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  Prologue



“Skye, I want to fly!” The giggly voice of a child filled the cavern room, resonating against the dark walls.

“No, Ahri. I have practice.”

“Practice flying.”

Her words were coated with unbending determination, and Skye almost ditched practice to follow her whims. It wouldn’t bode well for him, though. Her father was waiting for him on the training grounds. It would tick the man in the wrong way to know Skye was still spending every free second of his day with his baby daughter.

He couldn’t help it. Even if she weren’t the cutest little child in the land, his instincts wouldn’t allow him to stay away. She was too willful to be left alone, unprotected. He chuckled, remembering how her mother had tasked him with watching over her when she was born, and he was only ten. At fourteen, he was a man now, and understood more than ever how much he needed to stick around her. Just not right at this moment.

“We can fly later. Go play.”

“Fire-breathing lizard!”

“Ahri, stop swearing. Your mother will get mad.” He suppressed a chuckle.

If it were up to him, the girl would never be reprimanded at all. But her father said if he wanted to spend time with her, he couldn’t bend to her every wish. Hans was a man of discipline, even if his daughter had him wrapped around her finger.

“No, she won’t.”

“Well, your father will.”

“You are no fun.”

Skye laughed, and as always, she giggled in return. Her eyes shone every time he allowed himself to be spontaneous, and he couldn’t cope with all the adoration he saw there. He was always trying to fall into the serious role expected of him as a warrior, but that munchkin of a human could bring him to his knees with a single word.

In the field, his mentor was already waiting for him with a stern expression. Skye had known him for too long to believe he was truly mad, but he lowered his head and got ready for a tough session of training.

They were halfway through the practice when Skye felt his heartbeat spike. It was so sudden, so misplaced, that it took him almost a minute to realize it was fear. Something was wrong. He turned around and shifted into his dragon form, leaving his mentor behind without a word. The man shouted after him, but there was no time to explain.

Skye’s black dragon form hadn’t reached its full size yet, but he pushed his wings harder to reach the cave where they all lived together. Ahri was in danger, he knew. Even though he couldn’t quite explain why, he felt it. He searched inside the cave for her favorite spots, but she wasn’t there. His instincts were on overdrive, and a loud, desperate roar fled his throat.

“Skye,” screamed the terrified voice of the child he’d sworn to protect. It was low and distant, but now he knew where to go. How could she be outside the cave? The only way out was by flight.

As he went outside, she called for him again. Damn that little piece of a person. She was hanging from the rocks that formed the entrance of the cave, miles above the ground. Her tiny hands were white from the effort, and her feet kept trying to stay put in the small dent they’d found on the rock.

But he couldn’t reach her. His wings wouldn’t let him get close enough to the rocks, and he wasn’t accurate enough with his claws to avoid breaking stone on top of her with a side dive. He landed at the entrance of the cave, changing into his human form to climb down and fetch her. Every second was excruciating, but what truly stunned him was the happiness he could feel from her.

As soon as she saw him, all the fear vanished from the girl. Skye had no idea how he could sense it so clearly, but it only made him clench his fists and will his body to change faster, to climb down and get her.

He lay down on the edge of the cave, reaching down to take her hands and pull her up. But she was too far away. Her teary eyes were already drying, and she smiled at him with a confidence he didn’t have in himself. Gods, just an inch further…

But her hands were tired, and her lack of fear caused her to make a mistake. She tried to reach for him in return, and her feet slipped from the dent holding them.

Skye didn’t think. He jumped down and enveloped the girl in his arms, shifting mid-air to avoid falling into the woods below. Too close to the rocks, his body grew against the sharp surface, tearing his flesh along the way. Breathing was hard, and he just kept beating his wings to halt the fall. He concentrated on the child’s tousled, silvery-white hair. She was now safely locked between his claws.

He reached the safety of the cave and let go of the girl, who was giggling like her life hadn’t been on the line. The black dragon turned human once more, and the girl came to shower his face with kisses like she did when he took her on a flight. But he couldn’t stand up and grunted in pain instead of laughing.

“Kye?” she asked, worrying her lip between her teeth when he didn’t respond as usual. She always called him Kye when she was emotional.

The girl stepped away, and he saw the large gash on his side at the same time she did. It bled against his dark skin, tinting it red. The dragon’s mind was getting a bit fuzzy. He expected Ahri to scream or run away.

“Kye, stay. Peshure the wound. I get mommy.”

Damn, the girl was her mother’s daughter. She had stood by Eleanor’s side, tending to injured warriors since birth. Even if she couldn’t quite pronounce the word pressure, she knew just how to handle a bleeding man. He was so, so proud. And so dizzy.

Hours must have passed, because when Skye woke up again, it was dark outside, and Eleanor was by his side. He blinked a few times, trying to come to terms with his situation. There was a lingering pain in his side, but judging by the size of the patch on his ribs, he was probably under pain medication provided by Eleanor. The healer noticed he was awake and smiled at him tenderly.

“Thanks, Skye.”

“Why was she alone?”

He was angry. How could he not be? His favorite person in the world had almost died today.

“You know she wasn’t. I was taking care of the patients and she slipped away, as she has done whilst you were caring for her countless times. You can’t blame me more than I blame myself.”

Eleanor was so straight to the point, it was unnerving. She was also right, which only made him feel worse.

“I felt her fear, Ellie.” At that moment, Skye felt more like a teenager than the adult he was striving to become. He couldn’t understand this, and he hated it. His entire life should be training right now, but ever since she was born, he felt like the string that attached him to the world had changed.

“You two are connected, Skye. I don’t know why. I’ve never seen it before. But she feels more at home with you than she ever did with me.”
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The second sun had just faded in the north, and Ahri knew she had to act quickly if she wanted to sneak in before the Healing Ceremony began. Her fingers were hurting from climbing the stone walls barehanded, but she didn’t dare back down now.

The darkness worked as a double-edged sword. It allowed her to climb the most guarded structure of Lightbridge unnoticed, but it increased her risk of falling. The sound of the bell ringing on the other side of the cathedral let her know she was running out of time. Soon, the crowd in the atrium would flood the nave and the Ceremony would begin. She had to reach the top before it did, or she’d miss her chance.

She had taken all the precautions this time, and it was paying off. The commotion was building inside, meaning the bishop would soon leave the sacristy to address the crowd. Just a few more stones, and she’d reach the small broken window on the far left and sneak in.

If she heard it correctly in the street market, today they’d heal the Viscount of Rainhorn from life-threatening wounds caused by a massive fall. Apparently he had been found on the ground right below the window of the young and married Duchess of Goldshire, with a large purple bruise on his left eye, but most of the townsfolk appeared to have missed the joke. They chastised Ahri for laughing.

The window was finally within reach, and Ahri looked down to check the room before descending. The cathedral was full, but the architects of that monstrosity had designed it in such a way that all rooms behind the altar were concealed from the people on the nave.

As she climbed through the window into the sacristy, she noticed the doors to the crypts were open. Last time she hadn’t made it this far, but she knew that was a major sign that her suspicions were true. Whatever was really healing this people—and it obviously wasn’t the grace of God—was kept down there.

Her heart was pumping in her chest like a woodpecker as her feet drove her down the crypt stairs. Her hands to the wall were the only guide she had as she descended into the darkness. The floor was slippery, and the eerie silence didn’t help make the atmosphere any less scary. How could such a place exist inside a cathedral that was meant to be holy?

Ahri shook her head to drive away the thoughts. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, her instincts warned her something was off. Nothing seemed to move inside the room, but she could feel life in it. The crypts were not a place the common folk were allowed to go, so she’d expected to find sacred graves and relics down there. But from what she could see, it was… empty.

That wasn’t possible. Whatever was kept down there, it was an instrument of powerful healing. She knew the bishop was using something to cure all those people, misleading them into thinking it was a miracle. She just wasn’t looking close enough. A few more steps into the poorly lit room, and she saw it.

“What are you?” She stepped closer to what appeared to be a reinforced holding cell and watched the terrified animal recoiling to the opposite wall as if she had burnt it with her mere presence. The cell was hidden from the entrance and way too small for the odd animal about the size of a fat cat.

The only source of light was a torch placed at the opposite wall of the cell, but when she took it to see more, the creature let out a squeaking sound that made her back off. However, the brief presence of light was enough for her to confirm what her brain was trying to deny. That was, unmistakably, a dragon.

A baby dragon, scared and hurt, trapped in the crypts of the ancient cathedral of St. Hollots. Ahri felt her knees faltering but sucked up her sorrow and tried to think it through. She had only heard about dragons during tutoring, and even so, she’d believed they were creatures of a distant past.

Her tutor was a fierce devout, a true woman of the Faith, so Ahri could place little trust in her words. But if she remembered correctly, the giant creatures once ruled the skies, bringing death and destruction upon the land. That was, until the knights of the Faith came to rescue the Kingdom from their evil reign. If they had asked Ahri, she’d have preferred the evil reign of flying creatures over the manipulative control of men who twisted the concept of God.

She approached the cell and put her hands between the bars to see how close she could get to the little winged baby. She knelt on the dirty floor, but was still too far away to reach it. Ahri looked around to see if she could find the keys, but whoever handled that creature was smart enough to keep them somewhere else.

“Come here, baby! I won’t hurt you,” she whispered in a soothing voice she usually used with the street dogs she fed. The dragon responded to her call and turned its head to assess her. Did it understand her? No, it was just a reaction to sound. But she carried on.

“What are they doing to you?”

Hearing her voice again, the dragon took faltering steps towards her. She tried a few other sentences, calling for it and seeing its head move as if it knew something different was happening. When the baby was close enough to the bars, her breath caught in her throat.

She was no stranger to anger, but this time it crawled into her soul like a starved demon ready to take over. Large gashes broke the green, scaled skin. Some so old they were but disturbances on the pattern, but others so new they could have been made that same day.

That same day… No. No, it couldn’t be. They were cruel manipulators, but they couldn’t be that nefarious. Could they? But they were. How could they not be, when the evidence was right there, standing—or limping—in front of her?

“They did this to you?” she asked, more out of shock than doubt at this point. So it was even more of a surprise when the dragon nodded.

“Holy heavens, you do understand me!” Her voice was louder this time, causing the young to look around. Ahri had almost forgotten she was not supposed to be here, but she quickly got her head back in the game.

“I need to get you out.” But she didn’t know how. She couldn’t open the cell, and even if she did, there was no way she could sneak to the nave with a dragon in her arms. It was a baby, but it wasn’t all that small.

At that moment, she heard a ruckus from upstairs, followed by energetic claps and cheers. The Healing! They had probably just given the holy wine to the dying Viscount and…

Ahri almost threw up on the spot.

She had seen the ceremony enough times to know how it worked. Bishop Elrod began with the blessings, then the wounded or his family repented for their sins. Finally, the Bishop served the Chalice of Holy Wine to the moribund and they would magically heal on the spot.

Her head was spinning, and Ahri blinked a few times to make sense of what she had figured out. She’d assumed they were putting a new sort of medicine in the wine, and hoped to steal some of it for her mother’s shop, but… it wasn’t wine at all, was it?

Ahri looked back at the young dragon and all the deep cuts, still shinning red between the scales. She balled her hands into fists and angry tears rolled down her cheeks. She wanted to burn the whole place to the ground, to poison every single godless priest who knew about the disgusting ritual.

The ceremony was over, and people moved to clear the nave, eager to spread the word of another miracle. She had to leave now if she wanted to blend into the mass leaving the cathedral. Despite the dread crawling under her skin, Ahri had to be practical. She needed more time, but she had none.

“I will come back for you, I promise.”

But before she could leave, a shadow blocked the little light that came from the top of the stairs. Ahri cursed her luck.

“Who are you? What are you doing down here?”

“I’m really sorry, sir. I got lost after the ceremony.” She used the best innocent voice she could muster, hoping her small frame and round eyes would make her pass for a clueless kid.

Luckily, the man didn’t seem to be the sharpest tool in the shed. He just kept looking at her without moving. She put her head down and climbed the stairs, mapping out the situation. A glint of gold on the man’s waist. A greasy floor. A man prone to violence.

“Wait a second!”

She looked into the man’s eyes that were now filled with anger. He must have finally realized that if she was there, looking at the keys on his waist, that she had seen their dirty secret. She couldn’t dwell on saving the baby now. She had to escape first. No good could come from both of them being trapped. The man was twice her size and a few steps above her on the stairs, so she had little going for her right now.

Mustering all her courage, she punched his nuts as hard as she could. They were directly in front of her, but she did not know how to carry a punch. By the time her fist reached her target, it had the momentum of a garden snail. The man groaned a bit, probably more in surprise than actual pain.

Then, as expected, he reached for her neck. Ahri adjusted her position, and as he moved forward to get her, she stepped on his tunic. His movement was broken, and his pivot foot slipped on the greasy surface of the stairs. Ahri glued herself to the wall while the man’s hands grasped the empty air in front of him. Gravity finally did what she couldn’t and knocked him out with a loud hollow sound as his head met stone.

God, that had been close. Her hands reached for the keys hanging from the man’s waist, and she stopped for a moment to look at the dragon. Too many guards outside. She’d never sneak her out unseen. She needed time, she thought as she sprinted towards the nave.

The few knights guarding the private parts of the cathedral were paying attention to the mass of people before them, so they missed the small girl stepping into the crowd.
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Ahri left the cathedral after a couple of minutes of being squeezed by the worshipers and ran through the familiar streets of Lightbridge until she reached the flowery little house on the fringes of the town.

“Mother, I’m back,” she announced.

“Shoes,” Eleanor’s loud voice resonated from her small office. Taking off her footwear when she got home was a weird habit her mother had instilled in Ahri since childhood. She never understood how her mother knew exactly when she forgot to do it, like today.

“I’ll be out again. I just need to grab a few things.” She went to the kitchen, that was just as cramped as the rest of the house, and tossed a few items inside her bag. What was adequate food for a small dragon?

“What happened?” Her mother came out of the office to meet her. “Did you go see the ceremony?”

Ahri nodded, her throat suddenly too constricted to spill the words. What she had seen today was despicable, and her anger was still simmering.

“I need something to treat a wound. Maybe aloe and chamomile.” She was thinking out loud as she strode into her mother’s office to get what she needed.

The place was a mess, as always. Different herbs grew from vases of all shapes and sizes, and pots of various colors of the spectrum stood on shelves with no sort of identification. The desk harbored an insane number of vials, and if she so much as raised her voice in this place it would probably set off a chain reaction of broken glass.

“Ahri, what are you doing? Are you hurt?”

“It’s not for me, Mother. I need to go back, you don’t have to wait up.” She was almost done collecting the items she needed. “Do you think I should bring Valerian roots?”

“Ok, enough.” Eleanor never raised her voice, but fire ran through her words despite the low volume. That made the girl stop in her tracks and look at her mother. “You will not leave this house until you explain what is happening.”

Ahri sighed, but she knew there was no point arguing. Eleanor was generally an easygoing mother, but in the few moments she decided to exercise her authority, it was always best to comply.

“You would not believe me if I told you.” How could she even begin to explain that there was a baby dragon being kept under St. Hollots?

“Try me,” her mother replied with crossed arms.

“I wanted to see what they were using to heal people. I thought maybe you could use it in the shop. So I climbed the southern wall and got in through the sacristy.”

“Bloody hell, Ahri, you could have got hurt! You are too curious for your own good.”

“I wasn’t curious. It would be good for business.”

Eleanor just gave her a pointed stare. Ok, maybe she had been curious to know what they were doing to heal all those people instantly. But who wouldn’t be? People couldn’t honestly believe it was a miracle.

But then her mother’s stance changed as if she was struck by lightening. Her eyes widened, and she froze on the spot. The only sign she had not been magically turned into a statue was that her eyes moved from one side to the other as if trying to make sense of her surroundings.

“Ahri… what did you find?”

Eleanor’s expression was too knowing. Her mother had always been a rather secretive person, almost a minimum requirement for a healer in a town that condemned unholy cure. But Ahri always thought she could see right through her mystery. Now she just stood there, waiting for an answer she somehow already knew.

“A dragon. Young, and hurt.” To her inconceivable confession, her mother simply nodded. “Mother, did you know?”

“Yes.”

Ahri took two steps back, trying to make sense out of those words.

“And you did nothing? They are hurting it!”

“She.”

“What?”

“It is a girl. Leah. Now sit, we need to talk.”

Ahri blinked a few times, trying to keep up with the sudden change. The baby dragon had a name, and her mother knew about it. She was angry, worried, and most of all desperate to free that little creature with eyes filled with pain.

“I can’t sit. I need to go back to help her.”

Eleanor walked towards the living room, and Ahri quickly assessed her options. If her mother had information on the dragon, the best course of action would be to collect it and then sort out the next steps.

Her mother gathered a few books that were taking over the couch and stacked them on the already cramped center table. Ahri thought the unbalanced stack would fall, but of course it didn’t. If she hadn’t become a healer, her mother could have been an architect. They sat facing each other before Eleanor broke the silence.

“Ahri, where is she?”

“In a cell in the crypts. Did you know they were alive? The dragons?”

Eleanor’s eyes shone with an unknown expression, and for a moment Ahri thought she’d tell her something important.

“Yes, I knew. You need to be more careful, Ahri. If the Faith has her, you won’t be able to take her away.”

Ahri could see the cogs turning in her mother’s head. Despite her blatant curiosity about the story behind this new knowledge, she had more important things on her mind.

“Of course I’ll be able to rescue her. I got the key,” Ahri said. Then she rambled, oblivious to her mother’s growing concern. “She’s too heavy to carry. I thought of at least treating her wounds if I can’t break her free right now.”

“Where did you get the key, Ahri? Someone saw you?” This time her mother’s voice was high-pitched and utterly scared. The girl didn’t have to answer. “I need to get you out of here!”

“I know it’s bad, but the baby is more important now.”

“God, Ahri, do you think you are hard to track? A young girl with white hair. How long do you think it’ll take for them to come knocking at our door? Even if you get Leah out, where will you take her?”

She was right, of course. Ahri had dismissed the encounter with the guard from earlier, but her oddly colored hair was by far one of the rarest features on anyone in the Kingdom. A miscalculation on her part, and it would cost her.

“You need to get her out today. It’s the only way.” Eleanor’s words were final, and there was a savage determination in her eyes. Ahri had no idea how she’d rescue the dragon and run, but her mind would give her the answer. It always did. Even if she had to burn the whole town down, she’d find a way.

Ahri strode into her mother’s office right behind her, only to find the woman opening drawer after drawer to find a pen and a piece of paper. Eleanor found a wooden chair to sit down and a clear spot on the table to write a message.

“What is that?”

“A message to a friend. I need to make arrangements for you.”

“What about you?”

Eleanor looked up to meet her daughter’s eyes, and Ahri realized there were secrets lurking there she couldn’t even begin to understand.

“I can’t go for now. They can’t retaliate against me, the common folk need the shop. Come, we need to dye your hair.”

Ahri’s eyes widened, and she instinctively grabbed a strand of her silvery-white hair resting on her shoulders.

“Why?”

“You know why, Ahri. And it’s temporary. You can wash the dye out when it’s safe.”

Moving faster than a woman of her stature should be able to, Eleanor used the small bench to reach the upper shelves in her office. After taking three jars, Ahri’s mother walked to the other side of the house where she kept the water buckets.

“Wet your hair,” she commanded.

“Mother, I know it’s easy to recognize me, but I promise I’ll just go get her and come back here. Nobody will see my hair.”

“Ahri, look at me. I know I raised a brave girl, but I also raised a smart one. You can’t bring her back here once she’s free. They’ll come looking, and I can’t keep her safe.”

Keep her safe. Ahri had become too absorbed in the idea of freeing the dragon and had overlooked the repercussions. The church would retaliate, that was for sure. And they’d want their pious-maker back at any cost. Since the healings, the Faith had gained not only more followers but also a considerable amount of money from the noble families for the honor of being healed.

Eleanor worked on Ahri’s hair as the thoughts of the future ran wild in her mind. She watched as her mother covered her white locks with the dark mix of henna and black tea to become a reddish brown.

“Where will I go?”

“South. We have friends there.”

Ahri wanted to cry out of anger and grief, but she was too stunned by the events of the day to summon the tears. She knew Eleanor wouldn’t reveal more, so she decided instead to keep moving and figure it out along the way.

Ahri was feeling the reluctance of a teenage girl unwilling to leave her life behind, but she refused to play the part. She knew far too well how the Faith worked when antagonized, and if her mother had ways to keep her safe, she’d have to accept them.

“How do you know that dragon?”

“Her name is Leah, Ahri.” Eleanor’s eyes swam in conflicting emotions. “I helped bring her into this world,” she answered after a couple of minutes.

Ahri took a few seconds to adjust to the fact that her mother had once acted as a midwife to a baby dragon. She didn’t know how she was still packing after that news. But one thing she knew about Eleanor was that she said what she wanted, when she wanted to say it. No words could convince her to spill her secrets before she was ready.

“Ok, Mum. I think I have a plan.”

The duo worked together that night, as they had done countless times before. Eleanor provided her with the information and raw materials required for her plan. It was the best they could come up with, but it had far fewer safety nets than she wished for.

Ahri sorted out a backpack with a few clothes and essentials, and Eleanor wrapped up flasks with the basics for her to take. She wouldn’t be a healer’s daughter if her escape bag didn’t have at least a few green leaves sticking out of it.

“Ahri,” Eleanor called her when she was finishing up. “I want you to take this.”

In her hands, there was a knife Ahri had never seen before. The handle had an intricate design in white made of… scales? The needle-point iron blade was much sharper than her mother’s usual work tools.

Ahri took it from her mother, feeling the weight of the weapon in her hands. Because it was a weapon. A folding dagger, she realized as she slid the blade inside the handle. Closed, it could easily fit into her pocket. A beautiful work of art, but still…

“Mum, why do you have a piercing knife?”

Eleanor sighed, looking outside the window. The first sun was rising in the south. They didn’t have much time left now.

“Someone gave it to me before you were born. Just promise me you’ll be careful with it.”

“I won’t need it. The plan will work.”

“I know it will. Look, Ahri. There are a lot of things I did to protect you. Right now, this is the best I can do. Please don’t—”

A knock on the front door disrupted their conversation. It came sooner than they’d hoped, but at least most of the preparations were complete. With the smell of freshly baked biscuits in the air and a last tight hug, Eleanor went to the door. Ahri held her new knife tight in her hands, then placed it in her bag. Even though she shouldn’t, she stayed hidden to listen, ready to leave through the back door if things escalated.

“Lady Eleanor, we came in search of your daughter.”

She couldn’t see them properly, but through the small holes in the climbing hydrangea that surrounded the walls of the house, she was able to identify four knights of the Faith. Four. For a seventeen-year-old girl. That meant they had no plans to let her live, but also that the church was poorly guarded.

“My daughter never came home last night, gentlemen. I’m worried about her. Carlos, did that toothache improve with the medicine I gave you?”

Eleanor was a smart woman, and the man shifted on his feet. He touched his cheek, no wonder recalling the pain medication he purchased not a week before. Ahri could also see the questioning stares shot at him by his fellow soldiers.

The irony was that most of them had at least once come by the shop—in person or through their wives and daughters—to request the assistance of actual medicine. Prayer never healed stomach aches.

“It’s much better, Lady Eleanor. I appreciate your help. But we still need to search the house for the girl.”

Eleanor clicked her tongue, something few people dared to do to men of the Faith.

“You don’t believe my word, Carlos? What has she done anyway, to deserve such a visit at this ungodly hour?”

“That is none of your business, witch!” Another man, one Ahri didn’t recognize, interfered. That was her cue to leave. Nothing good could come from a man who called a healer a witch. Ahri left through the backdoor, minding the noise she was making, and marched back to St. Hollots.
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The first round of prayers would begin soon, right before the second sunrise. The knights were standing by the nave as usual, and she noticed how their stares lingered on blond girls coming in with their families.

She adjusted the patches on her face, hoping it was enough to pass as a Skin Sick. Those poor people were the only ones allowed to hide their face from the public, so Ahri would borrow their scaly rashes to get in. Her now brownish hair should be enough to divert attention away, but a few knights knew her face from her mother’s shop, and she couldn’t risk it. Not with so much at stake.

She reached the first line of knights who were protecting the private parts of the cathedral and, with a crooked voice she barely recognized, offered them the biscuits she had baked with her mother during the night.

“For God’s servants, my humble offer. May He grace me with divine healing.” A chuckle stuck in her throat after she said the words, but her eyes on the ground helped her stay in line. Thank God for the Faith’s poor feeding of their soldiers, because the knights grabbed her offering and fell on the biscuits right away.

She sat through the first part of the mass but tuned out of the nonsense coming from the altar. Her focus was solely on the three knights, watching them closely for the first signs of poisoning. Jimsonweed was tricky, because you never knew the amount you’d get from each leaf. Eleanor had erred on the side of caution, which in this case could mean three men would meet their maker today.

As Bishop Elrod began the third prayers, Ahri noticed two of the three soldiers left for the private parts of the cathedral. The last one was showing clear signs of alkaloid poisoning. Dilated pupils and that fearful-wonder expression, typical of those who take hallucinogens for the first time. Good for him.

She waited until the end of that section of prayer for all worshipers to rise and walk around, changing places as was custom in that part of the rites. It was the perfect opportunity to slip through the large pillars and head back to the sacristy, now that the knights wouldn’t stop her. The place was empty, meaning the two missing soldiers were either passed out or enjoying the dance of the fairies somewhere else.

Finally, she was back at the door to the crypts. The door gave way before she even tried one of the stolen keys. Bad sign. Someone was down there, but she was ready

Ahri felt fear climbing into her soul as she crept once again into the darkness. She reached inside her bag to grab her only hope to overpower another person. Ether. The flask in her left hand and the cloth in her right, just as her mother had explained to her.

Her hope of going in and out unseen shattered as the same large silhouette from last night welcomed her to the crypts. He was facing the cell, probably put in charge of making sure the dragon would remain there for the rest of her life.

She wet the cloth with half the contents of the flask and prepared for the jump. One, two, three steps and she climbed the back of the bastard just as he turned around. Her feet were off the ground, but her right hand reached to cover his face.

Time seemed to slow down for a second, and she thought she was going to make it. Ether on his mouth and nose, exactly as Eleanor had instructed. What she’d failed to mention, however, was the time it took to knock a person out. Especially a huge man who had been chosen to guard a dragon.

The keeper thrashed around as soon as he noticed the attack, and Ahri held on like her life depended on it. Her strength, however, was not nearly enough to stay put in her improvised piggyback ride. He reached for her hand to remove the cloth, still way more awake than she hoped for at that moment.

Ahri knew he’d take her down, so her last action before he did was to bring her left hand to his head and smash the glass against his skull. The shattering sound filled the room alongside the sweet smell of ether, but it wasn’t enough.

“You scum witch!” The still very awaken man shouted. She had heard worst, but it didn’t keep her from backing away from him on her butt until her back reached the cold bars of the cell. A little squeaking sound let her know Leah was there, but from the ground there was little she could do.

The tall figure approached her with slow steps, enjoying the view of his escapeless victim. Or maybe he was a bit dazed by the ether, but not nearly enough to keep him from killing her on the spot. His head had a large cut, and his beard was dripping the contents from the broken flask, making the view even more terrifying.

Ahri rummaged her bag for the knife Eleanor had given her. Fear made her fumble with the contents, failing to grab the handle. She closed her eyes right before the man bent to grab her.

That meant she didn’t understand why the room became scorching hot or why, once she opened her eyes, new light had bathed the place. She definitely missed when the baby dragon behind her spewed a large gush of fire right into her attacker’s face.

What she didn’t miss was the way the man’s beard and clothes caught on fire, stimulated by the incredibly flammable liquid that she had just poured on top of him. But his screams were loud, and Ahri knew there was no time to dwell on her luck, or on Leah’s incredible sense of timing. While the man tried to deal with his fire induced haircut, Ahri grabbed the keys and, on her second attempt, opened the cell.

She had hoped the dragon would pass as a baby in her lap if she wrapped her around the blanket she brought. But seeing her up close, she knew it wasn’t an option. She was simply too big.

“We need to get out of here,” she whispered, feeling weird for talking to a dragon once again. She tried to lift the winged baby, but she was too heavy and squeaked when she touched one injury. “I’m so sorry! Can you walk? Let’s lock this bastard here!”

With faulty steeps, Ahri helped the dragon to the stairs and pushed her up the slippery steps. Her four legs were injured, and she noticed for the first time the line of thorns that ran down her back. Some were missing, and Ahri cursed that godforsaken place once again because of it.

The human torch had extinguished the fire, but his face was coming off of his skull, so there was no way he would come for them soon. As they reached the sacristy, Ahri knew their problems were far from over. Two of the poisoned knights were waiting for them, and despite their unsteady steps and ready-to-puke faces, their swords were as sharp as ever.

“Oh no, the dragon!” The slurped voice of one knight broke the silence. Altered and slow. Maybe she could outrun them, but she knew Leah couldn’t run. Besides, the people wouldn’t look past a dragon walking through the cathedral’s nave.

“It’s not a dragon. It’s just a child, you moron,” mocked the other one. Could they be so utterly crippled by the jimsonweed that they’d mistake the dragon for a kid?

Ahri looked down to check on the baby and couldn’t help the shriek that left her mouth. Holy mother of God. By her side stood a child no older than five, naked as the day she was born and with far more scars than anyone should bear in a lifetime.

“Leah?” She called, still unsure if she wasn’t poisoned with alkaloids as well. When the little girl nodded, Ahri forced her wits to come back to her.

Damn smart girl, or dragon, or whatever the hell she was. Ahri grabbed the blanked from her bag and wrapped it around her, pulling the girl to her lap. She moaned in pain, but didn’t cry, and Ahri thought she was the bravest kid in the world. The knights were too confused to react, and one of them threw up on the floor.

Ahri ran back to the nave as fast as she could, jumping over the body of the third knight. The prayers were already over, and most people had come out of the cathedral, but the priests at the door dismissed her as a sickling mother with her child and she was able to get out.

They reached an empty alley after a couple of minutes, and Ahri looked around to see if it was safe to stop for a while. Leah was lighter in her human form—how weird was it she had a human form?—but still weighted too much for a seventeen-year-old to carry around for long.

She placed the kid on the stoned street, and as she squatted at her level, bile rose to her throat. Angry tears flooded her eyes as she noticed all the scars and bruises on Leah’s body. Her green dragon form was injured, but against her pale human skin, every cut was painfully visible.

To make things even worse, Leah saw her distress and reached up to her cheek to comfort her. She was locked up and harvested for blood and Ahri was the one crying.

“Hi, Leah. I’m Ahri.” She tried to go for a soothing tone, but it came out crooked and odd in her constricted throat. She didn’t know if the girl could speak, but she had shown more wits than an irrational animal during their escape.

“Ahli,” she tried to repeat her name, but her voice was low, and her face contorted with concentration.

“Look, we are going to walk for a bit now. I need to get us somewhere safe to treat you properly.”

Her brows furrowed, and her big green eyes squinted, causing Ahri to realize she couldn’t understand everything she said. The girl was probably four or five, and spent over a year trapped in the crypts of the cathedral, if her calculations were right. At least that was when the healing rituals began.

Ahri grabbed one of her linen shirts and dressed the girl, so she wouldn’t go around wrapped in a blanket. Her heart broke when she heard the constricted pain sounds as the fabric touched her skin. She searched her bag for something to ease her pain, at least until she could properly treat the wounds. All she could find were opium poppy seeds, so she quickly calculated the dose for a girl her size and had her eat them.

“Thank you, Ahli.”

Oh God, she was not prepared for this sweet little thing by her side. Ahri had no experience with children, and to be honest, she wasn’t looking forward to having one. But at that moment, looking into the too knowing eyes of a scarred kid, she knew she’d do anything to keep her safe. She kept thinking about it as they walked side by side through the streets of Lightbridge, heading south.

The walk was long, and in an attempt to ease her own mind, Ahri looked up to the sky. The weather was always pleasant in the North, but that day was particularly beautiful. Both suns were up, and Leah was looking around in wonderment. It must have been a long while since she last seen the sky.

Anxiety soon replaced that small distraction as the pair reached the shady tavern in the last street of the city. She knew she had to deliver Eleanor’s message to the tall bartender with strange eyes. After that, only God—and her mother—knew what would happen.

The tavern’s clientele was majorly composed of hunters that would go to the southern forest looking for prey and knights who patrolled the border. A few families and merchants were also present, probably coming from neighboring towns to trade on Lightbridge’s prominent market.

The girls sat in one of the more private booths, hoping not to attract too much attention. Strands of Ahri’s now brownish hair kept falling on her face, a constant reminder she was on the run. She assessed the staff, trying to figure out who was the man her mother said would help them.

She ordered food so they wouldn’t stand out. Leah didn’t eat like a regular child, but she’d pass as a misbehaved brat rather than someone unaccustomed to her human form. Her eyes were scanning the bar when a man’s voice interrupted Ahri’s thoughts.

“Help, he’s bleeding!”

People were already gathering around the front door, where two soldiers carried a limping man that bled profusely on the tavern’s floor. He screamed in pain, and it seemed like the soldiers were carrying him in the worst possible way for his wounds.

Ahri’s first thought was to stand up and help, but she didn’t. Something seemed odd. It was an instinct she always relied on and had improved over the years. To notice the signs beyond the obvious, to listen to that unknown string that pulled her to observe instead of act.

With a furrowed brow and rising unease, she looked around to see if she could find a reason for that feeling. A booth in the left corner of the bar, two men looking around. The bleeding man did not bother them, and Ahri felt a chill climb up her neck.

After that, everything was so blatantly wrong that she wondered how it took her so long to notice. Knights were trained in first-aid, they would never ask for help in a hunter’s tavern. Besides, their stares were harsh, almost as if daring to see who would stand up to help the bleeding man. Ahri clenched her teeth and brought Leah closer, sickened by what she had understood.

“Ellie always said her girl was smart,” whispered a tall man who served her a beer she didn’t order.

Ahri looked up at the man, and his clear blue eyes told her she’d found her contact. A black beard with streaks of white framed an amicable face that smiled at her with a missing tooth. He made as if to sit, but Ahri just gave him a pointed stare that made him freeze on the spot.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m Dylan. And you must be in trouble if your mother sent you here.” He winked, and Leah giggled by her side. He seemed genuine, but Ahri was still apprehensive because of the knights. She didn’t want to let her guard down just yet.

“How did you know I was Eleanor’s daughter?”

“You have her eyes. And her wits too, if I dare judge.”

“What do they want?” she asked the strange man, indicating the scene that was still unfolding in the tavern’s entrance.

“Come on, you know the answer to that!” His voice became louder, so Ahri cocked her head in a silent warning. Dylan raised both hands and lowered his voice before replying. “Knights of the Faith, hunting the healer’s daughter.”

Ahri sighed. She had deduced as much but hoped she might have read too much into the situation. They were probably searching all the taverns and inns across the town in an attempt to flush her out.

“It was smart of Eleanor to dye your hair. They stopped two blond girls on their way in.”

The knights left moments later, clearly assuming their target wasn’t here, either. Dylan looked at her, and Ahri motioned for him to sit across from her. She handed him the note Eleanor had written, and after reading it he looked at Leah for the first time. His ocean-blue eyes fixed on her for a full minute before Ahri cleared her throat to interrupt the staring contest.

“I’m sorry, but… Leah?” he asked. The child smiled at him, but her eyes showed no sign of recognition.

“Dylan, is it? I’m Ahri,” she said, drawing his attention back to herself. She was getting protective over the girl, and even if the man meant no harm, she’d rather keep the child away from scrutiny for now.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Ahri. I wish you weren’t in a rush, but it seems you two need to head south sooner rather than later.”

“You swim us home?” Leah interrupted suddenly. Ahri squinted at the odd phrasing and was ready to correct her when Dylan chuckled.

“I don’t want to drown your new friend, Leah. But I can find someone to take you home.” He winked again, and Ahri felt her annoyance growing. The man was far too friendly.

“Do you care to explain what the hell you mean by that?”

“I’d love to, but if I want to get you out of here today, I need to get going. Come, there’s a room in the back you can use while you wait.”

Ahri tried to find out more, but the man dismissed her questions as he explained what they were supposed to do. Apparently, they would have to cross the border right before dark and wait in the middle of the forest until nightfall. She protested as much as she could, but Dylan carried the same air about him as Eleanor always did when a discussion was over.

Soon, Ahri found herself alone with Leah in the small room at the back of the tavern. Frustration built in her because of her doubts, but with no target to keep shooting questions at, she focused on Leah instead. There was a small bucket with water as well as fresh clothes in a corner, so the first thing she did was to undress the girl to clean her wounds.

Leah’s hair had looked darkish brown at first, but as soon as the water carried away the dirt, a few ginger strands shone through. The poppy seeds must have been at full effect, because the girl didn’t flinch as Ahri worked on her cuts with a mix of echinacea and chamomile. She didn’t know how none of the wounds had become infected in that disgusting environment, but she used the healing herbs anyway.

“Ahli, you dragon,” Leah said in a voice far more cheerful than the first time she had spoken, playing with Ahri’s hair. The strand Leah was holding had reverted to its original white, so Ahri tied her hair back before more of the paint could be washed away.

“I am not a dragon, Leah. But you are. Do you want to change back?” Ahri didn’t know how to deal with a dragon, but she was dying of curiosity to see the change she’d missed in the cathedral.

“No,” Leah answered. “I like girl Leah.”

“Did you ever change in the crypts?”

The girl shook her head. “No. Girl Leah secret!” As if to emphasize her meaning, Leah placed a finger in front of her mouth. The words didn’t fully form in her lips, and the effort she was making to talk shone in her forest-green eyes.

Ahri had only ever known the few sick kids who had been brought to the shop by desperate mothers. She tried to compare them to the girl in front of her. Leah’s vocabulary and speech were below standard for what she assumed to be her age, but her actions were far smarter.

“What do you think about Dylan?” Ahri asked, recalling the odd interaction between the two.

Leah giggled before answering. “I like water dragon.”

Ahri stopped dressing the girl’s wounds, trying to understand what she meant. Then it hit her. Dylan was a dragon. A water dragon. She recalled the words Leah had used about swimming them home.

“What kind of dragon are you, Leah?”

“Earth dragon.”

Pieces of a complicated puzzle were coming together in her mind, and Ahri cursed her mother for not telling her anything. Dylan had talked about her as if they were close friends, so her relationship with dragons wasn’t something of the past. She couldn’t understand why Eleanor had kept something so important from her. A bitter taste lingered in her mouth at the thought.

The girls waited in the tiny room until the first sunset and then headed off for the southern border, as Dylan had instructed. Ahri wasn’t fond of trusting someone so blindly, but in her current situation she didn’t have the luxury to doubt her mother’s contact. They reached the river that marked the town’s borders and caught sight of the famous bridge that had given Lightbridge its name.

Ahri had crossed it a few times with Eleanor to fetch herbs and flowers that didn’t grow inside the town, but now the crossing felt different. Permanent. Despite her thumping heartbeat, Ahri suppressed her reactions so she wouldn’t trouble the little girl who walked by her side.

The flow of people across the bridge was at its peak. The knights were on high alert, standing tall at its entrance and stopping people for questioning. Ahri stayed behind and let a few people cross before her to see what they were looking for.

“What Ahli doing?” Leah asked by her side.

“I’m paying attention to the world around us, Leah.” She remembered how her mother had taught her how to read the space before acting, all those years ago. “Tell me, what do you see?”

“Bad man, bad man.” Leah pointed to the two knights on the bridge, and Ahri’s heart clenched.

“Yes, they are. But watch closely. Can you see that tall man with the large bag? They asked to see what was inside. They are looking for something that shouldn’t be leaving town.” Like a dragon, she added in her head.

“Oh, they stop pretty girl, too.” Leah pointed to the second knight, who was handling a girl with light blond hair a bit too roughly. Ahri felt her blood boiling at the scene, but she knew better than to interfere.

“Yes, Leah. That’s why we need to be smart. Come, stay close to me.”

Ahri waited for her moment. Eventually, it came in the form of a young man in simple clothes. He was probably a merchant, leaving the town empty handed after selling his product. The girls got as close to him as possible without raising suspicion and crossed the bridge like an inconspicuous family of three.

The road that cut through the forest before them was wide, and a few horses were cantering along its path away from the bridge. Ahri didn’t know their final destination, but Dylan had instructed her to walk away from the road and disappear into the woods. It was not the safest place for them, but neither were the roads, seeing how the soldiers were looking for her.

