonderful King Arius demands you celebrate!”

The soldiers cheered louder and began to move towards the crates stacked against the walls. Dusk watched as Nedarya’s eyes flicked in his direction, catching his own. She smiled fiendishly and stepped off the dais, heading for the exit out of the cavern. He and Cyrilo pretended to be helping with the crates, the soldiers too excited to party and paying them no mind. They managed to turn back to the mouth of the tunnel to catch up with the others. They were no more than a few feet down when Dusk heard a familiar voice inside his head.

“I know you’re here,” Nedarya hissed through his brain. “The moon has already been called. You’re too late. Nobody can stop it now.” He heard a deep chuckle reverberate between his ears as he reached for the wall to steady himself. “Come join the celebration. I’d be remiss if you didn’t see what all my hard work was for. Let us all step into death as one. It’s sure to be a blast.”

“Are you alright?” Cyrilo asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“It’s Nedarya. She knows we’re here,” he replied, rubbing his temples. He looked at Cyrilo, the fear plain in his eyes. “We need to move fast. There’s not much time left.”

They jogged down the rest of the tunnel, finding Ciaran and Lex waiting for them.

“She knows!” Dusk called, running past them.

Without a word the both of them turned and ran after. The four scrambled up the ladders to the platforms, then finally to the surface. They found themselves between the two large towers, flanked by soldiers on all sides as they streamed through the brightly lit open space with crates and barrels. The soldiers barely seemed to notice their presence and most of the guild members were standing out in the open with not even a glance in their direction. Dusk was surprised that no one suspected they didn’t belong there, but then again, Nedarya wasn’t known for keeping a consistent group. If their informant was to be believed, quite a few of the soldiers were fresh faces in the ruins. The only people who seemed to give them a second glance were the cloaked Circle members, but even they were too busy readying for the celebration their leader had promised.

Trying not to look conspicuous, Dusk motioned for the others to follow him. They crossed a small portion of the city center quickly, heading straight for the ruined tower. Arching his neck back, Dusk could just make out a white glow from the top of the vine covered ruin and knew the heart must be there. Jogging up the few stairs, he grabbed at the door handle to the tower, giving it a pull. It didn’t budge. Leaning back and digging in his heels, he pulled harder, but it wouldn’t move. He called Tara and Ciaran over to help him, but it didn’t matter what direction they tried, the door was locked in place. They were just about to go back around the tower to find another way in when Dusk heard the square go quiet.

“You can all see the crystal moon,” Nedarya said, pointing up to the sky at the ball of fire that was growing larger by the hour. “Wreathed in flame, it will be the spark that ignites change across our world. It’s almost here and soon everything will be as it should.” She paused, looking out over them all. “But, I have one last task before we begin to celebrate this victory.” Lifting a finger, she pointed towards Dusk and his group who were removed from the rest of the soldiers at the base of the tower. More than a hundred faces turned to look all at once. “Those people have come here to stop us. To stop our great work of peace from taking place and murder your most prestigious king. As your general I give you this last order: destroy them.”

Dusk watched in horror as every hand moved toward a weapon. Bows, axes, swords, daggers, and spears all pointed in their direction in a moment. Cloaked figures held powder coated fingers in the air, glowing and ready to draw the runes they needed to summon fire and rain death upon them. Once again, Nedarya had been a step ahead and this time it looked like there was no way out. He knew they would stand and fight. There was nowhere to run. Glancing to Lex he reached over and took his hand for a brief moment, then pulled an arrow from his quiver. Nocking it, he raised the bow and pointed it in Nedarya’s direction, already drawing power from the crystal under his armor.

An arrogant smirk played across her lips. “Kill them,” she commanded.

Every soldier took a step forward and immediately stopped as a rhythmic reverberation filled the air followed by a piercing roar. Everyone looked up at once as a gout of flame drove a hard line through the center of the soldiers, setting them ablaze in a flash of white-hot heat. Even through the flames Dusk could see Nedarya’s smirk fall to a grimace. Lyra had kept her promise.
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All eyes were off Dusk and his companions the moment the fire rained down, giving them a chance to take the first shots at those closest to them. A dozen soldiers were dispatched in mere seconds as arrows flew through the air and blades flashed. Even more were cut down as the guild descended further into the chaos in front of them.

“It’s about time you got here,” Dusk called out mentally to Lyra, pulling at their connection while nocking another arrow.

“Seems I’ve arrived just in time,” she replied, another roar piercing the air above them. “These fools are poorly prepared for a dragon.”

Before she could speak another word, Dusk saw one of the army tents pulled down, revealing three ballista mounted to the ground already loaded and manned. It looked like they were more prepared than Lyra thought as they swung the machines upward, taking aim at the dragon in the night sky.

“Lyra!” Dusk cried out, raising his bow to shoot down one of the operators. “Look out!”

She barely had time to look as the three massive bolts fired into the air, one of the archers dropping from Dusk’s arrow too late. Lyra tried to roll out of the way as one flew by harmlessly, but another managed to pierce her wing while the remaining one sunk into her backside, burying itself deep in her leg. She cried out in pain, her flight path altering dangerously from the sudden impact. Before she could right herself she came sailing downward, tucking her wings in at the last moment to avoid breaking them. The massive dragon collided with the remains of a stone building, throwing bricks and rocks in all directions. She hit the ground and slid into another structure, a large plume of dust rising up in the firelight. 

Soldiers rushed toward her and Dusk saw the ballista being loaded again, ready to fire on her from almost point blank range. He felt a surge of anger well up in his chest as the crystal below his armor came to life. Reaching into the deep well of magic he pulled runes for control and manipulation to his mind. Rolling his fingers through the air he grasped at the flames that Lyra had created, almost feeling them in his hands although they were several yards away. Like running his fingers through a moving river, Dusk willed the flames to leap up and consume the ballista and their archers. The wood caught easily, but he wasn’t done yet. Another swift movement of his arms tore the flames up from the ground and rushed them through the soldiers like a massive serpent snapping up men as it cut through. The flaming snake wound its way around Lyra and ignited, creating a towering inferno to guard her from the onslaught.

Then, just as soon as they’d protected her, they were snuffed out. Dusk felt the magic not fade away, but sever forcefully as if by a sword. He looked up at Nedarya, her hand raised, the snap of her fingers barely audible above the din. Somehow she’d canceled his magic. He didn’t know that was possible. She waggled her finger back and forth at him with a smile. 