All of her fears were suddenly amplified when Leah let go of her hand and sprinted away, cutting a path between the trees.

“Leah! Bloody hell, where are you going?”

Ahri ran to catch the girl, hoping her long legs would beat the infant’s stamina. When she finally reached her, Leah was lying on the ground, feeling the grass with her bare hands. She was just enjoying nature. Relieved, Ahri chuckled and joined her on the grass. She stilled when the kid came closer to rest her head on her lap.

For the first time, she imagined what would happen to this beautiful and incredibly smart child who fate had sent her way. Ahri couldn’t guarantee her future. She only hoped that her mother knew what she was doing by sending them south.

“Did you live in the forest before, Leah?” Only then did Ahri notice that she was combing Leah’s hair with her fingers. The girl nodded and giggled when a red beetle climbed her leg.

The daylight was fading fast as the second sun dipped behind the northern mountains, and the wait was making Ahri more restless by the minute. Lying here among the trees gave them a false sense of security, one she knew couldn’t last. If that ride of theirs didn’t arrive soon, she had no idea how she’d manage in the woods by herself.

“Leah, it’s getting late. Maybe we should head back.”

“He is coming,” Leah answered, with a voice far steadier than the first times she had spoken. It was almost as if she were relearning how to speak. “He waits for the night.”

“Do you know who is coming?”

The little girl didn’t answer, and Ahri decided she couldn’t wait any longer. The second sun had just set behind the mountains, and the light was almost too faint for them to find their way back. Staying here without shelter for the night was simply not an option. Besides, Ahri hadn’t slept the night before and was pushing forward by sheer force of will. Being this exhausted wouldn’t help keeping them alive.

“Come on Leah, we have to go.” She grabbed the girl by the hand and made for the road, but a second later she felt Leah slipping through her fingers. The girl ran back to the small clearing where they had spent the last few hours, and Ahri followed. She had almost caught Leah when she ground to a halt.

The first thing she noticed was the quiet. How all the small sounds of the forest seemed to die bit by bit, making room for an eerie silence. She tasted a change in the air. That unmistakable sense of danger that crawled into the hearts of prey whenever a predator was close, lurking.

As her eyes adjusted to the dark sky above, she saw it. The shadow of a beast flying too low, right above her head and spiraling down with the speed of a falcon. When it landed, the impact uprooted the trees in its path and the shockwaves forced Ahri to spread her feet to keep her balance.

Black wings closed around its massive body, and onyx eyes shone against the moonlight. The veil of the night hid its presence like a dark shield, and when it stood still, one could think there was nothing there but shadows and terror. Everything about it was terrifying, but Ahri didn’t feel the fear. Like a nightmare that had visited her so many times, it became expected. Awaited.

The dragon was incredible, enormous, and it looked straight into her eyes. Ahri didn’t know for how long they stood there, nor how long it would have lasted if Leah hadn’t moved. But she did, and suddenly that frozen sense of wonder bled away to make space for rational evaluation.

“Leah, stay here,” Ahri commanded, pushing the girl behind her.

The beast’s nostrils flared in obvious menace, and Ahri knew it wasn’t happy with her actions. A growl formed inside its throat, and the sound set the earth rumbling beneath her feet.

“Skye,” called Leah’s tiny voice. Ahri looked at the girl, suddenly feeling out of place. Although logic pushed her to run, her gut told her she needed to let Leah lead the way.

“Do you know him, Leah?”

“Yes. Skye.” The child stepped out from behind her back and moved forward. Her tiny hand grabbed Ahri’s, and with slow, steady footfalls she approached the black dragon in front of them.

The animal didn’t move, and, encouraged by his lack of action, Ahri looked into his eyes once more. His black orbs followed each of her steps, and she couldn’t have said if his gaze was trapping her or calling for her. Maybe both.

“Skye, we go home?”

The dragon broke their stare to look at the child Ahri was holding, and his entire body seemed to change in recognition. His predator stance vanished, as if he had willed it to lift from his body and made way for an almost gentle posture. He opened one of his wings out to the side and Leah squeaked in… joy? Why? Ahri didn’t understand until the girl climbed the giant limb.

“Leah, what are you doing?”

“We go home, Ahli.”

“I am not climbing a dragon.”

But she did. After the child looked at her with pleading eyes and the dragon growled in annoyance at her delay, she did. The black scales were uneven, and if she forgot the fear for a second, it wasn’t hard at all to climb it. Not for her, anyway. She helped Leah settle, drawing courage from some unknown place in her mind.

Ahri held on to the spikes covering the dragon’s back as the beast took off, and she realized she had to exert an immense strength to make sure neither her nor Leah would fall. The height wasn’t as scary as she thought it would be, and after a couple of minutes she found herself enjoying the wind on her face and the stars above.

Ahri closed her eyes and thought about the home she was leaving behind. Lightbridge had never been kind to her, and its people shared too few of her values for her to make real friends. But the streets were familiar, and the markets were her constant playground, so she knew she’d miss it.

Then there was her mother. Eleanor was no ordinary mother, with her unrelenting dedication to work and yet overprotective way of raising a child. But Ahri loved her fiercely and knew that she’d have no one else if not for her.

Lost in the thoughts of the life she was leaving, Ahri nearly lost her grip on the dragon, too. The scare was enough to make her hold on tighter as she adjusted her body, but she knew it was a sign of exhaustion. Her lack of sleep was catching up with her, and the moon in the sky showed her they had been riding for most of the night already.

“Leah, do you know how much longer until we get there?”

The small girl in front of her had yet to say a word during the ride, but Ahri knew she was fine from the few giggles she let out when the dragon picked up speed. She just shrugged, and the beast below her showed no signs of understanding either.

Damn, she wouldn’t be able to hold on too long. How did one ask a dragon to stop? Ahri shook off the exhaustion and forced herself to stay alert. She went back down the nostalgic road, thinking about her childhood and her mother. Finally, as if she’d noticed something was off, Leah turned around to check on her. It was too dark for Ahri to see her face.

“Ahli, you are cold.” The wind blew around them, muffling the child’s voice. Only then did Ahri realize that she was shaking, and that her hands were white and rigid against the scales of the black dragon.

She tried to speak, but the words weren’t coming out. When had it become so cold? She glanced down and, for the first time, noticed the evergreen forests of Lightbridge had been replaced by miles of boreal pines.

Ahri knew the South was colder. They had been flying for a while and were probably past every map she had ever studied. She had never expected them to go this far, but it made sense that dragons hid so far away from the knights who had once hunted them.

The first sunrise was warming the southern horizon, but it seemed so distant from up high. Ahri’s head felt light, and she was trying to fight the dizziness, but there was only so much she could do.

“Skye! Stop, Ahli falling,” Leah screamed, but her voice was already so distant, and Ahri’s mind felt numb.
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Ahri startled awake, her heartbeat spiking at the unfamiliarity of the place she found herself in. She looked around with wide eyes until her gaze fell on the door where a young woman stood, carrying a tray.

“Thank the gods you are awake,” whispered her soothing voice. Ahri tried to get up, but the woman quickly placed the tray down and came closer. “Hush, dear, don’t strain yourself.”

Ahri’s mind worked as it always did in new situations, scanning her surroundings. Comfortable yet small bed. The blankets that warmed her were too thick, and yet she craved their heat. She tried to sit up, but her arms failed her, and she moaned in pain. She touched her ribcage on the left side, and the piercing pain reminded her of the terrifying image of the fall. Sharp claws had halted her descent, folded her backwards, and kicked the air out of her lungs.

She tried to remember what had happened after that, but everything besides the cold and exhaustion was blurry. Flashes of strong hands, dark skin, and a child crying came to her, but they were too sparse to build a complete picture.

“Who are you?” she asked the ginger-haired woman in front of her. Her voice sounded hoarse, and the woman passed her a glass of water from the tray.

“I’m Lana, and I am so grateful you brought my baby home.” Her eyes were filling with tears.

Ahri’s throbbing headache made it hard to think. “Leah,” she uttered, and the woman nodded frantically.

“I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you. I’m so, so sorry you got hurt. Please, is there anything I can do for you?”

“Where am I?” Ahri looked around. This time, she noticed the high walls and childish decorations that adorned the room. A crib stood against the wall, wooden toys carefully arranged on a shelf. “Where is Leah?”

“You are at our home, and Leah is still sleeping in my bedroom. Are you hungry? I didn’t know what you liked, so I brought a bit of everything. Caleb even went outside to collect fresh fruit.”

The woman was talking fast. The tray she carried overflowed with fruit, bread, and biscuits. Ahri tried to prop herself up to sit on the bed but could only do so with Lana’s help.

“Where is the dragon?” She didn’t know why that was the question that came to her lips, but Lana didn’t seem phased by it.

“Skye? He went back to his cave.” Her tone was acidic, but then she shook her head and smiled at Ahri again. “I’ll let my husband know you are awake. I’ll be right back, Ali.”

“Ahri,” she corrected on instinct. The woman nodded slowly, with a sadder smile this time.

“We could never get her ‘r’s straight.”

She left, and Ahri slid out of bed to gather more information. It was a terrible idea because the movement almost caused her to scream in pain from the injury to her ribs. And beyond the warm blankets, the cold was almost unbearable.

With faltering steps and by sheer force of will, she searched the room. The drawers were filled with dusty clothes and toys that seemed fit for a baby rather than a young child. Ahri’s heart sank as she connected the dots.

She walked to the window. The view was both incredible and enlightening: A frozen lake surrounded by snow-coated trees. Rays from both suns shone through the woods, crisscrossing a pattern of light in the white soil. It was early morning, and the snow lay fresh in the forest.

Ahri had seen snow once, on a trip south with her mother. Eleanor had wanted to collect winter herbs, and they had traveled together to White Cross, the furthest town in the south of the Kingdom.

She remembered playing in the cold puddles in the streets while her mother went to a meeting Ahri couldn’t attend. She must have been six at the time. She’d chased the few snowflakes that had fallen from the sky. The snow outside the window now was a lot thicker, and the ground held more than melting puddles. She must be a long, long way from home.

“Ahli!” The squeaky voice from behind her filled her heart with a warmth no blanket could.

Leah ran to her and Ahri braced for the impact, knowing her injured rib would hurt, but not caring at all. She hugged the child she had met just the day before but already cared for as if she had known her for ages.

“Be careful, Leah. Your friend is hurt,” said a man by the door. His green eyes were a mirror of Leah’s, but they held a mix of feelings Ahri couldn’t decipher. “Hi, Ahri. I’m Caleb. Welcome to our home.”

“Ahri, you didn’t eat. Is the food not to your liking? I can make something else,” Lana blurted before Ahri had the chance to answer her husband. She was beginning to think that the woman didn’t have it in her to slow down. Better give her a break.

“It’s fine, Lana. Thank you.”

To further appease her host, Ahri took a berry from the tray and chewed on it slowly. The sweet taste invaded her mouth, and she suddenly realized how hungry she was. It also made her painfully aware of her condition, and she had to sit down to catch her breath.

“I think you have a broken rib or two,” Caleb said, still standing by the door.

“It’s not broken. Where is my bag?”

Eleanor had surely packed something to help ease the pain. Ahri couldn’t think straight at the moment, and she had to if she wanted to assess how safe she was here. Leah was easy to trust because there was no reason to suspect a child rescued from slavery, but Ahri wouldn’t extend her parents the same courtesy. Not until she could gauge their intentions for herself.

Meanwhile, Leah bent down to the floor and pulled her bag from beneath the bed.

Ahri rummaged inside and found the poppy seeds but discarded that idea. Injured ribs were slow to heal, and she couldn’t rely on opioids to fight the pain. Too much of a risk. Her other options would take too long to work, so she would have to endure the pain.

“You are Eleanor’s daughter.” Lana smiled.

“Yes.”

“But your hair…”

Ahri brought her hands to a curl dangling above her shoulder and wondered how the woman knew.

“I had to dye it. Have we met before?”

The woman paused for a second, and Ahri instinctively knew her next words would be a lie.

“No, but your mother told me about you.”

She did know her, then. Had they been to Lightbridge before? Ahri’s mind slipped to Eleanor’s strange meetings, when random visitors would gather every month or so in her flowery house, and how she used to spy on them to learn more about her mother’s secrets. She had often been caught as a child until she’d eventually learnt some strategies to pry on the adults’ business.

Maybe Lana had been one of those visitors? Ahri couldn’t possibly remember them all. What she did remember was the only useful piece of information her mother had given her about Leah’s mother.

“She helped you give birth.”

Lana nodded.

“She is a remarkable woman,” Caleb complimented, still from the doorstep.

“I know.”

“Ahli is cold,” Leah interrupted the conversation. Lana quickly fetched a stack of clothes from the top of a small cabinet.

“I took the liberty to pick out a few of my own clothes for you. I hope you don’t mind. You don’t seem very well equipped for the southern cold.”

Lana was a bit taller and wider than Ahri, but the clothes fit just fine and were a nice change from her light, summery wardrobe. Even so, Ahri had a sore throat and could quite get her feet to warm up.

* * *

It didn’t take Ahri long to realize she had no choice but to trust Lana and Caleb for the time being. She could still keep her guard up, but she wouldn’t last a day if she went off on her own. She was in the middle of the southern woods, too far from home to find her way back.

Besides, Lana, Caleb, and Leah made a beautiful family, and they welcomed her as few others could. Lana was overjoyed to be reunited with her only daughter and wouldn’t stop thanking her. Ahri was dying to ask how they had lost one another, but she knew better than to pry into what had probably been a devastating moment for them.

It became even clearer how traumatic the incident had been when the four of them stepped outside to show Ahri the lake, and Lana refused to let Leah out of her sight. She kept running after the girl when she strayed from the path to follow a small animal.

“Isn’t she precious?” Caleb asked. The man had an easy smile and kept an eye on the rest of his family as he stopped at Ahri’s side.

“She is. Leah is one of the smartest kids I’ve ever met.”

“We teach young dragons to fend for themselves from a very young age,” he explained.

“Why?”

Caleb stood silently for a while, looking out at the frozen lake. When he spoke, it was not to answer her question.

“Your mother didn’t tell you much about us, did she?”

“She didn’t tell me anything,” Ahri replied, bitter.

“We looked for her everywhere.” Caleb’s voice was quiet, and a furrowed brow showed his displeasure.

“They kept her in Lightbridge.”

The man nodded a couple of times. There was something hard to read in him, and Ahri had a gut feeling that he’d never spoken about Leah while she was gone.

“It was my fault. I travel too much. I should have been here.” Anger crept into his voice, and Ahri touched his arm to calm him down.

“It’s not your fault. She’s home now.”

Caleb took a deep breath, that calm smile that had probably won Lana’s heart in the first place reappearing on his face. Ahri was having a hard time keeping up with his expressions, but it was only fair that he would have mixed emotions after everything he had gone through.

“She is. Thanks to you, Ahri. Thanks to you.”

* * *

Ahri woke up feeling a feverish chill course through her body. Her head was heavy and throbbing, and her whole body felt weak. She tried to call for Eleanor, but no sound left her lips. Instead, a jolt of fire burned her throat as she swallowed.

The blanket that covered her lay heavy against her chest, but she quivered from the cold creeping into the sheets. Sleep kept pulling her under, but she fought to stay awake as morning made its way to her window.

With the blanket still wrapped around her body, Ahri stumbled to the living room of the sweet little house, where she found Lana drinking a cup of tea by the fire.

“Oh no, Ahri, you got worse!”

She vaguely remembered going to bed with a persistent sore throat and a headache that she’d been sure would disappear by morning. Lana rose and touched her forehead, her eyes widening as she felt her temperature.

“Can you help me make an infusion?” Ahri asked, knowing she had to keep the fever in check.

“Of course, just tell me what you need.”

Eleanor had packed a few things for colds and the flu, and Ahri rummaged through the bag to find something useful.

“Can you make some willow bark tea? Just don’t make the water too hot. And let it sit, don’t take it out right away.”

While Lana prepared the infusion, Ahri tried to ration the medicine she had in stock. If her cold lasted more than a couple of days, she’d have to restock. She’d probably have a hard time finding the familiar herbs from the evergreen forests of the North. She was not her mother and didn’t have half the knowledge the woman possessed on the subject.

Lana helped her to the chair by the fire and sat across from her in comfortable silence. Ahri drank the bitter tea, watching the snow fall outside. It had started the day after they arrived, trapping them inside for the time being. The forced isolation kept them away from the impending subject of Ahri’s future, and for that she was glad.

Lana and Caleb had said she could stay with them indefinitely, but she knew that was not realistic. She hoped that Eleanor would send word about things calming down in Lightbridge, allowing her to return. But perhaps that was also wishful thinking.

Reality was far more complicated than the winter’s dream she had lived during her first two days here, watching Leah play and learning about earth dragons. For starters, Ahri couldn’t really bear the cold. She had learned that dragons withstood lower temperatures because of their inner fire, but she was no dragon and Lana’s clothes could only help so much.

Her cold had been almost inevitable, and she was surprised her body had allowed her a few healthy days. Her ribs still hurt when she moved too much, but from the way Leah described her fall, she’d got off virtually unscathed.

“Ahli, want to play outside?” Leah woke up with her usual cheerfulness, and Ahri wondered how a girl who had gone through so much at such a young age could remain as undamaged as she was.

Even her scars had faded faster than expected, and Ahri wondered what properties her blood held that guaranteed that sort of healing. She tried to ask Caleb one day, but his expression closed off so fast that she abandoned the topic before it unsettled her host further.

“I can’t today, Leah. I’m not feeling well.”

“Oh, no! I stay inside with you.”

Then, in a further display of the amazing child she was, Leah turned into her dragon and lay at Ahri’s feet, warming them with her body heat. Her green scales shone against the light from the fireplace, and Ahri got lost watching the patterns reflecting on the walls.

“Lana, I haven’t seen your dragon yet,” Ahri said, curious to know if her scales were similar to Leah’s. Caleb had shifted the day before and flown even further south to work. Ahri had noticed his green scales were just like Leah’s, only much bigger.

“Oh, I can’t shift anymore,” Lana replied.

“Really? Why?”

The woman seemed to hesitate, and Ahri thought maybe it was yet another subject she was not supposed to talk about. But before she could change the topic, Lana spoke.

“Leah told you she’s an earth dragon, right?” She nodded. “Caleb is one too, as you must have guessed. But I was a fire dragon.” She pointed to her red hair and smiled.

“A fire dragon?”

“Yes! I was a bright mix of red and orange, and my fire could scorch the soul from its target.” Pride filled her voice, and her dark gray eyes glowed in a way Ahri had only ever seen when she looked at her daughter.

“What happened?” She was just too curious not to ask, but Lana didn’t seem to mind.

“Well, I got pregnant. And there is an old tradition about mixed dragons. They say it confuses the young to have more than one element in its blood or whatever. I never really believed in it, but Caleb is a bit old fashioned, you know? So I had to give up my dragon to have this beautiful young girl at your feet. I’m only glad she got my red hair, even if means nothing.”

“Why were you the one to give it up?”

Lana frowned, as if the question had never crossed her mind. But Ahri wondered how she could ever choose to give up a part of herself for the sake of a child. Perhaps that just meant she was not meant to be a mother yet.

“It was logical, you know? Caleb already had this cute little house in the woods, and fire dragons are complicated…” Her voice died on her lips, and Ahri decided not to pry any further.

The conversation distracted her from the pain running through her body with each shiver. She knew what she had went far beyond a light cold. The tea was working, and she began to sweat the fever away, but it was just a temporary solution. If she couldn’t keep warm to allow her body to recover, she’d run out of medicine before the fever broke for good.
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Three agonizing days of cooling patches and medicinal teas later, the symptoms were yet to leave Ahri’s body. She had run out of options, and her mind was exhausted from thinking while sick. Waking up was a challenge, and she could feel her body shutting down when the fever ran too high. Voices in the living room were the only thing keeping her from falling back into slumber.

“Take her with you. She won’t survive like this. She needs the heat.” Lana’s voice was urgent, as it had been whenever Ahri’s fever had spiked over the last few days.

“I can just take her back,” replied a deep voice she didn’t recognize.

“Bloody hell! Do you really think she’d survive a trip that long? You almost killed her on the way here.”

Ahri’s mind was blurry from the tiredness, but the voices in the living room kept her awake. She wanted to get up and join the conversation, but she was also curious what they would say when they thought she wasn’t listening.

“Lana…” There was so much pain in the man’s voice, and Ahri felt something odd hearing it. A sadness of her own.

“She is sick! It’s just until she gets better, all right?” There was no answer for a while, and Ahri almost thought it was time for her to intervene. But then Lana spoke again. “You know who she is, right? Her dyed hair wouldn’t fool you, of all people.”

Their voices dropped, their whispers now too low for Ahri to understand. Did they all know her? Lana refused to admit they had met before, but now it seemed this man with the deep voice also knew her…

“What does your husband have to say about that?” the man continued in a louder, acid tone that made Ahri shiver. Caleb was still away on his work trip, but he had left with the promise of finding more supplies to keep her healthy.

“Caleb is not here right now.”

At that moment, Leah sprinted into Ahri’s room, preventing her from hearing any more of the conversation.

“Hi, Ahri!” The kid had learnt to say her name the day before after Lana’s persistent encouragement. If she had enjoyed calling her before, now she was even more eager to show off her new skill.

“Good morning, Leah.”

“Dragon snuggle or no snuggle?” she asked with pleading green eyes.

During her sick days, Leah had discovered that her dragon heat was helpful when Ahri was not feverish, because it kept her warm. But when the fever came back, that same heat became dangerous, and it was best to bring her a cool towel patch instead.

“Tiny snuggle,” Ahri replied. The fever was there, but she couldn’t refuse their morning hug. It was interesting to see how attached she had grown to the girl in so little time.

“Ahri, you are awake,” Lana called from the doorstep, her face softening as she took in the hugging scene on the bed. “I have someone here I want you to talk to.”

“Just give me a second.”

Ahri tried to draw a deep breath before getting up, but her lungs couldn’t fill up properly, so she ended up coughing rather than breathing. She threw off the sheets and changed into the warm clothes Lana had set aside for her. Her hair was a mess and still held a faded brown from the tincture she couldn’t properly wash away. Having wet hair would only worsen her condition, so she didn’t have the luxury of reverting to her original color yet.

As Ahri stepped into the living room, the man was facing the firepit, and his broad shoulders almost concealed the small flame dancing before him. A foreign feeling of longing invaded her senses, something she couldn’t quite place. The fever was probably taking a toll on her.

As the man turned around, she noticed his skin was dark, just a few shades lighter than his black hair. His eyes were deep onyx orbs that pulled her in, steady, compelling… Familiar? At that moment, Ahri knew she was looking at the dragon who had taken her away from home.

Skye, Leah had called him. She knew the man was dangerous, not just because of the beast he held inside. And yet she didn’t have it in her to take her eyes off him.

“You must be Skye,” Ahri broke the silence, worrying they’d just keep staring at each other if she didn’t say something. Her voice was hoarse and weak, but he heard her and nodded.

“And you are sick,” he said in a deep voice.

“Skye!” Lana complained, and Ahri didn’t fail to notice how he struggled to look away from her, too. Lana’s eyes were shooting daggers at him, and Ahri felt warmed by how protective she’d become of her.

“Are you ready to go?”

Ahri arched a brow, but Lana’s gray eyes shone with understanding.

“Oh, thank the gods!”

“What is going on?” Ahri questioned, even if she already knew. He was taking her away again.

“Ahri, my dear, you are not getting any better here. You need to go somewhere warm, and Skye can help you with that.”

The idea of leaving the small piece of home she’d found in the South did not appeal to her at all, but the promise of warmth was not one she could easily turn down. She was tired of being sick and sick of feeling cold. Even so, she couldn’t just agree to go with him.

“I don’t know you,” she said, hoping to gather more information before deciding.

There it was again, that pinch in her heart that hurt more than the pain in her head. Looking into the dragon’s eyes, she thought she saw the feeling reflected in the pools of black.

“Ahri, Skye is a friend,” Lana interrupted her thoughts. “I know it’s not ideal, but it’s only until you get better. As soon as your fever breaks, we can figure out something else.”

“Where will you take me?”

“Not far,” he replied.

“Why is it warm, then?” If they were as far south as she imagined, there was no way they’d find heat without at least a couple of days’ trip. Maybe less on a dragon ride, but she was with Lana on that. The icy wind on her face would do nothing but hurt her lungs even further.

Skye just chuckled, but Lana was kind enough to explain.

“It’s a volcano, Ahri. And the rocks keep the warmth in. At least it did when I’d go there before. I haven’t been invited over recently.” There was a clear complaint in her voice, but the man didn’t seem affected by it.

“Nobody was, Lana. Let’s go.”

Ahri almost refused the offer. Skye was clearly not fond of the idea of hosting her, even if she had no idea why. But Lana’s expression made her swallow her complaints and pack her bag. The woman had been worried about her for days, waking up in the middle of the night to check on her temperature and offer her honeyed tea. She couldn’t ask for more.

Lana had been so kind to her that Ahri almost felt like her initial distrust had been insulting. Caleb had been away for most of her brief stay, but she was leaving with nothing but gratitude towards her hosts.

With a tight hug and a promise to come back soon, Ahri headed out of the door. The cold wind bit her face and her already feverish body began to shiver after the first few steps.

“Can you ride? It’s faster that way,” asked Skye. There was a lack of emotion in his voice, but Ahri knew it was feigned. She wondered if he was more dragon than human. He had barely said anything to her, and even for her reserved standards, the silence was uncomfortable.

“I don’t know. My first experience wasn’t the best,” she bit back, unsure as to why she was being mean.

He paused before speaking, and she was pierced again by his unwavering stare. “First experience?”

“Well, yeah. I’d never met a dragon before, let alone ridden one. You are not that common where I come from.”

Skye sneered, face contorting in an expression that was barely human. It should have scared her, but she was too curious about him to be afraid. She cocked her head while trying to read his reactions, but her heart unexpectedly clenched in a feeling she couldn’t place.

She didn’t know if he missed her widening eyes, or if he chose to ignore her, but next she knew Skye was taking off his fur coat to reveal broad shoulders and strong arms. Ahri only realized she was staring once he turned into a dragon right before her eyes.

The change was so quick that she couldn’t begin to grasp how it happened. She almost wanted to go back in time to understand the way his magic worked, and maybe keep herself from staring at the man’s body right before the shift.

Ahri stood speechless for a long while, and Skye’s black eyes held hers with silent expectation. His snout lowered in her direction, and for the first time she could see the details of his black scales. Spikes and horns drew a pattern of death on his head, and she could almost taste the heat emanating from him.

Her left hand, moving of its own accord, rose to touch him. An invisible truth seemed to hang in the air between them, something ancient and palpable that could be grasped if she only kept reaching out…

A gush of wind brought her back to her senses. Her headache pinched her as a reminder of her sickness, and she had to close her eyes to bear the pain. The dragon took his snow-covered coat from the ground with his claw and pushed it her way. It was still warm, and she welcomed the extra heat on her arms.

Ahri climbed the black scales almost on instinct, which was odd. An unbidden feeling washed over her, a happiness that seemed out of place for the moment. Perhaps she was delusional with the fever. Before she could think too hard on it, Skye moved.

She expected to hear the sounds of his wings flapping as they took off from the ground but was surprised to be graced with silence. The first time around she had assumed that she was just too stunned to hear it, but now she knew his ascent was soundless. The ground moved away from her until the trees looked like white and green dots far below them, but she was still lost within the quiet.

Her thoughts wandered back to when her mother had brought her to the woods for the first time. ‘Listen to the quiet. Danger comes without warning’. She was flying on top of a beast, weak and vulnerable, but she still didn’t feel any fear. Despite her mother’s words, despite the helplessness of her situation, she felt free.

The ride was short. No more than a couple of minutes had gone by when she felt them descend. Before her, a tall mountain range rose, too steep to allow for any vegetation to stick. Thankfully the snow had stopped falling, but the yield from the past few days painted the black rocks with streaks of white. In the middle of the imposing wall of stone, an opening beckoned.

Ahri felt weightless as the dragon dove towards his lair. The entrance was huge, but so were the wide wings of the beast carrying her. She closed her eyes as Skye flew into the gap, only opening them when she felt solid ground beneath her.

By her side, wings retreated into a man’s body as the dragon returned to his human form. Ahri blushed at the sight of him, broad back and hard muscles, closing her eyes before they could travel further down. She tried to hand his coat back to him without looking, but he didn’t take it. When she dared open her eyes again, he had a pair of pants back on and a light tug on his lips.

Around her, dark walls of stone formed a cave with multiple outcroppings. Torches lit the way to at least four different corridors, and Ahri was dying to explore her new surroundings. Her host, however, was looking at her with an odd expression.

“You can stay in that room,” he mumbled, and then pointed to the corridor of stone on the far left. “I’ll bring some stuff so you can sleep properly.”

Ahri nodded slowly, failing to hide her disappointment. Sure, he was not obligated to show her around and make her feel at home, but it would have been nice to become familiar with the place. And maybe understand a bit more about the silent man who was offering her shelter.

She followed the path inside the cave, using her hands to guide her through the parts the light didn’t reach. The narrow walls gave way to a medium sized chamber, and heat climbed inside Ahri’s clothes like a warm blanket. However, she could feel her fever rising again, and soon the chills would begin to run through her body, turning her into a shivering mess.

Ahri removed her heavy coat, suddenly understanding why Skye had dropped his own when they arrived. She walked around the room with her hands to the wall, feeling the temperature and memorizing her surroundings. The walls were warmer on the right corner, which made sense. Most of the volcanic caves were to her right. As soon as she was feeling better, she’d explore everything.

Right now, she just wanted her head to stop throbbing. She’d run out of pain medicine the day before, and all she had left were two doses of antipyretic roots. There was no way she’d use them up so soon, so she decided to lie down and hope the fever wouldn’t rise too high. With her coat folded as a pillow, she found a smooth surface and closed her eyes.

* * *

“Here,” roared a voice that woke Ahri from a deep slumber.

Skye stood by the chamber’s entrance with what looked like a thick blanket in his hands. Ahri blinked a few times and got up, but the man seemed impatient and closed the distance between them before she could stand on her feet.

“What is it?” she asked once he’d placed the soft fabric in her hands.

“Your mattress.” He turned to leave, and Ahri rolled her eyes. The man had an uncanny ability to be rude with little to no words.

“Can you show me around?”

Skye stilled and, after a couple of seconds, turned around to face her again.

“Why?”

“So I don’t get lost when I leave this chamber.”

“Why would you leave this chamber?”

“You can’t be serious.” Ahri had no idea how long she was going to stay here, but even if it was only for a day or two, he couldn’t expect her to sit still in an empty room the entire time.

“I can bring you food and water. And whatever else you need.”

“Look, I won’t mess with your stuff. Just tell me where I shouldn’t go, and I won’t bother you.” He seemed like a guy who valued his privacy, and she wasn’t planning on sneaking into his room. There were several paths in the cave. Of course she could stick to the common areas.

“It’s best if you stay here.” Skye turned around again and left.

Well, he hadn’t forbidden her to leave. He’d just suggested that she stay. She could always ignore his suggestion. Strangely, she could tell that he wasn’t just avoiding her out of annoyance. There was something else there she couldn’t understand yet.

She checked the mattress he had given her and discovered it was quite nice. A large piece of fabric stuffed with something soft, probably wool or feathers. It was old, but in perfect condition. She raised a brow at the empty corridor, thinking about her strange host. He seemed uncomfortable with her presence, but at the same time he’d given her something almost luxurious to sleep on.

Ahri dismissed the thought, promising to find out more about the man in the future. She took a moment to assess her health. She felt less feverish, but her headache was still alive and throbbing.

The best she could find in her bag to treat it was peppermint oil. It wasn’t the strongest medicine, but it was better than nothing. She just needed hot water to vaporize the oil. Fine, maybe she didn’t. She could just as easily drip some oil on a cloth and let it diffuse by itself. But then she’d have no excuse to leave this chamber.

Ahri crept through the corridor, back to the entrance of the cave, and looked at the paths before her, lit by torches on the walls. Skye was out of sight, and she couldn’t hear anything from the corridors. She analyzed her seemingly indistinguishable options until the light smell of sulfur made its way to her nose. It came from the second path to the left. No such smell drifted her way from the other corridors.

The smell tickled a memory that stuck at the back of her mind and refused to rise to the surface, no matter how hard she tried. It warmed her heart, but it also pained her a little. Thinking so hard was making her head throb, so she shrugged it off and followed the path.

Sulfur meant she was closer to the volcano’s heart, if she wasn’t mistaken. She had never seen a volcano, but Eleanor had told her about them. ‘The Earth breathes out in fire and water, Ahri. And life grows from her exhale.’ Her intuition told her she was on the right track, and that was where she wanted to explore first.

Ahri followed the path for a few minutes, and soon understood why Skye might not have wanted her to explore further. It would have been easy to get lost. Tunnels and small chambers shaped the cave, leading to dead ends or even more tunnels. The maze was intricate, but her instincts and the torchlight helped her navigate. They built a map in her head like a drawing on paper.

The smell of sulfur rose high from a warm chamber that required her to climb down. Few rays of light came from the end of the tunnel, so Ahri descended into the deepest part of the cave, feeling the rocks beneath her hands and feet before each move.

Eventually, she reached a large, open chamber. As she turned around to see it better, her breath caught in her throat and she had to blink to make sense of the beauty that lay before her.

Clear water bathed the rocks in a lake the size of a cathedral. The heat from the water formed a light fog that escaped the chamber through an opening in its ceiling, where Ahri could see a patch of the sky.

The smell of sulfur still lingered, but her senses had adapted to it during her walk and by now it was only mildly pungent. What she did notice now was the light smell of salt, one she was more than familiar with. The sea bathed Lightbridge’s northern border, and she could easily remember the smell of Sunday afternoons when her mother used to take her to the beach instead of attending to the church.

She circled the chamber and confirmed her suspicions. No river feeding the lake, but a small one took the water out. That meant she was in a spring, and the cerulean blue water came from the center of the Earth. Ahri couldn’t contain the smile that spread across her face.

Next she knew, her clothes were piled up on a rock and she was making her way inside the hot spring. She felt the warm water around her feet and was glad she could see most of the lakebed at this depth. The rock below was smooth from years of erosion, meaning fewer chances of harming her feet, but more risk of slipping.

She stepped further into the spring, using her hands to steady herself, and soon the water enveloped her body. Ahri held her breath and allowed herself to submerge into the healing waters of the mysterious cave.

Her headache seemed to have vanished beneath the experience, leaving her with a deep sense of peace. She refused to feel the pain in such a natural paradise. Her hair fell to her shoulders, and the water washed away the brown to reveal her natural silvery-white locks. She was getting ready to submerge herself again when she heard a sound from the entrance of the chamber.

“Skye?” she called, seeing the broad back of the man, turning like he was about to leave. But she hadn’t seen him inside the chamber when she first arrived. He must have come in and seen her bathing. Ahri placed her hands over eyes, wishing to disappear into the water.

“I didn’t realize you were here,” he replied, but he didn’t face her. He didn’t sound angry, just uncomfortable.

“I can leave if you want to bathe.”

He stood in silence for a while, then turned around slowly to face her. Ahri instinctively shielded her body, crossing her arms, but the man’s gaze was fixed on her eyes. His stare was unwavering and pierced her in place with more strength than his arms ever could.

He didn’t reply, and Ahri found herself even more curious about Skye. She half expected him to say it was no problem, and that she should stay, but he didn’t. The silence stretched until she had no choice.

“All right, I’m leaving. Really nice spring you’ve got here,” she said, trying to ease the tension. It was not nearly enough for her to feel comfortable, but then again, the man’s presence was disturbing in its own right. He was far less unsettling in his dragon form.

“It is not my spring.” There it was again, that pain that shot through her, too deep to blame on her illness. No, this was something else. Foreign.

After a while, she nodded, accepting the man would say no more. Skye turned around to give her some privacy, and she got out of the water to put her clothes back on, still half wet. The black dragon was standing near the chamber’s entrance, and as Ahri got closer, she noticed a slight tremble in his body. As if he was making a tremendous effort, even when he was just standing still.

“What happened to your hair?” he asked in a low tone she would have missed if the room hadn’t been so quiet.

“I had to dye it before. It came off in the water.”

She thought he was finally going to behave like a regular host and engage in some small talk. But her hopes were soon crushed when he simply nodded and moved towards the water. Ahri rushed out of the chamber, and as she made her way back to her room, she wondered how she’d ended up in the lair of such a disquieting man.

* * *

Skye watched the girl leave, wishing he had the nerve to say something else. He had watched her, and he felt guilty about it, but how could he not? Her white hair had flown underwater like dandelion seeds spreading in the wind. Her peaceful demeanor brought back memories of an easier time, and he had to close his eyes to breathe the longing away.
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Ahri woke up feeling more rested than after any of the nights she had spent with Leah’s family. Despite Lana’s hospitality, nothing could beat the healing properties of a warm volcanic cave. The flu wasn’t gone, but she could feel her lungs filling up with half the effort she’d needed the day before.

She resumed her exploration of the cave and, with a mischievous smile on her face, set off for new, unknown corridors. She had barely left her chamber when she felt a presence behind her.

“Where are you going?” Skye’s voice echoed off the stone around her. Ahri turned to face him and discovered his tall silhouette casting a shadow on the floor, blocking the little light from the torches on the wall.

“I’m hungry.” She had prepared the excuse earlier, in case she ran into him.

“I could have brought food to your room.”

“I didn’t want to bother you.” Or, more accurately, didn’t want to feel like a prisoner in a place where there was so much to explore. Such an amazing cave shouldn’t be the lair of an unappreciative dragon like him.

“You will get lost if you keep wandering off like that.”

Ahri felt like rolling her eyes, but she knew it was wiser to keep her face blank to avoid angering the man before her. It was easy to forget he wasn’t a man at all, and that his other form could rip her to shreds in a heartbeat.

“If you tell me where you don’t want me to go, I can stay out of your way.”

Skye didn’t reply, but his gaze continued to rest on her with a suffocating pressure. She couldn’t understand whether he was annoyed or curious about her actions, and her inability to read him was leaving her agitated. She tried a more diplomatic approach, hoping to avoid being burnt by saying the wrong thing.

“Have you eaten already? Maybe we can eat together.”

“Why?” How charming.

“I don’t plan on staying long, but I don’t want to bother you any further. Maybe we can discuss a few rules to make you comfortable during my brief stay.”

Ahri put on her best innocent face, but she was already envisioning spending the afternoon in that amazing hot spring. He just had to be reasonable, and the softening of his expression told her he was on his way to it.

Skye nodded and turned around slowly. She let out a relieved breath. At least he wouldn’t force her to eat alone in her room. In the meantime, she was already coming up with a number of questions to better understand her host.

Ahri followed him to a room lit by candles with a ceiling higher than most of the other natural chambers. A huge stone table filled the center of the room, where fresh fruit lay on a tray probably intended for her. She wondered why Skye had gone to such lengths to make her feel comfortable—with a nice mattress and neatly arranged food—when he didn’t want her here.

She took the knife her mother gave her from her pocket, taking an apple from the table. The white scales felt oddly comfortable in her hands, and the blade opened with a soft click.

Ahri was ready to slice the apple when Skye reached across the table and grabbed her wrist. “Where did you find this?”

She didn’t reply at first, stunned by the harsh movement and the fire that surrounded it. Her eyes left the knife to stare back at Skye instead.

“My mother gave it to me.”

He let go of her, his jaw ticking as he pulled his hands back.

“This is not a table knife.”

“Obviously.” She should have kept the snark out of her voice. This was a dragon she was speaking to. “Do you recognize it?”

“Yes. It’s White Leaf.”

“White Leaf?”

“Because of the dragon scales.”

“From which kind of dragon was it?”

“Are you serious?” Skye hissed. Ahri shook her head. She should have known better than to ask. And still, despite the hard lessons from her childhood tutor, she was terrible at keeping her mouth shut.

“I’m not all that familiar with the world of dragons.”

A frown formed on his forehead, and his eyes trailed her movements as she grabbed a berry from the tray. This man had an awful ability to create uncomfortable silence.

She chose to study him instead, noticing how he blended into the background with dark clothes and skin that merged into the stone. He was so quiet that even in this echoing cave all she could hear were her own movements. So dangerous, yet so young. His stance was that of an older man, but his smooth face and raw strength betrayed his age. A few years older than her, probably. And then there was that sense of familiarity she couldn’t quite shake.