“I’ll be fine, just go,” Lyra called out to him, pushing herself to her feet. She reached back with her teeth and yanked the bolt out of her leg, roaring in pain. 

“We can’t leave you here!” Dusk responded, pulling up another arrow. 

All around him the guild members were fighting, locked in heated battle. Those Circle members and soldiers who were armed dipped into their dust pouches, casting small bits of destruction towards Dusk’s group. He loosed an arrow at one just behind Lex who was drawing a purple rune in the air. Not far off, another had begun to cast something else Dusk had never seen. He saw a broken barrel spilling wine a few feet away and reached out to the magic once again. Just like the flames he manipulated the wine up into the air, creating a sphere of it just behind the man casting his spell. With a flick of his wrist he brought it forward, enveloping the man’s head in the alcohol and forcing it down his throat. It was only a matter of seconds before Dusk felt the man’s lungs fill. The magic he’d been creating faded away as he tried to cough it up, but it was in vain. All he could do was drown.

A massive line of flame caught Dusk’s attention again and he watched as Lyra sprayed white-hot fire towards Nedarya and her soldiers. The soldiers screamed and burst into flame, their flesh melting off their bones in an instant, but Nedarya didn’t move. She merely waved her hand in front of her face and a shimmering shield surrounded her, protecting her from incineration.

As Lyra pulled her head back she cried out again, “Get to the heart!”

Nedarya’s arms flew wide, extinguishing the conflagration around her as she kept her eyes focused on Lyra.

“GO!”

Dusk didn’t stand to watch as Nedarya continued to walk slowly towards Lyra. Instead he turned around and ran back towards the tower. He rushed up the stairs and slapped his hand against the door. It was locked or magicked shut, he didn’t know, but neither was going to stop him. He searched the weave of magic once more, looking for the easiest way in. A single word popped into his head: shatter. A bold, silvery rune exploded behind his eyes as the magic flowed through his arm and into the stone. For a moment he thought nothing had happened, but as he looked closer he saw the entire door had become covered in a large spider web of cracks instantaneously. He took a step back and thrust his leg forward. His boot connected with the stone and in a cascade of pea-sized pebbles, it fell away, crumbling and flowing down the stairs like water.

“To me!” he cried to his allies, gesturing towards the tower. 

All of them cut down their targets and ran to the front door of the tower. The soldiers saw their hasty retreat and followed hot on their heels, surrounding the base of the stairs. Although Lyra had cut down many of the soldiers, there were still over thirty pressing in on them as they backed up against the entrance to the tower.

“Get to the top,” Diana said, turning back and brandishing her sword. “My men and I will handle this rabble.”

“We won’t let ‘em by,” Ciaran added, his twin scimitars coated in blood and a wicked grin painted across his face.

Dusk looked at them both, seeing the fire in their eyes. Fourteen against thirty wasn’t the best odds, but he knew both of them would cut down more than their fair share. He nodded, knowing that they were giving him the time he needed to reach the heart while Nedarya was distracted. Turning away, he scrambled over the loose gravel, Lex, Tara, and Cyrilo right behind him. 

Inside the tower was a disaster. The stone had crumbled long ago, pieces of the ceiling raining down to shatter the once pristine mosaic of tiles on the floor. Pools of water and plant debris coated the floor, making it slippery in places. The main chamber was full of obstacles, but Dusk quickly spotted the stairs on the far side, leading up to the next floor. He hoped they were still intact as he sprinted across the room. Tucking his bow across his shoulders, he vaulted over piles of rubble, the others following close behind. They didn’t have the breath for words as they raced up the deteriorating stairs. Keeping close to the wall they continued to climb. More than once they had to leap across a gap where the stone had fallen away completely. Tara had the easiest time making it across, but had to catch Dusk at one point to stop him from going over the side to the stone floor now far below. She grabbed his armor and yanked him back, nearly slamming him against the wall

“Okay?” she asked, panting.

“Yeah,” Dusk nodded, as he pushed the breastplate back into place, the crystal underneath digging into his skin.

They turned back to the stairs and continued upwards. The further they went, the more the outer walls began to open up, pieces of them having eroded away long ago. Vines crossed over their path, heavy with foliage that obscured the rubble on the floor and made it hard to run. Outside they could hear the sounds of battle as people cried out in pain or anger over the clash of metal. Lyra’s roars echoed up to them along with the scent of smoke and burning flesh. As they rounded another corner, Dusk’s eyes flashed upward, noticing a bright glow up ahead.

They were almost to the heart. 

Dusk put on a burst of speed, leaping over the last few stairs into the top of the tower. The final floor was completely free of vines and debris. The walls were little more than railing, having been sheared away at an extreme angle long ago in the fight with Nozzera. The ten foot tall heart sat in the center, hovering a few inches off the floor and slowly rotating in place. Each pentagon shaped side was now completed and free of cracks, a bright glow emanating from within the center of the stone. Above them the inky black sky stretched out over the world, coated in a thick blanket of stars. But one, bright red and much larger now, was floating directly above Alamond, long tendrils of flame reaching for the earth. Dusk felt his pulse quicken at the sight of the crystal moon. They were running out of time.

Without a second thought he ran to the heart, holding out his hand to touch it. But before he could, his palm struck an invisible barrier. A bolt of crackling energy shot out, wrapping around his body and filling every inch of him with pain. He was lifted off his feet and thrown backwards, striking the stone floor hard and sliding until he collided with a wall in a heap.

“Dusk!” Lex cried, running over to him and crouching down. “Are you okay?”

“Fuck...” Dusk muttered, his body still twitching from the bolt of energy as smoke billowed up from under his armor.

Tara pulled her weapon and rushed forward, slamming it down towards the crystal with a cry of fury. Her blade connected with the same barrier and instantly shattered. Another bolt shot out and penetrated her body before she was thrown back a few feet, but somehow managed to stay standing.

“Alright,” Cyrilo said. “Let’s stop touching it before one of you is thrown off the tower completely.”

“What... what do we do?” Tara managed to gasp, still clutching the hilt of her broken sword and shivering.

“Maybe magic will work,” Cyrilo replied as he pulled out his chunk of crystal.

Closing his eyes he began to draw runes in the air, a trail of silvery-green light following his fingertips. With the final one drawn he pushed it forward. The magic swirled through the air, wrapping itself around the shield protecting the heart. More and more seemed to flow from the crystal in Cyrilo’s hands, eroding it away before their very eyes.

“I can’t stop it,” he cried. 

Then, without warning, the shield suddenly exploded, millions of tiny shards like glass following a shockwave across the tower. The resounding boom forced Dusk to clap his hands over his ears and clench his eyes shut. When he opened them again he saw Cyrilo lying on the ground, the crystal in his hand completely vanished. Slowly he pushed himself up, blood running into his fur from a cut on his head. They all turned their attention back to the heart. The shield was gone.

“Well that was foolish,” a voice said from above them.

All heads turned in Nedarya’s direction as she hovered twenty feet above the top of the tower, her arms held out like some dark god descending from the heavens. Behind her the crystal moon created a halo of flame, giving her an even more sinister look. Slowly she floated down to them, her boots clicking on the stone as she landed. Dusk noticed all her crystalline armor was gone except for a small bangle and the world below them had gone silent. He reached out for Lyra with his thoughts, but there was no thread to pluck. The connection was gone.

“What did you do to Lyra?” Dusk shouted from his place on the ground.

“Oh, that beast won’t be bothering us any longer.”

Dusk pushed himself to his feet, drawing his bow at the same time. In a flash he whipped an arrow back and let it loose in her direction. Nedarya simply waved her hand, creating another shield with a smirk. He fired another again and again, watching her grow more arrogant with each blocked attempt. As he drew another arrow he called upon the crystal concealed under his armor. Greenish light flashed as the arrow raced forward. Fear rose up in Nedarya’s eyes and before she had a chance to react the arrow pierced the shield and her left shoulder. She screamed out in pain and rage, clutching at the wound that poured blood down her arm.

Dusk drew another arrow back. “I’m not fucking around,” he yelled at her. “Hand over the crowns or we’ll kill you where you stand!”

Lex came to stand by his side while Tara took the opposite. Cyrilo joined them, slipping the metal knuckles over his fingers. Their weapons were all aimed in Nedarya’s direction as she leaned over, grasping at her bleeding shoulder. A strange noise welled up from her throat, growing louder and louder as she turned to face them. A wide smile contorted her face as she laughed.

"You insignificant fools!" she cried. "Do you really think you stand even the slightest chance against me? Even if by some miracle you manage to kill me, the moon is coming either way." She eyed each of them in turn. "Nothing can stop it from crashing into the heart and both releasing all of their combined power at once! The blast will flatten the continent and hopefully take the rest of the world with it! Everyone will join me in death and finally this world will be free of suffering once and for all!"

"Nedarya," Tara said softly, taking a step toward her. "Please don't do this. I know things have been terrible for you, but don't you want a chance at life? A life with me?"

Nedarya spat in her direction. "With you? Don't make me laugh. You were nothing more than a faithful dog for my protection and you couldn't even do that properly."

"You... you can't mean that..."

"Don't I? You were better than that Malkekna slob, true enough, but at least I could have killed him and taken his place. I just needed you to get me back to the palace so I could finally kill my father. But Tiernan got to me first and then to my father. He killed one of the only people in the world I could exact my vengeance upon." Her smile widened. "But at least I got to kill Arius. That was a tender moment I'll never forget."

Dusk glanced up at the crowns on her head. The emerald crown had belonged to the Ditantian royal family. He figured they must be dead for her to be in possession of it. The tip of his arrow was shaking as he held the bowstring at full draw, but he ignored the straining of his muscles. The flaming moon was growing brighter and time was running out.

"Enough of this," Dusk shouted. "Give up now or die. Make your choice."

She laughed in response. "You should know by now Dusk, I always choose death. And you’ll follow me there whether you like it or not."

There was a flash as a Nedarya’s hand slapped down on the surface of the heart followed by a deep reverberation in the air. The wound in her shoulder closed instantly and she raised her free hand towards them. Dusk let his arrow fly, filling it with magic once more. It struck Nedayra’s outstretched hand and stopped, frozen there as the magicks fought against another. With a slight tremor her body absorbed the arrow and it’s magic. Dusk felt a burning on his chest as the crystal beneath his armor heated up. He ripped the breastplate away, smoke rising from where the stone had burned him and his clothing. It clattered to the ground and before he could grab it, the sliver shot to Nedarya’s hand. She gripped it tightly, black smoke billowing around her hand as it burned her.

“You won’t be needing this anymore,” she hissed.

Slamming the crystal against her chest, it melted into her body, absorbed into her very being. As the smoke cleared there was nothing left but a burned hole in her now bloodstained white dress. The crystal was completely gone. Dusk stared at her, fury flowing through his veins. He pulled his last arrow and nocked it on the string, turning to each of his companions one at a time.

“Well,” he said through gritted teeth. “This is it. Thank you for being with me to the end.”

They each nodded in turn. Cyrilo and Tara had their fists held high and rushed toward Nedarya with raucous battle cries. Lex held his sword at the ready, giving Dusk one last quick glance.

“I love you,” he said before rushing off in her direction.

“I love you too,” Dusk replied, pulling the arrow back.

But before anyone could reach her, Nedarya suddenly began to tremble. Her body jerked and twisted, causing her to cry out in pain. She looked down as a green glow began to emanate from her chest where the crystal had been absorbed. A mossy pattern started to form over her skin, crawling towards her neck and arms.

“What is this?” she cried, clawing at herself.

Suddenly small plants and vines began to grow out of her chest, curling around the burned pieces of dress fabric. Dusk recognized them from the jungle near Haldura’s final resting place. He remembered the deep rumbles in his mind and her spoken words at the cave to keep Lyra safe. She was exacting her revenge for what Nedarya had done.

Nedarya ripped at the vines, crying out in pain as they came free only to be replaced by more. The others stopped their headlong rush and took a step backward, not understanding what was going on. Dusk watched her grow more and more frantic, but nothing seemed to work. She looked back to the heart that her hand still clutched with wild eyes. It pulsed with energy as she began to trace symbols in the air one after another, drawing on the power of the crystal to save her from Haldura’s wrath. 