“What type of dragon are you?” She asked when the silence became too much. If he didn’t want to talk about the knife in her hands, maybe she could stir the conversation to another topic that spiked her curiosity.

He indicated his body with his hands, cocking his head to the side.

“What is that supposed to mean?” She asked.

“I am a stone dragon.”

Well, that explained the lack of speaking.

“So, do all stone dragons live in nice caves like this one?” Maybe she could find herself a more welcoming host.

“No.”

“God, you really have a way with words,” she mumbled, rolling her eyes. A growl formed in the back of Skye’s throat, and Ahri froze on the spot with a grape between her fingers.

“Why didn’t your mother tell you about this?”

“So you also know her.” Another one of her secret dragon friends, apparently. She had assumed as much when Skye and Lana had discussed her departure, but now she had confirmation. And perhaps she could pry a little more. “She didn’t tell me much. Maybe you can fill in the void?”

“What do you mean, she didn’t tell you much? How could she possibly fail to tell you how to identify a dragon?”

“By not telling me about dragons at all.”

The frown on his forehead deepened even further. The air in the room became thick with the weight of an unknown emotion, and Skye held her in place with his black eyes. The rocks vibrated around her, the sound alone becoming deafening in the silent room.

“Eleanor didn’t tell you about us?” His voice was a growl coming from a place of fire within his massive body. Anger rang through each word, and Ahri’s breath caught in her throat. She shook her head.

Swiftly and silently, Skye rose and made for the path they had come from. Ahri took a second to recover from the paralyzing scene, but once she did, a swarm of possibilities flooded her mind. She followed him with quick steps, trying to keep up.

“Where are you going?” she asked once she had caught up to the stomping figure.

“To talk to Eleanor.”

A sense of dread invaded Ahri. Had she put her mother at risk with her careless words? She had to keep Skye occupied so she could come up with a plan to dispel his rage.

“Why?”

“Because she is wrong.” He groaned, such crippling emotion in the noise that Ahri missed a step. She recovered quickly, understanding the man was acting on emotion and had no plan whatsoever. People without plans were dangerous, and she searched her brain for something that would at least make him stop walking so damn fast.

“And what are you going to do about it? Storm into Lightbridge and scare her by turning into a big bad dragon in front of her?” Sarcasm and mockery, a dangerous strategy to use on someone twice her size. But he stopped, so it had worked. He didn’t turn around to face her, but at least he wasn’t moving anymore.

“What if I did?”

“You won’t get past the knights on the border.”

A tug in the back of her mind told her it was odd how she felt no fear, nor any sense of self preservation. But then again, she had never been that good at being careful. Skye scoffed and finally turned to face her.

Even in the dim light of the cave’s corridors, she could see the determination in his eyes. It burnt hot like the fire that lived inside him. At that moment, she noticed how he stirred something inside her, too. A will, almost a match for the one she saw in him. He made her feel—

“You don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Well, I know that in seventeen years of living in Lightbridge, I have never seen a dragon in the sky. So I assume you don’t have a free pass to reach my mother.”

“Thirteen,” he mumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing. I’ll find Dylan, then. He can get to her.”

Dylan, the guy from the bar? Ahri recalled her odd interaction with the man with a missing tooth, and Leah’s words about him being a water dragon. She put that thought aside for later, as well as Skye’s strange dismissal. Her mother was more important.

“I’ll go with you.”

“No, you won’t.”

His rising impatience told her he had noticed she was stalling, and no good could come from it. As he resumed his walk, Ahri pushed her mind harder to find a solution. She always did, she just needed a bit of time. Damn him. She had no leverage to keep him here.

“Please. Stop.”

It was a last resort, begging. It shifted the power dynamic. Her throat constricted even as she spoke, since submitting was never her choice. It was even worse because it was him, for some reason. As if she couldn’t quite accept giving him all the power when they were meant to—

A change in his expression interrupted her weird train of thought. As if he was eager to help, yet determined to hide it. His body was tilting forward, but his feet were planted on the ground. She frowned.

“What?”

“You are—” He paused. “It’s nothing. Memories,” he said, more to himself than to her.

“How cryptic of you.” She gestured dramatically, mocking him. “Memories.”

“I don’t have time for this.”

All she wanted was to divert his attention away from her mother. Skye didn’t seem as mad as when he left the room, thanks to her attempts to stop him, but he was still leaving. Was her mother supposed to tell her about dragons? Well, yes, in her opinion. But Skye wasn’t affected by her infuriating secrets, so why was he so outraged about it?

“Why do you care, anyway?” She spit the words at his back, betraying her inner turmoil.

“She should have told you, Ahri.” The way he said her name was sweet, almost caring. But it didn’t matter—or it did, but in a way she still didn’t understand.

“So what? You’ll go up there and kill her because of it?”

“Kill her? What do you think I am?” The pressure of his gaze wasn’t enough for her to stop this time.

“I don’t know you. I have no idea what you are capable of.” Her words held a threat she knew she couldn’t make good on. Maybe it would be the end of her, handling a dragon and accusing him to his face. But his expression betrayed a sorrow she couldn’t quite understand.

Skye turned to the exit once more, and Ahri knew there was no stopping him now. But just as she had given up hope, a large shadow blocked the light. It forced Ahri to take several steps back to avoid being crushed by the massive red dragon landing before her.

Skye pushed Ahri behind his back and assumed a defensive position. The new dragon’s build was smaller than Skye’s, but barely. What really caught Ahri’s eyes were his wings. While Skye had thick ones, covered with black scales, the red dragon’s wings looked like they belonged to a bat. They allowed the light to pass through and revealed an intricate design of bones and blood vessels.

His presence was unsettling, and he carried a faint, smoky smell that brought an image of war to Ahri’s mind. But then the dragon retracted his wings and changed back to his human form. Ahri had watched the process only a few times, but she couldn’t help but be amazed.

The man who emerged from the shift was tall and slim. Red, curly hair framed his knowing expression, and his gray eyes seemed almost familiar despite their intimidating air. His lack of clothes didn’t faze him in the slightest, even if Ahri wanted to run back to her stone room because of it.

Skye blocked her view with his own body, as if sensing her discomfort.

“Skye,” he greeted the other dragon amicably, leaving Ahri even more confused.

“Gael,” Skye replied in a menacing voice, and she could swear the rocks around her trembled at the sound. “We have company. Cover yourself.”

The other man seemed unbothered by the threat, leisurely grabbing Skye’s clothes from the entrance of the cave. He took a few steps closer to look at her once he was decent.

“And you, my beautiful, must be Ahri.” This time, a dashing smile and the offer of a handshake accompanied the greeting.

Ahri took a step to the side to move out of Skye’s shadow and extended her hand. The man looked straight into her eyes and brought her hand to his lips instead of shaking it. She quickly pulled it from his grasp.

“What do you want, Gael?” Skye interrupted.

The two men clearly had history, and the carefree stance of the red dragon did not fool Ahri. His eyes weren’t nearly as innocent as his body language suggested. But in spite of that, Ahri was curious to know more.

“Relax, Skye, I’m not here to wipe the floor with you today.” The rocks vibrated again, and this time Ahri was sure of it. “I came to meet her,” Gael said with a spark in his eyes.

“She doesn’t want to meet you,” Skye replied on her behalf. Ahri looked at him in utter disbelief.

“I believe that is up to the lady,” Gael said.

“Ahri,” whispered Skye. “He’s trouble.”

“Oh, is he?” She took a step closer to Gael, almost expecting the growl that escaped Skye. Well, it was his own fault for undermining her with that protective nonsense. She might be slightly more inclined to trust him over the red dragon, but that didn’t mean he could whisper words of advice to her as if they were friends.

“Gael, is it? It’s nice to meet you.”

“It is my utmost pleasure to meet the girl who rescued my niece.”

At last, Ahri placed the gray eyes and red hair.

“You are Lana’s brother.”

Gael smiled, tilting his head. Then he turned to Skye. He was sly and provocative, nothing like his sister.

“Smart girl. No wonder Skye took you for himself so fast.”

“I didn’t,” Skye roared.

“Hm, interesting,” Gael said while studying her host. Then he turned to Ahri instead. “My beautiful, you caused quite a ruckus with your stunt. Now it’s time to reap the rewards.”

The red dragon was way too friendly for her comfort, assuming things about her and Skye. It wasn’t his place. Still, she wanted to know more.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“Do you want to go somewhere more private so we can talk?” Gael suggested. Ahri heard another rumble forming in Skye’s throat, but he made the right call and didn’t voice his displeasure. That allowed her to stand her ground, to take charge.

“Here seems as good a place as any to talk. You came to Skye’s lair, so his presence shouldn’t keep you from saying your piece.”

Despite her almost nonexistent—and overall unpleasant—relationship with Skye, she couldn’t help but feel he was a safer bet than this new dragon. Skye brought that constant sense of familiarity she had felt ever since she had first seen his dragon form. If she had to speak to an unknown dragon, even one inclined to charming introductions, she was not leaving Skye’s side.

Seemingly encouraged, Skye took a step in her direction, closing the distance she had created between them to greet Gael. The other dragon arched a brow, but eventually he nodded and smiled again.

“If that pleases you. Is there a place we can sit comfortably? I’ve flown a long way to get here.” He winked at her, as if they were sharing an inside joke.

Skye led them back to the room where they had been eating just moments before, and Ahri felt relief washing over her, at least temporarily. Gael’s arrival, however unpleasant for her host, had achieved what she couldn’t. Skye had dropped all thoughts of leaving now that another dragon had invaded his domain.

Gael sat in the center chair of the ten-seat table. Ahri walked around to sit across from him, and Skye followed to sit at her side. Ahri rolled her eyes, wondering why he was suddenly so protective of her. Especially considering how rude he had been since they’d met.

“Talk,” Skye roared, and Ahri suppressed a chuckle. It was not a light environment, considering she was in a closed room with two dragons who didn’t like each other. But she had always been prone to nervous laughter and had to cough to hide it now.

“Ahri, I’m dying to know from your own lips this time. How did you steal the Faith’s most prized possession away right under their noses?”

“I didn’t do much. Leah was the main reason we were able to get out.”

“Oh, I know how smart my niece is,” Gael gloated, and this time she could see genuine pride and care in his eyes. “But her story had several gaps only you can fill.”

“I could,” she replied, narrowing her eyes. “But I won’t. I don’t know you.”

“So skeptical, are you not? Just like someone else I used to know.”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes this time. Skye clenched his jaw, leaving her even more confused. Ahri wanted to ask what this was all about, but she didn’t want to sound clueless. Instead, she opted to turn the questions on him.

“You didn’t come here just to hear my side of the story. So why don’t we start with that. Then I can decide if I want to share?”

“Interesting. Fair enough, let me start by telling you a story.” All sadness had vanished from Gael’s features, and now he seemed excited once more. It was hard to keep track. “What do you know about the Holy War?”

“War?”

“Come on, you must have learnt something. Elrod loves to brag about the historical clash between good and evil.”

Ahri frowned at the familiarity with which Gael called Bishop Elrod. And now that he mentioned it, many lessons taught by her tutor—and then untaught by Eleanor—had depicted the grand purge of the winged beasts.

“All I know came from the church, so I know nothing.”

“Smart, smart girl,” Gael praised, and Ahri shifted in her seat, uncomfortable with the way he talked to her. “I’ll tell you the real story, if you want to know it.”

She didn’t reply, but he told her anyway.
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“The war between dragons and the Faith began over three hundred years ago,” Gael began, “when Bishop Malory decided Satan wasn’t enough of a threat to keep the devotees in line. They needed a more palpable enemy, one that came with horns and claws, just like the devil they preached against.

“At the time, the State had far more authority than today, and the Kingdom spread from sea to sea, in all of Irylia. King Albert II was the human son of a hybrid couple. His father was human, and his mother was a beautiful, but frail, fire dragon. Despite his will to be a fair ruler, the king was incredibly naïve to the intentions of the church. As a fervent devotee, he didn’t understand the Faith’s plan until it was too late, and his authority was already undermined.

“It began as harmless propaganda. News about wildfires, sights of burnt cattle or crops, rumors of stray dragons becoming dangerous. It doesn’t take much to sway the masses against a common enemy. People often yearn for something they can hate together.

“Then it escalated. Traditions were reinterpreted, and the message was hammered into people’s heads, repeated and recited every single day. It was subtle, but the inflammatory words of Malory and his priests influenced the common folk and the more gullible dragons. Some of these traditions remain, like the suppression of mixed dragons for the sake of the child.”

“Like Lana?” Ahri interrupted, too curious to help herself.

“Yes. Like my sister,” Gael replied with a smirk. He must know she was eager for every word now.

“Dragons had always been rare in the Kingdom,” he continued. “But a dark wave of prejudice began to ostracize the entire race. At the same time, the church launched a militarization program under the pretense of protecting the Kingdom. The King’s sanctioning of the program sealed the fate of the hybrid community.

“Open war began after the death of a young dragon. He was the son of a water father and an earth mother, and his parents refused to suppress their dragons for the sake of the new traditions. History says he had beautiful heterochromatic eyes, blue and green. Mixed dragons either tune in with one of his parents’ elements after shifting, or become a new kind of dragon.

“This boy took after his father. Since his first shift, it had been clear that he was a water dragon. His scales were sky blue, his webbed paws favored swimming, and he couldn’t fly. But, unexpectedly, a friend of his fell sick, and he had watched his mother bleed to save someone else’s life before.

“Whether his blood healed the other child or if she recovered on her own remains a mystery. But people were confident he had inherited the healing blood of the earth dragons, and the rumors spread like wildfire. Fear is powerful, and fear of the unknown is the most powerful of them all. A group of extremists killed the boy. Bishop Malory, instead of condemning the atrocious act, absolved the assassins and praised their act as a necessity.”

“He did what? That’s absurd! The people did nothing?” Ahri had never been good at sitting tight to listen, but Gael didn’t seem to mind.

“What could they do? They trusted Malory blindly, and he had spoken of the boy as an anomaly, a danger to humankind.”

“The dragons, then! Didn’t they fight back?”

Gael smiled at her indignation, and Ahri closed her mouth once more.

“Dragons are not peaceful creatures,” Gael said. “And the homes of the murderers burnt up in flames the very next day. Society was split, trapped in a war that had already taken lives from both sides. The king sat on the fence for too long, and his lack of action was the final trigger for a civil war as people took matters into their own hands.

“Knights of the Faith greatly outnumbered dragons, but even so it’s hard to wonder why flying, fire-breathing beasts didn’t obliterate the other side. The war indeed began with massive destruction of the southeastern cities where the killing had taken place. But strategy was on the Faith’s side, and treason lived and breathed among the dragons.

“Greed is an evil that spreads inside the hearts of beasts and men alike, and the deep-pocketed church offered treasures beyond anybody’s wildest dreams to willing traitors. They kidnapped the young and incarcerated them within the hearts of towns. Dragons could no longer burn down a town without the risk of harming one of their own.

“But fire wasn’t the only weapon of the war. Something far more cruel was used against our kind. When one after the other fell from the sky in excruciating pain, the dragons retreated into exile deep in the south, where the cold kept the humans away.

“His eldest son, Joseph, overthrew King Albert II. He was but a boy at the time, and the Faith had worked his mind since birth to favor their interests. King Joseph I never met his grandmother and had none of his father’s attachment to the dragon race.

“Bishop Malory became the true ruler of the Kingdom, pulling the strings of the state as the Faith does until this day. He established Lightbridge as the heart of the Faith, in direct geographic opposition to the dragon’s refuge. The cathedral of St. Hollots was built as a symbol of the victory of the Holy War and the Bishop’s influence spread until White Cross, where he decreed the southern border of the Kingdom be drawn.

“Segregation maintained some kind of peace for several years, but split societies have an after-effect worse than war itself. When there’s no other side to provide balance, the scale tips to one side dangerously fast. The very concept of dragons was ripped from the minds of the people and forced into a dark corner of ancient history. Beasts, something to be afraid of. Soon, the dragon’s exile was replaced with extermination in the history books, and their existence became a secret well kept by the high ranks of the Faith.

“But greed knows no limits, and eventually the church realized just how much the dragon’s magic had shaped their society and its needs. Water dragons had carved rivers to favor the crops, but now their banks were flooding, and the harvest yielded less year after year. Stone dragons used to warn the people about the tremors of the earth, but now the land raged unchecked, burying people below their own homes.”

“What did they do?” Ahri asked.

“I can’t tell you that,” Gael said with his constant smile. “Yet.”

“Why did you tell me that story if you won’t finish it?” Ahri asked. She had been listening to Gael for quite some time now. She was burning with curiosity and a frustrated sense of powerlessness.

“So forward. Indeed, there’s a reason I told you all that.” Gael wore an expression that could only be interpreted as hopeful. His eyes still shone with mischief, but she knew what he was about to say was important to him. “We need you.”

“We?”

“Ultimately, the entire dragon race. But I’m talking about the Dragon’s Legion.”

Skye scoffed at her side, and Ahri shared his disbelief, even if she wasn’t sure why.

“What is the Dragon’s Legion?”

“It is our only chance to fight back,” Gael replied.

“It’s a poorly organized group that gathers to accomplish nothing,” Skye cut in.

“At least we are trying!” A bit of the fire Ahri could see behind Gael’s eyes shone through.

“And yet the only one here who actually saved a dragon is Ahri.”

The temperature was rising in the room, and Ahri wasn’t willing to let a fight between two dragons start in her presence. She secretly enjoyed Skye’s sharp, sarcastic wit, but this was not the time to add fuel to the fire.

“Just tell me what you want, Gael,” she said.

“I want you to join us,” he replied in a strangled voice. Like he was too proud to beg, but too keen for her help not to make the request.

“Why me?”

“Because Skye is unfortunately right. We haven’t been successful during our last few attempts to free the captured children and you were.”

“So that’s what happened? They started kidnapping young dragons again?” Ahri asked.

She could tell from Gael’s surprised expression that he hadn’t planned on sharing that with her. It wasn’t particularly bright on his part, considering she already knew of at least one dragon who had been recently kidnapped. Leah.

“Well, yes.”

“So, what do you want me to do? Free other children?”

“I can’t tell you everything now. But I can have a small army at your disposal. They just need a little guidance from you.”

“So you plan on going to open war?”

Gael didn’t answer, and his stiff posture told her he wasn’t ready to reveal that much. Too bad. Now she had a few more cards to read the game. But it wasn’t a game, was it? Ahri’s heart raced at the thought.

She understood how critical the dragons’ situation was, but she hadn’t yet taken the time to grasp the depth of it all. History yielded the sharpest sword, cutting deep into the minds of those who care to listen.

“I don’t think I can help you.”

Gael punched the stone table, and Ahri flinched at the sudden aggression. Skye promptly rose, and a growl formed in the back of his throat as he spoke.

“Get out of here.”

Gael’s eyes shone with defiance as he stood to tower over the other man. But Skye straightened, and suddenly the black stones shook around them. Dust rained down on their heads, and the cracking sound caused Ahri to bring her hands up to shield herself from debris. For the first time since he had arrived, Gael looked worried.

“All right, all right. I didn’t mean to scare the girl. Listen, Ahri, I’ll leave before our friend here tries to squash me with a rock. But we really need you. Word of the rescue has spread, and your name is out there. You’ve given them hope, and that is not something you can take back. Skye will bring you to me if you ask nicely.”

Ahri nodded, still stunned by the way things had escalated. Gael left under the piercing stare of the black dragon, but not before shooting her an apologetic smile. Skye turned around to look at her, but she found it hard to move for a while. The conversation was a lot to process.

“Do you think I could help?” she asked Skye, trying to talk her way past the initial shock once Gael had left. She was unsure why his opinion mattered to her, but she sought it anyway. Skye sat down beside her and reached for her hands, holding them in his. It was the first time he had touched her, and the warmth of his skin shook her to the core.

“You don’t have to do it,” he mumbled, looking into her wide eyes. The gesture was so… personal. Different from everything she had learnt to expect from him. Yet it felt so familiar.

“I know.”

“But you want to.”

He didn’t know her nearly well enough to read her, but somehow he had done exactly that. He let go of her hands but stood still at her side, watching her while she thought it through. She knew it was illogical and probably suicidal, but there it was again. That instinct, that tug in the back of her mind, telling her to reconsider.

“I do.”

“Why did you say no, then?”

“Because that’s not a decision I can take lightly.”

Ahri weighed her knowledge of the situation, but it was light as a sheet of paper. She needed to turn it into a book. Perhaps Skye could provide her with the missing pages.

“It’s foolish to think the Legion can do anything about it,” Skye said in a tight voice, lending more weight to his already harsh words.

“Why are you not a part of it?”

“I was, once.” His tone made it clear he didn’t want to talk about it, but Ahri wasn’t ready to give up on the subject.

“What are they like?”

“Disorganized. Some of them are angry, some are members just to feel like they are doing something.”

“And you don’t?”

“I don’t need to be part of the Legion to be reminded of what we lost.”

Ahri frowned as she thought about his words. There was pain there, hidden behind the indifferent attitude and sarcastic remarks. She couldn’t help but wonder if the loss he was referring to meant just the war or something else. Something more personal.

“So you don’t think your freedom is worth fighting for?”

“I am free.” He gestured at the cave around them, as if this poorly lit room was the perfect example of his unburdened situation.

“But others are not.”

“I’m not others.”

“Oh, so you are selfish.” Ahri spit the words out but regretted them as soon as she saw the fire coursing behind his eyes. The sense of familiarity he brought was making her forget that she couldn’t let her guard down. His stance went rigid, and he turned around to face the other way.

Ahri had seen him do that too many times in their brief time together, and she stared at his back, trying to understand why he wouldn’t look at her whenever he was uncomfortable. But he moved to leave the room, not allowing her to study him further.

“Where are you going?” Her voice betrayed her concern.

“I won’t go to Eleanor today, if that’s what you are thinking. Can’t leave you alone here now, not with that sly bastard hovering over the cave.”

Ahri wanted to pry, but before she could gather the words to ask about the feud between the two dragons, Skye had walked away. He made himself scarce for the rest of the day, but she could feel the pressure of his presence, lurking just around the corner.
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A couple of days after her arrival at Skye’s den, the flu had left Ahri’s body for good. She had underestimated the power of warm surroundings and healing baths, but they had proven effective after all.

Skye avoided her as best he could after their encounter with Gael, but Ahri knew he was keeping an eye on her. She could sense his presence, but whenever she tried to reach out to him to talk, he slipped away.

Ahri was getting more and more agitated. She didn’t have it in her to depend on someone else, especially when that person didn’t want her there. Eleanor had raised her to fend for herself since she was ten, and she’d rather live in the wild than stay where she wasn’t welcome. Besides, if he wasn’t willing to help her gather information about the Dragon’s Legion, she had to find it elsewhere.

Ahri had mapped out most of the cave in her head, and she had a fair assumption of where Skye’s private chambers were. During her daily explorations, she discovered that the cavern was naturally beautiful and felt remarkably familiar.

Not all the rooms she explored stood empty, but most contained so little in such a large space that they felt like a void. She kept wondering why someone would live in such a magnificent place and yet allow it to become as hollow as it was. She could only hope Skye’s room felt livelier than the rest of the cave. Her own home was messier than she’d like, but she couldn’t imagine living somewhere so… sterile.

As she walked down one of the few unexplored paths remaining, she felt it again. His presence was like a pressure, extending beyond his body to cause her to become uneasy. Ahri thought it might be a dragon thing, but Leah and her family had never felt that way.

This last corridor ended in a large chamber filled with light brown stalagmite rising from the ground. The room felt hostile, and Ahri could certainly see how someone like Skye would choose it as his own. It screamed to be left alone, and Ahri almost listened to the plea. But she couldn’t leave just yet. She had to thank him for letting her stay and ask him to take her down so she could leave. There was no way out of the cave except for the opening in the mountain.

Her next steps were cautious as she walked further into the maze-like chamber. One of the rock formations was so wide it rose like half a wall splitting the room in two. She turned the corner to look behind it and saw him.

Skye was facing away from her, and his fists were clenched as he punched the air in front of him with the force of a beast. A thin layer of sweat covered his body, and Ahri knew this must be a regular activity for him. Curiosity crawled up her throat, and for a moment she stood there, silent.

“Ahri,” he said at last, still facing the wall before him. “Is there something you need?

“I’m sorry I interrupted you.” She wasn’t.

“It’s fine. I was almost done. You look better.”

“I am. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to thank you for letting me stay. I’ll be out of your way now.”

A dark cloud rose in his black eyes, and for a flash they held the same pain she had witnessed a few days back. The moment was brief and uncertain, but she couldn’t fail to notice it. He’d ignored her for days, but now he was troubled that she’d leave.

“Lana will be glad to have you back.”

A chill ran through her body, and she couldn’t blame the fever this time. Truth was, she was not ready for the cold. The days she’d spent with Leah’s family had been hard even before she fell ill, and she was not prepared to face the southern snow again.

“I’m not going back to Lana’s.”

His expression immediately closed off and, if she dared to read into it, she’d assume he was worried. He didn’t answer her for the better part of a minute, until Ahri thought he simply wouldn’t. She wasn’t sure why she had told him in the first place, but she wasn’t as accustomed to silence as he was.

“Why?”

“That’s none of your business.” Ahri squinted in suspicious disbelief, and she crossed her arms, daring him to disagree. Instead, Skye took a few steps closer.

“You can’t go back north.”

“Yes, I can.”

“You think a week is enough for them to forget you stole their golden goose?”

It was true, her situation wouldn’t have improved in Lightbridge, and she had no way back home without risking severe retaliation. The fact that Skye was asking sensible questions just annoyed her, because she hadn’t yet developed her idea properly.

“Maybe I’ll go somewhere else,” she replied, injecting her words with meaning.

“You will not go to the Legion.”

The stones rumbled around her, and Ahri shot him a knowing smile. She had pushed the right buttons to get that reaction—but she wasn’t sure why she even wanted one.

“You can’t stop me.”

“I won’t take you there.”

“I’ll go by myself.” Probably. If she found a way to reach Lana, she might take Ahri to her brother. She roughly remembered the way back to their cabin, but going on dragon’s back and by foot would be quite different experiences.

Skye’s face contorted with an unreadable expression, and he took another step forward before suddenly freezing in place. The silence was unbearable, but Ahri didn’t know what to say. At first she thought he’d be thrilled she was leaving, but now he kept questioning her.

“Why are you doing this? Why do you want to leave?” he asked after what felt like ages.

“I thought you wanted me to go.”

“I can protect you here.”

His words stunned her, and for a moment she couldn’t find it in her to reply. Then, the sparks of her fierce sense of independence hissed inside her.

“I don’t need your protection.”

With long strides, Ahri walked towards the exit, determined to leave.

“Ahri, please.” His voice was heavy, and she could almost feel an apology there. Well, too bad. There was nothing holding her back—except the lack of a plan, and her inability to fly to a place she knew.

He followed her to the opening in the stones, where a gust of freezing wind slapped Ahri’s face. But she had to leave, and there was little that could dissuade her once she made up her mind. She reached the edge of the cliff and considered her options. Damn it. The drop was steep, and the protrusions in the rock that she could use to climb down were covered by light snow.

Skye stopped behind her, and she could feel his judgmental stare digging into her back. If he thought she wouldn’t find her way down, he was sorely mistaken.

“Damn it, Ahri, stop!”

She didn’t. Instead, Ahri flexed her fingers and turned to the rocks, looking for her first foothold in the descent to the forest below.

“I’ll tell you about the Legion and whatever else you want to know. Please, don’t try to climb down there.”

* * *

“You said you’d talk,” Ahri complained after watching Skye mull over her first question for half an hour. They were back in the stone table room, sitting across from each other as she began her interrogation.

“I will,” he replied. “I just don’t know how to answer.”

“If you don’t even know the size of the Legion, how do you expect to help me out?”

“It’s not that simple. There are the dragons, and I think I know most of them. But then a few humans were convinced to join, and I don’t keep track of them. It’s been over a decade since I left, all right?”

Ahri sighed. “Tell me about the dragons, then.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I understand there are dragons for each element, right?” She had assumed as much after meeting way more dragons than she could ever imagine. Skye nodded. “How about you? Stone is not one of them.”

“Eleanor should have told you that.”

“Can we not go back there? She told me nothing, we already established that. But you won’t run to chastise her now, so you can at least answer my questions.”

“You are blunt,” Skye said. Ahri had heard those words before. Too curious, too smart. And they burned like ice in her ready-to-fight mind, causing her to miss the true meaning of his words. And the yearning they held.

“Look who’s talking. You’re allowed to be straightforward because you are older? Or because you are a man?”

Skye fell silent for a moment, the pressure of his constant stare giving way to an almost caring gaze. His eyes, which had held a piercing annoyance before, now seemed lost in a distant past.

Ahri, too, disappeared down memory lane. She remembered the punishments from her tutor, accusing her of being an undisciplined child. It only left her without answers and a boiling sense of injustice.

Her only way out was with Eleanor, and sometimes with her mysterious guests who answered her questions with a knowing smile and delighted appreciation. That was why her tutor, and later the priests, couldn’t shame her into ignorance. Or at least she’d thought so, until she discovered all the secrets that had been kept from her.

“I actually like how upfront you are,” Skye interrupted her thoughts. Oh. She hadn’t expected that. “It’s just new, that’s all. Let me answer your question. There were only four types of dragons at first, but a few mixings produced different dragons.”

“Gael said something like that.” She recalled the kid who had triggered the war. He had been a mix of water and earth, but it turned out he manifested as one element alone.

“Yes. Lana’s insufferable brother probably knows more, since he loves that damned story. But I think outliers weren’t so common before the war. Ever since dragons went into exile there were fewer dragon suppressions, so I think we just had more options. I was a mix of earth and fire.”

“So Leah could have been like you?”

“Yes, she could have.” Skye grunted a curse under his breath.

Ahri thought about Lana. That she was forced to give up her dragon was a tragedy, in her opinion. The grip of the Faith had extended far beyond the walls of the Kingdom, altering the path of dragons’ lives years after their exile. If what Skye said was truth, Leah had been deprived of far more than just her freedom.

“How many dragons are there left in total?”

“No more than fifty.”

“And how many are part of the Legion?”

“Forty-nine.”

His answers were now clear and simple, as if her own outspoken ways had caused him to act the same. Good, it helped her get to the point faster.

“You are the odd one out?”

“Yes. Well, children can only join after they turn fifteen. But their parents take them to the meetings way before that. Not that we have many kids left.”

His bitter tone made Ahri suspicious. He always gave off an acidic vibe, but there was something different now, something… old. If only she could pinpoint exactly what it was.

Ahri’s instincts felt all over the place again. She’d always trusted that tug in the back of her mind that showed her the right path, but now it was pushing her in a direction she didn’t even understand. The questions were flowing from her untamed, and yet it felt as if they’d get her right to where she needed to go.

“They were all taken?” She couldn’t hide her shock and the lingering sadness that came with it. Leah had left enough of an impression that Ahri never wanted to see another child in that situation again.

“I don’t know. But that’s not what I meant. They just stopped having them.”

“Why?”

“Fear. What else? The children weren’t safe, so they chose not to have any.”

“But won’t that cause their extinction in the long run?”

Skye shrugged. He always seemed to talk about the other dragons with a sad detachment. It was never us, or we. As if he didn’t belong to dragonkind, or as if he didn’t want to. Gloomy because of his words, Ahri steered the conversation away from dragons.

“What about the humans? You said the dragons convinced them to join. How?”

“How were you convinced?” he shot back with a raised eyebrow.

“I wasn’t.”

“Sure.” His sarcasm hit her again, and she felt a foreign wave of worry she couldn’t place. There were a lot of strange sensations threatening to surface during her conversations with Skye. She couldn’t recognize most of them.

“I want to help. That’s different. But I don’t know them.” She couldn’t trust them, was what she meant. A quick chat with a red dragon who dropped by unannounced was not enough to persuade her. But he’d spiked her curiosity, and she didn’t have it in her to ignore his words.

“You heard Gael. The Legion will follow you if you choose to join.”

“I get the benefit of human allies, but I still don’t understand why they want me.”

Skye shifted on his chair and stared at the floor. They were back in that uncomfortable silence that seemed to grow whenever the two of them were in a room together. He was so different from the man who’d kicked another dragon out of the room a few days earlier.

“You have a mind for strategy. What happened with Leah was… impressive.”

Ahri disagreed. Almost getting herself killed while a child saved them with a gush of fire could hardly be called impressive. That being said, her instincts were something she could always trust. They had allowed her to thrive in an unforgiving city like Lightbridge.

“I bet there are dragons with the same skill set.”

“Dragons were made for fighting. When you have this kind of strength, something is bound to be lost. Nature finds balance.”

“So what, you are not very bright?”

A loud growl let her know that her humor had struck a nerve. Ahri mumbled an apology but let out the small laugh she was holding. Then she waited to see if she’d be thrown out as well.

“We act before thinking, that’s all.”

She could see the truth in that. From that brief interaction between Skye and Gael, she had noticed how fast they allowed their anger to turn physical. If they had such a hard time mastering their emotions with their own kind, she could only imagine what it would be like when they faced the Faith.

“Fine, it makes sense. So they want me because I helped Leah?”

“Yeah, that too.”

“But there’s another reason?”

“Yes.”

There it was. He shifted again, holding in his eyes the answer she truly craved. There was something beneath the surface of his answers, and Ahri could almost taste it in the air. An uneasiness, gray and old like a rotting pile of unattended feelings.

“Tell me what it is,” she demanded, and the plea in her eyes must have been too hard to resist.

“Because of your parents.”

“I don’t have parents. I have Eleanor.” Sure, there must have been a father somewhere along the way, but her mother never talked about him and that was the end of it.

Skye didn’t seem to agree. His nostrils flared and his fists clenched on top of the table. His anger was palpable, and for a second Ahri’s curiosity was replaced by anxiety.

“You can’t say that,” he roared.

“You knew my father.” There was no other explanation for his behavior. Her words were an accusation, and his lack of an answer was enough of a reply for her.

At that moment, an unknown feeling grew in the pit of her stomach. Something buried deep within the walls of her soul, trapped by years of forged strength. A yearning for that missing connection, so long forgotten that she almost didn’t recognize it.

“You knew my father,” she repeated, but it was no longer an attack. It was a discovery.

“Yes.”

She had questions. More than she’d ever found the courage to ask before. Her throat clenched with all the memories she’d never had, all the moments they’d never shared. And, right from that feeling she hadn’t even known she carried, a new resolve emerged.

“Take me to Eleanor.”

“Ahri…”

“You already had a plan to get to her, didn’t you? Through that bartender from Lightbridge or something. Take me with you.”

Ahri was ready with a thousand arguments to convince him. With that pulsing drive inside her, she was ready to walk all the way back to her hometown, through snow and storm if necessary.

“All right.”

“Really?”

“Yes. We can leave after dark.”

* * *

The wind on her face tasted like peace and sounded like freedom. Exhaustion and sickness had spoiled her previous rides, but this time she was in the right state of mind to enjoy it. And, oh, she did.

Skye probably felt guilty about that first ride when he’d almost killed her by letting her slip, so he stopped near the main river so they could freshen up. She wasn’t tired at all, but Skye seemed to enjoy dipping into the cool waters in his dragon form. Ahri, however, was entranced by the world around her. When they were flying, the moonlight was only enough to show her the outlines of the woods below, but on the ground she could see a new type of vegetation.

The trees held tones of yellow and orange, helping her place the climate they were in. Eleanor had told her about them, the temperate forests. Broad leaves that changed colors and fell according to the position of the suns.

Ahri was harvesting the leaves to study later when Skye called her. His tone had been softer ever since he’d mentioned her father, and Ahri was glad. Her heart was still sore from all the repressed feelings the subject had brought up, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with a rude dragon.

As he flew high again, the forest turned into villages and then cities. The stars were putting on a show of their own, shining so brightly Ahri wanted to raise her hands to touch them. The southern cold made way for the warmth of the North, allowing Ahri to breathe the fresh air with a tinge of homesickness.

They landed in the evergreen forest near the river that bordered the south of her hometown. Ahri thought she could breathe in the sea, even though she knew that was impossible. The distance between Lightbridge’s south gate and the ocean up north was too great. Still, she clung to the memory of that smell.

“Skye,” called a male voice it took her a minute to recognize.

“Dylan,” replied the black dragon, who changed back into his human form as soon as they landed. Ahri was stretching from the journey when she realized he was naked once again.

“Ahri! I’m glad to see you again. Almost didn’t recognize you with the white hair. It suits you,” Dylan said while handing Skye a few clothes.

If she weren’t blushing so hard from seeing Skye’s strong back, seeing the odd bartender again would be almost comforting. Her interaction with him had only lasted a few hours, but he had been the first person to offer her a helping hand when she was running away from everything she knew.

“Dylan,” she greeted. “How did you know we were coming?”

“Dragon telepathy, of course.”

Ahri gaped, looking between the two dragons who stood before her. What the hell—could they really do that? It was amazing how little she knew about the world of dragons. If only her mother had told her, she wouldn’t be so clue—

Laughter. Dylan cracked up like he’d told the joke of the century, and like it was on her. Even Skye, who only bared his teeth to sneer, was throwing her a half smile which—in any other situation—would have been charming.

“Stop,” she complained. Clearly, there was no such thing as dragon telepathy.

“Sorry, girl, I couldn’t help it.”

“For what it’s worth, I’ve been told your mother fell for the same joke once,” Skye tried to soothe her bruised ego. It didn’t make her feel any better, but at least they had stopped laughing.

“But seriously now. Skye sent a message through the main river,” Dylan explained.

“Ha, ha, hysterical.” Ahri rolled her eyes and removed a leaf that clung to her arm.

“I swear it’s true.”

“It is. Dylan is a water dragon. That’s their thing,” Skye explained.

If there was one thing Ahri hated, it was being made fun of. But curiosity often overrode her embarrassment, and at that moment the prospect of learning something new was too enticing to let go.

“What do you mean?”

“Water is everywhere. If I touch a water body, I can feel all its connections like you feel your fingertips,” Dylan explained. “A few hours ago, I felt Skye getting into the water, and sending our signal.”

“So that’s why you stopped?”

Skye nodded, and Ahri frowned.

“Why didn’t you just use the spring?”

Both men stared at her, expressionless, for a full minute, and Ahri wondered if maybe she was wearing her ignorance on her forehead again. But then Dylan muttered something incomprehensible under his breath and Skye cocked his head at her in surprise.

“Is that possible?” Skye asked the blue-eyed man.

“I mean, it could be. I haven’t been to the cave since… you know. But the water left through a river.”

Dylan took a few steps away from them and submerged his left hand in the water.

“It could be another river.” Skye didn’t seem convinced.

“It shouldn’t matter,” Ahri said. “All rivers flow towards the sea. It connects them all.”

“That’s too distant, Ahri. He won’t be able to—”

“Found it,” Dylan said, the air moving sharply through his missing tooth.

“Found what?” Skye asked.

“Your spring, what else? Ahri, you are a genius. Do you know how much time that could save? No wonder the Legion is all over her.”

Ahri was ready to dismiss the compliment, but that last sentence intrigued her. The way he spoke about the Dragon’s Legion seemed detached.

“So you are not a part of it?”

“Sure I am. I’m not gutsy enough to defy them, like your renegade friend over here,” Dylan indicated Skye with his head, and a growl came from her side.

“We are wasting time. Get us to Eleanor, Dylan.”

Ahri had more questions, but hearing her mother’s name pulled her back to reality faster than a slap to the face. She had a priority there, and Eleanor owed her answers.

“Right… about that,” Dylan began. “Ellie is missing.”
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The world spun around her, and Ahri’s breath grew shallow. The trees seemed to become taller around her as she felt herself growing smaller. Her heart pumped in her chest, so hard that she could feel it in her ears, deafening in the once silent forest. But then, as Skye reached out to comfort her, came a wash of calm.

The bliss of purpose arrived like lightning to replace her despair, and her mother’s words echoed in her mind. ‘You have the spirit of a warrior, Ahri. Chaos is yours to master.’

“Tell me all you know,” Ahri said. Skye dropped his hand, and mild surprise replaced the worry in his dark orbs.

“I found out two days ago—”

“Why didn’t you warn me?” Skye roared.

“I didn’t want to alarm you before I had more information. I tried to check the house, but there are knights guarding the door.”

“Maybe I can get in through the backdoor,” Ahri said.

“But how will you get there? The streets are heavily guarded, and you’re not exactly inconspicuous.” Dylan indicated her white hair that shone under the rays of the first sun rising in the south.

“Do you have a razor?”

“No!” Skye raised his voice.

“Excuse me?” Ahri raised a brow at Skye, and he answered with an equally challenging stare. His eyes flickered to her silvery-white locks, and his expression softened almost imperceptibly.

“Maybe you could dye it again.”

Ahri nodded, taking a second to think. She loved her hair and shaving it would be a pity. But she’d do whatever it would take to find her mother, and if she couldn’t find the components to darken it, shaving would be a small price to pay.

“Dylan, you serve tea in the tavern, right?” Ahri asked. He nodded. “Great. Maybe I can find something there to cover the white.”

Her mind was already three steps ahead, guessing where they might have taken her mother. She felt naive for believing Eleanor would be safe after facilitating her escape. Shortsighted and reckless, that’s what Ahri was. But there was no time to beat herself up. She had plans to make and put into action.

“Maybe we can ask the Legion—”

“No,” Skye interrupted Dylan. He seemed awfully fond of that word. As if the world would obey him simply because of his stern voice and broad shoulders. But he was right this time. Ahri didn’t know enough about the Legion to trust them.

“I’ll go alone.”

“Ahri…”

“Dylan, can you get us back into town?”

“If you two don’t mind squeezing together inside the wagon,” the blue-eyed dragon replied. Ahri blushed and her hands got clammy all of a sudden.

“Won’t they inspect the cargo?” she asked with a high-pitched voice.

“I’ve been working in the tavern for half a decade. Smuggling things inside is easier than the other way around. Especially when add a few gifts. You know border knights.”

She didn’t. But it didn’t matter anyway. As Dylan led them to the wagon, Ahri tried hard not to think about the tiny cargo compartment she’d share with the man by her side.

* * *

Ahri stole through the streets of Lightbridge, feeling the warmth of the second sun rising on the horizon. If the situation hadn’t been so nerve-wracking, she would have laughed at Skye’s irritation when she’d ordered him to stay behind.

He’d tried to convince her to let him tag along after the crossing—she shook away the image of his hard body pressed against her back—and kept on trying throughout the process of dyeing her hair. Eventually, he understood her plan had no space for a man twice her size.

She’d been away from Lightbridge for less than a month, but there were changes in her hometown that she couldn’t fail to notice. The knights crossed her path twice as often, and their once relaxed promenades had turned into watchful patrols. Dylan explained how things had shifted after her departure, and she could feel something dark simmering in the background.

Ahri also noticed how empty the streets were. The early hours had always been her least favorite time to cross the city because it was filled with workers and wagons on their daily commute. Now the flow of people was almost nonexistent.

As she turned into the street where her flowery home stood, she suddenly saw them. A group of over thirty people were milling about in front of her home, contained by three knights with their swords out. Ahri sneaked to the middle of the mob, trying to understand more before she made her way inside.

“This is for the Viscount of Rainhorn! He’ll have your head for this insolence,” screamed a servant, probably encouraged by the mass of people behind him. He wouldn’t have spoken like this to a man of the Faith otherwise.

“The healer is gone. You should all go back to your homes,” said one of the knights.

“Why is the viscount’s servant here? I thought he hated Ellie,” a woman by her side muttered. Ahri recognized her as the mother of a frequently sick child who she had often seen in the shop.

“Haven’t you heard? The man’s gone mad, killed one of his mistresses and all,” someone replied. “Now his servants think they can cut the line because he’s rich!” He shouted the last sentence at the crowd, earning a few cries of approval.

Ahri stepped back to gain perspective. People had clearly lost all reason in their anger, and the knights could barely contain them as they pushed towards the front door, trying to get inside. A few insults flew through the air, and among the complaining customers, she recognized her mother’s regulars. They’d surely see her if she wasn’t careful, so she swiftly made her way away from the crowd.

A wall of dragon-tail plant hid the path to the back entrance from the streets. Ahri laughed at the irony while she crept through the secret passage. The door was unlocked, as always, and she let herself in to find the house exactly as she had left it a couple of weeks earlier.

The mess on the table, the light smell of lavender, the scattered books taking up all the seating space. Ahri would have sighed in relief if the situation hadn’t broken her heart. She should never have left her mother alone… But there was no time to dwell on that now. She needed answers.

At first glance, there were no hints of where they might have taken Eleanor. Shouldn’t there be at least a few signs of struggle? Unless Eleanor had known they were coming and had a plan in place which required her to go.

Ahri moved through the house with silence and precision, systematically looking for any clues her mother might have left behind. As she searched the office for anything useful, she noticed a few prescriptions ready for consumption. She quickly ran through them and the dates told her the knights must have taken Eleanor shortly after she’d left.

Ahri read the instructions on the flasks and recognized the names of several regulars. She stashed the vials in her bag, wondering how risky it would be to deliver them. Even though it wasn’t her fault, she felt responsible for all the patients her mother could no longer tend to.

As she reached her room, the scent of lavender invaded her nostrils like a painful punch. A single, stubborn tear ran down her face, but Ahri immediately scrubbed it away. Her mother’s perfume was no reason to distract her from her mission. She tried to focus on the room, searching for anything that looked out of place, but the smell kept bothering her. How many times had she asked Eleanor to keep her perfumes down—

Smart. Eleanor was so damn clever. Ahri closed her eyes and followed her senses to find the source of the smell. A little notebook, hidden between several other books about botany and pharmacognosy. How could she have failed to see it before? She knew the order of her books by heart—the only place her mother had allowed her to organize—and this one was clearly out of place.

Ahri opened the book to find a lavender bud clumping the pages and a footnote in Eleanor’s handwriting. ‘Find the trackers.’ What was that supposed to mean? Which trackers? Ahri let out a frustrated sigh and put the book in her bag. Her mother had so many secret dragon friends. Maybe one of them knew what that meant.

She left the way she came, tiptoeing around the house to avoid alerting the guards. The dragon-tail plant was thick, not having been groomed in weeks. As she wove her way through the last tangle of vines to reach the street, her eyes met exactly who she was trying to escape. A knight, tall, proud, and painfully aware of her presence.

The knight looked at her with an instant flash of recognition. Even with her dyed hair, Ahri wouldn’t be able to fool him. He seemed confused for only a second before he strode towards her, reaching for her arm.

Ahri stepped aside and tried to dodge him, but he was too close, and she had nowhere to run. Going back inside the house would be a dead end, and she couldn’t get past him. She found another way to express her frustration, kicking and squirming into his tightening grip.

“Stop moving, witch!”

What was it with men of the Faith and their fixation with witches? What a turd. Ahri tried to think quickly. The man was taking her across the street to the front of the house, probably to get help from the other guards there. They were clearly organized to run a perimeter around the house, and she’d just got lucky on her way in. Not very bright of her to exit without checking.

Their progress was slow because Ahri was fighting him every step of the way, but the knight was strong and determined. They’d soon reached the mass of people shouting to be let in.

“I’ve got the daughter!” shouted the brute who held her, but the sound didn’t carry all the way to the guards. Instead, only the people nearer to them turned around and began to whisper. Ahri suddenly had an idea. Risky, but any plan was better than no plan.

“I have your medicine!” she screamed. The guard’s eyes widened, and he tried to cover her mouth, but the damage was done. People’s curiosity turned into a dangerous mix of hope and rage.

The knights noticed the commotion too late, and the townsfolk were already reaching for the man who held her to pry his hands away from her. As soon as Ahri was free from him, she dashed towards the crowd and allowed a circle of people to form around her.

She reached for her bag, but their eagerness was disrupting her movements and she was having a hard time breathing. Someone must have noticed her bag, and they tried to snatch it from her. The chaos only grew, and she could no longer see if the knights were getting close to her.

Ahri begged for space, but it was no use. She clung to the bag while taking small steps towards safety, but eventually large hands engulfed her in a tight grip, and she knew all was lost.

“Get away from her!” the crowd shouted.

What she heard in return was a loud growl, and the pressure on her chest fled beneath the sound.

“Skye?”

“What the hell did you get yourself into?” His worried voice soothed her more than she expected, and she had to shake her head to remind herself of the danger they still faced.

“Can you get us out of here?”

“I will shift.”

“Do not shift.”

“Shifting.”

“Skye, for God’s sake, do not—”

Pointless. Skye pushed the crowd to the sides, and his black wings sprouted from his back. There was a single second of stunned silence before people screamed.

Ahri cursed under her breath before rushing to climb the dragon’s back. She might be angry at him, but her priority was getting out before the guards could react. Skye took off, and she could see the expression of utter terror on the faces of the people she left behind.

Terrified cries vanished into nothing as they soared high above the city, and for a second Ahri allowed herself to feel the wind on her face. The dread she’d felt as the crowd gathered around her was still sending light shivers over her body. In all honesty, she wasn’t scared of being caught by the Faith. She was terrified of what they’d do to her mother if she didn’t act on the clue she had found.

She looked down after a couple of minutes and realized Skye was heading south, probably wishing to get her as far away from Lightbridge as he could. Damn dragon. He had shifted in the middle of a city that didn’t even know dragons still existed.

“Skye, circle the town and head north, towards the sea.”

She didn’t know if the dragon could understand her with the wind rushing in their ears, but she could swear she heard him snarl. If the situation weren’t so tense, she would have laughed. Skye was different as a dragon, as if he couldn’t quite contain his reactions. He was also warm and safe, and even on the run, she felt free on his back.

“Can you not argue with me here? I have a plan.”

Another indistinguishable sound came from his massive snout, but Ahri felt the dragon change directions to follow her command. Instinctively, she stroked his neck to thank him. His muscles relaxed under her hands, and she stilled, realizing how natural it was.

They flew for a couple of minutes, taking a longer route to avoid being seen. To all bewildered spectators, they would have fled south. She didn’t doubt word would spread fast about the massive dragon that had come out of nowhere and taken the healer’s daughter away.

Ahri indicated a secluded spot by the sea and wondered if Skye would have any issues landing on the rough terrain. Sand and rock formed a complicated pattern below, but it was the only place she knew they could hide for a while and work out their next steps. His gentle landing soon soothed her concern, almost soundless as his claws touched the ground.

A small smile crept onto her lips as Ahri looked around, recalling all the sunsets she had watched with her mother on the shore of the northern sea. They had a few hours before the first sun would sink into the water, but the view was still glorious. As she turned to look at Skye, he had changed back into his human form.

“You are naked.” She spun around again, trying to hide her blush. She hated her reaction, but she couldn’t help it.

“What did you expect? I wasn’t planning on shifting.”

“Why the hell did you do it, then?”

She went to face him again, forgetting why she was looking the other way in her annoyance. Unwilling to stay embarrassed, she rummaged through her bag and took out the largest piece of clothing she could find. She held it out to him, looking into his eyes to avoid catching a glimpse of anything else. Her cheeks were burning, and they must be showing how flustered she was, but she could at least hold her head high. His face was unreadable as they kept up this stupid staring contest, until he finally put her out of her misery and took the fabric from her hands, wrapping it around his waist.

“We needed to get out of there,” he answered, running his fingers through his dark hair. “People were trying to kill you.”

“They were not. They just wanted the medicine. I was using them to get away from the guards.”

“How was that working out for you?”

Ahri sighed, but nodded. She wouldn’t have been able to get out by herself, even if her stunt with the crowd had bought her a few minutes. Skye had probably done the best he could, given the situation. His expression changed when he realized she wasn’t protesting his actions anymore, melting into one of soft concern.

“Do you think it’s bad? They seemed really scared.”

For a massive dragon who had no issues cutting ties with his kind, he was showing an awful lot of concern right now. Ahri wasn’t sure how it fit what she’d come to expect from him, but somehow it felt even more familiar to her. As if he had always been meant to be like that. Warm.

“I think they’ll be all right. But we need to see how the Church will spin it.”

“Spin it?”

“People will be confused. They believe dragons are gone, and now one showed up in the middle of the city and took a girl away.”

“I didn’t take you away!”

“I know, but the Faith will twist it that way until everyone believes it. Even those who were there will be certain you took me in your claws and probably ate me or something.”

Skye cocked his head in disbelief.

“They can’t do that. People will know what they saw.”

“Unfortunately, with the right push from the Faith, they won’t,” she said, but he still didn’t seem to believe her. “Imagine it like this. You are with a group of friends watching the sky. Suddenly, you all see a shooting star.” Ahri moved her index finger in front of his face, from left to right.

“What does that have to do with anything? Are you comparing me to a star?” Skye asked, piercing her with his stare. Ahri rolled her eyes, almost giving up on the explanation. But she wanted to see the look on his face when he fell for it.

“Just listen, will you? Now, everyone says the star went from right to left, just like my finger. But you are sure you saw it the other way around. What would you do?”

“I’d tell them they are wrong.” He crossed his arms, annoyed by her riddle.

“All right. Which way did I move my finger?”

“Right to left, but you said I was sure the star was the opposite.”

“I moved it from left to right.”

“You just said the people saw the star the way you moved your finger!”

“I did, and you believed me because you trust my words. Doesn’t mean it happened.”

Skye growled when he realized he couldn’t remember what had truly happened, and Ahri smirked. The dragon did not appreciate being fooled.

“So what? The Bishop will say I ate you and they’ll buy it?”

“The truth stands no chance against conviction.”

Skye’s black orbs shone with anger, but it wasn’t directed at her. He ran his fingers through his hair, clearly thinking hard. His expression looked so well-known to her that Ahri simply stared at him, trying to figure it out. This sensation she had around him was getting out of hand. How could she feel at home while an angry dragon stood beside her, so close to losing control?

He must have noticed her odd expression, because he stopped glaring at her and shook his head. Some of the anger dissipated, making room for something Ahri knew quite well. A hurt pride. And with that, a new thought came to her. She wanted to soothe him.

This wasn’t like her at all. Ahri had always been too proud for her own good, and she had the hardest time laughing off her mistakes. Maybe it was Eleanor’s fault, for telling her to never lower her head. And along with the complex reactions inside of her came another one, one she wasn’t fond of. The pleasure of proving someone wrong. But it wasn’t there with Skye right now. She wasn’t glad at all. Only sad that the people in Lightbridge would think so little of him.

“What is this?” she asked, knowing the question wasn’t fully formed in her head yet. “Why do I feel so comfortable around you even when it looks like you want to kill someone?”

Skye seemed stunned for a while and then broke their gaze.

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” she said absentmindedly. Then, more firmly, “You really do! I thought I was just going crazy here, but you know why, don’t you? You damned over-heated, fire-breathing, stone-jiggling lizard, just tell me already!”

He chuckled, and then it turned into a louder laughter. She had never heard him laugh before. And it didn’t stop, not until she smiled. He had one of the loudest laughs she had ever heard, and the rocks around her seemed to vibrate in sync.

“You added a new one.”

“Added a new what?” She was confused and still mad about the secret he was hiding, but now her voice held a note of humor she couldn’t fully remove.

“Stone-jiggling. You’ve never used that one before.”

“Before?”

He didn’t answer for a while, until she thought he simply wouldn’t. He had done it so many times already, with questions she had asked him during their time together. She was ready to argue this time, to push him to say whatever he was holding back.

“You really don’t remember me at all, do you?”

It could have been his words, but it was the sadness she felt crawling into her heart that left her speechless.
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Time stopped moving forward during that pregnant silence, stretching between them like an invisible band that tethered them together. Ahri opened her mouth twice, trying to find words, but it was Skye who spoke first.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“You don’t get to do this.” Ahri crossed her arms, emphasizing the weight of her words. He wasn’t allowed to drop something like that and then step away, as if he meant nothing by it. “Why should I remember you?”

Skye ran his fingers through his thick black hair with a troubled expression. The sea was beating against the rocks around them, muffling their already low voices.

“I wanted to wait so we could talk to Eleanor together, but this is incredibly hard.”

“What is?”

He took his time gathering the words, but she knew from the pressure of his stare that he wasn’t trying to dismiss the subject anymore. Good. She wouldn’t let him.

“I know you were just a child, and you couldn’t possibly remember… but you don’t recognize anything about me.”

“Skye, you are not making any sense. We’ve never met before.”

The shadow that took over his expression had nothing to do with the clouds above them, and no amount of northern sunshine could warm the chill climbing up her body.

He closed the small distance between them and took her hands by the wrists, so strong and yet so gentle. Almost as if he were scared to break her if he moved too roughly. His eyes were shining with a feeling way too troubled, way too deep. Skye brought her left hand to his ribcage, where a large scar broke his perfect black skin. Ahri’s fingers unconsciously followed its path, but she withdrew them as soon as she realized.

“How could we never have met? This one was your fault,” he said, letting go of her wrist when he noticed she was moving away.

Ahri sucked in a breath, trying to push her mind to remember. There was no memory there, but his eyes were too honest, and her instincts wouldn’t allow her to doubt his words. His mere presence filled her with nostalgia. It didn’t make sense. And yet, it was the only thing that did.

“What happened?”

She was looking at the scar again, forcing her eyes not to roam over his body. He had the strength of a man built for war, and it showed in the way his every muscle moved beneath the skin. But at the moment, there was none of the raw, angry energy he often held. He was still so close, and his words were softer than ever before when he spoke.

“I was protecting you. You were falling, and I caught you.”

The hope in his whisper was heartbreaking. It felt like his soul was urging her to remember, to dig deeper and rip those memories from the place they had once occupied. But she had been too young, he said, and there was nothing she could do to bring back what was long forgotten.

“Last time you caught me I almost broke a rib.” She forced herself to stare anywhere else but the scar across his ribs, the lost memory. She looked up, but the swirl of feelings in his eyes didn’t help. It was too much, and she couldn’t understand why she thought she was feeling them, too.

“I’m sorry I hurt you. I wasn’t thinking straight when I saw you back at Lightbridge. It had been so long, and I didn’t want to believe it was really you. You need to understand—”

“We need to find my mother.”

She couldn’t do this. Not now. She was overwhelmed by all these foreign emotions she couldn’t place. Her mother was missing, and that should have been the most important thing on her mind. That and the plan which was already crystallizing from earlier observations. She had no room for the intensity of his gaze.

Despite her instincts to trust Skye, she knew this conversation was too important for them to have while Eleanor’s life was in danger. Later. Once she was safe. Then Ahri would have the time—and maybe the courage—to keep digging into this pile of forgotten memories and foreign feelings.

Skye nodded, and his hurt expression turned firm in a split second. Even if she knew the change was forced, she was glad. Despite all the issues they had experienced back at the cave, at least she knew now that he was by her side. Her instincts never let her down, and they screamed for her to trust him.

“Did you find anything in the house?” Skye asked.

“I found a note. I don’t know what it means yet, but maybe you do.”

She searched her bag for the book and the scent of lavender rose to her nostrils. It mixed with the salty smell of the ocean, bringing back memories of a gentler time. Moments with her mother by the sea, when she’d tell Ahri that the waves could cure wounds medicine never would.

Skye took the book and opened it, twitching his nose at the strong perfume. He barely read the note before he swore and slammed the book shut.

“You know what it is,” she said, hopeful. A meaningless note wouldn’t have prompted such a reaction from the black dragon.

“Yes. The trackers are air dragons.” His voice was almost a snarl.

“Really?”

“They can do that sort of thing. Discover where things are, I mean.”

Curiosity took a hold of her again, and despite not wanting to display her ignorance, she felt comfortable asking Skye. Even if he knew she was always too eager, it didn’t bother her as much with him as with other people. Skye never said she shouldn’t ask, even if he didn’t always answer her.

“Like Dylan can communicate through water?”

“Something like that. They use strong smells, which is why Eleanor left that thing in the book.”

“That’s amazing!” And awfully helpful.

Skye scoffed by way of answer.

“What’s the problem?” Ahri cocked her head, trying to understand the man’s issue with his own kind. Sure, she was just as suspicious, but she knew nothing about them. She had reason to be cautious.

“There aren’t many of them left, and the ones that exist are… loyal.”

“To the Legion?”

He nodded, confirming her guess.

“Then I think it’s time we visit Gael.”

Skye’s face contorted, and Ahri almost laughed. He hated that fire dragon so damn much, and she couldn’t fathom why. Sure, Gael was overbearing and more than a little scary when antagonized. But he was a man living for a war he was losing. It was to be expected that he’d be… intense. At least he was on the right side of things, from what she had witnessed so far.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“You’ll come around. Either way, there’s something we need to do first. I didn’t ask you to come to this beach for nothing.” Excitement was bubbling up in her at the idea that had formed in her mind right after they’d left the streets of her hometown. She loved a long-term plan, especially when she could set it up so far in advance. It felt wrong to be excited about it when everything else was crumbling around her, but she couldn’t help it.

“You have an expression that screams trouble, Ahri.”

“It’s not trouble! Look, I don’t know if we’ll be able to come back to Lightbridge soon. We need to find my mother, and I’m fairly certain she isn’t in town anymore.”

“How do you know that?”

“Well, isn’t it obvious? They have most of the guards on patrol, the rest are standing in front of my empty house. If my mother were here, they’d be guarding her instead.”

“Can’t she be at the cathedral where you found Leah?”

“It was my first guess, and I thought they might have a trap ready for me there. But Eleanor knew they’d take her somewhere else, or she would have written something else in that note. I wouldn’t need trackers to find her in town.”

“All right. So what do we need to do?”

She deliberated over whether to explain it to him, but for better or worse, they had to work together. Besides, she was dying to let someone in on her idea. She’d never had that chance growing up, and had executed some of her most brilliant plans with no audience—and no praise when they worked. She couldn’t exactly tell her mother that she had orchestrated a parade to honor a holy man who didn’t even exist just to skip tutoring, could she?

“Right, hear me out. Today I confirmed something that I’ve suspected for a while now. Lightbridge seems like a calm city where the people in power have everything under control.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Not really. The city actually hangs in a delicate balance, one maintained by players who never really reach the center stage.”

“You are losing me. It this like the star thing again?”

“No! You’ll understand, bear with me.” Ahri raised her hands, turning her palms to the sky to imitate a scale. “On one side, you have the Faith. They give people hope and guidance, but they take away freedom, pleasure, and choice.”

For each word, Ahri lowered her left hand, as if tipping the scale to one side. Skye seemed amused. Sure, she was putting on a performance. But what else could she do? It was exciting!

“All right, carry on. What is on the other side?”

“Sin,” she said dramatically. “Well, sin in the eyes of the Bishop. Fortune tellers, brothels, gambling houses… and healers.”

This time, she lowered her right hand while bringing her left up, balancing them.

“Oh.”

“Oh, indeed.”

“So, Eleanor was part of the balance?”

“Yes. She was the only experienced healer in the city. People came to her for everything, from a light cold to a severed leg. I lost count of how many people she saved in a day, even if it was just by telling them to wash their hands.”

“That’s interesting. I still don’t understand the plan.”

“I’m getting there. So, people are obviously blind to the balance. The Faith isn’t, and that’s why they’d let Eleanor work as she did for so long. I always wanted to mess with the power dynamics, but it’s not exactly easy, is it? I didn’t want to make the Faith stronger, so I always tried to cripple their side of the balance.”

“Seems like a good idea.”

“Yeah, not really. The only time I actually caused any damage was when I rescued Leah, and that wasn’t even intentional. But today… Damn Skye, today I saw something I didn’t expect.”

“Stop messing with me. Just say it already.”

The man was too eager. Almost sounded like her when she was curious. Well, too bad. She was enjoying telling the story of her plan, and she’d tell it however it pleased her.

“Did you see the way people gathered around my house? Angry, demanding access?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that was the result of removing one of the hidden forces keeping the city under control. Eleanor.”

“I thought that was bad.”

“I thought so too, but now I think we were trying to tip the scales by messing with the wrong side. See, we need the people on our side. And it turns out, they almost started their own uprising. A couple of weeks without a healer, and they were screaming at the knights of the Faith as if they were street rats.”

“You are right. I even saw a woman ready to throw a rock before I realized you were in trouble.”

“Exactly!”

“But that’s not a plan. It’s just an observation.”

“God, will you wait for me to finish?” she complained, but her smile was too wide to hide behind fake annoyance. He raised his hands, surrendering. “Those people are mad, but at the wrong person. They were missing a crucial piece of information and therefore were holding back from a true riot. They think Eleanor left. I heard them. They don’t know the Faith took her by force. Now, what do you think would happen if they were… enlightened?”

“You want to tell them she was taken?”

“I have some medicine to deliver. I could easily drop in an explanatory note with it.”

He was beginning to understand. She was sure of it. Skye nodded slowly, and a grin spread across his face. He was on board. The taste of a partnership to help her execute her ideas was so sweet, she almost got lost in the feeling.

But suddenly his expression closed off and his next words crushed all the build-up of excitement.

“You shouldn’t mess with them. Leave it be, Ahri. Let’s just find Eleanor and we can all go home.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“We can’t fight them.”

“I know it’s not much yet, but it’s just the first move. Then we can see how it plays out and work on the next steps.”

Maybe she just needed to convince him that she knew what she was doing. Maybe she’d become too excited and not explained it well enough. There was no way someone who understood what she was saying would ask her to back off. This plan wasn’t nearly as hard to execute as some of her past ones. No, he must be missing the point.

“It’s too dangerous.”

Oh. So it wasn’t because of the plan. Ahri frowned and felt a wave of feelings she couldn’t name.

“How can you be such a coward? Is that why you left the Legion? Too afraid to face your enemies?”

Something dark flickered behind his black orbs, and suddenly they were those of a beast rather than a man’s. The rocks below vibrated with radiating anger, pulsing under their feet to a song of death. Without warning, a foreign sense of despair crept into Ahri’s soul like bleeding daggers, and she instinctively knew this feeling was old and raw.

“You have no idea how much we lost.”

Every word leaving his mouth held the power of the dragon he had inside. And then Ahri realized the incapacitating anguish she was feeling was his. She didn’t know how, but every bone in her body could feel the weight of a loss that wasn’t hers.

She tried to speak, but her voice broke too many times on her lips, like the waves crashing against the rocks behind her. There were no words to soothe that feeling, so she stepped closer and leaned against his chest, resting her face right over his heart. She didn’t know when his arms encircled her body and pulled her closer, nor when his hands came to rest on the back of her head.

His chest was rising and falling against her cheek, and she could almost taste his effort to get himself under control. They had never been so close, but her inner turmoil was too much for her to question it. All she knew was that his feelings were devastating, and that the longer she held on to him, the less overwhelming they became.

“Ahri…” he began. She knew what he wanted to say, but he also knew she wouldn’t listen.

“Skye, we can’t stop trying just because we’ve been hurt before.”

“I’m not afraid to fight, Ahri. I just don’t know what we are fighting for.”
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Since Ahri had met Skye, she’d been trying to figure out how a man like him could run away from conflict, instead of towards it. She could sense his pent-up energy, hear it in his voice whenever he talked about fighting. That man was a warrior, so it didn’t make sense for him to renounce the Legion when it was willing to wage war.

Now she saw what it really was. He couldn’t see the future they were fighting for. It killed her a little to know he had lost his path. She didn’t know what else he’d lost, but it broke her heart to imagine it had taken him so far away from his nature.

“Why are you frowning?” Skye asked when she kept staring at him.

She couldn’t tell him she had plans for him, could she? It crept into her mind like an annoying bug, but now she just had to follow through. Ahri couldn’t help the way her mind worked. She solved puzzles, made plans, and discovered paths. If there was a man who’d lost his purpose, she’d find it for him.

“I will deliver these vials,” she replied, pointing to her bag. “Are you coming with me?”

He raised a brow at her dismissive answer, knowing she was not speaking her mind. There was a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach now, a new sort of fear mixed with her usual excitement. Maybe it was once again a feeling not belonging to her, but she suspected it was more than that. This was not her usual mischievous plan, and the repercussions were no longer hers alone to bear.

Despite his silent protest, Skye complied, in the end. Ahri’s heartbeat was frantic as she stepped back into the streets of Lightbridge.

Their first stop was a small house near the northern border of the city, where a blacksmith with chronic back pain lived. He wasn’t fond of the Church, so he chose to live close to the sea, as far away from the presence of the Faith as possible. With no bordering cities or river nearby, the place had become a haven for those who didn’t want to be bothered. A crafty weapons-maker who refused to sell to the Bishop fell right into that category.

Skye wasn’t exactly blending in, with only a white piece of cloth tied around his waist. So when Ahri broke in to leave the vials for the bulky man, she took a set of clothes that fit the black dragon by her side by way of payment. At Skye’s frown, she felt the need to justify herself.

“Eleanor often let him take the medicine at no cost. Besides, the seamstress from two streets down has a crush on him. I’m sure she’ll give him a discount.”

Skye let out a snort that was almost sweet, not matching his bulked frame at all. While he changed in the man’s bedroom, Ahri took a piece of paper from the table and scribbled a simple note.

“The Faith took the healer away. This is the last vial,” Skye read over her shoulder when he came back. “Do you think that will work?”

His voice on her ear prickled against her neck. Ahri fumbled with the paper before turning around, willing her hands to cooperate. Her reaction was confusing, because she was rarely surprised. But she wasn’t used to working with someone else, so that probably explained her distraction.

“I hope so. I need to keep it simple.”

It was not as imaginative as she wanted the first step of her master plan to be, but it was the best she could do with so little time. People needed to understand who was responsible, and what that meant for them. Of course, she wished people didn’t have to suffer for the plan to work. But there was a part of her, a darker part, that valued the lesson it would teach them.

The devotees had experienced the best of both worlds for too long. They accepted the help of an experienced healer, welcomed the benefits of her herbs and tinctures. But when the bishop preached about unholy cures and evil witches, they cheered. They chastised her in public, only to come begging when their child got sick. It disgusted Ahri, but her mother had never failed to help them. Perhaps Eleanor was just a better person than her, after all.

They delivered three more vials, taking care not to run into knights on patrol. When they reached their final destination, Ahri ground to a halt. It was the mansion of the Rainhorns, one of the most devoted families of the Kingdom. She remembered with festering rage that the Viscount had been part of the last healing ceremony.

“I don’t know if we should deliver to this one.”

“Why not?”

“They will never turn against the Faith. The Viscount was part of the atrocities they committed against Leah. I don’t think he knew what it was, but he’s guilty by negligence.”

In honesty, she didn’t think anyone besides the inner circle of the Faith knew. It was too risky for the Church to allow the word to spread. Gossip was the nobles’ favorite hobby, after all. But it didn’t matter, because they’d drink the dragon’s blood even if they knew.

“He was healed by blood?”

“Yes, the night I broke Leah free.”

Skye was wearing a strange expression, as if he suspected something but couldn’t find the words to articulate it. She waited in silent expectation, not wanting to accidentally discourage him from speaking.

“What is the medicine you’ll give him?”

“I have no idea. I heard people saying he went mad and killed someone, but that is probably just a rumor.” Ahri shrugged.

But Skye had a concerned look on his face. “It isn’t just a rumor. It’s a consequence.”

“All right fire-breather, you’ll have to be a bit more specific. Are you saying the Viscount really went mad?”

“Those irresponsible, greedy bastards. They have no idea…”

Skye kept mumbling under his breath for a while, and Ahri crossed her arms to wait for him to end this nonsense.

“Done?” she asked when he finally turned to face her. “Care to explain?”

“I keep forgetting you know nothing.”

“Why are you so rude?”

“What? You really don’t know anything about—”

“It doesn’t matter.” There it was, her curiosity overcoming her pride again. “Just explain to me why you think the Viscount actually killed someone.”

“It’s the blood. There’s no medicine without side effect.”

“I thought dragon blood was magical.”

He raised a brow, and she acknowledged the implied meaning. Sure, it could be magical. Didn’t mean it didn’t have consequences. Nature finds balance.

“All advantages have limitations. Dylan deals with water as if it were an extension of his body, but he can’t fly. Earth dragons are the same. They can cure almost every wound, but there are side effects.”

“Like going mad and killing people?”

“Sometimes. It’s usually something in the head. Hallucinations, memory loss, crippling sadness.”

“But we’ve had healing ceremonies for over a year now. How come that’s the first case?”

“It probably isn’t. But your mother seemed to know what to do, considering you have something for him in that bag. I don’t know of any medicine to stop the effects, but I haven’t been looking either. Maybe she has.”

Ahri gritted her teeth at the thoughts that came rushing through her mind. Eleanor had known they were using Leah’s blood. Worse than that, she’d helped people who drank it recover from well-deserved side effects. How could she allow them to get off unscathed?

“We won’t deliver anything here. Come on, let’s go.”

“You’ll let the man stay crazy?”

“He had it coming.”

Ahri could feel Skye’s eyes boring holes in her back, but she didn’t care. Of course she knew what he was thinking, but she wasn’t a benevolent person. Righteous, sure. She tried to stick to the path she believed in. But above all else, she believed in justice, and that meant people had to pay for the wrongs they committed.

The strange duo had to cross the city to go back south, but as they crept through the streets under her guidance, Ahri sensed a shift in the city’s natural pace. She stopped walking and tried to focus on what had caught her attention.

“Why did we stop?” Skye asked.

“Something is off. Can’t you tell?”

He frowned but shook his head. Ahri focused once again, and suddenly it dawned upon her. The patrols were gone. The knights they had been working hard to avoid were nowhere to be seen, and even on the main streets, she couldn’t see a soul.

“They were called back,” she realized. “Skye, I think they are gathering to discuss you.”

“What do you mean? Who is gathering?”

“The knights, and probably the higher ranks as well. Word must have spread already. Maybe we can hear what they are planning.”

“Ahri, I thought we were going to the Legion to find the trackers.”

“I know, I know. But this is an opportunity. Do you think you can pass as a guard? Maybe we can find one and take his clothes.”

“That’s a terrible idea.”

“You are right. They’d find it strange when nobody recognized you. Damn, we need to listen in, Skye. They might discuss plans for dealing with a dragon in Lightbridge. Think about it. It’s too great an opportunity to pass up.”

He nodded slowly, and Ahri smiled. It was odd how he’d become her partner in crime so fast. She was used to walking the streets alone, looking for something exciting to do. Even if Skye didn’t seem half as thrilled as she was, it was clear he was on board. Her job to find him a sense of purpose again wouldn’t be all that hard if he was already jumping into her plans without stalling.

“There might be a way,” he said.

Her expectant eyes were boring holes in his skull. Ahri noticed that whenever Skye was deep in thought, he chewed on his cheeks. If she hadn’t been so curious about his idea, she might have observed how it sharpened his cheekbones even more.

“Just say it already!” she spit out, unable to hold back.

“If they have this meeting in a stone building, I will be able to hear them.”

“Is that your ability? Damn it, Skye, that’s brilliant!”

His usually expressionless face acquired a glint of something that she could only describe as pride, and her heartbeat sped. If asked, she would have sworn it was only because of the plan they were about to execute.

Skye was a man of few words, so his explanation only left Ahri with even more questions. Apparently, sound carried through stone and the black dragon could touch it to hear conversations on the other side. She wasn’t fully convinced, but they had no more time to waste with an explanation he couldn’t provide.

“You are frowning again,” Skye pointed out, bringing Ahri out of her head.

“I am not,” she complained as she forced the wrinkles on her forehead to ease. “Are you sure you only need the building to be made of stone?”

“Do you think I don’t know my own abilities?”

Ahri rolled her eyes, trying to escape the pressure of his gaze. Sometimes it felt as if his black orbs could see more deeply inside her than she wanted them to.

“Come on, then. I think I know where they are.”

Ahri led the way, taking the black dragon through little alleys and shortcuts which were far too small for him to fit in with ease. It was the fastest way to their destination, but she was also kind of amused to see him squeezing between buildings with an annoyed expression.

“Are you sure there’s no other way to get to that meeting?”

“There’s the main road.”

“Sounds brilliant. Why are we not there?” he asked while dusting his shoulders from the last place he bumped into.

“People might recognize me. They don’t use these paths.”

“Wonder why,” he replied sarcastically, and Ahri stifled a chuckle. She hadn’t seen this side of him yet, and there was something incredibly familiar about teasing him like this. Ahri was ready to ask him why when the alley opened up into a large stone street.

The Faith District. The part of town where most buildings were as symbolic as they were imposing. Tall stone walls kept the light from reaching the street, bathing the neighborhood in a dim light even when both suns were shining in the sky. If asked, the townsfolk would say they didn’t visit this area much because of its sanctity. Ahri knew better.

A reverent silence echoed through the buildings, forming a thick and uncomfortable atmosphere. Ahri picked up the pace and reached the old chapel she was looking for. The place had lost its purpose after St. Hollots had been built and was now used as the Faith’s orphanage.

Few people knew the knights also gathered there for emergency meetings. Ahri herself had only found out after months of following guards around the town, hoping to listen in on their secrets. Now she finally had the chance.

“It’s made of stone,” she said, hoping it would help Skye do his magic.

“As is everything in this place.”

Ahri thought she saw a chill run down his neck, but when she looked again, he was perfectly still. Maybe the chill was her own.

The pair moved closer to the building, heading to the street behind the chapel. It was deserted and seemed like a safe spot in case more knights arrived at the gathering. She still wasn’t sure they were in the right place, but her instincts rarely failed her, and she could tell something important was about to happen.

Ahri watched as Skye touched the old chapel’s walls, closing his eyes in concentration. Few windows adorned the building, meaning it had been built long before the Holy War. That also meant she couldn’t climb it to peek through the glass, as she had often done at St. Hollots.

She didn’t have it in her to wait, so standing there doing nothing was bothering her to the bone. Her eyes were piercing Skye’s back in uncontained anticipation, and there was no comfortable position to wait in. She cracked her knuckles for no other reason than to do something with her hands.

“Can you stop making so much noise?” he complained.

“Sorry.” She tried to stay still, but it didn’t last. “Can you hear them?”

“I could, before I lost focus to the thumping of your heart against your ribcage.”

“Well, I can’t stop my heart from—”

“Wait.” He raised a hand with an attentive expression. Ahri brought her ear to the walls as if she might hear something as well. She didn’t.

This time around, she managed to stay silent. It was too big an opportunity to lose because she couldn’t contain her curiosity. She focused on his expression instead, trying to read him while he got the information they’d come for. She’d delayed looking for her mother for this, so it had better pay off.

A couple of dull minutes into the silent wait, Skye stilled at her side. His eyes became clouded with anger, and his furrowed brows were proof that he was hearing something important. But it was only as the stones began to shake that she realized how serious it was. The building trembled alongside the dragon, and sounds of chaos erupted from within.

“Skye!” she called, trying to pull him out of his trance. His face was a mask of rage, and his eyes were almost fully black. This was a man on the verge of losing control.

“I’ll kill them all.”

His words held such finality, it wouldn’t have surprised her if the men had dropped dead already from the threat alone. And the way the chapel was roaring under the strain, it wouldn’t be long until Skye’s wish turned into reality. But he wasn’t thinking straight, and a man without a plan was always dangerous.

“You can’t do that. Come on.”

She tried to convince him with light tugs to take his hands off the wall. Not an easy feat with a man like Skye, but her voice seemed to influence him. She kept talking.

“Let go of the wall and tell me what they said. You can’t kill everyone.”

Understanding flickered in his eyes, but he didn’t look her way. At the same time, she heard movement on the streets again. They couldn’t see the entrance, but she had to assume the knights were leaving the place in a rush.

“We need to go now.”

“No. They deserve to die.”

“I’m not saying they don’t, but this isn’t a plan. We can’t get caught.”

“I’ll burn them before they catch us.”

Well, she couldn’t argue with that logic… No, wait. Even for her often-twisted sense of rightful punishment, that wasn’t fair. There was no telling who would get hurt if a dragon unleashed his rage upon her city. She couldn’t let it burn. Ahri cradled his face between her hands to force him to look at her. His eyes were lost, and she had to guide him back.

“Skye, trust me, they will suffer. But now is not the time.”

“They are all in there together. I’ll bring this building down.”

The fact he was forming complete sentences was a good sign. But then he tried to turn away from her to connect with the stone, and she knew they were too close to a point of no return. The Faith would see this as an act of war, and it was too soon for that.

“This is an orphanage. Think this through.”

“What? No, it isn’t. There are no children inside.”

Ahri was confused for a moment, but then her mind cleared. Of course it was just a front. Hadn’t she seen enough of the Faith to realize they’d go to whatever lengths they needed to hide their actions? Even if she had seen people leaving infants by the door, it didn’t mean—

“Hey, you two!” shouted a knight from the other end of the street.

“Run.”

Ahri ran like her life depended on it, since it probably did. Skye was faster than her, but he took her forearm in a tight grip that propelled her forward. She was familiar with the streets and tried to direct him as best she could while angry screams followed them.

It was risky and further than she felt comfortable running, but Dylan’s tavern was the best place for them to go. The water dragon was still unfamiliar, but he had helped her twice already. Skye also seemed more at ease with him than with any of the other dragons he’d interacted with before, which spoke volumes about the man’s character.