For a moment he thought to fire his last arrow, but as he watched, he let the tension out of the string. A strange flicker caught his attention as he watched Nedarya’s hand burst into crackling blue flames where it touched the crystal heart. Without her notice, they began to lick down her arm, leaving solid white crystal behind. It wasn’t until it reached her shoulder that she noticed. The flames crept over her skin as she tried to pull her arm away, but to no avail. Her casting grew more frantic as she tried to stop it and the moss, but the more magic she cast, the faster the flames spread. She began to scream as they spread down her body, turning it all to stone. At last they crept up her neck, freezing her face mid-cry, her eyes staring blankly up into the sky toward the moon.

As the last of her turned to crystal, the stone still ringing with the final echoes of her scream. There was a moment of silence as they stared at the perfectly shaped statue that had once been Nedarya, its glow slowly fading away. Dusk’s ears picked up the slightest crackling that grew louder and louder. Fissures quickly appeared in the crystalline form of Nedarya, green light spilling from between the cracks until it suddenly exploded, crystal shards and dust flying in all directions. Between Haldura’s wrath and Nedarya’s lust for power, she had destroyed herself entirely.
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Dusk and his companions stared, completely taken aback by what had happened. A thunk against his boot turned his attention downward as the combined crown bounced off his foot, thrown in his direction by the blast. He reached down and picked it up. His eyes turned upward at the crystal moon that was still surrounded by flame and growing larger by the moment. It wouldn’t be long before it came crashing down upon them without Nedarya’s help. It was on a collision course and they were out of time. Even with Nedarya gone, they’d failed to stop the moon. 

Dusk looked at his friends, their faces showing the same realization. Absentmindedly he glanced at the crown that was covered in the crystalline dust, wiping the surface of a ruby with his thumb.

He wasn’t going to give up yet.

Throwing his bow aside, Dusk sprinted toward the heart, jamming the bent crown on his head. Before anyone could utter a word he slammed both of his hands flat against the heart. There was a bright flash and he screwed his eyes shut, concentrating with all of his might. He reached into the weave of magic, drawing every single rune that would force the moon to stop. Not caring what the price would be for such a piece of magic, he continued to pile them on, collecting as much power as he could. Deep in his mind he heard a rumble like thunder as a familiar voice began to speak.

“No Dusk, not that way,” it said. “Even if you stop it for a moment, it will still fall.”

“Tephyss?” Dusk thought, losing his concentration on the runes for a split second. “Is that you?”

“Yes. Nedarya foolishly restored my power andme to repair the heart. She didn’t expect me or Haldura to fight back. But that doesn’t matter now. Even with Nedarya gone, the moon will still fall.”

“What do we do?” Dusk asked frantically. “There has to be a way!”

“I... have an idea,” Tephyss replied. “But it will destroy me and the heart and I’ll need your abilities as a Weaver to do it.”

“Will I survive?”

Tephyss was silent.

“So be it.” Dusk turned his attention away from the crystal to his friends who were already next to him, calling out to him. “You all need to run,” he commanded. “Tephyss and I will stop the moon, but you can’t be here when it happens.”

“What do you mean?” Tara asked, her voice cracking.

“There don’t need to be any more casualties,” Dusk replied. “Get everyone out of here. Especially yourselves.”

“What about you?” Cyrilo asked, his ears flat against his head.

“I have to stay.”

There was a choked sob from Lex as Dusk turned to face him.

“No,” he gasped. “No... you can’t. I... I won’t let you!”

“Lex,” Dusk replied softly. “I love you. Now please go.”

“I won’t!” Lex yelled, reaching out for him.

Dusk gave Tara a pleading look. Tears formed in her eyes as she nodded in understanding and reached out for Lex. She wrapped her arms around his waist and lifted him off the ground, pulling him away from Dusk. He punched and kicked at her, crying out for Dusk. She gave him one last nod, threw Lex over her shoulder, and headed for the stairs at a run. Cyrilo was the only one left standing there.

“Are... are you sure you don’t want company?” he asked as Lex’s yells died away in the distance.

“No. This was my destiny all along. It was always going to come down to me. I see that now.” Dusk paused, looking up at Cyrilo. “Take care of him for me, will you? Don’t let him get into too much trouble.”

“You have my word.”

“Thank you.”

Cyrilo began to walk away, but stopped and turned back. “Dusk? Will... will you tell Eiran I love him?”

Dusk nodded. “Of course I will.”

Cyrilo smiled ever so slightly and turned away, sprinting toward the stairs and disappearing from view.

Dusk turned his attention back to the heart and closed his eyes, letting his consciousness meld with the stone. A familiar expanse of stars and colors rose up in his mind’s eye, the same he’d seen the first time he touched the heart. Thousands of colored tendrils reached across the darkness, connecting the stars together. Once again he got the feeling that the universe was watching him. In front of him the massive looming figure of Tephyss took shape, his sparkling white scales a harsh contrast to the inky darkness.

“Let’s begin.”

Dusk could feel Tephyss reaching into his mind, helping him guide the magic.

“What are we doing to the moon?” Dusk asked, not sure what kind of spell to create.

“We’re going to destroy the moon once and for all and the heart along with it, but in a less cataclysmic way. With all three crowns, my power, and your abilities as a Weaver, we should be able to do it.”

Dusk began to pull symbols into his mind, a massive arcane circle taking shape in front of him. 

“What will happen to you?” Dusk asked. “Aren't you part of the heart now?”

“I’ll be destroyed along with it,” Tephyss replied. “But it will set me free at last. Long ago I trapped my soul within the Crystal Eye as I lusted for power. I didn’t know the consequences of my actions until it was too late.”

Runes began to meld together, forming glyphs that attached themselves to the golden circle forming in front of them.

“For centuries I sat inside the crystal, trapped in that cave and utterly alone after my body was too broken to keep on living. Eventually time lost all meaning and I conceded to being alone for eternity. But then I felt myself torn free of my old body and taken up. The first time you used the crystal I realized what you were. I did my best to keep it hidden from you, trying to guide you to those that could help. But there were complications along the way and things didn’t go as planned.”

Dusk listened as he continued to build up the circle, the patterns growing dense and convoluted. He called upon every feeling of breaking, destroying, grinding, and changing to create it, taking guidance from Tephyss as he worked.