Ahri considered asking Skye to just turn into his dragon and take them away from Lightbridge, but seeing the dragon up in the sky again would terrify the city even further. That had to be a last resort if she had any hope to tip the scales against the Faith. Luckily, Skye seemed to be trusting her judgment now.

The southern border was heavily guarded on a regular day, but she had to assume most guards were at the gathering instead of patrolling the streets. If she could make it to the tavern, they’d probably be able to hide in there for a while and cross the border later.

There was too much at risk for her plan not to work out, so she forced her legs to keep up with the rhythm and willed the screams to disappear behind her. And they did, right as the southern border came into view.

Skye must have realized where they were going, because his steps became more confident and his grip even more firm. He was still exuding an angry heat that Ahri almost choked on, but most of his recklessness seemed to have vanished during the chase.

“Skye,” she called before he could run straight into the tavern. “We need to catch our breath.” She sucked in a lungful of air. “Can’t go in like this.”

He seemed confused for a second, and only then did Ahri realize he wasn’t panting like her. Damn him and his regular workouts. Maybe she should have done more exercise than climbing throughout her life. To make it worse, his understanding came with a little tug of his lips that she would almost call a smirk.

Ahri took deep breaths to ease her burning lungs and forced her body into an appearance of normality in a couple of seconds. He didn’t have to know her knees were almost buckling with the exertion of that sudden sprint. When a few guards appeared around a corner, they rushed inside the tavern.

She searched for the tall bartender and found him serving a table across the room. When their eyes met, Dylan’s shoulders tensed. He indicated the back of the bar with his head.

Ahri went to the same room she’d been at with Leah not too long before, and Dylan made his way to see them too soon. She wished she had at least a couple of minutes to talk to Skye before the water dragon came, but he reached them before she could even sit on the bed to catch her breath.

“Tell me you didn’t turn into a giant beast in the middle of the city.”

Dylan’s expression was haunted, too serious to belong to a man like him, and Ahri knew trouble lay ahead. Skye shifted in place, and Ahri felt more than saw how he gritted his teeth in anger. He was still worked up from whatever he’d heard in the chapel and was not in the mood to explain his earlier decisions to anyone. Ahri closed the distance between them and placed her hands on top of his clenched fists.

She didn’t know if she was more surprised by her own action or the fact that it soothed the man by her side. Skye’s jaw lost its sharp edge, and his dark eyes softened at her touch. And as he didn’t move away, neither did she.

“It was an emergency,” she said once she realized Skye had no intentions of explaining himself. “I was in trouble.”

“Then you should have got yourself out of it.”

His whisper was wrapped in anger, and Ahri was ready to stand up for Skye. But then she felt her instincts tugging at the back or her mind. Look again, look deeper. Beneath the surface, the man who was chastising them with harsh eyes was utterly terrified.

“Dylan, what is going on?”

Sure, she knew the city was scared. A quick look around the tavern when they’d arrived showed people shifting in their sits and whispering fearful words to each other. But Dylan was a dragon. He shouldn’t have been scared of one.

“You need to leave.” The words still escaped his mouth through gritted teeth, but now it was easier to see how he was trying to hide the slight shake of his hands. “They are coming for you.”

Ahri didn’t know if she should try to soothe him as well or dig deeper. She was both curious and afraid the situation would turn into a fight. 

“Why are you scared?” Her curiosity beat her.

The man with a missing tooth looked at her with a frown. Skye looked between the two of them, trying to place her words. He must not have noticed how scared the other dragon was, but his angry expression turned stern once he realized.

“You know,” Skye said. His voice held a note of finality, as if it were both verdict and sentence.

Heat was rising in the small room, and Dylan’s survival instinct finally kicked in as he realized the black dragon was angry at him now.

“I need to go back to the bar. Lay low for a while. I’ll be back after the first sunset.”

“They might come looking for us here,” Ahri admitted. She wanted to leave the town as soon as possible.

“I’ll kill them if they come,” Skye said.

“They don’t know about this room. You’ll be fine until nightfall. Then you have to leave.”

Skye seemed ready to protest, but Ahri squeezed his hands in silent warning. After a few seconds of silent tension, he nodded. Dylan left in a hurry. Skye growled to the closed door and began pacing.

Ahri could no longer contain herself. Although his clenched jaw was a clear sign that he didn’t want to talk, she asked, “What on earth happened in that chapel?”

“I’m sorry, I lost control. I shouldn’t have put you in danger.”

“Are you serious? I don’t care about safety. I want to know what they were talking about in there.”

Skye ground to a halt and his eyes blazed with the same uncontrolled fire she’d seen when he was listening through the stone walls. The words took forever to build on his lips, and meanwhile Ahri got lost in the sheer strength he radiated. That dragon could force legions into submission, even standing still like this. She couldn’t grasp why he didn’t.

“They want to kill us all. They have the means to do it, now.”

Ahri flinched, and she looked down at her hands. No matter how much she despised the Faith and its followers, she couldn’t help but feel ashamed of her city. Lightbridge was her home, even if it had never been a welcoming one. How could it talk about killing the most legendary creatures that had ever walked the earth?

She allowed herself only a moment of grief for the memory of her city. If that really was their goal, she would bury her childish fondness and watch Lightbridge burn. With new resolve in her eyes, she looked back at Skye.

“We knew it wasn’t going to be pretty.”

In truth, she didn’t know what she had expected. Gael told her about the Holy War. A couple hundred years only served to inflame the Faith further against dragonkind. Maybe she just didn’t allow herself to think all the way through.

“They were always willing to kill. Slavery was only ever for the children they could control. But now they have means they didn’t before.”

A chill ran down her spine at his harsh words. The horror of Leah’s condition when Ahri had found her was still carved in her mind as the most soul-crushing scene she had ever witnessed. The trails of blood on her green scales, the way she shivered and recoiled when Ahri got close… And yet, as the meaning of his words sunk into her mind, she understood they were talking about something much worse.

“Will you explain?” Ahri asked, knowing there was more to be said about this horrible reality.

“Cursed Ivy. That’s what they’ll use.”

“I’ve never heard of it.” Even working with her mother since childhood, she had never come across that name before. She would have remembered it—poisons and toxins had always drawn her in more than healing medicine.

“It kills dragons.”

“I assumed as much,” Ahri retorted, annoyed by his lack of proper explanation.

He was the worst person to ask for answers. How could he fail to grasp her need to know more? But even with the pleading look she sent him, the dragon just resumed his pacing around the room, offering no words to soothe her curiosity. And she wasn’t even prying into his personal matters this time. Telling her would probably help them both.

“You will drill holes into the ground with all that pacing.”

Ahri sighed, playing with a strand of tinted hair. Eleanor had done a much better job the first time around. Now she could see several silvery-white strands poking between the brown curls framing her face. No wonder the guard had spotted her so fast back at her place.

“I don’t like that color,” Skye said, interrupting her train of thought. “You shouldn’t do that to your hair.”

“Well, I didn’t have much of a choice, did I? This thing”—she pointed at one of the poorly-dyed strands—“is too easy to spot.”

Ahri made a move to tie her hair, watching her reflection in a small mirror to make sure the white didn’t show. Before she could, Skye grabbed her wrist in a tight grip and looked her in the eyes with an expression she couldn’t understand. Ahri was frozen on the spot, more out of surprise than the weight of his fingers against her skin.

He was too close and too warm. And awfully intense with that angry gaze that was always cutting into her. Her hair fell back around her face now that she couldn’t hold it between her fingers, and through the veil of tinted tresses she could see his black eyes burning with something unknown.

And then it was gone.

“Where’s Dylan? He’s taking too long,” he murmured, turning to look at the door.

Her hand hovered in the air for a moment, suspended by the ghostly sensation of his scorching fingertips. His pacing resumed, but it seemed to have lost its edge, some of its drive. And to be honest, Ahri found it harder to stand still than she had done before. Her fingers combed her hair back into place, all thoughts of tying it lost.

A click on the door pulled them out of their uncomfortable silence. Dylan entered with a blank expression, practiced after years of serving customers. She almost didn’t notice the fear that still clouded his eyes.

“Finally,” said Skye. He wasn’t as good at hiding his emotions, but his constant anger did act as a mask of sorts. Even so, there was something about Skye’s feelings that was just easy for her to read. The longer they spent together, the more she felt like his emotions were somehow—

“I can’t be long. And you should leave soon.”

“Did you know about the Cursed Ivy?” Skye didn’t allow the man to escape his stare. Even Ahri could feel his eyes bore into the other dragon with an almost physical pressure.

“Yes,” Dylan replied.

Suddenly, Skye closed the distance between them and held the other man against the wall by his throat. He was exuding the aura of a warrior. It held such power, that Ahri knew Skye had a far greater taste for war than she had assumed before. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said he wasn’t afraid to fight.

“I’m not giving it to them, you moron.” Dylan’s words were strangled, barely above a whisper. “Don’t you think I would have used it eight years ago, if I had access to the damned thing?”

Ahri had to give it to the man, he was a brave one for calling Skye a moron to his face while choking on his own words. She had no idea what had happened almost a decade before, but by the shadow of anguish clouding his blue eyes, she knew it must have been tragic.

“Stop.” Ahri couldn’t let him kill Dylan. She was quite fond of the man, if only out of respect for his bravery. And also because she was curious to know what had him so scared. If a dragon pinning him by the throat wasn’t it, what could it be?

Much to her surprise, Skye actually backed off to look at her. The water dragon coughed a few times, but as soon as he’d recovered his breath, he glanced back and forth between his two guests with unrestrained surprise.

“Oh, who would have known?” he said with an amused smile that felt utterly out of place. He moved his hands to form two intertwining circles with his thumbs and middle fingers. Ahri arched a brow, and even Skye seemed confused for a second. But the black dragon’s snarl kept her from asking what he meant. Skye wasn’t in the mood for whatever was amusing the bartender.

“How did they get the damn plant?”

“I have no idea, but it couldn’t have been me, could it?”

Skye blinked a couple of times, as if something had clicked in his mind. Well, good for him. She was just as lost as she had been since… well, since she’d found out dragons still existed.

“Can someone explain what in the world that means?”

“Oh, right. I keep forgetting you don’t know anything,” said Dylan.

Ahri clenched her fists, wondering if she had enough strength to pin the dragon by the neck as well. Her lack of knowledge was through no fault of her own. Her expression must have shown her displeasure, because Dylan raised his hands in surrender.

“I didn’t mean it like that, kiddo. I never agreed with Ellie’s choice to keep you in the dark. But I’m not your mother. Can’t go around telling you things.”

Ahri didn’t care if her hand could hardly carry a punch. She knew the anatomy of a man’s body. She was sure she could make it hurt. Skye must have noticed her anger, because he blocked her view of the other man and placed a hand on her shoulder. So warm again.

She looked down at her feet, taking a deep breath, and her desire for violence suddenly vanished. What remained wasn’t much better, though. Anger was easier to handle, but beneath it lay a lingering worry for her mother’s wellbeing. And even deeper than that, there was the sense of betrayal that she hadn’t been able to shake ever since she’d discovered all the things her mother had never told her.

“Tell her now,” said Skye. His voice was nothing like the growl he had been using with the other man just seconds earlier, and Ahri raised her gaze to catch him looking at her with a soft expression. Far softer than she’d come to expect of him. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t break free of the way his black orbs pulled her in.

“You two want a moment alone or something?”

Dylan was reclining against the wall with a carefree attitude, and Ahri could finally look at him. There he went again, hiding the fear, with easier, lighter feelings.

“Why are you scared?” she asked.

“Who isn’t scared to die? Or worse, to suffer?”

“You are talking about this ivy?”

He nodded.

“It’s difficult to kill a dragon, but no one is immune to everything. Cursed Ivy is a sick poison, and one of the few that can do us harm. It can make quite a mess in the right amount. I’ve only seen it used for suppression, not the real deal—”

“Suppression?” Ahri turned to Skye. “Like Lana?”

The other man nodded, and Dylan fidgeted in his place. The tall man was oddly chirpy most of the time, but behind the veil of playful humor there was a soul that had seen too much.

“It was a pity, really. Lana was beautiful as a dragon. I heard she needed half a leaf to get the job done and almost didn’t suffer.”

“Suffer?”

“It’s poison, Ahri. What did you expect? Anyway, it’s nothing compared to when they use it. The Faith is not trying to cripple half of our souls. They’re going straight for the kill.”

Skye shuddered at her side, the first display of fear she had ever seen from him. But when she looked again, she could tell it wasn’t proper fear. He seemed lost in the past again, like his movement was more of a painful memory than a reaction to the harsh words of his friend.

“I hate to ask it, but if they have such a powerful poison, why aren’t all of you dead already?”

“They don’t know about all of us.” Dylan’s smile bordered on creepy, that half tug in the corner of his mouth telling silent stories of survival. “Besides, Cursed Ivy is not an easy thing to find. You can’t miss it when you get to the right spot, but I wouldn’t say everyone could survive the journey. You see, the damn thing is the only plant that grows on the peaks of the Flying Mountains.”

“The Flying Mountains?” Ahri knew there was no such place within the borders of the Kingdom, but the South was unfamiliar territory.

“It’s not the Faith’s land. The range begins south of White Cross, rising high and steep. There is snow on the summit all year. Really pretty sight, I’ve been told. You know, except for the constant reminder that the seed of our downfall awaits up there.”

“You’ve never been there?”

“Can’t. Gods know I tried, a while back. But you can only reach it by flight, and few of us are willing to take the trip.”

Water dragons couldn’t fly, Ahri recalled. She didn’t know why he had tried in spite of that, but Skye didn’t seem troubled by it. It was yet another mystery, but her instincts told her not to ask this time.

“How can the Faith have it, then?” she asked instead. But she knew. She knew even before Skye uttered the words that confirmed her suspicion.

“A dragon traitor.”
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The room turned to ice with Skye’s words. The intensity of his presence turned into something poisonous beneath Ahri’s skin, and she could sense a deeper rage flowing from the black dragon. She was used to his anger by now, but this was something else. And for once, she could understand it completely. 

Betrayal had always been a sensitive subject for Ahri. Even the thought of it left a sour taste in her mouth and made her hair stand on end. The only problem was, she didn’t know why. She had never been betrayed. Never abandoned, never even lost something too dear to accept its absence. It made little sense that the concept of treason touched such deep wounds within her soul. But, God, it did.

And right at that moment, this feeling was intensified a thousandfold because of Skye. He was mirroring her emotions, or perhaps she was feeling his own through his pained eyes. Angry tears threatened to fall, and she couldn’t quite cope with the overwhelming sensation. 

“Why?” she asked, her voice almost foreign to her ears.

Skye placed a hand on her shoulder, and some warmth climbed back into her. It made her feel even more distraught, but it also helped. As if her feelings were validated because they were shared.

Ahri blinked a few times to get out of her head, but she didn’t move away from Skye. There was something about the touch of his hands that made her feel like home. She focused back on Dylan, who was struggling to explain. 

“Dragons are complicated. If you give them a choice between the right thing to do and a bunch of shiny trinkets, they’ll probably disappoint.”

“So they risked their lives to harvest a plant that could kill them in exchange for what? Money?”

“You’d be surprised how greedy our species can get. I’d do a bunch of nasty stuff to add a new stone to my collection— Hey, no need to go all growly on me, you know I wouldn’t do that. Anyway, it’s not that much of a risk for whoever is harvesting it. The plant needs to be inside the body to have any effect.”

“So it needs to be eaten?” Ahri was already thinking of ways the Faith could slip the leaves into food or water, wondering how she could keep it from happening.

“Well, that is one way to reach the blood,” Dylan said with a sad smile, laughing at a dark truth that left no room for humor at all. “They’d rather use a more… direct approach.”

Ahri frowned, and Skye took his hand from her shoulder, fingers clenching.

“Arrows and spears.”  

“Why would they do that? It’s messy, and it forces them into an open battle.” She couldn’t imagine anyone choosing to face a dragon in the field like that. It was beyond stupid, if they were to ask her.

“But it’s faster. And they don’t want to risk ending up with a humanless dragon.”

“I don’t understand.”

Skye was awfully quiet, but she still felt his anger melting alongside hers during this dark discussion. She was almost glad to feel his unwavering stare at the moment, even if it hurt her soul to see his distress. She couldn’t fully understand it, but she welcomed both the warmth and protection of the black dragon by her side. And when Dylan spoke, she had to peel her eyes away from Skye to break the trance he was pulling her into.

“Cursed Ivy is tricky. When it hits the blood directly, even a drop can kill. When it’s eaten, nobody knows how much it takes. If it’s too little, it only destroys part of a dragon’s soul. That’s how it’s used in the suppression rituals. Nasty process, trying to figure out if you killed your partner with half a teaspoon of crumbled leaves.”

“But you mentioned humanless dragons. I thought the ivy killed the dragon half.”

“Oh, I can see why you’d think that. But the ivy kills the form we are in when we eat it. During the rituals, the suppressed are always in dragon form. Most of us eat as humans, so with a poisoning attempt, you’d be far more likely to end up with a mindless dragon.”

Ahri lost herself in thought for a while. The anger that boiled inside her was mixed with a deep sorrow, and she couldn’t quite place it. It grew and stretched and morphed but remained foreign. The only thing she knew for sure was that she had to find the traitor.

The beginnings of a plan were brewing in her mind. Several ideas were coming together, but with a little luck, she’d be able to make it work. Her mother was her priority, but everything was too tightly connected to be dealt with separately. After a while, Skye squeezed her shoulder to get her attention. With a shake of her head, Ahri looked back at Dylan.

“Do they use it often? Cursed Ivy.”

“Well, that depends. They used it to their hearts’ content back in the day.” Dylan had a sour expression. “Haven’t heard of it for at least a decade, though. The last time—”

Skye shifted his gaze from her to the other man for the first time, and the hostile change she saw in his eyes would have knocked the breath from her, had it not felt so right. Dylan fell silent immediately.

“Leave us,” roared Skye.

Dylan looked outside the small bedroom window and sighed, more compliant than she expected. As if he knew Skye would throw him out, and was actually surprised it had taken him so long to reach this point.

“You need to leave soon. I can’t keep you here until tomorrow.”

“I’ll fly when it’s dark enough.” 

There was a cautious silence after the water dragon had left. Skye listened at the door for a while, as if to check that he was truly gone, while Ahri moved around the room, allowing her ideas to flow. But before she could tell Skye her plan—how come she trusted him with it so implicitly?—the dragon broke the silence.

“You had an idea.”

“How do you know? And is that why you threw Dylan out? You don’t trust him?” 

“Dylan is harmless. But he has a big mouth, as you must have noticed.” 

She hadn’t, actually. But perhaps talking like a regular person was too much conversation for Skye. He had an unnerving habit of listening to her talk her heart out without saying a word, just regarding her with his penetrating gaze. Still, that wasn’t the most important thought on her mind.

“How did you know I had an idea?”

He shrugged, but she knew in the back of her mind that this wasn’t a natural movement. Her instincts were driving her to look closer, to find the underlying reason for his dismissal. Something about his posture was slightly off. This was not the way he usually moved.

“There are secrets you are keeping from me that you know you shouldn’t.”

The words passed her lips before the thought was fully formed, but as soon as she spoke, she knew they were true.

His stance changed, and a sense of surprised recognition crossed his face. It validated the strange, solemn feeling. She could feel he was surprised, and even bit nostalgic if that made any sense.

Then she remembered how well she could read his feelings when they were flowing like this. There was something there, a connection. Something that explained why she felt safer in the unknown of his presence than…

“Do you think I’d betray you?” His voice pulled her out of her trance, and she shook her head to clear it. When she focused on his face again, he was staring at her, pinning her in place with nothing but the dark pools of his unreadable eyes. Fire burned through his words, and she thought back to the disgust he’d felt about the dragon traitor.

“No, I don’t think you would.” But her words held no less meaning because of that. There was too much he knew and was choosing not to tell her. Now wasn’t the time to ask more about it. But soon.

Skye’s gaze softened at her words, and a weight lifted from her own shoulders as if he were the one reassuring her.

“So what is the plan?” he asked.

“It’s not a plan yet, just ideas and small moves. But eventually it will come to me. I just know we need to go to the Legion first.”

“I still don’t like that idea.”

“It doesn’t matter. We need air dragons to find my mother, and you said I can find them if I go to Gael.”

“You can’t trust him.”

The growl that came from Skye was coated with something she couldn’t read. A new feeling climbed into her heart, raw and bitter, and utterly unjustified. She had no idea what to name it, but it felt an awful lot like those times her childhood friends chose to play with someone else.

“Keep your voice down. Unless you think going to the Legion is worse than being caught by the knights.” 

He tried to bully her with his glare, but she was becoming used to it now. The raging fire of his black orbs was almost soothing, no matter how much he tried to use it to force his opinion on her. When he realized she wouldn’t budge, he sighed.

“We can leave when it’s dark. But I think you are making a mistake.”

His skepticism was endearing, even if it was a little misguided. She had met Gael before, and he was more than willing to listen to her. If she played her cards right, she was confident she could handle the fire dragon. 

* * *

Maybe Ahri should have listened to Skye when he tried to warn her about meeting Gael. If she had, perhaps she wouldn’t have found herself in such a nerve-wracking situation, surrounded by a dragon and two men with a keen interest in her. As soon as Skye had landed in the Legion’s camp not far south of White Cross, the three of them dropped all their tasks to give her an intimidating welcome.

Gael held his arms open wide, and a sly smile seemed to be permanently engraved on his face. Her eyes didn’t rest on him for long, skipping to the strange man by his side. His hostile stare was creeping her out, mostly because when the moonlight hit his face the right way his irises seemed to hold no color at all.

She shivered, realizing that wasn’t the only odd thing about the man. Even in the darkness of the night, she could see his skin was so pale that it was almost translucent. His head was shaved clean and so were his eyebrows. He shifted on his feet, and there was something unearthly about the way he moved, as if he floated. She had never seen a man like him, but there was no doubt he was a dragon.

She looked at the final member of her welcoming party. A green dragon who stood so still before her she could have mistaken him for a sculpture. The only sign he was alive were his eyes trailing her every move with unwavering interest. Despite his form, he was the only one who didn’t unsettle her to the core. She didn’t know if it was because of his size, smaller than Skye’s dragon—now shifting back behind her—or his almost childish features.

“Welcome to the Legion camp, my darling Ahri,” Gael said with a smirk. “I would have tidied up, had I known you were coming.”

Ahri looked around, paying attention to her surroundings for the first time. Despite the veil of the night, a central firepit and the moonlight brought enough light to fight the darkness. Small huts and tents were arranged around the fire, and tall, leafless trees formed a ring around the small military camp.

A thin layer of snow covered the grass below her feet. Skye stood by her side, close enough so she could seek his soothing warmth if she tilted just a bit to the side.

“Back off,” growled Skye. “Why do you want to scare her?”

“Oh, on the contrary. She is our most honored guest,” Gael replied. Ahri didn’t fail to notice how his words held a lilt of delight she couldn’t quite place yet. “You see, I thought I’d have a much harder time convincing her to come here.”

“There is no need for all of this.”

Ahri wanted to say something too, to show she wasn’t intimidated, let alone scared by this obvious display of power. But as the situation escalated, she found herself unable to utter a single word. 

“But there is. Of course there is. This is part of her army, should she choose to help. We are here to serve.” Gael even bowed a little, trusting the dragon by his side to stand proudly in his stance. Somehow, their interests were still aligned, even if it didn’t bode well for her that he relied on physical intimidation as a strategy.

Ahri raised her chin, knowing all too well that showing weakness would only put her in an even more tenuous position. If she didn’t look at the strange man at Gael’s side, she could almost pretend this was a friendly conversation. The green dragon wasn’t even that scary, when she stopped to think about it.

“The Faith took my mother,” she managed to say with a steady voice.

For a split second, Gael’s cunning smile wavered, and there was a glint of worry in his eyes. It was gone the next second.

“Where?” His tone was more serious now, and Ahri appreciated it.

“We don’t know, but she left a book with her perfume behind. I hoped one of your air dragons could help track her down. I brought the scent here—”

A chuckle interrupted her mid-sentence. She had been looking at Gael since he was the only one talking to her, but the sound came from the man with the strange eyes.

“I don’t think we’ve met before,” Ahri said, hoping to sound confident despite the atmosphere.

The man took a step forward, gliding above the ground as if gravity didn’t concern him. Skye noticed the movement and stepped to block her line of sight. Ahri sighed, wishing the black dragon didn’t have this instinct to shield her from things that weren’t even a threat. Yet.

“Raider,” he introduced himself. His gaze snapped back to Gael. “Are you sure she’s the one who rescued Leah? The girl has no idea what she’s talking about.”

Three growls erupted around her. The first one was from Skye, and even though he had made similar statements before, she knew his protectiveness was more because of the contempt in Raider’s voice than because of what he’d said. Gael was the second, and she had to assume it was because Leah was his niece. The first time they’d met, it had been clear that the little earth dragon held a special place in his otherwise stony heart. 

The final growl surprised her. It came from the green dragon, as if it were… defending her? Without thinking, Ahri stepped towards him. The dragon was standing tall, and his eyes were still fixed on the strange man—Raider—who’d questioned her.

Everyone reacted at once. Skye tried to pull her back, but she could see he was hesitating at the same time. Gael’s eyes widened and he stepped forward to stand in her way. Raider simply raised his brows, as if he was amused at the potential outcome of her action.

The green dragon, however, lowered his large head until he was on the same level as her. A soft smile rose to her face, the beginning of an understanding.

“Hi,” Ahri whispered, now close enough to touch him. He didn’t seem like the other dragons she’d met, and she couldn’t quite see the man he held inside. She raised her hand, and the dragon pushed his snout against her palm. He felt warm and familiar, but in a way that made her want to giggle. She frowned. Ahri could not remember the last time she’d giggled.

“What is your name?” she asked, not sure if she expected an answer.

She looked at Skye for help, hoping he could give her answers to the questions swirling in her mind now. He closed the distance between them, taking his place at Ahri’s side while frowning. The green dragon made a deep rumbling sound in the back of his throat, and Ahri soon understood he was warning Skye away.

The black dragon, however, was not so easily cowed. He returned the growl and bared his teeth in such a display of raw force that Ahri’s heartbeat spiked. A little whimper escaped the other dragon, and he lowered his head in submission. Then he moved a little, and it took Ahri a second to realize he was hiding behind her. It was endearing.

“This is Alvin,” Gael replied to her earlier question, sounding as confused as she felt. “Have you met before?”

“Great. Even Alvin likes the girl.” Raider’s sarcastic comment was filled with a resentment she didn’t understand. She ignored the second rude remark from the odd man and answered Gael instead.

“I don’t think so.” She turned back to the dragon. “Maybe if you shift back, I’ll remember you.”

“He can’t shift. And he could have hurt you.” 

“I knew he wouldn’t.” A shiver of something ancient trickled down Ahri’s spine. A knowledge that wasn’t her own, or at least something she didn’t fully recognize. The same feeling she had experienced every time she acted on instinct, and it worked out. As if her decisions were always guided, always driving towards a future—

“You knew each other,” Skye muttered under his breath. “I don’t know why he remembers you, but it’s obvious he does.”

“What are you talking about?” Ahri asked, trying as hard as she could to bring back memories of the dragon.

“It doesn’t matter. We have more important things to discuss here.”

Skye’s words reminded her of the urgency of their situation. The first sun was just beginning to rise in the south, and that meant another day had gone by with her mother still missing.

“Gael, will you help me find Eleanor?”

“I wouldn’t dare not help you, beautiful.” Just like that, all traces of cautious curiosity about her exchange with the green dragon vanished. The sly smirk was back. “But you have a few things wrong. You said you brought the scent here, but it doesn’t work like that. Raider needs to go back to where she was last seen and trace the path from there.”

Great, so Raider was the air dragon. She looked back at the man who seemed so set on hating her, and his smirk betrayed his thoughts. She needed him regardless. Ahri sighed and prepared to ask the question she knew they were waiting for. This was why she’d come here, so pride would not keep her from her plan. 

“What do you want in return?”

“A beautiful girl like you, offering me anything I want in exchange for saving her mother? Maybe I should ask for a kiss.” Gael’s voice matched his devious stare, but there was something odd about the way he said it.

Skye moved closer to her, and it almost distracted her from realizing the truth beneath Gael’s words. He thought she’d be embarrassed by his shameless pursuit and miss how truly desperate he was. Try as he might, Gael was too emotionally raw to conceal his true intentions behind that sly front he was putting up.

“You need me,” she whispered. Once again, her voice dropped to emphasize the truth.

Skye didn’t move, but there was a warmth coating her that felt too much like his presence for her not to recognize. It was that feeling of nostalgia she knew she should be able to place but couldn’t quite yet.

“No kiss, then?” Gael interrupted her train of thought. His despair was so evident now that even Raider scoffed on the sidelines and glared at his friend.

Ahri almost wanted to congratulate him on trying to keep his act together and work as if he had an advantage. In her mind, it still made little sense that he needed her so much, but it was undeniable now.

“You are wasting our time.” Her tone was serious, with a hint of impatience. Gael raised a brow, as if such blunt words didn’t belong in her mouth. Too bad for him. She had been trained for this sort of reaction to almost everything she said. Harsh criticism and the punishing hand of the Faith were far worse than a patronizing glance.

At least Skye was proud of her.

Ahri paused at the thought and wondered how she could possibly know that. She wasn’t even looking at him as she had been the other times she thought she could feel his feelings as if they were her own. Before she could ask him about it, Raider broke the silence.

“I don’t know why you trust her. She sure doesn’t keep great company.”

“Ahri couldn’t be a traitor. She rescued Leah,” Gael replied with that hint of softness that came to him every time he spoke of his family.

“That’s not a smart conclusion. I could have freed Leah just to gain access to you. You can’t go around trusting people like that.” 

Gael, Alvin, and Raider froze at her words. The more dragons she knew, the better Ahri understood their lack of malice. It was almost refreshing, if it hadn’t been so incredibly naive. Even Gael, who had that ever-present know-it-all expression, could hardly contemplate a plan involving treachery or deception. 

Raider moved first, with his odd steps purposefully flying in her direction. The anger in his eyes showed her she was in deep trouble. She hadn’t thought this through. 

“So you came here to mock—” He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Skye’s large hands grabbed his throat, and the fact that it wasn’t crushed instantly was the only sign the black dragon was holding back.

Raider tried to claw his way out of the grip, and his almost transparent skin turned red with effort. By her side, Alvin whimpered and hid his snout behind Ahri’s back.

“Skye, stop,” she urged. She needed this man to find her mother, if nothing else. The fact that Alvin was scared wasn’t making her feel comfortable either, so she placed her hands on Skye’s shoulder to get him to calm down. He did, opening his hands to allow Raider’s feet to touch the ground again.

“Never look at her like that.” The few stones holding the tents and huts in place shook under his words, and Ahri felt a deep sense of safety settling within herself.

“How can you be useful to us if you need a guard dog to keep you safe?” Raider scoffed, trying to sustain an attitude that wasn’t holding up in the face of the marks on his neck.

“If you keep believing strength is what wins battles, you’ll lose them all,” Ahri cut in.

“I like your fire, beautiful. Your nasty words burn as bad as my flames. Are you sure we’re not related? It would be a pity,” Gael said, flicking a wrist at his friend to stop him from fighting. “And that sharp mind of yours is why we need you to join the Legion.”

“Is that what it will take for you to help me find my mom?” Ahri asked, knowing in her heart it was an easy trade. She’d do almost anything to find Eleanor, and despite her lack of trust in the two men she was negotiating with, she knew their fight was valid.

Raider shook his head, evidently upset about the turn of events. Ahri was ready for another power play from him, or at least a different offer, but Gael placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder and changed his tone to a lighter one when he spoke.

“Raider, come on. I told you already why we need her help. You are just being difficult. Even Alvin is on board, and it’s only half because she’s a girl giving him attention.”

As if in agreement, Alvin took a massive step in Ahri’s direction, pushing Skye to the side to take his place. In his dragon form, the black dragon was probably three times the size of the green one, but Skye must have realized she was not in the mood for his attitude, because he slipped across to her other side without complaint. 

“If you help me find my mother, I’ll join you.”

Skye tensed at her side, and the warmth he was feeding her suddenly disappeared, leaving her with a cold and empty feeling. She knew he didn’t trust the Legion, but his reaction was so visceral she almost choked on it.

“Raider will fly to Lightbridge before the first sunrise,” Gael said, unaware of the wave of emotion flowing between Ahri and the man at her side. She forced herself to focus on the conversation, knowing her mother’s safety was more important than whatever was happening with Skye.

“I’m going with him.”

“You will hold me back,” mumbled the air dragon, visibly annoyed but at least on board with the idea of finding Eleanor.

“He won’t rescue her yet, just figure out where they took her. We’ll need more fire power to break her free.”

“Or a plan,” she interrupted.  

“That’s why we need you, my dear. Anyway, he’ll just track her and come back to report in the morning. Who knows, we might even get to kill some knights while rescuing her.”
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Gael offered them shelter for the remainder of the night, and it was only as Ahri laid her head down to sleep that she realized how tired she was. The next morning came too soon, and the first sun didn’t bring her the news she expected. Gael was eating alone at the common table, far more relaxed than she had seen him before. When he noticed her, his first smile was almost genuine until he stiffened and turned it into the sly one she was used to seeing on his face.

“Good morning, beautiful. Did you sleep all right in my humble camp?”

Ahri rolled her eyes, ignoring what she now recognized as a phony facade. Alvin was sleeping by the trees, with only steady plumes of cold breath from his exhales showing he was alive.

Skye was nowhere to be seen. His absence felt strange, as if not having his constant presence beside her left her afloat.

“Where is Raider?”

“He must have run into some issues with the tracking. Sometimes the scent scatters too much and he needs more time to find the path.”

“How does that work?”

“It’s pretty simple, actually. Smells leave a trail when moved. He can see the path of the scent like footprints on snow.”

“That’s interesting. It works with any scent?”

Her curiosity was now taking over, and Ahri knew her eyes were shining with excitement to understand how it all worked. Gael seemed to feed off it, indicating a place at the table and opening his arms as he kept explaining. He was giving her more information about this fascinating world than any of the other dragons she’d met so far.

“Not really. Raider says it needs to be a rare smell, because you can’t follow something that goes in every direction. The less tainted the path, the easier it is to find where it goes.”  

That made sense. And it also made her realize how stupid she had been to carry the book with the lavender bud around with her. All the paths she’d taken after visiting her house would make Raider’s work more difficult. No wonder he wasn’t back yet.

She was sulking about how naïve she had been when Skye emerged from the woods. His thick black hair was dripping wet, and his bare torso glowed in a golden light under the first sun. He walked towards her like it was his only purpose in life, feeding her so much warmth that she couldn’t even pretend the shiver that ran through her body was caused by the cold.

Skye should have warned her. He knew how the air dragon’s process worked. As soon as she’d showed him the book, he could have explained it to her and they would have abandoned the scent by the beach, where they’d discussed the plan for the first time. Her involuntary smile turned into a scowl as he approached, and she could see the confusion in his black orbs as he realized how mad she was at him.

“Why didn’t you tell me how the tracking worked?”

Gael was pretending not to pay attention, but she saw the smirk the fire dragon let out at her tone. Skye sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers. She felt the waves of frustration rolling out of him, but this time, she didn’t allow them to affect her. He owed her answers.

“We should talk. Alone.”

Skye took her on a path inside the forest, all the way to a riverbed. He paced around her, clearly struggling to find the right words. Ahri sat by the river and washed the dye out of her hair. The water was too cold for her northern standards, but she welcomed the sensation rather than chasing it away.

Little droplets of water gathered in her cupped hands, and she played with them to distract herself from the conversation she was about to have. She’d give him no more than a couple of minutes to gather his wits and would use them to build up her strength, too. Then she’d pull the answers out of him with a knife if she had to.

“They might think they need you, but you don’t need them,” he began.

“My mother seemed to think I did. She led me to them.” Ahri stood up, forgetting her hair dripping on her clothes now that they were talking.

“You shouldn’t offer your help like this.”

“That is not an explanation, Skye. Why didn’t you tell me about the tracking?”

“We could have found Eleanor without them.”

“Did you know where to search? Because last I checked, the Kingdom has over fifty cities from Lightbridge to White Cross. She could be in any of them, and they might”—her voice cracked a little, much to her dismay—“hurt her.”

She was trying to be strong and focus on the plan they had set in motion to find Eleanor. But talking to Skye, just the two of them in the middle of this unknown forest, was crumbling her fierce resolve to push through the crisis.

His confidence wavered at her tone, and he stopped pacing to face her at last. His eyes were dark pools, as if carving the words out of his mouth caused him more pain than burying them inside.

“They will ask for too much in return.” He was gritting his teeth, still trying to keep his emotions in check although he seemed to be overflowing with them. She felt his urge to speak beneath her very skin—and also his lack of a voice to do it.

“There’s nothing they could ask for that I wouldn’t be willing to give to keep my mother safe.”

“Even your life?”

“Yes.”

His reaction was immediate, raw and untamed, like the beast he held inside. He grabbed the back of her neck and forced her to look at him. It should have scared her, but there was nothing aggressive in his touch. The only thing she could see in his eyes was deep, unvarnished longing. 

Skye’s touch felt scorching in the freezing forest, and his hand on her neck steadied more than just her body. Ahri felt everything, from the cold, wet hair dripping on her back, to the way his firm hands fit her body just right, to his hot breath against her skin. And despite the fear that should have followed, she didn’t feel the slightest inclination to move.

His throat worked as if he wanted to say something, but the words wouldn’t come out. When he finally forced himself to speak, his voice was heavy and coated in emotion.

“Even someone else’s life?”

“I can’t trade something that isn’t mine.”

Just as the words fled her mouth, she knew there was something not quite true about them. She knew what Gael expected from her, and it wasn’t standing on the sidelines of a group that fought only in theory for what was right. She was promising to join a war, and she would have more death on her hands than she could ever hope to cope with.

“This will change you,” Skye breathed, searching her eyes for something to hook himself to. She had nothing to give him.

His fear enveloped her like a cloak, the pain he held inside layered around her, tying her in place so she couldn’t move, couldn’t see, couldn’t act. But this was not what she was made of. And deep down, she knew it wasn’t him, either. Those shackles weren’t meant for them. They had been carved by something she couldn’t see yet but was there just the same.

Ahri touched his face with her palm, and when she found her voice within that overwhelming swell of pain, it held more truth than she could ever expect to convey.

“Doing nothing will change me more.”

Skye blinked out of his stupor, and they stepped away from each other. He looked at the river flowing by their side, and Ahri combed her hair with her fingers.

“So this isn’t about your mother,” he finally said.

Ahri shook her head. There was no denying it. It might have taken her a while longer if it hadn’t been for the kidnapping, but this choice had been made for her the second she’d found out the truth about dragons. Maybe even before.

“This is not your fight if you don’t want it to be, Skye. You were not part of the Legion to begin with, and this is bound to get worse. You heard what they said about Cursed Ivy, so I understand if you choose to leave.”

“Why do you want to get rid of me?”

She didn’t. But she also didn’t want to drag him into this when he was under no obligation to help her. It wasn’t his family at risk, and he wasn’t part of the Legion. As far as she knew, he had purposefully isolated himself from all conflict. He’d said as much, plain and blunt as he communicated everything else.

‘We can’t fight them. It’s too dangerous. You have no idea how much we lost.’

Those had been his words, and yet she had dragged him into it as if she were a stubborn child refusing to release people from her play. She hadn’t asked what he wanted, and even when he’d forcibly told her, she’d made plans and strategies to change his mind. She knew what was right for her, and what she wanted to fight for. It wasn’t fair to force him to feel the same.

“Why do you want to stay?”

Even if she had no idea why she trusted him so fiercely, her instincts never failed her, and she couldn’t deny how much they screamed for her to make him stay. And yet, despite all the feelings raging inside her, she couldn’t make this choice for him.

Cold was the first thing she felt. Uncomfortable. Lacking. As if a thin layer of heat had been keeping her warm, and now it was gone. Then came an uneasy feeling. A choice. The camp fell quiet, and even the wind caved to the silence that fell on the woods. Right in front of her, Skye shifted into his giant beast, darker than a nightmare and still calling for her as if it was her only light.

“You are leaving,” she whispered. Her voice was empty, and she was glad her emotions weren’t surfacing at the moment. She didn’t know what to feel or what to think. So she didn’t.

The black dragon turned slowly, and once again she was astonished by the lack of sound. Leaves didn’t rustle under his paws, twigs didn’t crack despite his weight. At that moment, if Ahri closed her eyes, it would be as if he’d never existed. 

A wave of sorrow crushed her as soon as their eyes met. It made her choke on her breath and frown at the same time. How many times had she felt this invading pressure of a foreign feeling now? Ahri was sure it was his sadness pouring over her, even though she couldn’t quite understand why. In his dragon form, it was even more intense, as if he couldn’t restrain emotion when instinct overruled everything.

“Why are you leaving if you feel so sad about it?” 

Despite all the words she said before to give him the choice, the fact that he’d taken it left her paralyzed with pain.

“I thought you’d at least stick around to find the traitor.”

The wave of unrestrained anger that punched her next was proof her words affected him. She could push him, try to say what she needed to make Skye stay. She knew him well enough to figure out how to manipulate him. But there was something inside her that didn’t allow for it. She’d made her peace with it when she put the choice in his hands, and he was choosing to leave.

She nodded when Skye failed to move, and turned around to return to the camp. Letting go wasn’t natural for her. Ahri was made of purpose and action, and she didn’t have a passive bone within her. Handing the choice over to others felt so foreign that she almost turned around and screamed at him for leaving. She didn’t. 

Ahri felt rather than heard Skye flying away.
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When Ahri returned to camp, her slumped shoulders didn’t hide the utter defeat she felt. Gael raised a brow, and the cunning smile that rose to his face told her he knew Skye was gone. Instead of joining him, she sat by Alvin’s side. The green dragon was lying in the same spot she’d first seen him this morning, under a large tree close to the common table.

When he noticed her presence, Alvin opened his big black eyes and wagged his tail. Ahri couldn’t help but smile, loving the way the dragon responded to her presence. It soothed her a little despite her sour mood.

“I can’t believe how fast I lost the position of his favorite person,” Gael complained.

Even if she didn’t understand why, it felt great to be liked by the dragon. Oddly, his presence felt comfortable for her, too. The same feeling she got when eating her favorite childhood meal, or warming up with an old blanket.

“Isn’t he usually like that?” she asked, both to keep her mind off Skye and to sate her newfound curiosity about the green dragon. Alvin didn’t react to the conversation, more focused on pushing his nostrils against her still wet hair, but she knew he understood them.

“Not at all. I mean, don’t get me wrong, with everything he’s been through I’d expect him to bite people’s heads off way more often.”

Ahri stiffened and slowly edged away from the green dragon. Gael chuckled, and she realized he was making fun of her. She was not in the mood to be played with. Not after Skye had left. It must have shown in her face.

“Hey, no need to be mad, beautiful. I’m just jealous because he likes you better than me.”

Ahri forced herself to relax a little. She didn’t need to let Gael in on the turmoil inside her head, especially if she hoped to understand him better. Her best option was to keep the man talking.

“Why can’t he change?”

“Well, I suppose it does him no harm to tell you. We shouldn’t have secrets between allies.” He wiggled his brows, too pleased with himself for her liking. “That is, if Alvin is fine with it.” 

The dragon blew out of his nostrils, and she could have sworn he shrugged, if that was even possible for a beast without shoulders.

“If he doesn’t have a problem with it, who am I to withhold information? It’s a gloomy story. Are you sure you want to hear it this early?” Gael asked. Ahri rolled her eyes. “All right, all right, I had to ask. Anyway, Alvin here is my sister’s nephew. You met Caleb, didn’t you?” 

“Leah’s father.” 

“Yes. Well, he has a sister of his own. And she’s the mother of this big boy by your side. He’s sixteen and never shifted into his human form. Unfortunately, it’s her fault.” 

Ahri looked at the dragon. Specks of green swirled in his otherwise black eyes, and she wondered why he didn’t react to the way Gael spoke of his mother. She half expected to feel the same rush of feelings she did whenever Skye was by her side, but there was nothing there.  

“Why?” 

“You are well aware that the Faith has taken a liking to kidnapping our young,” Gael began. Ahri shivered at the thought. “Alvin’s mother found a way to… how do I call it? Quash their interest in her kid.”

The fire dragon sure loved to tell a story. Despite Alvin’s presence, he clearly savored every word as if speaking lit him up inside. Ahri was ready to throw up, thinking someone had robbed this kid of half his soul, but still drank in the story.  

“Surprise, surprise, she didn’t know exactly what she was doing. Are you familiar with Cursed Ivy?”

“Barely.” More than she wanted, less than she needed to be.

“Nasty thing. Very hard to control. She fed it to him when he was still a newborn, and he lost his human form.”

“And why would that make the Faith lose interest?”

Ahri thought about Leah and how the people of Lightbridge responsible for her didn’t even know she had a human form. At least that’s what the child had told her.

“Oh, no. She didn’t want that to happen. Something went wrong in whatever god-forsaken ritual she used for the Ivy. Her plan was to kill his dragon form, not the other way around. She wanted him to lose his healing abilities, so he’d be of no use to the Faith.”

Ahri forced the angry tears down her throat before they could leak out of her eyes. She didn’t dare cry in front of them, not even out of hatred and disgust. Some of the emotion must have shown in her face, however, because Gael’s eyes went from delighted with his storytelling to sympathetic in a heartbeat. 

Despite her inner turmoil, she noticed Gael’s reaction. He was always acting sly and unaffected, but she could see a much softer side to him. A side that cared too much for his own good as the head of an organization like the Legion. He shook his head as if to force his persona back to the surface, clearly unaware she’d noticed his slip. She chose not to comment on it.

“It that common? Using Cursed Ivy like that?”

“Hell, no. Well, not on children at least.”

“Did he lose his healing powers after all?” Her voice came out steady, even if her heart was aching for the dragon who now laid his massive head in her lap. Her legs were numb already, but she didn’t dare disturb his peace. Not after everything she’d just heard.

“She told everyone it worked, and that his blood was blank. Performed a whole show to demonstrate. Caleb almost killed his sister for doing this to his nephew.” Gael scoffed, as if another thought popped into his head. “I wish he’d been that insistent when my sister did it to herself.”

His tone was bitter when he spoke of Lana, and Ahri once again wondered how she could have given up on her dragon like that. She said fire dragons were complicated, but it seemed Caleb’s family wasn’t any more stable. Nothing to justify such a decision.

Ahri looked back at Alvin, now comfortably sleeping on top of her. His story was devastating, and yet he was still this cheerful, tail-wagging dog-like dragon. Much like Leah, he didn’t allow his misfortune to dictate his life, or to crush his spirit. Maybe humans had a lot to learn from dragons. They were truly resilient creatures.

“So now he lives here with you?”

“Indeed. Me, Alvin, and Raider, the permanent residents of this quaint little camp.” Gael opened his arms, presenting her the place.

“I thought the Legion was huge.”

“We are. But as you must have noticed, this is a military camp, and we are not known for luxuries. Most dragons prefer the comfort of their own lairs.”

“Do they ever come here?”

Her legs were truly beginning to hurt under the dragon’s weight, so she moved his head a bit and rested against his body. There was a soft companionship to his presence.

“We used to have meetings, but everyone is scattered now. We can still reach out to most of them if there’s an emergency, but we rarely do. Besides, most of the work is accomplished through secret meetings in the Kingdom.”

A thought popped into her head. Secret meetings and strange people in her living room, discussing things she was forbidden from listening in on. Not that she’d ever complied with that rule, but even eavesdropping was useless when the adults talked in code.

“Was my mother part of it?”

“Your mother is one of the most important members of the Legion, Ahri.”

This new piece of information made her livid, but it also made sense. All the secrecy, the constant travel. Ahri had always assumed it was because of her work as a healer, but now she realized it wasn’t. How many dragons had she unknowingly met in her small living room?

“She’s not a dragon.”

“She isn’t, but we have quite a few humans in the Legion. People who see the truth behind the Faith’s actions and want to rise up and fight for what is right. How many have we brought to our side just by showing our true forms?”

Gael was wordy and seemed to love the sound of his own voice. But Ahri’s mind had drifted too far away to pay attention to his rambling. She felt so incredibly alone that she had to hug her body tightly to keep it together.

Her mother had hidden so much from her. And lied about everything else. And when she finally thought she had found someone she could trust, someone so deeply connected to her that he couldn’t possibly fail her like Eleanor had… He’d left.

Ahri stormed away from the military camp, finding refuge amongst the trees. This forest wasn’t as dense as the ones near Lightbridge, but she could still keep her distance from Gael.

She couldn’t bear to think at the moment. Her mind was a dangerous place where nothing felt safe or right. Had she made too many mistakes, or was it someone else’s fault that everything was falling apart around her?

Alvin broke through the undergrowth that gave her a little privacy, and Ahri sighed at his presence. She wanted to be alone, but perhaps that wasn’t smart of her. Her thoughts were leading her down a fruitless path of worry which would solve none of her issues.

The green dragon stopped right beside her, pushing his snout against her hair. He seemed fond of her smell, for some reason. His size made it challenging from him to get as close to her as he wanted, but he only stopped trying once Ahri reached up to pet him. When she allowed a half-smile to slip onto her lips, Alvin whimpered softly.

“Oh, don’t be sad. I’m all right.”

Her words and movements seemed so familiar that Ahri felt like she had lived this exact scene before. She kept petting the dragon, hoping that by drawing out the moment she would finally remember something from her lost childhood.

Alvin suddenly perked up, wagging his tail. He almost pushed her to the ground when he moved. He turned his head in the direction of the camp and spared her one last glance before rushing back. Instinctively, Ahri knew what that meant.

Raider was back.

When she finally caught up with Alvin, he was already greeting the air dragon. Raider had a smirk on his face that unsettled her, and his next words felt like a punch to her already bruised guts.

“You lost your bodyguard.” 

“He’s not part of the Legion. Didn’t make sense for him to stay.”

She tried to sound calm, and luckily her voice was steady enough to pull it off. Gael didn’t seem convinced, but Raider was easier to trick. He even sneered when she mentioned Skye’s lack of allegiance to their cause. 

“Damn right it didn’t make sense. We don’t need him here.” His voice was acid, and his words angered her more than she cared to admit. 

“Calm down, Raider. At least Skye brought Ahri here,” Gael intervened.

“Raider, did you find my mother?”

The tension broke when she mentioned Eleanor. The day before had been a negotiation, and she understood why everyone had acted cool to achieve their goals. But now she knew they’d help, she couldn’t quite keep all her emotion in check. And to her surprise, neither could they. Gael nodded in solemn understanding, and even Raider lost the attitude. He spoke in a low tone.

“Eleanor is a fine woman. And smart, too. I found her.”

Ahri dismissed the thought that everyone seemed to know her mother—perhaps even better than she did. Instead, hope swelled inside her heart, and her eyes were suddenly brimming with unshed tears. 

“Where is she?”

“Not too far from Lightbridge. If it hadn’t been for the heavy guard and the multiple trails, I would have come back sooner. At least the right trail was like a beacon of lavender. Even Gael could find it. And he can’t smell shit.”

“Heavy guard?” Ahri asked, knowing the multiple trails were her fault and hoping the other setback had been more important than the one she’d caused.

“Yeah. I never had problems getting into the city before. Now it seems like they are expecting a dragon to pop up in the sky any second.”

Ahri gulped, realizing this, too, was her fault. If the guards were increasing the patrol, it must be because of the incident with Skye near her home. She wanted to ask more, but her heart was racing with the prospect of finding Eleanor now. Lightbridge could wait.

“Where is she?”

“She’s in Boswood.” 

Gael froze in place, but Ahri failed to see the problem. She knew Boswood. Eleanor had taken her there as a child. It was a quaint little town south of Lightbridge. It stood on an important trade route between the biggest cities, and people’s livelihoods there depended mostly on inns and fishery. Ahri even recalled playing in the river, with an insane amount of fish swimming between her feet. 

Ahri didn’t understand why they’d take Eleanor there, but it didn’t seem like the worst news. She tried to recall the Faith’s presence, but her sparse childhood memories didn’t help. Her mother wouldn’t have taken her to church, anyway. The dragons surrounding her, however, seemed to have a much darker recollection of the place. 

“What is the matter?” she asked.

“We had… issues in Boswood.”

“What kind of issues?” 

Raider had a sour expression, and Gael was cocking his head to the side, as if he was trying to decide whether to tell her. Ahri crossed her arms and glared at them, willing them to talk. Not that her frame could actually intimidate a dragon, but damn it, she’d try.

“Last time we went there, they were holding a kid in a tower. Seemed like an easy rescue, even if the boy couldn’t fly. Water dragons and all. We waited until nightfall, and I went up there myself. But the tower was fragile, and as I tried to land, the whole thing threatened to collapse.”

“Damn it. What did you do?” Ahri asked.

“What could I do? We left.”

Oh no, he hadn’t. Ahri refused to believe that was the only thing they’d tried. 

“You left?” Rage was boiling beneath her voice, and even Raider widened his eyes in surprise.  

“They had a bunch of knights guarding the ground floor, and they had poisoned spears. There was nothing else we could do.”

Ahri could instantly think of a thousand different things they could have done. None of them involved leaving the kid behind. She should have seen it coming. Gael had told her Leah was the only kid rescued from the claws of the Faith. But it didn’t stop the wave of disgust that filled her.

By the look on their faces, they truly believed they’d done the best they could. Skye’s description of Cursed Ivy was still very much alive in her mind, so she understood their fear. She wouldn’t waste time telling them about all the other opportunities they’d missed.

“Do you know if the boy is still there?”

“Must be. They are selling fish like crazy,” Raider said, his first contribution since they’d begun discussing Boswood. The implication of his words made her sick, and the image of imprisoned dragons haunted her once again. 

“All right, so we need to save both Eleanor and this kid. What is his name?”

“Novak. Though he’s more of a young man now.” Gael seemed to ponder something before he spoke again. “They won’t keep him alive much longer. He’s almost twelve. Too much trouble after that, even for a water dragon.” 

“How do you expect to save him when we couldn’t?” Raider asked. Ahri was getting tired of his attitude. Eleanor would have tossed a sandal at his head already if he were her son. But he was the one who’d found her mother, so Ahri summoned patience she didn’t feel in order to answer him politely.

“I need all the information you have on the place. Entrances, number of knights, when their shift ends…”

“Can’t we just burn them all?” Raider asked, almost teasingly. As if his desire for violence would shock her out of participating.  

“Why didn’t you do that last time? Because they could poison you? You should have done it either way.” 

Her answer stunned them into silence. She wasn’t against burning a few knights if it came to it, and it was best if the Legion knew that sooner rather than later. If the Faith was keeping her mother prisoner, burning was the least they deserved. But not in the way they were thinking.

The beginning of a plan brewed in her mind as she listened to the sparse yet vital information they had on Boswood. It was half a decade old, but the Kingdom had a way of standing still in time that made her hopeful that it would still hold true.

She pondered their options, trusting her gut to tell her which one could save her mother. Skye’s shift in the middle of Lightbridge was already a show of hands from their side—when had it become her side too? It was best if they kept the other dragons a secret for now.

Thinking about Skye caused a weird sensation to build up inside her chest, making her sick to her stomach. But Ahri knew how to push through. She went to that place in her mind made for strategy. Eventually, one idea felt right, and she smiled.

A plan like this would never work in Lightbridge, where poverty and inequality made people selfish. But Boswood’s thriving abundance would make them soft, and more importantly, helpful.

As she explained her idea, a genuine smile crept past Gael’s defenses. And, to her utmost surprise, Raider also smiled, looking at his friend. He didn’t seem as odd when his colorless eyes shone in excitement, sharing enthusiasm with his comrade in arms.

But Gael’s eyes snapped back to her, and a fresh frown formed on his forehead.

“Something doesn’t add up. If I’ll be southwest of the town, and Raider up north…”

“I’ll go in alone.”
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There was something empowering about the idea of going it alone that faded pretty quickly once Ahri reached Boswood. That night, she flew with Gael on Raider’s back until they reached the edge of the Kingdom, the final border before White Cross. Alvin had to stay behind since he couldn’t shift. The trio took a boat to reach the fishing town, but they went their separate ways after that. 

During the flight, Ahri had little time to second guess her plan, mostly because she was mesmerized by the air dragon. When the moonlight shone over his scales, she could swear he glowed in a strange iridescent tone, translucent and colorful at the same time.

Now that they’d arrived, she could no longer be distracted by the beauty of dragons. It was time to focus and act. The plan was solid, Ahri knew it. Maybe. All right, she was only half sure it would work. It should, provided everyone did what she expected of them. But people are complex creatures and sometimes they do whatever the hell they want. As she wandered the streets of the unfamiliar town, Ahri felt the pressure of anxiety crushing her with an almost physical weight to it, crippling her. 

But she had a goal, and with both her mother and a child to rescue, there was no force in hell able to stop her. Raider had explained to her how to reach the tower, but he needn’t have bothered. Even before they parted ways to carry out the different parts of the plan, she could see the massive structure rising above all the other houses. Boswood was small, and the tower was an unmistakable landmark that could be seen from every part of town. 

There were places she recognized from her trip south with her mother. She had been young, but her memory rarely failed her when it came to discovering the Kingdom. She remembered the wooden houses responsible for Boswood’s name and its homely aura. The river was unchanged. Or perhaps even more engorged now, with several fishing boats anchored to its margins. Ahri gritted her teeth, knowing there was nothing natural about the way the fish gathered in the nets. 

She strode towards the tower at a pace that didn’t quite match the environment, earning herself stares from the mellow townsfolk. Life without hardship only made them soft, Ahri thought in a mix of anger and pity.

They didn’t know about the dragon. She was sure of it. The place had too many traders coming and going. Word would have got out if they knew. But it didn’t mean they were exempt from guilt. Life wasn’t meant to be that easy, with plenty of fish for all. They should have known, and she blamed them for their ignorance. 

So when they looked at her with curiosity, she looked back in contempt. 

“Fire!” someone screamed, disturbing the wave of Ahri’s loathing. 

People rushed towards the southwestern border of the town, where smoke clouded the sky and darkened the day. Ahri was the only one heading north, already close enough to the tower that she could see its entrance. Gael would be proud of himself for causing such a ruckus. 

Raider had told her that four knights guarded the tower, but she could only see two now. The others must have gone south to help with the fire. In such a small town, the Faith wouldn’t have a strong presence, and the tower guards probably made up half the law enforcement they had available. She’d expected one or two to go check it out, but secretly she’d hoped for more. Her plan heavily depended on them believing in her, and fewer guards would mean fewer chances of a smart one in the bunch. 

It was all right, though. She could deal with two guards. Ahri ran the rest of the way to the tower, hoping her cheeks would flush enough to enhance her performance. Poor athletic skills rendered her breathless in no time. God, she really preferred going up instead of forward. Climbing didn’t burn her lungs.

“Help!” she cried. “Please, my family needs help. Everything is burning, we will lose it all.”

The guards were on high alert already, and their wide eyes told her they cared enough to be worried. 

“Help is already on its way. They left as soon as the fire started.” 

“You don’t understand, they are all going south! Look, over there!”

As if on cue, smoke rose from the north, where she was pointing. Raider’s fire was nowhere near as impressive as Gael’s, but that was for the best. He was in the middle of the town, and she didn’t want people to lose sight of the southern fire.

“For the love of God, what is happening in this town?” one of them cursed. “All right, take me there.” 

“I can’t.” She forced a heavy breath out, trying to mimic the sound she had heard countless times in her mother’s shop. “Poor lungs.” She pointed at her chest.

“Don’t worry, miss, I will take care of it,” replied one guard, frowning at the fires threatening his hometown.

“Thank you, sir. Please, hurry.” 

She had to force the words to come out without the spite she wanted to add. The townsfolk might be oblivious to the dragon who fed their rivers, but these two definitely weren’t. If it were up to Ahri, they’d be meeting the pointy end of their own swords soon.

Much to her dismay, only one guard rushed north to help her alleged family.

“Please, we need help!” She tried to push the other man to follow his partner, but to no avail. He only grew a mildly suspicious expression, and Ahri knew her story was hanging by a thread.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“My family is just passing by. We are merchants from White Cross. All we own is on our wagon, we can’t lose it.” The despair in her voice had more to do with saving her mother than her acting skills, but it must have convinced him. 

She tried to buy some time by taking heavy breaths, but even someone with a lung condition would only take a couple of minutes to either get back on their feet or collapse for good. Could she…? No, dropping dead wouldn’t really help her get inside the tower. 

“I’ll go back, then. I hope my family is safe.” 

Time for a different plan. The guard dismissed her with a nod, eyes fixated on the far south side of the city. Everyone had rushed there when the smoke rose, and no doubt he thought his abilities would be put to better use down there. But knights were great a following orders, and she had no doubt the Faith instructed them to never leave the tower unattended.  

Ahri circled the tall building, noticing its architecture for the first time. The base was made of stone, but they’d built the second and third stories with wood and clay. The junction was uneven, and the stone broke in strange patterns. This was a fallen tower, rebuilt. No wonder it hadn’t held Gael’s weight as a dragon. The top wasn’t nearly as sturdy as the stone below. 

As soon as she was out of the knight’s sight, she checked for a way to climb it. She would be too exposed, and the risk of falling was far greater than she usually accepted. But desperation invites danger, and she could almost see her mother, patiently waiting for her. She’d never disappoint Eleanor. 

Climbing up stone was easy. Lightbridge had trained her well, and every dent in the rocks was more than enough for her small fingers to grasp and pull. When she reached the wood, however, the ascent became tricky. The clay smoothed the surface into a uniform pattern, flat and polished.

Ahri reached inside her pocket, taking out the dagger her mother had given her. White Leaf, Skye had called her. She used the needle point to carve dents on the wall, just deep enough that the tip of her fingers could fit.

People could easily see her by now, but she hoped they were too busy with the fire to warn the guard who stood on the other side of the tower. Her fingers were bleeding, and splinters pierced through her skin. Her numb hands barely held the knife that dug her next steps, but she pushed through. Finally, a window. The only one on this side of the tower, the one she hoped to climb into. 

She reached for the edge and pulled her body up, but what she saw broke her soul in a way the climb had failed to. Vertical grid bars, sunk deep into the clay, allowed no room for her to squeeze through. The shiny metal told her they were new, and when she tried to rattle them, they didn’t budge.

“Mother,” she called, unable to see much inside the dark tower. It was a cell. No doubt about it. 

“Ahri!” Eleanor replied. “Thank God you are alive.” 

“I can’t get through.” 

She was clinging to the bars by sheer force of will, because she could barely feel her hands now. Her feet kept sliding from the small crack she’d made in the wall. Ahri saw when Eleanor jumped to her feet from the back of the cell, and the light shone on her battered face as she approached the window.

“Climb down right now!” Despair coated her voice as she saw Ahri’s bloodied fingers, and despite her command, she held her daughter’s hands through the bars to keep her from falling. 

“I need to get you out.”

“We can’t leave through the window. Climb down.”

“Is he in there with you? Novak?”

“Yes! God, if Dylan knew…” 

“Dylan?” The bartender was a water dragon, did that mean— 

Ahri’s left hand lost its grip, and she felt her heart in her throat. Eleanor’s eyes widened, but she had the presence of mind not to scream. She was smart and didn’t want to alert anyone else about Ahri’s presence. Ahri felt a sense of pride that left a bitter taste behind in her mouth. A taste of finality, she realized in fear.

A memory slipped into her mind, triggered by the desperate knowledge that she couldn’t hold on any longer. A hand reaching down for her as she slipped off the rocks.

“Ahri!” Skye screamed, and she wasn’t sure if it was the memory or the man. 
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“Ahri,” Skye screamed again. He felt the pressure of Ahri’s fear enveloping his body as if he were sinking deep into the ocean. 

And as she looked down, in an echo from his darkest memories, she smiled. The foreign fear that was drowning him vanished as if it never existed, making room for his own terror. Not again. She’d lose her grip any second now, and it was too high, too far…

“Skye.” Her voice was soft, carrying to his ears like a promise of everything he missed in life. “Look out!”

Her anger seeping through him worked better than her words to warn him, and the knight who tried to sneak up on him met his fist a split second later. The man’s inert body fell to the floor with a dull thud, and Skye was sure his bleeding nose would never heal back to its original shape. A chuckle from above, almost too quiet for him to hear, made him smile. 

“Get down,” he said, hoping Ahri’s ability to laugh meant she still had the strength to reach the ground safely. 

She nodded, and after speaking a few words to what he assumed was her mother, she moved. Skye watched her with a piercing stare and knew she could feel it. He shared her pain and hoped she could share his strength. Seconds felt like hours as she placed one foot after the other on those invisible dents in the wall. 

He wanted to climb towards her and get her down. Or shift and carry her home, where he could keep her safe and away from the danger she seemed to seek out as much as her next breath. But he couldn’t, so he kept staring at the white locks that had haunted his dreams for years.

Ahri was halfway down when she screamed, and it took Skye a second to realize it was his own pain she felt. The sword that cut his calf was dripping with blood, but he didn’t spare it another glance as he stepped forward to catch the falling girl. Her landing was rough on his arms, but the bruises wouldn’t show as much on his dark skin. Ahri wouldn’t be so lucky. 

He forced himself not to drop her when another slash cut his thigh this time. The knight was still on the floor, struggling with consciousness while he attacked, so the hit didn’t carry enough strength to do more than anger the dragon. Placing his girl on the ground, Skye kicked the man’s chin so sharply that he wouldn’t wake up again to surprise them. 

When Skye turned around, he caught Ahri wincing in pain and trying to hide it. He closed the distance between them and took her hands by the wrist. Her fingers were bloodied and her nails broken. But when she raised her hands to cup his face, he forgot all about the climb.

Her blue eyes were drowning him in the sweetest, most sought after feeling of recognition.

“Kye,” she whispered.

Skye could swear time stopped moving forward at that moment, and the string that tied him to the world found its anchor. How long had it been lost? They stood there for just a second, trying to find each other again now that they were two completely different people but still felt like one.

Too soon, Ahri’s expression changed. She looked up at the tower she had just climbed out of, and by the hardening of her features, he knew what her next words would be.

“We need to save them.”

Ahri was already moving. Skye could only watch, stunned, as she searched the unconscious knight with her bloody fingers.

“You could have died.” Those were not the words he wanted to say, and her gaze lost the remaining softness he had found there.

“Not the time.” Her tone was cutting, the same she’d used before when taking control of a situation. “Eleanor and Novak are up there.” 

He didn’t know how to handle this side of her. She had antagonized him playfully when she was a child, but there was nothing whimsical about her actions now. He could do nothing but watch as she found what she was looking for inside the unconscious man’s coat and rushed inside the tower. 

Skye followed her up the stairs, trying to push away the feelings threatening to surface when he saw her like that. Ahri wasn’t a child for him to protect any longer, and the knowledge awoke something inside him he wasn’t ready to see yet. 

“Mother!” Her words broke his daze, and he noticed the cells for the first time. 

Cold clay built the floor and walls, and dirt coated them. The metal bars had a simple vertical pattern, one he could probably bend open with some effort. Ahri was working on the lock with a key, and he realized the reason for her assault on the knight downstairs. At the back of the cell, Eleanor was whispering something he couldn’t hear to a figure who was lying on the ground. 

“I got him to shift back, but he won’t stand up.” She held herself in check incredibly well for a woman who’d spent the last few weeks in a prison cell. Even as they freed her, there was neither despair in her voice, nor gratitude. Eleanor was a practical woman, and she would handle all emotion when everyone was safe and cared for. Much like the new version of her daughter he was getting to know now.

“Skye, I did not expect you here. Perhaps I should have.” She glanced back and forth between him and her daughter with an expression he couldn’t read, but the hidden meaning of her words was enough to anger him.

“Why? Didn’t want your daughter to find more dragons by accident?” The bite in his voice wasn’t fair in light of her situation, but he had the right to feel it. Eleanor had kept everything hidden from Ahri, and maybe that was why it had taken her so long— 

“There’s no time for this now,” Ahri snapped, finally unlocking the rusty cell door. Her expression changed when she looked at him, and her next words felt like a promise. “Later.” 

“Can you carry him?” Eleanor asked, pointing to the child on the floor. 

“Who is this?”

Now that he was paying attention, he noticed it wasn’t really a child, but rather a teenager hugging his own body. His blue eyes were proof of his origins, and Skye knew he was one of the kidnapped dragon children. He’d avoided getting involved for too long, he realized as he picked up the frail, almost lifeless body in his arms. 

“It’s Dylan’s kid,” Eleanor replied while wrapping a light blanket around him. “Let’s go.”

The boy’s lack of movement as Skye carried him was troubling. He was awake, but there was something dead inside of him. They rushed downstairs and left the tower, racing through the streets in a hurry to leave. He didn’t know what Ahri’s plan was, but they seemed to be going south again, towards the fire. 

Ahri’s white hair was flowing as she ran, leading the way as if she had been doing this all her life. Her steps faltered sometimes, signs of the pain she was hiding. She’d risked it all climbing that wall, but she’d never hesitated. Even struck by fear, she’d kept going and seen it through. Alone. 

She didn’t know that Skye had never truly left in the first place, watching from afar instead. Even when leaving had been the right thing to do. But he’d never planned on coming to her aid until he felt her fear. That meant she truly believed there was no one who would help her—and she had done it anyway. If she could fight like that, maybe he could, too. Even if she didn’t need his protection—which he desperately believed she did—perhaps she’d want his help.

And hell, he needed her to accept it because ever since she’d returned, there were feelings boiling inside him. Something old, something he dared to believe was hope. And something new, brewing deep inside whenever he looked at her, something that felt like—

“You! Stop! Where are you going?” A knight stopped their run. Skye tried to hide the boy beneath the blanket, while Ahri stepped in front of them. 

“Please, my brother got hurt in the fire. We need to get him treated.”

Skye forced himself not to react but was stunned by her quick thinking. A glance at Eleanor showed she was also impressed, and maybe a little proud. He could sense her fierce resolution behind the pleading words, and pride surged up inside him. Alongside it, that still-unnamed feeling threatened to surface again. 

“How? The fire is over there.” The guard pointed in the direction they were going, and Skye got ready to punch another man to the ground. This one was even punier than the last. It shouldn’t be too much trouble.

“Haven’t you heard? They are everywhere! The whole town is on fire.” Ahri pointed north, where smoke also climbed to the sky. The knight’s wide eyes showed he hadn’t realized there was another fire, and Skye wondered just how far she had planned this escape to make it work. 

“W-where are you going?” The knight stuttered, torn between checking on the new fire and questioning the only people who failed to head southwest to help put it out.

“Laurel’s shop,” Eleanor cut in. She must have bounced back from the initial shock of their interrupted escape, but Skye didn’t know how this Laurel lady could help them out. However, the guard nodded slowly and dismissed them in the next second. The man was clearly eager to leave, and this was the excuse he’d been looking for.

“Who’s Laurel?” Ahri stole the question from Skye’s mouth as soon as the guard was out of sight. 

“A friend.”

“Enough with the secrets!” the girl shouted, and he felt the punch of frustration overpowering his senses. And just like all the other times, he hid the smile he wanted to send her way. They were still connected. Even after all this time, her soul still called for him with the same urgent song as before.

Eleanor had a sour expression, and Skye noticed how strong she seemed despite the weeks in captivity. The same couldn’t be said for the boy in his arms. She seemed reluctant to share more, but her daughter was equally terrifying while staring back. Between the two of them, Skye couldn’t tell who was winning the silent contest. 

“She’s a healer too. I came here a while back to turn her,” Eleanor finally said.

“Turn her?”

“To our side, to fight with us.” 

“So you really are part of the Legion.” Ahri said bitterly. The disbelief in her voice didn’t cut as deep as her feeling of betrayal that rushed into his heart. 
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Ahri had a bitter taste in her mouth as she listened to her mother’s words. It felt like the confirmation of a suspicion she’d held for a while now, and it fit perfectly with what she’d discovered since she’d been hurled into this world of dragons and war. Eleanor had hidden herself from her to the point that Ahri wasn’t sure she truly knew her own mother. Now, even the joy of seeing her alive was tainted by the shattered trust between them. 

But even if her temper didn’t allow her to let it go, she had more pressing issues to tend to. Her mother could answer all her questions when they were truly safe. Time would also come for her to think about the new memories begging for her attention. She didn’t want to lose them, but she couldn’t afford to think about them at the moment.

Ahri strode south with renewed purpose. The sooner they left town, the sooner she’d get her answers. The party of four walked in uneasy silence, only half caused by their perilous situation. She didn’t miss the stolen glances Skye was throwing her, maybe because she couldn’t stop herself from glancing at Skye herself. They, too, had to talk.

As they reached the edge of the town, Ahri noticed the fire had consumed several fishing boats, and the southwestern dock was gone. People were passing buckets of water through long lines, relentlessly working to put out the living flames. Most of the affected buildings were unsalvageable, judging by their scorched remains. 

“Ahri, what have you done?” Eleanor asked. The reproach in her voice could not be mistaken.

“What I had to do to save you.”

“You destroyed the town.” There was a sadness in her Ahri didn’t understand.

She frowned, trying to think clearly, but her mind was in turmoil. She could feel the sweetness of revenge against a place that had imprisoned a dragon, but also a great amount of guilt.

“I can’t believe you. She just saved your life!” Skye roared at her side. His words soothed her to the soul, and for a moment she allowed the thin and frail memory of her past to surface again.

But then another memory crawled into her mind, less than a day old. Skye leaving her behind in a camp of dragons she didn’t trust. She frowned and instinctively hugged her own body. She didn’t know what to feel.

Eleanor looked back and forth between the two of them, and Ahri could see a new understanding dawning upon her.

“This is your fault,” Eleanor accused Skye. “You are the one who wants revenge, and you are making her cruel.”

“Mother, Skye wasn’t even there when I made the plan.”

Her weeks in captivity must have rendered Eleanor insane, because she wasn’t making any sense. So why did Skye looked stunned and missed a step that almost caused him to drop the boy he was carrying?

“Ahri is the smartest person I know. She could have thought of something else that didn’t ruin entire livelihoods.” Eleanor kept addressing Skye, who was now looking forward with glazed eyes. “The Faith will be livid. This is dangerous.”

The townsfolk were too absorbed in their task to spare them another glance, and those who did seemed to assume they were caring for a victim of the fire. It allowed them to cross the border to the meeting point, but the atmosphere was too edgy for them to feel much relief.

Ahri was searching for the words to ask why Eleanor and Skye were acting so strangely when they ran into the two other dragons.

“You did it.” Raider’s eyes told her he’d expected failure. 

“I told you she would,” Gael replied with an excited smile, less sly than she was used to by now. He seemed genuinely happy, not just pleased. The expression was gone a second later. “Skye, fancy seeing you here. I thought I’d have more time alone with Ahri before you shadowed her every step.”

The low growl was expected, and for once Ahri didn’t mind it. Gael raised his hands in false surrender.

“Hey, no need for all that. I didn’t ask you to leave in the first place. What do you have there?” 

The fire dragon approached Skye, gaping as he realized who he was carrying. Before the question could leave his lips, Eleanor intervened. 

“Gael, we need to get out of here. Novak needs proper treatment.”

“Ellie, it is a pleasure to see you again. I hope they didn’t treat you unkindly. I’d be forced to burn down the entire town if they did.” Gael kissed the back of her mother’s hands, and Ahri rolled her eyes.

“Let’s go.” Skye’s tone told her he shared her disdain.

“The boat is too small for all of us.” Raider sneered, looking at Skye as if his presence were not only unwelcomed but despised. 

“My mother and Novak are the priority. I can stay behind.” Ahri wasn’t happy about parting ways with Eleanor. The woman seemed to feel the same way, if Ahri was reading the frown on her face right.

“You won’t make a difference in the boat,” Raider said.

“I’ll stay with her and fly south when night falls,” Skye replied.

“I wouldn’t mind staying behind to take care of our beautiful strategist.” 

“Gael, stop pestering my daughter. And you”—Eleanor turned to Skye—“you better figure it out, because I won’t let you pull my daughter into your tragedy.”

Skye seemed like he had something else to say, but he closed his mouth at her mother’s stern look. Ahri wanted to laugh at the familiar scene, but she couldn’t once she realized why it was so familiar. The memories were but thin scraps from her childhood, and she couldn’t trust the feelings they evoked. Eleanor approached her with knowing eyes, and Ahri couldn’t help the lump forming in her throat.

“We have a lot to talk about. Just know that everything I ever did was to keep you safe.” 

Ahri couldn’t find the words to reply, so she just nodded and allowed her mother to hug her. The gesture broke her fiery resolution to stay mad and allowed all the feelings she was pushing down to surface once again. She didn’t just miss her mother, she feared for her life. And despite everything they needed to talk about, her safety came before anything else. Ahri hugged her back, and her mother combed her hair with her fingers as she had done so many times while she was growing up.

When they finally parted, Ahri suppressed the sob that threatened to overwhelm her. It didn’t feel right to let her mother out of her sight again so soon, but Novak was more important than her desire to stay close to Eleanor. As the boat shrunk on the horizon, a warm hand came to rest on her shoulder. 

“Are you all right?” Skye asked, turning her around to meet her eyes. 

“You already know it, don’t you? You can feel it.”

She felt Skye in the tips of her fingers, in the hitch of her breath, in the way her feet touched the ground. His black orbs told her he was struggling, too. He nodded. 

They stood there, on the edge of town and alone, letting the now spoken truth sink into them. Ahri felt a mix of relief and fear swirling inside her, and she couldn’t tell which of them was responsible for those feelings. Probably both. It was soothing to learn she wasn’t alone in this storm of strange emotions, but she was scared of what it meant. 

“Do you…” Skye began. The words got stuck in his throat, but she still knew what he meant. His eyes searched for the answer, unwavering and filled with a desperation she couldn’t hope to understand.

“I remember you,” Ahri said.

Her next breath came with a wave of unparalleled relief, so unmistakably his that she didn’t understand how she could ever have mistaken those feelings for anything else. Skye closed his eyes, and for the first time since they’d found each other again, the frown on his forehead softened out of his beautiful face.

“Skye,” she whispered, and when he opened his fathomless black eyes again, she almost forgot what she wanted to say. “It’s not much. I don’t remember anything concrete. I just… I know you.”

“It’s enough.” He stepped closer.

“I don’t remember… this,” she managed to say, gesturing between the two of them. “Is it new?”

Ahri was never shy with words, way too curious to bother being embarrassed. But God, this was different. This bond they had was unlike anything she’d ever known, and still it felt more familiar than breathing. Too intimate for the little time they’d spent together, but too established to be new. 

Skye spent a moment in silence, contemplating a past she had no recollection of. All she had was that fragmented, misshapen memory of a boy who she cared about more than anything else.

“No, it’s not new. But it’s different.”

“How so?” 

As she asked, a new feeling invaded her. Its sheer presence was validation of her need to know more, but the nature of this sensation was not what she expected. Skye’s skin was too dark for him to blush, but there could be no mistake about what he was feeling. The stone dragon was flustered. 

“I can’t explain.” His words didn’t betray his feelings, and she admired him for that. But they both knew that his ability to mask his emotions was pointless here. She knew, he knew, and his embarrassment only grew at their mutual understanding. 

Unfortunately for him, it only made Ahri more curious. And his inability to lie to her—at least about his emotions—made her feel so empowered that she just kept going. 

“Skye, we need to figure this out. Just tell me what it is.”

Feelings are funny things. Ahri was excited to be digging into this new knowledge, learning more about something that stoked her curiosity for weeks now. So she didn’t notice the change. Her own enthusiasm was clouding her perception of the fragile grasp she had of their relationship. And while his misplaced shyness turned into something else, she was still busy turning questions over in her own mind.

It was only when he took a step forward that she realized he had made a decision. And like a lazy student who hadn’t done the homework, she tried to speed-read his new feelings. She was only beginning to comprehend the nature of his movement when his lips met hers. 

Skye cupped her face, holding her so tenderly that all she felt from his calloused fingers was their warmth. His lips were soft, and they tentatively brushed over hers. Her eyes closed on instinct. He smelled like a long-lost memory of comfort and care. 

He was so certain and so scared at the same time. As if he’d known exactly what he wanted just seconds earlier and now he wasn’t so sure anymore. Her first movement was to stand on her tiptoes. He was much taller than her. She had to meet him halfway, because what else could she do?

And even before she was all the way up, his grip tightened on her jaw and he pushed his lips more firmly against hers in a silent question she wasn’t sure how to answer. 