“In the end though, destiny brought us right to where we needed to be and thanks to you, I’ll finally be free of my self-wrought prison.”

Both of them were quiet for a long moment.

“I... I wish I could have had a life, you know?” Dusk said, pausing his work that was nearly complete. “Something simple and a little more time with Lex. That would have been nice.”

“I’m sorry, Dusk. If I could make it another way, I would.”

“It’s not your fault.”

The last few runes clicked into place and the circle grew brilliant, the magic completed.

“Are you ready, Dusk?”

“Yeah.”

Dusk forced his eyes open. The heart in front of him was glowing bright gold and his hands seemed permanently attached. He craned his head back to look up at the crystal moon that had grown massive during his time with Tephyss. The red glow cast a pall of destruction on the world and the tendrils reached down toward the earth, trying to set it ablaze. But he knew that destruction wouldn’t come to pass. For the first time since setting out on his journey he felt utterly confident that he would succeed. 

“Take care of yourself, Lex,” he said out loud to no one.

With that Dusk released the spell down through his arms and into the heart.

For a moment it was still. Then it began to vibrate, growing more and more intense. It caused his arms to go numb, but he kept his gaze fixed on the moon. A golden thread of light shot out of the heart and into the sky. As it connected with the moon the vibration suddenly stopped. The flames wreathing the moon died away, replaced by a soft golden light. All the world seemed to slow as Dusk stared upward, waiting for the magic to take effect.

An odd feeling pulled his attention to his hands. He noticed his fingers were beginning to turn to crystal like Nedarya’s had. It didn’t come as a surprise since he knew he wasn’t going to survive this last bit of magic. But then the lichen-like texture on his arm from Haldura’s crystal began to glow. The glow began to spread, the strange pattern spreading with it across his skin. It felt like cold water enveloping his body as it continued under his clothing and armor. 

Before he had a chance to ask Tephyss what was happening, there was a growing rumble that pulled his attention back to the crystal in the sky. Massive fissures appeared across the moon and the heart simultaneously. Bright white light poured from between the cracks and Dusk knew what was coming. He closed his eyes and braced himself for the explosion.
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Death was a comfortable place. It was dark, silent, and oddly warm, not cold like he expected. There was nothing to distract, no feelings of pain or hunger. In the inky darkness there were only thoughts and Dusk was happy to have no worries for the first time he could remember. He didn’t know how long he floated there, but he was content to stay forever. Time had lost all meaning in the abyss. He thought of his friends and knew they’d made it to safety. His actions had saved them, giving them more time to live out their lives, and that alone was reason enough to be content. All the months he’d traveled were only to make himself happy and shed his burdens. But somehow along the way the others had become more important to him than merely escaping the past. In the end he was given the choice to save them and he took it. He wondered what his life could have been like, but the peace and assurance he felt in the dark was worth the exchange. 

Dusk felt his consciousness shift as a light blinked into existence above him. It was hovering only a foot above his face, dimly pulsing with a greenish hue. He hadn’t known his eyes were open, or that he even had eyes anymore, but he could see it plain as day. It reminded him of the glow of sunlight through the leaves in a deep forest. The orb had a presence all it’s own and for some reason he wasn’t surprised to hear it speak.

“Dusk,” it said in a warm feminine voice. “Can you hear me?”

“Y-yes,” he managed to say, not realizing he still had the power to speak.

“You’re not too far gone then.”

“Who... who are you?”

“My name is Haldura, one of the dragon lords, and you took my horn.”

“I’m sorry,” he replied quickly, feeling ashamed. “Lyra said you would understand...”

“And I do,” she said softly. “I was with you the whole time, ever since you left my cave. I felt everything as you did.” She paused for a moment. “It wasn’t you that had been eating away at the crystal with magic, it was me. I embedded part of my essence into your body as a last resort and it’s a good thing I did.”

“What do you mean?”

“Because of your intentions and your actions, I’ve come to give you one last choice outside of the destiny and fate that Lyra is so fond of. A gift, so to speak.”

“Is... Lyra okay?”

“I don’t know.” She went quiet for a moment. “This place is in between life and death and cut off from both. I won’t know if she’s passed on until I move from this place. But what has happened has happened, nothing can change the past. I don’t have much time.” The orb flared brightly for a moment and dimmed back down. “You stand at a fork in the road and so you must pick a path. Will you come with me to the realm of everlasting peace to stay with the greatest heroes and dragons of the ages? Or, if you so choose, I can send you back to Udalara to live out your life. I make no guarantees as to what you’ll return to. The destruction of the crystal moon and the heart is something no one but the gods understand. The fate of the world has been irrevocably changed and none can say what might happen.”

“Did I... do the right thing?”

“You made a choice. Whether it is right or wrong is unimportant. It is done. Now you must make the next choice. Will you die with the greatest honor or will you live to see the consequences of your actions?”

Dusk was quiet for a long time. The feeling he was experiencing was so wonderful and tranquil that he was loath to give it up. But then he thought of Tara and Cyrilo. He missed them already. Ciaran and Diana were good friends too and he wanted to get to know them better, especially after they risked their lives multiple times to save him. Then he thought of Lex. The soft touch of his skin, the way he always took his hand, and how his blue eyes shined in the starlight at night. He wanted that back, to spend a life with him if he could. Somehow he’d found a life worth living for and now he’d been given the choice to escape from it like he’d always wanted.

“Send me back. I want to try to live.”

“Are you sure? Once this choice is made it cannot be undone. When you eventually die I cannot guarantee where you’ll end up and your future deeds could change the outcome substantially.”

“I’m sure,” he replied confidently. “I don’t need to run anymore. This is my choice.”

“And so it shall be,” Haldura whispered.

The green light pulsed faster and faster, growing brighter as it went. Eventually he had to clench his eyes shut to block it out. A strange buzzing grew in his ears like hundreds of bees, filling the space around him with soft vibration. Vines erupted from the ether and grew around his body, their leaves blocking out the light and wrapping him in a tight cocoon. The last vines grew over his mouth and eyes, sealing him inside as he began to panic.

Dusk felt himself gasp as he shot straight up in bed. Pain wracked his body and he doubled over, clutching at his torso that was heavily bandaged. As the discomfort faded away he opened his eyes, looking around the room. It was dripping in rugs and tapestries, a large desk and stuffed chairs sitting near the fireplace. The bed beneath him was feather-soft and covered in a multitude of pristine white sheets and blankets. But at the foot of the bed, asleep in a chair with head leaned forward onto the bed was Lex. 

His hair was disheveled and his arms still had a few bruises, but altogether he looked mostly unharmed. Dusk felt himself smile through the sting of his wounds. He crawled forward, laying down next to Lex’s head and stroking his hair slowly, not wanting to disturb his rest. Eventually he fell asleep again, his body crying out for rest so it could continue healing.

Voices roused him from his sleep.

“Lex! You’re not supposed to move him!”

“I didn’t fucking do it! Why would I risk that?”

“Okay, both of you, enough. You two bicker more than any two people I’ve ever met in my life.”

“We’re not—”

“I’m awake you know,” Dusk said, cutting them off. “Can’t even die in peace around here.”

“Dusk!” Lex cried out.

There was a thump that shook the bed as he landed hard on the mattress wrapping his arms around him.

“Ow... ow ow ow ow.”

“Sorry!” Lex said, pulling back immediately.

Dusk finally opened his eyes and looked up at Lex, tears streaming down his face and onto the blond stubble of his chin. Behind him stood Tara and Cyrilo, both of them smiling.

“As soon as you’re better remind me to break your damn leg,” Lex suddenly hissed, wiping his tears away. “If you ever pull a stunt like that again, I’ll kill you myself. Do you understand me?”

“Uh huh,” Dusk replied with a smile. 

Lex pulled him in for another hug and he grimaced through the pain. He nodded to the other two over Lex’s shoulder, hoping they would save him, but neither of them moved.

“So what happened out there?” he asked, still holding onto Lex.

“You were right there and you chose the magic,” Tara said. “You didn’t see it?” 

“I closed my eyes. I knew what was about to happen, but I figured I was gonna be too dead to see much.”

“The moon and the heart connected with a thread of golden light,” Cyrilo explained. “The moon froze in place, everything got really bright, and then there was a massive explosion. By the time we could see what had happened, there was nothing left but dust raining down across the continent. It even fell as far north as Ronja, but we suspect the winds have carried it across the world at this point.”

“The towers were destroyed by the shockwave,” Tara continued, taking over. “The underground ruins mostly survived along with a few of the soldiers. We took cover in the woods and managed to escape the falling debris, but very few survived beyond us and the guild members. Diana and I were going to lead the group back to the main road and get to the nearest town, but Lex made us go back.”

“I couldn’t leave you there,” Lex said, finally detaching himself from Dusk. “I had this feeling I couldn’t shake, that I needed to go back for you.”

“It took us a while, but we finally did,” Cyrilo added. “Somehow you weren’t vaporized by the explosion and you were thrown far to the opposite side of the city. We found you lying on a bed of moss like you’d been placed there almost, but you were pretty beat up.”

“Haldura...” Dusk whispered.

“What?”

“Do you remember the green markings on my arm? From the crystal horn we had?”

“Yeah.”

“Haldura made them, not me,” Dusk said, looking up at their bewildered faces. “I saw her in the between-space before death. She told me she was the one that absorbed it into my skin so that she could give me a choice. She said I could go with her to be with the other dragon lords, or I could come back to be with all of you.”

They were all silent for a long moment. 

“Fuck it. Sure. That sounds plausible,” Tara said, throwing up her arms and breaking the tension. “After everything I’ve seen in the past few months with you chucklefucks, that makes perfect sense. In fact, it’s not even the weirdest thing that’s happened.”

“I asked her if Lyra was okay.” He looked up at his friends. “Did she make it?”

Cyrilo nodded. “She’s badly injured, but we think she’s going to pull through. It was actually thanks to her we were able to get back to Ronja so fast. After the moon and heart exploded, the dust began to rain down on us once we found you and Lyra buried in the rubble. It seemed to invigorate her and she was able to open a portal using the giant piece of glass in the center of the city. She brought us to the base of the mountain and immediately collapsed. Lex led the survivors to the chateau and that’s where we’ve been ever since.” 

“How many died?”

“By some miracle, we only lost three of Diana’s men.” Cyrilo lifted his right hand and snapped his fingers, a ball of flame igniting and hovering over his palm. “However, there have been some interesting changes in the world already. We’re not really sure of the far-reaching consequences of what happened, but magic is definitely back, at least in some small way.”

Dusk reached out with his mind, searching for the well of magic and to his surprise, found it. It was shallow and weak, almost unnoticeable compared to his connection when he had a crystal, but there nonetheless. He pulled the simplest of runes from the well and cast it through his fingers, weaving them through the air. A small breeze kicked up in the closed off room, ruffling the curtains and tapestries along the walls. It swirled around them and shot up the chimney, causing the fire to roar for a brief moment. Immediately he felt a small drain of energy, but it barely phased him.

“That’s interesting,” he muttered to himself, looking at his hand.

“The Rhyka and the Trothenar will notice the change immediately since they already have innate magic of their own,” Cyrilo said, snuffing out the flame by closing his hand. “But humans have no way to access it unless they’re like you.”

“There aren’t any more like me,” Dusk replied. “Lyra said I’m likely the only one of my kind. And with the majority of magical books now buried or destroyed in Alamond, chances are we won’t have to worry about them getting into it anytime soon. In fact, I don’t know if they ever will. The majority of magical knowledge is mostly lost. Tiernan made sure of that.” He looked over at Tara. “Speaking of that, did you find the crowns?”

“No... there was no hint of them on your person. We figured they were either destroyed or buried in the rubble. Either way, with the heart gone, they no longer have any power.” She crossed her arms as she took a seat on the edge of the bed. “We don’t really know the extent of the damage Nedarya did and we’ve had no news of the war or Eblesal. But I expect it won’t be long before we hear something.”

“All of that can wait though,” Lex said with a smile. “Right now you just need to get better. The world can figure itself out, you’ve done enough already.”

“Is your mom still going to throw us a party?”

“Yes, she will,” Lex laughed. He ran his fingers through his hair nervously. “Although I’m not sure if she’ll ever forgive me for bringing the thieves guild into the house, forcing her to pay them an obscene amount of gold, and also bringing Ciaran here.”