Ahri parted her lips for a reason she couldn’t explain, but it was the sign he was looking for. His tongue invaded her mouth in a soft caress, so intimate, so warm. Her hands darted up to steady her suddenly weak legs, finding an anchor in his broad shoulders. Once again something inside Skye shifted, and he slid his hands through her hair in such desperation that she clung even tighter to his body. 

A slight pull on her silvery-white locks made her tilt her head backwards, and he used the opportunity to suck her bottom lip between his teeth ever so slightly. She wanted to breathe, but the air left her in a silky sound she didn’t recognize. He groaned in return, and she could swear it was the best sound she’d ever heard.

Skye moved one of his hands to her back to pull her closer. His kisses trailed down her neck, and she didn’t know if the warmth flooding her body came from him or from within. 

“Skye?” she asked, not sure what she wanted to know. There was a breathiness in her voice that was also new. 

He stopped and let go of her so abruptly that Ahri stumbled on her feet before regaining her balance. Her eyes had been closed, but they shot open to understand why all those pleasant feelings had suddenly disappeared.

“You are unsure,” he said in a voice even deeper than usual. “I shouldn’t have done that.” 

“Why?”

Of course she was unsure. But not because she didn’t want him to kiss her. She just didn’t know what to do. Kissing Skye was different from anything she had imagined. Not that she had imagined a whole lot. Boys had never appealed to her in the way they did some of the other girls back home. Even for someone who relished new experiences, it was bound to be confusing.

She tried to find the words to explain, but they wouldn’t come out. A mass of insecurity held her tongue, and she wrapped her arms around her body to feel safe. Maybe he hadn’t liked it? Maybe the enjoyment she’d felt has been all hers?

“You mother is right. I can’t bring you into this.”

“This? And what would ‘this’ be? Because I think you are a bit late.”

Perhaps it was unfair to snap at him, but she was hurt now. A wave of self-consciousness hit her, but Skye seemed oblivious to her discomfort, too focused on his own guilt.

“I’m changing you.”

Ahri stopped focusing on herself for a second, allowing his emotions to pour over her. What he held inside was a paralyzing amount of fear. He didn’t want to let go of her, she realized. But he honestly thought it was for the best, because of what Eleanor had said before they parted.

“You are not making sense. Despite what my mother might think, I didn’t come up with that plan because of you.”

Skye didn’t move, and the small distance between them was feeling more and more like a canyon, hollow and deep, holding them apart.

“You don’t know that. Everything gets mixed up between us. You can’t separate what’s yours.”

She knew what he was talking about, but he was wrong. Eleanor too. She thought that, because of their bond, Skye was pushing her to make rash and brutal decisions. It might have been the truth if the black dragon were out for revenge against humankind. But he wasn’t.

Ahri knew—and perhaps she was the only one who did—that Skye had lost the will to fight. And despite the rage he still carried inside, he lacked the drive to do something about it. He couldn’t transfer a feeling to her he didn’t have.

“You are not the vicious type, Skye.”

“Things have changed since I found you again.”

“How so?”

“I’ve been numb for years, Ahri. Thirteen years. I’ve always known the Faith had to pay for what they did, but I never felt this drive to make it happen. I could burn them all to the ground now and bury them with enough stone to form a new mountain.”

“I think you can stop blaming yourself,” Ahri whispered, allowing a new understanding to sink into her. “You didn’t push me to burn this town.”

“Are you listening to me? I want to kill them all.”

“I am listening. But the problem is that I felt this way long before I found you again.”

The constant pressure of his gaze wavered, finding the river running behind them instead. She allowed him the time to come to terms with what she was saying.

“So…”

“So if anyone is pushing these feelings over, it is me.”

Her words held such finality that they left no room for argument. Skye didn’t move for the longest of times, and for a second Ahri thought he’d leave again. She was trouble, she knew. Wanting to take down the very people she grew up with might be too much for him. But then, like he was waking up from a long, long sleep, his eyes shone with a new purpose.

“It won’t be easy.”

“It doesn’t have to be.” She smiled. The new light in his eyes was something she didn’t know she’d missed. This vision was much closer to the frail memory she had of him from before.

“Are you sure?” Skye asked. “This is not your war to fight. Not anymore.”

“Not anymore? Are you going to shut me down just when you decided to fight back?”

“I’m not trying to keep you away from it. I knew as soon as I saw you again that I was wrong to close my eyes for so long. Seeing Leah and Novak…” He breathed out, and when he looked back at her, the will of a warrior shone in his eyes. “I just don’t want you to go in blindly. The Legion might be on your side, but they are short-sighted and too quick to judge.”

She knew there was something deeply personal about that accusation, but that was not the question that came to her lips.

“Is that why you left me?”

Ahri felt her stomach climbing up her throat, a dread so strong it almost made her bend in half. His feelings were always brutal when it came to her.

“I didn’t want to.”

“I know. I felt it. Why did you?” 

Ahri balled her hands to fight how vulnerable she felt by saying those words. Pain bit her injured fingers, and she turned around to wash them in the river. The water was cold, but despite the soothing sensation numbing her hands, there was no remedy for the complex feelings raging inside her.

Skye stood behind her, the pressure from his unwavering stare as present as the water which streamed over her broken nails and bleeding cuts. The river crashed against the rocks, pushing its way forward just like they were doing with each other. Steady, troubled.

“Sometimes staying with you isn’t the right thing to do.” 

He was holding back, she knew. So she stood up, turned to face him once again, and let her eyes tell him he wouldn’t drop the subject. Not again, despite the horrific feeling it brought him. The sound of the water seemed to fill the silence with growing expectation. Louder, harsher. 

“We were really close when we were younger, Ahri. And this”—he moved his index finger between them—“this connection. It was always there.” 

“But it was different.” She repeated his words from before. 

“Yes. But I still had to protect you. Don’t look at me like that. You were four, you could use my protection. I was training to be a warrior, just like your father.”

“My father?” Ahri didn’t want to interrupt him, but the words fled her mouth untamed. Ever since Skye had mentioned her father back in the cave, she’d tried to wrap her head around the idea of having one. And the empty feeling that tore at her from the inside told her she wasn’t doing a great job of it. 

“He was my mentor and a great man. All he ever did was to protect you and your mother.” 

“Why?”

“You know how the Faith works. You were a child, and even if nobody knew exactly what you’d turn out to be, they would have wanted you just the same.”

“I don’t understand.” 

She didn’t. There was a key to this puzzle, and it was right in front of her. She tried to grasp it, pluck it from the dark corners of her mind and bring it forward. The stream behind her flowed faster, forcing paths between rocks that didn’t lead the right way, didn’t reach where they needed to. 

Skye was clearly struggling too, trying to find the right words. She wished he weren’t so careful, so worried about protecting her that he left her in the dark. He took a strand of her silvery-white hair between his fingers, admiring it with a tenderness she couldn’t place.

“He’s the reason your hair is like that.” 

Ahri closed her eyes, allowing the swirl of emotion to conquer her. Memories were rising in the back of her mind. Some were new, like Leah catching sight of her white strands right after they met and calling her a dragon. Some were old, like how her mother used to comb those same locks, singing a song with a voice coated with emotion. And then she remembered something far older. 

The lullaby of her childhood, but in a man’s voice. Low, rumbling, steady like the river she couldn’t hear anymore. Cradled in loving arms, a small version of herself rested warm and safe. She tried to repeat the words and played with the man’s silvery-white hair. The song spoke of dragons and war, battles and conquests. And when it mentioned a white dragon, baby Ahri smiled. 

“My father was a dragon.” 








  
  Eighteen

  
  
  Guilt and gratitude

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




Ahri waited for the words that left her lips to become real. The memory was still fragile, but the truth couldn’t be denied anymore. Her blood was still running in her veins, but she knew more about it now. Her hair was the same tone of white she’d been born with, but she finally understood where the odd color came from.

And the immense void of a father figure she had refused to think of for so long was now taking shape as a middle-aged man who looked a lot like her. 

“You remember him,” Skye whispered.  

She nodded, letting out a tentative smile.

“Can you tell me about him?” Ahri asked.

Skye looked troubled, and when he finally spoke, his voice was filled with an uncertainty she had never seen in the man before.

“His name was Hans. He was the best warrior in all of Irylia.”

“Hans,” Ahri tested the name. “I think I remember it.”

It felt like Skye was suspended in time, not sure how to speak of something he’d never really talked about before. The past was weighing heavy on him, but Ahri still needed to know.

“You didn’t answer why you left me back at the camp.”

She didn’t know why that was the question leaving her lips. It seemed so distant now that they were talking about her father, but she knew everything was connected.

“Ahri…”

“You need to tell me, Skye. I deserve to know.”

“Your father’s death was my fault.”

She stepped back as soon as the words left his mouth. The instant sorrow that drowned her was suffocating, and she hugged her body instinctively. She wasn’t prepared for how Skye had made sense of her father’s death, or how much he blamed himself for it.

“What are you talking about?”

“The Faith wanted you, Ahri. And your father was set on bringing them down. We were on the verge of war, and our army was ready. But he asked me to stay behind, to protect you and Eleanor.”

His voice was barely a whisper, and the sounds of the forest almost swallowed his last words. Skye was filled with pain—old and festering inside his heart.

“What happened?”

“An ambush. The Faith’s army came with cursed spears. So many of them died. Someone… I don’t know what happened.”

“You do.” She knew it, even if she couldn’t quite understand it all. The disgust that filled her mouth whenever she thought of betrayal couldn’t be mistaken. There was a traitor in the Legion. Skye nodded with a lost gaze. He was shaking with anger, but she could feel the sorrow buried beneath it. 

Sadness was so much harder than rage.

“I should have been there.”

“You would have died, too.”

Her voice was steady, far steadier than she’d expected. She knew her father was dead. Eleanor had never talked about him, but Ahri was smart enough to see the sadness in her mother’s eyes when she had asked. Now, however, there was a certainty she had never felt before. A sense of closure. She was grateful for it.

“I didn’t save him.”

“How old were you?”

“Fourteen.”

“Skye,” she protested, but he still looked so lost. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“You don’t understand.”

Maybe she didn’t, but Ahri knew in her heart that he wasn’t to blame. The traitor was, and she seethed at the thought that he had never been caught. But she had to focus on Skye, and on the feelings he was transferring to her. His guilt was trapping him in a spiral of self-loathing, and he refused to believe in anything else because of it. Even his detached behavior towards his own kind made sense now.

“What if you’d gone with him, and someone had come for me?” She took a step towards him. She didn’t know if it was her words or her approach that made him look at her again.

“What?”

“You said the Faith was after me. If you’d gone with the army, they could have taken me.”

“They didn’t. I waited for days. I was ready, but nobody ever came. And the Legion thought that I…”

Ahri was finding it hard to breathe beneath the intensity of his feelings. Before, Skye had been drowning in memories with no one to share them with. How lonely must it be to remember someone alone?

He couldn’t speak anymore. Whatever he wanted to say was suspended in a forgotten place between them, and she knew he didn’t have the strength to carry on. This mountain of a man couldn’t find the way out of the dark memory consuming him.

At a loss for what to do, Ahri stood on her tiptoes and pecked his lips softly. She couldn’t explain what drove her to do it, but his shoulders went slack and his fists loosened as soon as she kissed him.

She placed her heels back on the ground, but suddenly Skye enveloped her in a tight hug, burying his head in the crook of her neck and cradling her smaller body like she was the most precious thing he had ever touched. They didn’t talk, but she could feel his beast calming with each breath they took together.

“Tell me about the good things,” she said after a while. He withdrew so he could look at her but kept their bodies as close together as possible.

“What?”

“I want to know more about my father.”

“I— We all lived together.” His voice was tentative, and she knew she had to encourage him.

“We did? What about your family?”

Ahri was making every effort to keep the conversation light. Skye needed it. Even if she was craving the knowledge he held about her past, she knew he’d lose himself in the pain of the terrible experience if she let him.

“Dragon children are raised to be independent. I left home when I was eight to train.”

She remembered Caleb and Lana mentioning the same thing when they spoke about Leah, but still… eight was too young.

“Didn’t you miss your parents?”

Skye shook his head and caressed her cheek.

“It was the best thing that ever happened to me. Hans never took pupils, but your mother convinced him to train me. The Legion was different then, and I thought I’d be able to help.” He flinched.

He was trying so hard to focus on the good things, and she felt a misplaced sense of pride. As if he were hers, for some reason. But his eyes clouded when he spoke of the Legion, so she tried to find a safer topic.

“What about my mother? Were they like us?”

Skye chuckled, brushing a stubborn strand of her hair behind her ear. His half smile still held a hint of sorrow, but it was subdued for the moment. Ahri discovered a smile of her own.

“They were perfect together. But they were not connected. Not like us.”

She blushed at the intimate way he said the word ‘us’ and searched for another question to hide her newfound bashfulness.

“Why am I not like him?”

“You are a lot like him, Ahri,” Skye replied, and there was a playful smirk on his lips when he said it.

“Stop that! You know what I mean.”

“You are the daughter of a great white dragon. Don’t think that means any less because you can’t shift. You have his blood, and a lot of what comes with it. But you were born to the best healer this world has ever seen, and what she gave you makes you human, with all the power that being human entails.”

“Great, so half of me is made of lies and omission.”

“Don’t think I’m not angry with Eleanor because of that. I curse her every day for hiding the truth from you. But your mother is the strongest woman I have ever met, willing to go through snow and storm to keep you safe. She was the only one to teach me care and compassion in a world full of death.”

Ahri frowned. She was mad at Eleanor, but to see Skye defending her made her stop and think again. He was the one to stay behind and suffer, and if he could find kind words to say about her mother, she might need to give her a chance to explain.

“So you’d be a heartless dragon if not for her?” she teased him, trying not to focus too much on her mother when she wasn’t there to defend herself.

“I still might be. Who is to say I’m not going to take you in my claws right now and hold you prisoner in my impenetrable cave?”

He took a step in her direction, towering over her, and Ahri shuddered. Because of their bond, she couldn’t even claim it was because of fear. Skye smiled that half smile she was beginning to adore, and before she could say anything, he turned into a silent black dragon before her.

It was only then that she noticed it was dark enough to fly out of Boswood. And even though she knew they’d been kidding, and that he was taking her back to the camp as agreed, she couldn’t help but wish they were going back to his cave instead.




* * *




Alvin was the first to rush towards her when they arrived back at the camp. The green dragon almost jumped on her in his enthusiasm, but his paws dug into the ground to stop his movement just in time. His tail was wagging, and he lowered his snout to smell her. Ahri let out a surprised smile, still confused as to why the dragon was so fond of her.

Skye, in his dragon form and lying right behind her, growled menacingly. Alvin lowered his head to the ground, but he didn’t step away from Ahri. Instead, with his tail between his legs, he inched closer to the woman, almost hiding behind her.

“Hi, Alvin.” She reached out to touch him.

The green dragon pushed his head against her hand, ignoring Skye altogether once he got the scratches he’d come for. Meanwhile, Gael left one of the bigger tents, greeting her briefly with a tired wave. He must have been sleeping when they arrived, and despite Skye’s silent descent, the fire dragon couldn’t have missed Skye’s growl. Ahri waved at Gael but motioned for him to head back inside with a flick of her hand. They could always talk in the morning.

“Ahri,” called her mother, leaving another tent while drying her hands with a clean cloth. Unlike Gael, she seemed fully awake. “I see Alvin is still fond of you.”

Ahri looked at the green dragon and frowned. She had no memory of him, but apparently he was yet another childhood friend of hers. She’d sure been a busy kid.

“Have we met before?” she asked Alvin, not really expecting an answer from the green dragon. But that couldn’t be right. He was younger than her. If she had no recollection of him, it was impossible for him to remember her.

“You used to play together,” Skye said by her side, barely out of his shift. Ahri’s eyes lingered a while longer than they did all the other times she saw him. Then she blushed, avoiding her mother’s razor-sharp stare as Skye found himself some clothes.

“Did we? But he must have been just a baby.” Involuntarily, Ahri nuzzled her cheek against his jaw. That elicited a low humming sound from Alvin, and she smiled.

“He always loved it when you did that.” Eleanor was looking at them with a curious expression. “I think he remembers your smell.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Does it?” she asked, looking at Alvin’s eyes and hoping to find something there. Much to her surprise, the answer came from Skye.

“It is possible. Your scent is hard to forget.”

Ahri felt the blood that was just leaving her cheeks rush back. He must not have realized how intimate that sounded in his deep voice. What should have been just a passing remark on the sensory memory of an earth dragon almost turned into a confession on Skye’s lips.

To put her out of her misery, Eleanor made for the tent.

“Come help me with Novak.”

Taking a deep breath, Ahri walked towards her mother. Inside the tent, fast asleep, lay a teenage boy with hollow cheeks, an empty stare, and too many bones poking through his skin. Wet cloths draped over the edges of buckets on the floor, showing Eleanor had worked hard before Ahri got here.

“They starved him?” Ahri asked, clenching her fists.

But the older woman shook her head and pushed his dark brown hair away from his face. She was staring at the boy with a sadness and guilt Ahri couldn’t understand. Perhaps it was something all mothers felt at the sight of sick children.

“He did it to himself.”

“But… Why?” All the other questions died on her lips. At that moment, Novak was more important. At least that was what Ahri told herself, while trying to suppress the fact that she didn’t know how to ask Eleanor all she needed to.

“He was tired. In the beginning, he was too small to understand, but as he grew older… He was there for eight years.”

A silent, angry tear rolled down Ahri’s cheek. Novak couldn’t have been older than five when they’d taken him, and nobody had done a damn thing! She kept thinking about Leah, and what would have become of the baby dragon if she hadn’t rescued her.

“Can we help?”

“We can nurse him out of starvation, but I can’t bring him out of the dark place he’s in.”

Ahri nodded and scrubbed at her wet cheeks. There was no use in crying, so she wouldn’t. Instead, she focused on the boy in front of her.

Novak was exhausted, but he woke up a few times to look at her with gorgeous blue eyes that held no light at all. Whenever he did, Eleanor would offer him soup and hope he’d take it.

Ahri soon understood the reason her mother had asked her for help was more to show Novak that he was free than to actually work on him. Despite his terrible state, he had no physical wounds, unlike Leah. Eleanor noticed how closely Ahri inspected him and explained.

“They harvested Leah for blood. Water dragons just need to will the water to behave a certain way, and it does. He might have resisted at the beginning but… I think they didn’t need to encourage him anymore after all this time.”

Unable to dwell on the tragedy of Novak’s caged life without losing herself in anger, Ahri chose a different path.

“He can just ask for fish, and they come?”

Her mother chuckled, stirring the same angry shame inside Ahri she felt every time she was reminded of how much knowledge she lacked.

“I guess I did send you into this world with too little to go on.”

“Nothing, mother. You didn’t tell me a damn thing.”

Eleanor gave her a stern look, but Ahri didn’t feel like lowering her head this time. Not when she was right to be angry. Eventually, her mother sighed, as if realizing she wouldn’t win this one over with ‘I am your mother’ stares.

“Blue dragons don’t control the fish. They can feel the water as if it were an extension of their fingertips. And just as easily as we can move our hands, they can influence course, temperature, even the light that shines through the water.”

“So it becomes ideal for the fish to reproduce.”

“Yes, and no. Sure, they proliferate more in favorable conditions. But that’s not the main reason Boswood’s waters yielded more fish. They migrate there and don’t leave.”

“But wouldn’t that mean…” She couldn’t finish the sentence, both because she feared she might be wrong again, but also because she knew she wasn’t. And it made her angrier than shame ever could.

“It means they are taking the fish away from everywhere else.”

“But why would the Faith focus all the fish trade on Boswood?”

“Because whoever ruled the town eight years ago won the auction.”

When Ahri frowned, Eleanor explained.

“We think they sold him in a secret auction held by the Faith. The Legion tried to plant someone inside to find out more, but all attempts failed. It’s a really tight circle, and not many nobles are left with enough cash to appeal to the Church’s interests.”

Ahri swallowed hard to contain the bile rising to her throat.

“You said he’s Dylan’s kid.”

“He is. Raider flew to Lightbridge to warn him, but I don’t know if he’ll be able to come.”

“What do you mean? Why wouldn’t he come?”

Ahri was ready to ask Skye to fly north and drag the blue-eyed bartender here by the ear. She was already angry at how the man was living his life happily in a tavern although he had a kidnapped son.

“It’s complicated. He has a strategic position in Lightbridge. Heading south could jeopardize that.”

“That is ridiculous. We freed his son after eight years. I can’t believe he’s not here already.”

“Ahri, young dragons are taught—”

“You are wrong. Lana was ecstatic to have her child back, and in no way did she believe Leah could survive without her. Don’t you dare say this child is independent.”

As if understanding their conversation, Novak opened his eyes to look at them. Ahri couldn’t read his expression, but she knew he had heard her. Eleanor gave him a bit more soup and indicated the exit of the tent with her head. They left the boy to rest, heading towards the woods to avoid being overheard. When her mother spoke again, she sounded almost apologetic.

“Ahri, you need to understand that these kids are not raised the same way you were.”

“Weren’t they? Because as far as I know, I was raised just like them until my father died.”

Eleanor was too composed to look stunned, but there was no escaping the feeling of betrayal hanging between them at the moment. If they didn’t talk about it, the break in their relationship would never heal. Instead, it would grow to tear them apart.

“Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

“Ahri…” Eleanor cocked her head with an apologetic expression.

“I deserve to know. I know he was a dragon, and that he died trying to protect me. How could you hide that from me? I have dragon blood, mother. You had no right to keep me in the dark.”

The words were pouring out of Ahri like the rain falling on the trees over their heads. For a second, they were bathed in a flash of lightning, thunder echoing in their ears moments later.

“You don’t understand.”

But Ahri didn’t want to listen to her excuses. The storm was fueling her to raise her voice and release all the emotions she couldn’t quite contain anymore.

“How could you let me believe he didn’t care? I remember him now. I could have lived with his memory in my mind. It’s not fair…”

She was ready to keep going, but another flash lit her mother’s face and she saw something there she had only ever witnessed when she snuck into her mother’s room. A lone tear rolled down Eleanor’s cheek, almost imperceptible. It might have been a raindrop escaping the canopy of leaves above them, but her red eyes gave it away.

“He—” Her voice broke, and Ahri frowned, trying to make sense of this new side of her mother. “He was everything.”

Eleanor didn’t cry in front of her. She simply didn’t. Ahri had never given it much thought, but now that she was seeing her mother tear up in the open—instead of in the dark of night, when she thought she was alone—she didn’t know what to do.

“Mum?” she asked as the woman hugged herself, a gesture Ahri recognized far too well. She did that. Not Eleanor.

“I loved him so much.” Her mother took another deep breath, looking up at the sky for the strength to speak. “I know I should have told you. I took it away from you, and it wasn’t fair. But I couldn’t. You need to understand, I died a little the day he left this world, and I’m sorry I didn’t handle it better.”

“I—” Ahri raised her hand to reach out to her crying mother but dropped it before she could touch her. If she didn’t allow Eleanor to have her say, they’d never move past this.

“I had this beautiful memory of him in you. Your hair, your curiosity, your stubbornness. But all I gave you were fractured memories, tokens of the short life we shared. I wanted to tell you about him, but whenever I tried… The words never came out.”

Ahri’s stomach churned, and she thought she’d throw up right there. There was no one stronger than Eleanor. At least not to Ahri. To see her mother clutching her own coat in an attempt to become smaller was as surreal as it was devastating.

And yet, because her own pain was too vast to be set aside, Ahri couldn’t let it go. There was still too much to say, too many secrets to unveil. The rain did little to hide the sorrow in her face as she pressed onwards and forced them both to endure a while longer.

“Why did you go to Lightbridge?”

“To keep you safe, hide you in plain sight. Or maybe it was because of my own shortcomings. I was young, and I didn’t know who to trust anymore. Even now… I don’t know, Ahri. Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing.”

“But why didn’t you tell me about everything else? You are part of the Legion, mother.”

It wasn’t an accusation, even if she had initially rehearsed the words as one when she found out about dragons. The tragedy hovering between them like a cloud of pain didn’t allow Ahri to blame her mother. Instead, it felt like it barely mattered now. As if what they’d lost was too enormous, and it justified the lies. It didn’t, though. So she waited.

“When we left, you were so lost. You didn’t even cry, Ahri. Your eyes were distant, as if you’d left your life behind when we moved. I almost went back, despite the risk.

“But then something happened. I had to…” Eleanor trailed off, shaking her head. Ahri sensed something important there, but when her mother resumed speaking, she had chosen another path. “You got sick. Too sick to move, even if I wanted to. Fevers so high I thought you were never coming back to me.

“It wouldn’t budge with any medicine I knew, and God knows how hard I searched for a cure. I used to take you to the beach, hoping the water would cool you down. You always loved playing in the spring back at the cave, so I thought it might cheer you up. But instead of swimming, you’d just sit by the rocks, waiting.

“I’ve never seen a child make it out of the kind of sickness you’d caught, so I grew desperate. I had cut ties with Legion after the tragedy, but I knew how to reach out. You met Caleb, haven’t you?”

Ahri nodded, feeling an impending truth waiting for her on her mother’s lips.

“He came when I called. I would never have given you earth dragon’s blood if I thought there was any other way to save you. The side effects…”

“What happened?”

“A miracle, of course. You survived. The fever broke, your skin went back to the color it’s supposed to be. And when you looked at me and smiled, I knew you had forgotten them.”

Ahri listened to the words in solemn silence, too stunned to speak. How heartbreaking must it be for a mother to see a sick child and be so powerless in the face of it all.

“Do you know why I got sick?”

“I don’t,” Eleanor said. Ahri suddenly felt a bitter taste in her mouth, a dread of something unknown. “But I knew you missed Skye. You’d climb the rocks by the beach and stare at the horizon, waiting. So I didn’t have it in me to tell you the truth once you forgot.”

“Why didn’t you bring him with us?”

This time, there was an unmistakable accusation in her tone. She tried to repress the anger rising with her words, but she couldn’t. She knew Eleanor must have been lost, alone with a child after the tragedy they’d both suffered. Even so, there was no excuse for leaving Skye behind.

“You don’t know what happened back then, Ahri. Skye—”

A low growl interrupted her, and they turned around to its source. The trees hid him from sight, but Ahri was so accustomed to his every noise by now that it didn’t even feel strange to be bathed in his stare once more.

“How long have you been there?”

“Not long. You got mad,” he explained. Skye took a few steps out of the woods to stand by her side and looked at her with so much care that she couldn’t help but smile.

Ahri allowed his feelings to pour over her. It felt natural now that she wasn’t fighting it, and for once, they didn’t seem so foreign anymore. They felt like him and held a warmth she hadn’t known she’d missed.

“Why are you angry?” she asked. Some of it was because of her, but not all. And when he looked at Eleanor with blazing eyes, she knew there was too much she still didn’t know about the past.

“How could you believe them, Ellie?” The use of the endearment only heightened the accusation in his voice.

“I didn’t know what to believe. No one else knew, Skye.”

“I didn’t betray the Legion. I would never have betrayed him.”

“What are you talking about?” Ahri asked, but the truth was already coming to her, the pieces of their conversation forming a dark image in her mind.

Eleanor and Skye were glaring at each other, but she could see the doubt growing inside her mother’s eyes. Whatever silent conversation they were having, it was changing something her mother had failed to see for a long time.

“Your mother thinks I am the traitor.”

Ahri felt the surge of sickness that rose whenever she thought of betrayal. This time, she realized it was always a shared experience. Always. Skye held such repulsion towards the very concept that it crossed any and all barriers to nest inside her as a core truth as well.

“I told you, I didn’t know what to think. Even if I’d wanted to believe you, I couldn’t put her at risk.”

“I loved him. I loved both of you. How could you—”

“You were the only one who knew about the plan, Skye.”

“It wasn’t him,” Ahri whispered. Her voice carried above their raised voices and the sounds of the forest, that quietened at the truth in her words. Even the relentless thunder that punctuated their conversation ceased after she spoke.

She felt Skye’s relief washing over her. In small trickles at first, as if he was holding himself back. But then, when she turned to look into his eyes, it came all at once. A wave of unrestricted solace to a pained soul.

“I’m sorry,” Eleanor said, her voice softening. Skye acknowledged her with a nod, but his eyes didn’t leave Ahri. And despite the soothing embrace of his gaze, a hint of anger that was all hers climbed into her mind. She turned back to her mother.

“So you don’t believe Skye when he tells you, but when I say it wasn’t him, you suddenly realize it’s the truth?”

It didn’t make sense. Even if she knew it with absolute certainty, her mother couldn’t feel Skye’s unwavering loyalty like she did. If Eleanor had held on to doubt for all those years, why should Ahri’s whispered words mean anything? She crossed her arms, waiting for an answer, but it was Skye who replied on Eleanor’s behalf.

“It’s different. She knows you are telling the truth.”

“I don’t even remember any of it. I’m just saying what I believe in.”

“You know it’s not that. You can feel it in your gut when you see something before everyone else does.”

This time, Ahri frowned. She didn’t understand what he meant, but the words sounded true. And somehow, deep down, she did know what he was talking about. The instinct that pushed thoughts about what was to come into her mind, and that was always right. And, as if confirming her theory, she knew it was Eleanor who was about to tell her the truth before the words even left her mouth.

“You have you father’s blood, Ahri. And the power it entails.”
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Silence fell upon the woods. Ahri kept waiting for them to say more, but it seemed as if they were waiting for her to comprehend something she couldn’t fully grasp yet. Not with so many gaps to fill.

“I can’t do anything special,” she finally said.

Air dragons could track people by smell, earth dragons literally healed people with their blood. Sure, she was quick-witted and had a keen mind for strategy, but that was no power.

“What kind of dragon was my father?”

If abilities came from the elements, it made sense that hers would, too. But no matter how much she racked her brains, the answer was evading her.

“He was a lightning dragon. A son of fire and air,” Skye replied.

“There was no other like him alive.”

Ahri touched her hair, suddenly aware of how rare it was. But instead of feeling extraordinary, as she usually did when she looked at the silvery-white locks, she felt lonely.

But then, like a blunt reminder that she wasn’t alone in this world, a flash of lightning lit the faces of the people by her side. Her mother who, despite her mistakes, had raised her with unwavering love and the moral compass of a warrior’s wife. And Skye, who’d suffered alone through the pain of being left behind, and still found the will to fight back. With her.

“What could he do?”

“It’s hard to explain,” Skye murmured. “How do you explain sight or smell?”

His expression was so open and caring that she felt like kissing him again. She couldn’t help but blush at the thought. And, much to her dismay, Skye smiled as if he knew where her mind had gone.

Eleanor sighed, and Ahri turned to her to see regret etched into her face. Talking about the past had never been an option for her. Maybe if she hadn’t bottled it all up, it wouldn’t be so hard.

“Your father tried to explain it to me once. You know how lightning strikes before thunder? It sheds light on the path ahead, and you can prepare for the noise.”

Understanding dawned upon her little by little. She’d always called it instinct, but perhaps it was something else. All the luck she’d had throughout life, the countless times she’d been presented with two choices and taken the right course of action.

She kept recalling moments in her life when the solution to a problem had come to her in a flash. The more she thought about it, the less she understood how she’d failed to see it sooner. She wasn’t sure if she felt empowered by or mad at not being told.

“That is why you believed me when I said Skye didn’t betray us?”

Eleanor nodded and smiled softly despite her troubled eyes.

“There’s a different tone to your voice when you speak truths nobody else knows about. Your father did the same thing.” She looked back at the stone dragon as if she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. “I should have taken you with us. I don’t regret going to Lightbridge, but I will always blame myself for leaving you behind, knowing what I know now.”

“You were not the only one who didn’t believe me, Eleanor.”

“The Legion?” Ahri asked.

She kept staring at Skye, and his feelings told her that had been the moment that had pushed him into isolation. But it was Eleanor who replied on his behalf.

“Well, yes. After Hans… There was a trial. They were certain it must have been Skye because he was the only one who knew the plan. Your father was smart, and he held suspicions about a traitor in their midst long before it happened. But they were ambushed despite his precautions. The trial didn’t go anywhere because there was no evidence, but still…”

“It was ridiculous. I would never…” The sentence died on Skye’s lips. His anger was heartbreaking. The injustice of being accused of something so vile, and yet not having a single person believe him must have been overwhelming. But Ahri did, and she took his hands in her own to show it.

“I know,” she whispered.

“I should have defended you.” Eleanor’s voice was filled with guilt this time. “God knows we didn’t have all the facts. They kept saying you were the only one who knew, but who was to say that was true? Ahri and I were in that strategy room as well, and nobody pointed fingers at us.”

An image of the cave formed in Ahri’s mind, of the same room where she had sat with Skye and Gael and listened to the story of the Holy War. But this time, the memory was much older. She was in her father’s lap, eager to observe as they moved pieces of wood over a map of Irylia.

Ahri felt the tug of another memory, but it was too fleeting for her to catch. And before she could think too hard on it, Skye broke the silence.

“Even after the kidnappings, some of them still think it was me!” The crease on his forehead was a constant reminder of his pain, buried somewhere beneath the anger.

“What do you mean, after the kidnappings?” Ahri asked.

“I broke all ties with the Legion. I had no information about Novak when they took him, but I still got a visit from Gael, accusing me of things I didn’t even know about. And then Leah…”

“You couldn’t betray them if you weren’t even aware of them.”

“Some of them understood that. I think even Gael realized it must have been someone else. But it’s easier to keep blaming me than to admit they were wrong.”

“We need to find the real traitor.”

The thought had carved a space in her mind ever since she’d found out about the betrayal back at Lightbridge. It held the taste of purpose like few things did for her. But when she looked at her mother, there was an emptiness in her eyes.

“The Legion is complicated. Fragmented and full of skeptics. I found my way back to them years ago and I still don’t know who to trust.”

“Why did you go back, then?”

“Because they are fighting for what is right, even if they are a little misguided. They think to win over the Faith they need to be as wicked as they are. Your father and I believed in honest warfare. But there are only so many hits people can take before straying away from the path.”

“The dishonest path hasn’t got them far either,” Skye said. She finally understood the bitterness in his voice when he talked about the Legion. She couldn’t help but feel some of it, too.

“It hasn’t because it’s not who they are. Not in their hearts. Gael didn’t take over the Legion because he wanted to. He did it because everybody else died.”

Ahri sucked in a breath at the harsh statement. Tragedy had shaped the lives of dragons since the Holy War, and she couldn’t blame them for choosing a darker way of dealing with their enemies. How could she fault them for it, when her own plan for rescuing her mother had involved burning down the main income source of a town?

Skye looked at her with a deeper frown than usual and squeezed her hand when he spoke.

“You shouldn’t have promised to join them.”

“I gave them my word. My mother is here because of it.”

“They forced your hand when you asked for help. Nobody will blame you if you just walk away from them.”

“You said you were ready to fight, Skye.”

“We can still fight. You and me. We were a great team back at Lightbridge. We don’t need the Legion.”

“This is not a war we can fight alone.”

“He is not wrong, Ahri.” Eleanor looked at her with a fierce expression. “Now that you’ve saved both Leah and Novak, the Faith is bound to retaliate. I can’t protect you from it this time. Skye, you have to…”

“I will protect her, no matter what.”

Ahri felt a flare of anger rising to her face. She was not a child, and they wouldn’t treat her like one. If anything, she had more tools to fight the Faith than Skye did, isolated as he’d been in that cave.

“I don’t need a bodyguard. Been doing fine without one all my life. I don’t have room for you if that’s the only part you want to play.”

Her words appeared to shake Skye out of his self-righteousness. Eleanor seemed unfazed, far more used to her daughter’s fierce independence.

“Ahri—” he tried to backtrack.

“I’ll find a tent to rest,” Ahri said. “We can talk about it tomorrow.”

Ahri left before Skye could answer. So many truths were converging inside her mind that she couldn’t bear the discussion they would inevitably bring about. The camp was quiet, and she was glad of it. She always felt more at ease on rainy nights, but today had taken a toll on her.

As Ahri lay in her improvised bed, she reflected on all they’d kept from her. Her father, her dragon blood, her own hidden abilities. She adjusted her position, suddenly feeling her knife in her pocket. She took it out, turning it in her hands and admiring the white scales under the faint moonlight. Then, a new understanding dawned upon her. She knew—she knew it was her father’s knife.

Memories of her uncanny gift came back to her now. It wasn’t something she could control, nor will to happen. But still, it made her feel close to her father.

She chased a sleep that wouldn’t come. The raindrops tried to lull her into slumber, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the future. For someone who had such a deep connection with what was to come, she felt rather clueless.

Just as sleep had finally begun to pull her under, she heard steps by the entrance of her tent. Her eyes were still closed, but her connection with Skye told her right away that it was him carefully stepping inside her space.

“I don’t know how to stop protecting you.”

Ahri sat up, settling cross-legged on the mattress while he towered over her. It was too dark for her to discern his expression, but the faint moonlight seeping into the tent allowed her to make out his sagging shoulders.

“That’s not your job, Skye.”

“You don’t understand. I can’t lose you again.”

Ahri was engulfed by a sorrow so deep that she almost didn’t notice how he dropped to his knees by her bed. As if keeping his body up was no longer an option. He reached out to grab her hands, and his warmth was a soft caress from a troubled soul. In his eyes shone a vulnerability she knew was hers alone to witness.

“I’m not leaving, Skye.” Her next words were more to comfort herself than him. “And I would have come back sooner if not for the dragon blood.”

“Dragon blood?”

“Before you arrived, Eleanor told me I got really sick when we first left the South.” She smiled sadly at his frown. “She had to give me Caleb’s blood. That’s why I forgot.”

Skye nodded slowly, looking almost relieved.

“Forgetting can be a blessing sometimes.”

“Did you want to forget me back then?”

Skye rose from the ground and cradled her face as he sat by her side. In his eyes there was such unwavering devotion that she almost forgot the question she had asked.

“Never. Not even in the darkest times, when I wanted to kill them all or even myself, have I wanted to forget you.”

Under the moonlight that leaked through the entrance of the tent, they looked at each other. And the understanding flowing between them was greater than the sad, beautiful words he’d spoken. Forgetting can be a blessing. And yet, as she watched his dark eyes filled with adoration, she wished she had never forgotten.

“Why didn’t you say anything when we found each other again?”

“I was stupid. You acted like you didn’t know me, and I thought you believed I was the traitor. It took me a while to understand you just didn’t remember me at all.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It would be a thousand times worse if you didn’t believe in me.”

She smiled, understanding his meaning by the way his feelings poured over to her. This kind of acceptance was priceless, and they both knew it.

“You need to believe in me too, Skye. I’m new to this world, but I grew up surrounded by the Faith. I know how to make this work.”

“I trust you. But if you don’t want me to protect you, then what do you want from me?”

“I want you by my side. To be strong and powerful and so full of untamed drive that you drown me in it. And I want to be the same for you. Can’t you see? We are stronger together than we could ever be apart.”

Her words were not her own, coming to her on instinct as she allowed them to flow out. Still, the truth they held was unmistakable.

“You are doing it more now. Using your ability.”

“Maybe I’m just really smart, you know?”

He laughed, and the sound enveloped Ahri like a warm coat of old memories. In the glint of his eyes lay her entire future. She couldn’t help but smile.

“You are the smartest person I know. And I am the luckiest.” He moved to cup her face with his large, warm hands. And right then she didn’t need her newfound ability to know what was to come.

As he moved closer, the faint moonlight showed her just how much passion he held in his deep black eyes.

This kiss felt different from the first one they’d shared. Skye was gentle, moving his lips against hers with slow, deliberate movements. His tongue circled her lower lip, sucking it lightly. A shiver climbed up her body, filling her with expectation.

Ahri’s fingers tangled in his hair, feeling the thick curls that spread in all directions. He made a strangled sound as she tugged lightly, and for a second she thought she might have hurt him. Instead, it seemed to fuel his passion, and she felt his desire as he deepened their kiss.

This was all new to her, but she had always allowed instinct to guide her through life. And her gut told her to get as close as she possibly could to the man who was lighting a fire inside her heart.

“Ahri—” he grunted, out of breath.

Only then did she realize their position. In her eagerness to chase that feeling, that simmering sensation, she had climbed onto his lap and pushed her body against him. A bit alarmed at her own forwardness, Ahri tried to wiggle out of his arms. A rumbling sound emerged from the black dragon’s chest, and he tightened his grip on her.

“Don’t move.”

She widened her eyes, wondering if she’d done anything wrong. There was nothing but lust and passion flowing through their bond, but at the moment she couldn’t tell if it was shared or just her own. But his ragged breath washed warm across her face, and his eyes pinned her in place with more pressure than ever before.