“What’s wrong with Ciaran?”

“Oh, he’s absolutely trying to seduce her.”

Dusk looked at Cyrilo.

“Don’t look at me!” Cyrilo said, holding his hands up. “If he wants to make a fool of himself, more power to him. He has my permission to do whatever he wants, even if it’s stupid.”

“My mother is probably going to kill him if he doesn’t take a hint.”

“Honestly,” Cyrilo shrugged, “he’s probably into that.”

Dusk felt a smirk pulling at his features. He knew he’d made the right choice.

***
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Two weeks later, once Dusk was almost fully recovered, Lady d’Ronja was true to her word and threw a celebration to put all others to shame. It was a full week of feasting and drinking for everyone in the chateau and the people of Ronja. In the interim, news had come through that King Arius was indeed dead and that his council of advisors had taken rule over Ditania. Almost immediately the war was ended and the soldiers recalled while treaties of peace were sent to the new republic of Inahan. Both countries were in tatters after the war and their dealings with the Circle of the Dawn. In less than two months they formed a partnership and began to make plans to rebuild together.

Diana and her remaining thieves eventually purchased carts and horses for their long journey back home to Emerald Deep. With tearful goodbyes, they set off down the road, hoping to make it back before winter set in. It took all of two days for Tara to realize she’d made a mistake by remaining in Ronja. She’d spent her time moping about until Lex finally confronted her, telling her exactly why she was so miserable. Diana was gone. She resisted at first, but when there seemed to be no other answer, she packed her things. With hasty apologies and promises to visit as soon as she could, she left the chateau on horseback, galloping south to catch up with Diana and her men. 

Cyrilo and Ciaran stayed on for much longer, enjoying the peace of noble life. Diana had left carrying further instructions to the crew of The Zephyr and Cyrilo knew they would be fine to continue on trading while their captains were gone. In the meantime, they were content to live semi-normal lives on solid land for a while longer. Keeping Ciaran out of trouble turned out to be a full time job for Cyrilo. But Dusk knew he must have enjoyed the work for some reason since he always put up with it. They kept the chateau full of chatter after most everyone had slipped back into normal routines.

Lyra took a bit longer to recover than expected. Many of her wounds were deep and some of them magical. Wherever Nedarya had inflicted pain upon her, the scales refused to grow back. Instead, bright white patches of scar tissue covered her hide, leaving her more vulnerable than ever before. While she was recovering, Dusk recounted the story of destroying the crystal and his conversations with Tephyss and Haldura. He’d never seen a dragon break down into sobs before, but she was overjoyed to hear Tephyss was finally free and with his own people. Haludra’s help in keeping him alive didn’t seem to surprise her however. In her mind it was a balance that Haldura had struck. After Dusk had given up so much to fulfill his destiny, it was a small gift to allow him a chance at life.

Once Lyra had fully recovered, she made her plans known to leave and head back to Anthurium Mountain before moving north to find her people. She made an offer to Cyrilo and Ciaran to take them back to Emerald Deep before she flew north for good. They accepted and after a few days of preparation, they said their goodbyes. Before they left, Dusk handed Ciaran a bundle of three books, all belted together. He’d managed to track down the full story of the Rhyka named Jax and made good on his promise to deliver them.

Lex and Dusk stood in the clearing near the mountain north of Ronja, watching their friends fade into the distance of a clear blue sky. Standing side-by-side, arms around one another, the reality of the situation finally set in. The journey was over and their friends had moved on. It was time for them to do the same. At long last Dusk could finally start to live a life he’d always wanted. There was plenty to be done in Ronja alone and much more beyond. With the name of Ronja and the family connections to the capitol, both of them were ready to change the world once again.

As they turned away from the western sky, Dusk heard a familiar whinny carry across the tall grass. Spinning around he cried out as he saw Fayard’s white fur shining in the sun as he ran. Behind him a chestnut mare galloped, tossing her head side to side, as she sped right for Dusk. Maribel’s eyes were full of life and her mane was sleek and shiny. She’d grown more muscular and healthy looking in the past few months, like she’d been living the best life any horse could ask for. Dusk ran to her and wrapped his arms around her neck as she skidded to a stop. The familiar earthy scent of her fur filled his senses and he was overjoyed to finally see her again. As he hugged her another small noise caught his attention, pulling him back. Looking around her flank he saw a small brown and white dappled colt. He was shy and half-hid behind her. She stepped to the side and nudged the foal forward to Dusk. By some stroke of luck he’d picked a few fresh apples on their way through the garden and stored them in his bag. Holding one out, the foal stepped forward, his black stubby horn catching the sunlight. He took a few cautious sniffs before biting into the apple.

As he started to eat Maribel nudged his free hand expectantly. Dusk pulled out another and held it up to her. He glanced back at Lex who was standing with Fayard, shaking his head. Everything was good in the world.
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The story of Dusk and his companions was one he felt compelled to write down after a time. The library at the chateau was extensive, but there were only so many books a person could read before he felt the need to write his own. While Lex worked with his father and the council of Eblesal to end slavery in Ditania, Dusk sat in the library with a quill and ink, scribbling away in journals and taking notes. He’d already written to his friends across the world several times, asking them for their input on parts of their adventures. All of them responded in kind with much more than he remembered himself. 

After three years of writing, letters, and traveling between Ronja and Eblesal, Dusk finally closed the book on his adventures with the crystal eye. Instead of showing it to anyone, he carefully tucked the unassuming brown tome into one of the many shelves of the library and forgot about it. He’d written everything he could think of and there was no more left to say.

With the book finished, Dusk found himself wandering the city, looking for something to occupy his time. In the years since the moon had been destroyed, the world had yet to change much. He’d heard from Cyrilo about the Rhyka on the southern continent and their increased power. It seemed their businesses had begun to flourish thanks to their enhanced abilities and trade was booming. The use of magic in crime had risen, which also gave rise to practiced guards specializing in combat casting. But all in all, little else was different. It was still the same from day to day and Dusk found himself growing bored. He’d started practicing his own magic more, noting down a few of the runes he saw in his mind and what they did in a small journal. The most helpful of which he kept track of so that he could pass them onto others someday. There was little else to pass the time while Lex was caught up in political affairs and Dusk found himself growing bored.

In the spring of the fourth year after the fall of the moon, Dusk stood on the enormous stone porch of the chateau, leaning against the railing and watching the fog slowly creep over the first buds of spring pushing through the soil. It was one of the few quiet moments he and Lex got each morning before duty pulled either of them away. Lex had grown a little more muscular and filled out in the past years. He wore a dark blond beard at all times now that Dusk adored. It made him look mature and wiser than he really was, which helped with his speeches at court. Dusk was still scrappy and a little disheveled, but kept himself in shape with his bow and swordsmanship. Both of them had lived well the past few years in a mansion full of well-paid servants that they knew by name.

The chateau was always warm and inviting, but something about it just wasn’t enough anymore. The adventure they’d shared had taken its toll on Dusk. It was like a mark on his soul that could never be washed away. All his life he’d dared to dream of something simple and easy, but now that he had it, he found himself wanting more. The world outside the walls was calling to him.

“Lex,” he said, pushing himself up from the railing. “Let’s get out of here.”

“How far are we going? I have a meeting with the consulate in a couple of hours.”

“I don’t know. But we need to go somewhere. Anywhere.” Dusk looked up at him, suddenly serious. “Is this life enough for you?”

“That’s a heavy question for so early in the morning,” Lex chuckled, taking a sip of his tea. “I suppose it’s alright. It’s what I’m used to if I’m being honest. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t think this is enough for me anymore,” Dusk sighed. “Maybe I’m being selfish, but there’s got to be more than this, you know? I know you’re working hard to make the world a better place and I love you for that, but everyday here is the same. We get up, we talk to the same people about the same things, and at the end of the day, nothing really changes. It takes months or years for the tiniest thing to shift.”

“What would you rather do instead?”

“I don’t know...” Dusk looked out over the garden and into the fog. “Let’s go be pirates and sail across the ocean while wrangling Tulamars. Or maybe we can go see the floating islands in the cradle of the Dorsum Mountains and find some deep ancient secret. We could always go down to Emerald Deep and try to take over the thieves guild, maybe Diana’s gotten a bit slower.”

Lex laughed. “You and I both know we don’t stand a chance against her.”

“You’re probably right,” Dusk replied with a smile. “You know, Lyra mentioned something terrifying living under the Louring Bog, we could take a chance on that I suppose.”

“Considering a dragon was worried about that, I think I like the pirate suggestion better.”

Dusk sighed. “I’m going crazy here, Lex. We spent every day for nearly a year being in danger, sleeping outside, fighting for our lives, and trying to save the world.” He paused, looking out at the fog that was slowly turning pink as the sun began to rise. “I can’t just forget all that. It’s changed me and as much as I appreciate this place, I have too much life left in me to spend it here.” Dusk looked back over to him. “Do you know what I mean?”

“I do,” Lex nodded. “I think I’ve been feeling it myself actually. I’ve found myself lost in thought, out on adventures of my own inside my mind while the council is debating. I’ve not been very present lately.”

Dusk fingered the gold ring on his left hand with a small ruby set into the band. “Will you run away with me?”

Lex smirked, sitting down the cup he was holding. “I thought you’d never ask.”

“Still have that chest of money?”

“Yep.”

“I’ll write your mom a note. She won’t be mad at me, she likes me too much.”

“Meet me at the back gate in twenty minutes?”

“I knew there was a reason I married you.”

With that they set off in opposite directions. Dusk left a vague note about being called away on urgent business, letting Lex’s mother and father know that they were fine and would write as soon as they could. He asked Lord d’Ronja to apologize for their absence and continue their work until they returned. The note was left on the recently-made bed, and he grabbed his bow, shouldered his satchel, and headed to the garden. 

Beyond the budding fruit trees and still-sleeping garden beds, Dusk found Lex at the back gate of the estate. The silver and gold-pommeled rapier hung at his side and he held the reins of two horses. His sleek black stallion had a set of saddle bags thrown over his back that looked to be holding mostly feed. They’d purchase whatever else they needed on the road. The other horse, a dappled white and brown, belonged to Dusk. His hooves were dark and cloven like a goat’s, and an onyx horn spiraled out of his head, coming to a wicked point. 

Dusk walked up and patted him on the side of the head, speaking aloud. “How are you this morning, Balderic?”

“I would rather still be asleep, but blondie here woke me up,” he answered with a horsey sigh.

“How would you feel if I said we’re getting out of here? No plans, just open road for a while.”

“I’d say that’s a good way to end up dead.”

“You know, I’m not sure it was such a good idea to let you hang out with Tara so much when you were younger. And I feel like that’s on me.”

“Whatever. Are we going or what?”

“Don’t make me get your mother,” Dusk warned, holding out a finger. “She’s not very fond of your attitude lately.”

“Fine. I’m very excited,” he replied flatly. “Can we go?”

Dusk turned to Lex, shaking his head. He hoped a little time on the road would help Balderic mature up a bit. He knew unicorns were longer lived, but he hadn’t expected their teenage stage to last so long. 

“Which direction are we headed?”

“I don’t know,” Lex shrugged. “This is your idea.”

Dusk mulled it over for a minute before reaching down and grabbing a handful of grass. “Let’s let destiny decide.” He tossed it into the air as the breeze kicked up and it floated slowly to the southwest. “Hmm. Seems like we should go to Emerald Deep first. Maybe see a few old friends.”

Both he and Lex put a foot in their stirrups and swung themselves up into the saddles. 

“I guess destiny has spoken,” Lex said, giving his horse a tap.

“Literally the wind, nothing more,” Balderic scoffed, beginning to shuffle forward. “If I die because of you two, I’m gonna be real pissed about it.”

“You know,” Dusk said, looking up at Lex. “It’s almost like Tara is right here with us again.”

“Maybe we can rope her into being pirates with us for a couple months while that one,” he pointed to Balderic, “lives with the guild for a bit.”

“A thieving, assassin half-icorn, that’ll be something for the history books.”

“By the gods...” Balderic sighed. “Is it too late to turn around?”

The pair smiled at one another and continued on.

As the fog burned away and the blazing sun came over the tops of the trees, the last traces of Dusk and Lex disappeared into the Ronja forest, heading towards wherever destiny might carry them.

––––––––
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