“Did I—” She didn’t get to finish her question as Skye grasped the back of her neck and swallowed her words with a kiss that shook the earth. Quite literally. The stones holding the tent up quivered with the intensity of his emotions.

His lips trailed down her neck, and Ahri let out a soft sound. Once more, his grip on her tightened, and Skye closed his eyes. When he next spoke, his voice had dropped to an even deeper rumble that could never be fully human.

“You’ll make me lose control.”

“Is that bad?” Despite his words, he hadn’t moved away, nor eased his hold on her body.

“You don’t even know what you are doing, do you?” he whispered. Ahri frowned, hiding behind her hair. “Exactly.”

His lips returned to hers with a punishing rhythm, but Ahri put her hands on his chest to bend back a little.

“Exactly what?”

“You keep pushing these feelings over, all that lust tainted with insecurity. And yet you are doing precisely what it takes for me to lose my mind. You have no idea what you are doing to me.”

“So I’m not doing anything wrong?”

His answer didn’t come in words but in the way his body moved so quickly that she couldn’t comprehend it. Next she knew, he was towering over her as she lay flat on the bed. His mouth came down on hers and she felt the weight of his body pinning her in place.

A new fire coiled inside her, and his warmth was fueling it to burn brighter, hotter. Skye’s hands roamed across her body and hitched her nightdress up to her waist. His legs found their way between her own, where Ahri felt a new, hard pressure.

“Do you want this?” Skye asked in a strained voice.

“You know I do,” she breathed out. Their bond was strengthening with each movement of their bodies, and there could be no mistake. They both wanted this.

Pieces of clothing made their way to the floor, rashly discarded as their bodies craved closer contact. Kisses grew even more eager, and Ahri felt desire pulsing in her center. Skye sucked on the sensitive skin of her neck, and in her haste she clawed at his back to pull him closer.

As he found his way inside her, slow and steady, her breath caught in her throat. Ahri closed her eyes, tensing up instinctively.

“Look at me. I’ve got you.”

She did, and Skye’s gaze was piercing her soul with so much passion that she lost herself in the endless pools of darkness. He held still, allowing her to adjust and find pleasure. Sure enough, it followed soon, pulsing and growing and spreading all the way around her body. When he moved, she moved with him, eyes fixed on his and all that he was, allowing Skye to build her desire.

His black skin was glowing in the moonlight, and with each thrust of his body she seemed to see him better. The way he cared for her. His drive to protect. An unmistakable passion he had locked so deep inside and was now releasing. Her hands travelled from his back to cup his face.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

His movements stilled. “You remembered something?”

“My soul does.”

And it did. Even if she couldn’t bring back all the memories of their time together, there was a sense of belonging she only felt with him.

He stared at her as if he was hypnotized by the way she moved beneath him, and she held his gaze, only closing her eyes when pleasure overtook her. Skye was dictating the pace, but Ahri felt in control. She could have conquered the world at that moment, just as long as her black dragon was by her side.

Before long, her core throbbed with a new sensation, a tension growing with the force of Skye’s thrusts. His movements became harsh and unsteady, and she instinctively knew he was hovering on the edge.

He called her name as she pulsed around him, and when she echoed him, he fell apart inside her arms. Skye was all hard lines and sharp edges, but as he stroked her flushed cheek, Ahri knew he was the only one who could truly see her. The air outside was cold, and the rain refused to let up. But inside this tent, glowed a fire that could keep entire worlds alive.
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Ahri woke up the next morning with a warm body by her side. When she turned to look at him, Skye’s features were softer than she had ever seen them. She trailed the path of his eyebrows with her fingers, glad that he could leave his worries behind for a few more minutes.

“I could get used to waking up like this,” his hoarse voice greeted her. “Did you find something interesting there?”

“You have a really handsome face.” It was true. When he wasn’t piercing her with those onyx eyes, she could actually pay attention to all of him. His stubble grew just a few shades darker than his skin, and his full lips were swollen from kissing her so passionately the night before.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Last night was fun,” she whispered, smiling.

“Yes, it was. And this morning could be too, but unfortunately there are people outside waiting for us.”

As if on cue, a commotion built outside the tent, and Ahri paid attention to her surroundings for the first time since waking up. The light was already peeking through the openings in the canvas, but she knew it was earlier than her usual wake-up time. And they weren’t even that far south.

A growl she recognized drifted across from the camp, and she frowned. If Alvin was angry, they should definitely go to find out what was happening. Ahri smiled sheepishly as she dressed herself, noticing Skye’s stare. The night before, darkness had swallowed her nakedness, but there was something intrinsically sensual in the way the morning light was hitting her body now.

Ahri left the tent looking for the green dragon and Gael. She half expected Raider and Dylan to be back, too, and assumed that might have caused all the noise. She was wrong.

“Is that her?”

“Did she really do it?”

“Why is she with him?”

“Look at her hair!”

Twenty or more people stood around the firepit in the middle of the camp. They all looked at her with expectation. Blue eyes, green eyes, pale skin… These were dragons. All of them.

Skye came up behind her, resting a hand on her shoulder. Ahri swallowed the air that was thick with whispers. She searched the crowd for answers, knowing they’d be there. She just couldn’t quite see them—

“Ahri!” shouted a little voice that made her heart swell.

Leah ran through the crowd, launching herself into Ahri’s arms. Ahri almost stumbled beneath her the weight, but Skye steadied both of them with his firm grip.

“Hi Leah! I missed you.”

“I missed you too. Mummy said you helped again. You burn a bad man?”

Ahri laughed, and Skye raised an eyebrow at the two of them. Perhaps some details of Leah’s rescue hadn’t reached his ears.

“I didn’t have to. We burned other stuff, though.”

The girl giggled in her arms, and the sound soothed Ahri’s heart. Her red hair was shining, and she’d gained some weight since they’d last seen each other. Her sentences made more sense too, and even though it wasn’t her place, Ahri felt proud of her.

The crowd parted to make way for Lana this time, whose face was almost as red as her hair from holding back tears. The woman got emotional at the slightest thing, but Ahri had to admit even her eyes were prickling with the unexpected reunion.

“Ahri! Oh, thank gods you are all right. I can’t believe you’ve gone and saved another one of our children. What were you thinking? You are incredible. But you could have got hurt! And you—” She pointed an accusatory finger at Skye. “I asked you to take care of her, not to put her life in even more danger. You’re unbelievable.”

“Lana, breathe.” Ahri smiled, putting Leah down to hug the woman, who burst into a smile. “I’m fine.”

“I can see that. You have a glow about you. Oh, the cold is making you blush. You still look gorgeous, so healthy! Me? It spreads all over my face, even my ears turn crimson—”

“Where’s Caleb?” Ahri blurted out, desperate to change the subject. She knew her red cheeks had nothing to do with the cold.

Lana’s face became clouded just for a second, but then she beamed, her smile worthy of the southern stars.

“He had to travel north again. We were getting ready to come here when he had word that his help was needed elsewhere. I’m so sorry. He was really excited to see you.”

“Lana, you are overwhelming our guest.” Gael’s voice rumbled through the crowd as he made his way towards them.

When they stood side by side, the siblings shared an uncanny resemblance. Gael’s eyes weren’t as kind as Lana’s, but Ahri could still see that glint of excitement he always tried to hide. He stepped closer to kiss Ahri’s cheeks, and anger flooded her senses mere seconds before a growl burst forth from behind her.

“Get away from her, Gael.”

“Good morning to you too, Skye. I assume you had a wonderful night, so your sour mood is unjustified.”

“Enough with the reunion. Bring the girl,” Raider’s voice rose above the sounds of the crowd. His slim body was resting against a tree in a way that should have been nonchalant—but because of his weird frame it was rather uncomfortable to watch.

“You could try to be more pleasant to the girl who represents our only hope,” Gael said, winking at Ahri. He turned to the crowd with open arms, missing her eye roll. If that was even possible, Skye moved even closer to her. “Legion, behold the Dragon Savior.”

Most of the crowd cheered, and the ones who didn’t were instantly chastised by the rest. Amidst the crowd, Ahri spotted Dylan and a few faces she recognized from her mother’s secret meetings. She truly had been surrounded by dragons all her life.

“Gael, what are you doing?” she asked, keeping her voice low. “Savior?”

“Don’t you like it? We had to give you some kind of title.”

“Why?” She crossed her arms, hoping he’d quit the drama and explain himself. Before he could answer, however, someone in the crowd raised their voice.

“Where is Novak?”

Gael smiled and signaled something to Alvin. Ahri noticed the earth dragon was guarding a single tent, growling at anyone who tried to approach. As people stared at the opening, her mother and Novak slipped through the canvas. The boy was still a mess, and people noticed. Waves of sound rose again, a mix of anger and sadness spreading through the crowd.

Leah struggled to climb off her mother’s lap, a look of utter fascination in her eyes as she saw Novak. She had never met another child, Ahri realized. The girl ran towards the woods, probably a bit overwhelmed. Lana’s eyes tracked her for a second, full of concern, but then she shook it off and let her go.

At the same time, Gael raised his hand, and people immediately fell quiet. His ability to handle the Legion was remarkable, but there was something bothering Ahri. As he narrated the rescue of the dragon boy, she turned to Lana.

“Isn’t this a bit theatrical?”

“It’s Gael’s way. He was always like that,” his sister replied, shrugging.

“It is unnecessary,” Skye felt the need to contribute. “Novak should be resting.”

Ahri looked at Dylan, not forgetting this was the first time the man had seen his child in eight years. In his defense, he looked stunned. As if he didn’t think the scene in front of him was even possible.

“Poor man.”

Ahri frowned at Lana’s comment, not feeling an ounce of compassion for the water dragon who’d left his son to rot in a tower. She was even inclined to share a piece of her mind with him. If it weren’t for all the people around…

“Why?” she asked instead.

“He went through a lot when Novak was taken.”

Ahri looked at Skye, hoping the black dragon would soothe her need to know more. His almost permanent frown had returned to his forehead, and he looked at Dylan as he spoke.

“He wanted to take the Ivy, but nobody would get it for him. Of course, he couldn’t fly up there to harvest it himself, so he tried something else.”

“He wanted to die?”

“We didn’t let him,” Lana said, getting emotional again. “Caleb gave him his blood to heal from the wounds he opened. It wasn’t pretty.”

“Why?” Ahri asked without thinking. It wasn’t right of her, and if she were still in Lightbridge, they would have chastised her for even thinking about asking. The polite thing to do would be to nod and look sad. She had never been good at it.

“Side effects,” Skye replied.

Lana nodded, lowering her voice now that Gael’s speech was coming to an end.

“He hallucinated for days, thinking Novak was back. Kept nursing a baby that wasn’t there.”

“He looks like he’s seen a ghost.”

Skye caressed her back with light, circular movements as he spoke.

“He says sometimes the visions come back, and he can’t tell what is real.”

A chill ran down Ahri’s neck. Perhaps she’d been a bit quick to judge the strange man. She was suddenly seeing him in a new light, wondering if the white streaks in his beard and his missing tooth were signs of a deeply troubled life.

“It was heartbreaking. I thought you didn’t know about that, Skye.”

“Gael couldn’t help himself when he came to accuse me at the time. He told me what happened.”

The two of them exchanged a heated glare, and Ahri saw a spark of Lana’s fire in her eyes. She must have been a phenomenal dragon once, and it was a pity life had forced her to suppress that side of herself.

“Gael always loved to tell a story,” Eleanor concluded, and broke their staring contest.

Her mother took another step in their direction, surprising the three of them. Ahri hadn’t realized that Eleanor was eavesdropping, but she couldn’t complain about something she had done too many times to count. Now that Ahri paid attention, Novak was standing near Gael in the center of the camp. The boy seemed exhausted to be paraded in front of everyone when he could barely stay on his feet.

“He shouldn’t be there,” Ahri complained.

“It is important for people to see him,” Eleanor said

“More than his health?”

“It is equally important for him to see people. Don’t assume I would just risk a child’s health so casually, Ahri.”

If Ahri were to say the same words, they would sound aggressive. Eleanor had a way of speaking that didn’t come across as angry, despite the weight of her words. Ahri envied her ability to exert authority and end a discussion without even raising her voice. Skye bent down and whispered in her ear.

“I could never figure out how she does it.”

Ahri chuckled, but the sound was louder than she expected and broke free exactly when the crowd went silent. All eyes turned to her, and she straightened her back at the unwanted attention.

“Why is she with him?” shouted a man from the crowd.

“He shouldn’t be here!” agreed another.

Ahri frowned, welcoming Skye’s feelings that poured over her. A mix of annoyance and disgust left a sour taste in her mouth.

“You are not very popular here,” she muttered.

“Not my fault.”

Even though his tone was lighthearted, Ahri couldn’t help but worry. People seemed agitated, and despite the hope in their eyes when they looked at her, there was an equal amount of mistrust when they looked at her partner.

Gael raised his hand again, but part of the crowd didn’t follow his lead this time. Murmurs erupted and rose in volume as more and more people voiced their opinions. Eleanor placed a hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

“You should speak. They want to hear from you.”

“What would I say?”

“Do you want to help?”

She didn’t need to think too hard about it. Leah was out of sight now, probably enjoying her freedom in the woods she was meant to live in. But Ahri didn’t need to look at the child to know she would do anything to help her and others of her kin.

The grip of the Faith had terrorized dragons for too long, separating families and placing the entire race on the verge of extinction. Even if Ahri had no idea of what she could do to help, she would try. Seeing the resolve in her eyes, Eleanor nudged her towards Gael, urging her to take her place by his side and speak.

Ahri looked up at Skye, not sure how he felt about the whole situation. These were the same people who’d accused him of treason and isolated him from his own kind for years when he was only a child.

“It seems like you might be the only chance to save this Legion from itself,” he whispered. “Go on, Dragon Savior.”

With slow, cautious steps she made her way towards Gael. The dragons noticed her movement, and the shouts turned into whispers and eventually died down. Gael gave her a half smile, and she almost turned around to leave. But once again his eyes weren’t lying, and she could see the hope he was trying to hide.

She turned to face the Legion, unsure of what they expected from her. She’d never be able to make a speech like Gael. The fire dragon had a way with words that she lacked. Someone from the crowd put her out of her misery.

“Are you Hans’ daughter?”

“Yes, I am.” It felt like a good start. If they knew and trusted her father, it was likely that they’d extend her the courtesy.

“But you are human.” Disappointment rang through his voice, and Ahri wanted to roll her eyes. Well, it wasn’t her fault she was human. She didn’t even know it was possible to be anything else until recently.

“But look at her hair,” another voice came.

“Her mother is human.”

“I’ve heard she never shifted. Maybe she can have dragon children.”

“Probably, but I hope she chooses better than the traitor.”

Ahri stared at them, at a loss for words, before turning to Gael for help. The red dragon was smirking at her and raised his hand again to be heard.

“Ahri has dragon blood, but she isn’t one. You all know her mother, Eleanor. Our healer is human, but no less important because of it. Do you disagree?”

Murmurs of agreement came from the crowd.

“Now, we didn’t name her our Savior because of blood. We did it because she rescued two of our young. How afraid were we to lose our children? How many of us gave up on breeding to avoid further suffering?”

Gael knew how to rally the masses, that was for sure. She was so entranced by his fervor, she missed when he took her by the wrist and raised her arm, presenting their champion to an eager audience. Ahri tried to pull away, but Gael brought her hand down to his lips and kissed the back of it.

A loud growl came from her right, and before she could react, Skye was pulling her against his chest and away from the other man. His black eyes were boring holes in Gael’s gray ones, and the stones shook with the unspoken threat.

“Why is he here?” shouted the same man who’d questioned Skye’s presence before. He seemed especially angry at her partner, but he wasn’t the only one.

“Did you have to do that?” Ahri whispered. Seeing her expression, he eased up on the staring contest with Gael and had the good sense to look at least a little guilty.

“You were uncomfortable,” he explained.

Ahri chuckled, covering her face with her hands. He wasn’t wrong—the fire dragon made her uneasy at times. Didn’t mean she was looking for a way out of it, though. The connection she shared with Skye had this downside. They understood each other’s feelings, but not their thoughts. Skye still struggled to make sense of her plans.

“I’ve got this. Just let me handle it.”

When she looked back at the Legion, they clearly weren’t happy. Gael could only do so much to silence them, but it seemed Ahri would be forced to take the lead there.

“Sir,” she called. “Yes, you. Why are you so angry?”

“Because you are standing side by side with a traitor! My wife is dead because of him.”

Ahri closed her eyes, feeling the anger seep through her like a punch. She waited for the growl she could taste on her own lips, but it never came. Skye was shaking, but he tore his eyes away from the other dragon and looked at her. His expression softened immediately, and she knew the incredible amount of self-control it took for him not to react. She smiled at him, impressed. When she turned back to the crowd, a new fierceness burned bright in her chest.

“Skye never betrayed my father.”

“He was the only one who knew.”

“What about the kidnappings? They couldn’t have happened without a traitor in your midst, and Skye didn’t know anything about those.”

“Nobody else knew!” they chanted like a flock of birds, fated to repeat themselves endlessly even when logic called for a different explanation.

And there was one. The fragments of a memory tugged at her mind. The infant version of her, playing in the sand with pieces of wood. A baby dragon at her side, even younger than her. She was babbling about troops and dragons. But there was someone else there.

Before she could unveil more of the memory, all hell broke loose.
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Ahri saw the screaming child before the sound registered in her mind. Leah was running towards them, tears flowing from her eyes. The image, alongside her words, would forever become engraved in Ahri’s mind.

“They are here!”

In the distance, Ahri heard people moving. An army.

Over twenty dragons stood before her in the military camp, and still the smell of fear rose in the air. Ahri watched as the crowd moved, propelled by panic. Some shifted into their beasts, shoving others aside while they grew. The rest huddled together in a tight circle. Most of them looked at Gael for guidance.

By her side, the fire dragon stood frozen on the spot. Ahri watched his eyes flick from side to side and the light tremor of his hands. Silent expectation became a desperate helplessness as the sounds of the army grew around them.

“Gael!” Ahri called.

He looked at her with a pleading expression, and for the first time, she saw the truth that had always been lurking behind his gray eyes. He wanted to save them all, but had no idea how to do it.

Knights of the Faith left the cover of the woods, transforming the clearing into a battlefield. Spears dripping with Cursed Ivy drew closer, held aloft and steady.

Two of the shifted dragons took flight in a messy array of wings, forcing the others to shield themselves from the dust that rose from the ground. One fled the camp, flying south. The other, a massive fire dragon, dived straight for the row of knights, firing against them as he approached.

Ahri heard his screech in her mind before it tore from the dragon’s maw. The spear on his neck made the sound come out strangled and wet. From the fatal wound sprouted black veins, and the red beast was dead before it even hit the ground.

“Cursed Ivy!” someone shouted.

The screams of panic were drowned by the steady march of the army. Rows upon rows emerged from the woods. Those who had burned to death after the strike or had been crushed by the falling dragon were replaced by the next ones in line.

Ahri clenched her teeth, allowing her instincts to kick in. They would not die in those woods. She took in the fear that swelled in the field, but also the drive. The instinct to survive that had forced one dragon to flee and another to dive to his death. She could use that. She could turn it into something great.

“Skye,” she called.

Skye stood at her side, facing the knights, ready for whatever was to come. Anger shone in his eyes, and she was sure death lay ahead. She just didn’t know whose.

“Guide us through this,” he said. “They will follow you.”

Ahri breathed in the trust he had in her and breathed out purpose. When she spoke next, there was no strain in her voice.

“Gael, take those who can’t fly out of here.”

“I— I can’t leave now.” He was brave, trying to push through the obvious panic to stand by his kin. But she had to play on his strengths: The drive to keep his people safe.

“They trust you to get them out of here alive. Don’t let them down.”

Gael clearly wasn’t comfortable with her call, but he’d been the one urging her to take the lead. He gave her a firm nod before moving.

“You need to leave too,” Skye roared. “You can’t fight.”

“It wouldn’t work.”

She didn’t know why yet. It was that instinct again, advising her to stay. And now that she knew it was her gift, she was more willing than ever to trust it. Skye must have seen it in her eyes because he growled in frustrated acceptance.

“What do we need to do?”

The draft of a plan was only beginning to form in her head when she heard a war cry from their enemies. Then movement.

Suddenly, an excruciating sound pierced her ears, forcing her to cover them. The next scream was her own, as she spotted its source: Alvin falling to the ground with a spear in his torso.

“Everybody, shift!” she yelled, hoping that they would listen. “Off the ground! Carry those who can’t fly.”

Skye acted first, turning into his black dragon in seconds while the rest of them hesitated. She knew why—Two dragons had been hit already. Nobody wanted to go next. Still, most of their power lay within their dragon forms.

But then Gael reached Eleanor, Lana, and Leah, shifting as soon as they were within reach. His change helped most of the dragons make up their minds. One after the other, the circle of people became a flock. Most of them took off, clouding the skies above. She saw the drive to kill in the eyes of the beasts, and she knew the human army would burn to the ground.

As Ahri began to shout her orders, they fired strike after strike upon the army. But the knights struck again. Gael was getting ready to take off when a spear grazed his back claw. The red dragon stumbled, but with a horrifying cry, he lifted up into the sky.

He turned south, opening his massive jaw and firing flames at the entire line of knights who had attacked him, burning them to ashes. Ahri knew fire dragons held the power of a sun within, but only now, seeing the damage first-hand, she realized how powerful they were.

Some dragons fled, taking with them the ones who couldn’t shift of fly. Those who chose to fight painted the sky with their colors. On the ground, the knights burned.

She welcomed the old anger that rose, unbidden, whenever she faced the Faith. The memory of her father increased her rage tenfold. All around her, chaos raged as more dragon fire lit the cloudy morning.

But the humans had sheer numbers on their side, and when they fell out of formation, it became harder to target any stray soldiers. Ahri saw two of them running in her direction, but Skye burned them before they became a real threat.

“Skye, take me to Alvin.”

The black dragon lowered his head towards her, but she didn’t have time to be safe. She grabbed a spike on his neck and braced herself for take off. Skye rose like a mass of darkness, silent and deadly, while she hung from his side.

Knights tried to hit him, but they were no match for a true warrior. Dodging the spears, he crossed the field with one flap of his wings, landing near Alvin on the other side. She thanked her years of climbing for her strong hands and lack of fear.

Just as her feet touched the ground, Skye growled louder than ever before. One knight who was approaching them dropped his weapon in fear, but the rest scrambled to try and hit the massive beast in front of them.

They met their fate in a gush of fire before the arrows could ever leave their hands. What were they doing, throwing themselves towards their death like that?

And in the smell of their burnt flesh, Ahri found clarity. It came like a flash of lightning, and she trusted the truth it held. They hadn’t expected to find the whole Legion. The dragons on the field had arrived just this morning, and an army would have taken far longer to get here. They hadn’t been expecting that many dragons to greet them. And now they were all going to die.

Martyrs, they would be called over empty caskets back home. But Ahri wouldn’t let them. At least one of them would become the key to find the traitor in their midst. And then she would wreak havoc in the peaceful towns of the Kingdom.

“Take one of them for questioning. We’ll find the traitor,” she urged the black dragon.

Skye’s agony punched her like a fist, and she knew he feared for her. The black dragon soared through the sky, and she dismissed the dread pooling in her stomach. She wasn’t happy about parting with him either but hoped he could push through the feeling and carry on with the mission.

Turning around, a dreadful picture greeted her. Alvin was on the ground, writhing in pain. The black streaks that sprouted from the spear were taking over his belly, already climbing up his neck.

“Alvin, can you hear me?” Her voice was lost amidst the battle screams, smoke thickening in the military camp. But somehow, the dragon raised his head regardless. “I can’t take out the spear, so we need to get away from here.”

Ahri had to fight her every instinct not to pull the broken spear from Alvin’s torso. She knew it would only make him bleed more, and the poison would spread faster that way. But hell, she couldn’t cope with his pained screams much longer. The dragon didn’t move, and she tried to push him to standing so he could fly away. He didn’t.

The knights were closing in, and Alvin only showed signs of weakening. His black eyes were so distant, the flecks of green inside them faded. Her arms were too weak to move him. Ahri kept pushing, but to no avail.

“Alvin, please. I can’t move you by myself. Help me.” She didn’t understand why her voice was breaking. It had to be the smoke. She couldn’t possibly be crying, not when they were clearly winning this battle.

She blinked away the tears. Several fires were now consuming the dry grass of the camp. The forest was aflame, and most of the dragons had left already. She couldn’t see Skye, but she hoped he’d captured someone for them to interrogate. She had to make them pay.

A pained cry brought her back into her body, and she looked down at Alvin. There was an inevitable truth there, but she refused to believe it. Everything would turn out fine. She just had to convince Alvin to move, so Eleanor could take care of him elsewhere. Ahri took his snout in her hands, trying to get through to her childhood friend.

“Come on, move for me,” she begged. “Just a little bit. I know you can do it. You are such a strong dragon.”

“He won’t move,” shouted someone from above her. She looked up and noticed Dylan, flying on the back of an iridescent dragon. Raider. His almost transparent scales were shining with a thousand colors now that he was flying under the sun. The smoke made him disappear in the sky at times, but she could still see the drive in his eyes as he focused on the men who were approaching her. Those knights would die soon. And so would Alvin.

The thought came so fast that she didn’t have time to push it away. The pain in her chest became unbearable, and this time, she knew the smoke had little to do with it. And yet, she refused to let go.

“He will! We just need more time.”

There was a kindness in Dylan’s eyes she didn’t want to see. The look on the face of a man who had lost too much already, and who now saw someone else lose it too.

“Raider will hold them off. It’s almost over now. You can stay with him.”

His words sealed the fate she was unwilling to accept. It was almost over. Both the fight, and the life of a dragon far too young to die. When Ahri turned back to the green snout, Alvin was no longer wailing in pain. There was a soft understanding in his eyes, a gratitude for the company.

“Please, don’t go. We didn’t have enough time.”

It wasn’t fair. In another story, where the Faith didn’t exist, they would have been the best of friends. Alvin would be able to shift because his mother would have had no need to destroy half of his soul. Ahri would never leave the South, and they’d play together, grow up, and he’d be like a little brother to her. She knew it.

Now there was nothing else for her to do but cry over the loss of the friendship they had never had. With his final movements, Alvin pushed his snout against her hands, asking for the scratches he loved so much. And when he closed his eyes beneath the feeling, she knew they’d never open again.

Just as she was getting ready to let go, something moved behind her. Too fast for her to see with all the smoke obscuring the field. She didn’t want to pay attention to it, far too focused on Alvin. But her instincts didn’t allow her a moment’s pause.

She raised her head, flooded with determination, and with a movement that wasn’t fully her own, she pulled White Leaf from her pocket. The dagger felt heavy and uncomfortable in her hands, unlike all the other times she held it. Or perhaps it was the weight of the actions she could see in its future.

Ahri knew what a knife could do to the flesh, and where the soft parts of a man’s body were. So when the knight tried to leap at her from behind, she turned and pierced his belly.

There was no sound when she broke his skin. Only a snapping sensation inside her wrist, followed by his hollow cry, and then nothing. The silence surprised her as much as the warmth of the blood flowing over her hands. It leaked from the wound all the way down to the dagger she held, coating her throbbing wrist in a deep, dark red.

She tried to look away but found his eyes instead. Open wide and filled with terror. It didn’t make sense. These men were fighting dragons. How could it surprise him to meet his end? But at the same time, how could it not? Ahri was just as surprised, hands suddenly so full of death even though she’d planned for it.

As the man fell to the ground, Ahri was numb. The field around her had turned into a scene of devastation, holding nothing but death and fire. But she wasn’t supposed to feel this way. They deserved to die, all of them. Yet, carrying out that sentence felt wrong, and now another truth waited for her just around the corner. A realization, carved from the newfound reality she had written with her father’s knife.

This was not the answer. The smell of burnt flesh. The blood and pain. The immeasurable, endless death. This would never be the answer.

Her lungs were filling up with smoke, and she couldn’t tell if the black spots in her vision were caused by the terrible pain in her heart or in her body. Ahri lost track of how long she stood there, allowing the understanding to sink into her soul.

When claws wrapped around her battered body and tore her off the ground, consciousness finally left her.
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Ahri struggled to open her eyes, forcing her lids apart after what felt like a lifetime. She must have slept heavily, considering how disoriented she was. The cold was creeping into the sheets, and the bed was not her own—but then again, it had been a while since she’d slept at home.

The room was clean but elegant in a striking way. Light green furniture stood surrounded by white walls with plants and vases on small shelves, and a huge window showed her that, once again, they’d brought her too far south for comfort. Glass framed the snow outside, completing such a peaceful picture that she almost didn’t notice the terrible pain she was in.

Her breath was labored, and when she drew air in, it made her cough. Her throat burned, and she brought her hands to it on instinct. That was when she noticed the bandages around her right wrist. Then everything came back in a flash.

She’d killed a man.

And it didn’t feel like she’d expected. Nothing did at the moment. She recalled the second when she’d grasped the horror of it all. Alvin was dead, but he shouldn’t be. And so was the knight she had killed.

Ahri felt an acrid taste in her mouth, and she realized it wasn’t because of what she’d done. They’d been betrayed yet again. How else could the knights have found the camp? Now she had no choice but to find the traitor. The anger she felt at the thought was immediate, and for a second, she wondered if Skye was close. He was far more prone to these gut-wrenching feelings that overwhelmed her, unbidden. But when she concentrated on the anger, she knew it was her own.

Skye wasn’t here, she realized with a frown. She didn’t know for how long she’d slept, but the black dragon should have brought the knight he’d taken from the battlefield for interrogation already.

With new resolve, Ahri used her good hand to push herself off the bed. The room was unfamiliar, but she was sure the answers were lying behind its only door. The air was cold, and she was wearing more clothes than she remembered putting on the day before. Had she been so deep in slumber that they had added another coat to her body without waking her up?

Ahri wasn’t sure what to expect when she opened the door, but she should have guessed how beautiful it would be, in light of the room. What welcomed her was a winter garden, filled with herbs and plants she recognized from her mother’s shop. Several doors, just like the one closing behind her, were cut into the walls of the vast space. Colored glass made up its ceiling.

“Ahri.” Her mother came towards her from the door to her right. “You are awake.”

Eleanor closed the distance between them and engulfed Ahri in a hug she didn’t see coming. She’d expected her mother to check on her wrist or ask about her pain, so it took her a couple of seconds to melt into the woman’s warmth.

“Where are we?” Ahri asked, still a bit dazed by the beauty of the place.

“This is The Garden.”

“I can see that.”

Eleanor chuckled, and combed Ahri’s hair with her fingers. The locks were messy and dirty from the battle, but the movement soothed her just the same.

“That’s what Lana calls it. This was her mother’s healing house.”

“Lana’s mother?”

“She lived here before meeting Caleb.”

“It’s beautiful. And fancy.”

“Lana and Gael come from an old family, and they were raised in wealth. Their mother was an earth dragon surrounded by fire. Her husband built her this place so she could feel more at home.”

Ahri felt a tug in her heart at the mention of home. Did she still have one? She once thought the unforgiving streets of Lightbridge were as close to it as she would ever get. Now, when she thought of home, something else came to mind.

“Where is Skye?”

Eleanor’s expression twisted, and she tilted her head in a way that made Ahri flinch. It felt wrong, like the lead-up to some terrible news.

“Ahri, someone told the Faith about the military camp. The Legion… they didn’t believe me. Didn’t believe him.”

She couldn’t figure out her mother’s cautious words. Eleanor was a straightforward person. Even when Ahri had been a hurt kid looking for nothing more than soothing nonsense, the woman would speak her mind and leave no room for misunderstandings.

“Just tell me what happened.”

“They locked him up. They wanted to kill him, but I convinced them to wait until you woke up.”

All the air seemed to have been sucked out of the room. It made it hard to breathe, her lungs expanding slowly, heavily.

“How long have I been sleeping?”

“Three days. You inhaled a lot of smoke, Ahri. You wouldn’t have survived if you didn’t have your father’s blood.”

A deep sense of despair coiled in the pit of her stomach at the thought of being out cold for that long. Ahri blinked, trying to make sense of the hollowness she felt. Skye wasn’t here. His absence was almost palpable. The lack of pressure from his eyes was enough to leave her lost, drifting. They were not meant to be apart.

“Do you know where he is?”

“I don’t. Maybe Gael does, but I don’t think—”

“Take me to him.”

Eleanor sighed, and for the first time Ahri noticed how tired she looked. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her shirt was scrunched and stained. Even her usually confident stance was slightly off, as if she carried a weight on her shoulders that was never meant to be hers.

She walked past a few white doors decorating the walls of the garden, her stride not quite as purposeful as Ahri remembered. Ahri followed with a frown.

“Be gentle, all right?” her mother requested when she finally stopped by one of the unnumbered rooms. “He’s not doing great.”

Before Ahri could ask what she could possibly mean, Eleanor opened the door to pull her into a room much like the one she’d woken up in. Inside, Gael lay in a bed with beads of sweat covering his face and an ashen complexion she would never have dreamt of seeing on his face.

At his side, Lana was sleeping in a terrible position, crumpled on a chair. She held his hand as if it hooked her to this world, even though the contrary was more likely. Gael didn’t seem to have much time left with the living.

The rage she’d felt at the thought of Skye’s imprisonment dimmed as she understood the scene in front of her. Cursed Ivy. She noticed the bandage around his leg, and the way black veins crawled out of it. Cursed indeed.

“Hi, beautiful. Eleanor, you should have brought her sooner. I wouldn’t have been as miserable these past three days if she’d been here.”

Ahri ignored the absurd flirting of a man on his deathbed, but his voice woke Lana up.

“Ahri!” The woman rose from her strange position, wincing in pain as she touched her neck. Her red hair was a mess, and the bags under her eyes were proof that she hadn’t left her brother’s side for days indeed. “I’m so happy you’re awake.”

Eleanor walked to the bedside and touched Gael’s forehead with her palm. Ahri smiled at Lana, but only briefly.

“Where is he?” she asked.

“Hopefully dead already,” Gael whispered in a frail voice.

Ahri felt a darkness envelop her at the thought. The silence that fell upon the room was as deafening as it was cold, but she refused to speak.

“Ahri, he’s not who we thought he was.” Lana shook her head. Disappointment mixed with anger clouded her beautiful gray eyes. “And to think I sent you right to his cave back when you were sick. I actually believed he had nothing do to with Leah’s—”

“Sister, why don’t you go check on Leah?”

Gael shivered in his spot, and suddenly all anger was swept from Lana as she sat by her brother’s side once again. He turned to face her with such a tender expression that Ahri had to look away. Anything else felt like an intrusion.

The bond between them was beautiful to see. Despite his request—and the clear meaning that he wanted a moment alone with Ahri—Lana was obviously struggling to leave her brother behind. The fact that he didn’t seem to have long to live explained his sister’s behavior.

“Come on, Lana. She wanted to show you the strawberries she found,” Eleanor said.

Still hesitant but nodding slowly, Lana followed Eleanor out of the room.

When the door closed behind them, Ahri took a deep breath and looked at the fire dragon who seemed ready to give up on this world.

“I wish she wasn’t spending all her time wallowing at my side. Even Leah figured out that it’s better to be by herself than here in this room.”

Ahri frowned, but Gael’s pained expression made her focus shift to the man in front of her.

“Does it hurt?”

“Like the devil.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Nothing Eleanor hasn’t already done.” Then he cocked his head and added. “Maybe you can kiss it better?”

“Why do you act like that? I know you don’t want me.”

“You are very pretty, Ahri. I could very well want you. We’d be great leaders for the Legion, if we were together.”

“I’m not the person you want. Drop the act, Gael. It’s not fooling anyone.”

“Oh, but it is. Nobody knows where my heart truly lies. Or how I am, beneath all of this. You are the only one who saw through it, my dear. Made me think I’d lost my touch, but I suppose you are just smarter than anyone else. Oh, no need to look at me like that. You know it’s true.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Ahri crossed her arms, waiting for him to answer while she pierced him with an annoyed stare. He sighed.

“The Legion of Dragons needs a fierce leader, someone willing to do whatever it takes to bring down our enemies. Just as cunning as the Faith, but fighting on our side for once. We didn’t have anyone like that left after… you know. So I played the part.”

“So you faked being a bastard.”

“I faked being ruthless, Ahri. You can’t lead a revolution with a soft heart. My people were willing to die for me, so I had to show them strength.”

“Your people didn’t know what to do when the knights arrived,” Ahri whispered under her breath. The room was too quiet for him not to notice.

“And that is my fault. I taught them to leave because I couldn’t bring myself to put them in danger. So many more have suffered because of that. I’d die for the kids we left behind, but I wouldn’t let my army do the same. I am a coward.”

“Yes,” she whispered. He arched a brow, clearly not expecting such blunt confirmation of his words. “But not for wanting to keep your people safe. You were a coward because you made them weak. They would have loved you just the same, if they knew. Maybe more.”

“But they wouldn’t have followed me. I’m not much of a leader without this persona. What I have is knowledge from thousands of stolen books, and they all say soft leaders never last.”

“You give them too little credit.”

His eyes glassed over for a second, and when he spoke next, there was such a tender note to his voice. It was perhaps the first time she saw him stripping down of the post he carved for himself. Ahri felt something there, hidden beneath Gael’s pain.

“Perhaps you are right. He followed me just the same.”

Ahri thought about Raider. She didn’t know why, and her instincts told her it was still too sore a topic for her to poke at, even if she wanted to.

“Will you make it?”

“Eleanor seems to think so. Though she’s been awfully quiet when I ask her why it’s taking so long. I never had a wound that wouldn’t heal in hours. What do you think?”

“I don’t know. I hope you don’t die.”

“Don’t get my hopes up, beautiful. Now that your first choice is gone, you could turn those beautiful blue eyes towards me instead.” He winked, but there was a lack of light in his stare. He shook his head. “Sorry, old habits.”

“He is not gone, Gael. And he didn’t betray us.”

“You blacked out, so you didn’t see what he did. He saved one of the knights, Ahri. Was trying to sneak him out of the battlefield when we caught him.”

“Are you serious? I asked him to do that!”

By the look on Gael’s face, her words genuinely confused him. How could he lock up another dragon because of something so insignificant?

“You don’t understand. He’s done it before. When your father—” Gael stopped mid-sentence, looking at her as if to gauge if she knew what he was talking about.

“I know how my father died. I also know it wasn’t because of Skye.”

“You were too young to remember. I almost believed it wasn’t him, but now…”

“I can’t believe this. I need to talk to him. Where is the knight I asked him to bring me?”

Gael looked sheepish, as if he was a mischievous child who had done something wrong.

“We thought he was lying about that part too, so we killed the knight.”

“Damn it, Gael.”

“Skye kept asking to see you, and claimed that you knew why he did it. He almost brought the whole building down. We had to restrain him.”

Ahri felt a pain in her chest. It grew until it nearly overwhelmed her. And with it came the anger.

“How can you call yourself the leader of the Legion and yet have so little capacity to think rationally? Skye never betrayed the Legion. He never betrayed my father. He would never, not even if he really wanted to, hurt me like that. You were all just too stupid to realize it. And so you left him to rot for years.”

“I know he is handsome, Ahri, but I didn’t think you’d let him fool you like this.”

“Fool me? How could he fool me? I feel his feelings. I feel his pain, his guilt, and his sorrow. If I try really hard, I can even feel him calling for me from whatever hole in the ground you’ve put him in.”

“Oh,” Gael murmured.

“Oh, what?” She was seething, trying to blink away the black spots in her vision. She wanted to run to Skye this very second, but the bastard in front of her held the answer to where that was.

“I didn’t realize…” Gael formed two circles with his fingers, intertwining them. His movements were shaky, and his hands dropped to his sides right after, but she recalled the symbol he was making.

“What does that mean?”

Dylan had never explained it to her, but this was the second time she’d seen it now. And even through the anger pulsing in her veins, she was still too curious for her own good.

“It’s just an old tale, really. A story for the children, but you know how stories have a way of telling us the truth sometimes. Few of us believe in it, but perhaps we were wrong after all.”

“And I suppose you are going to tell it to me now?”

He half smiled, and she saw his old light return to his eyes for a flicker of a second. Gael sure loved to tell a story.

“There was once a fire dragon, a son of the ancient rulers of the world. He was so comfortable with his element and so connected to it that he felt he needed nothing else in life. He would scorch land after land just for the joy of feeling his flames spreading and melting and withering everything before them.

“It wasn’t difficult to find those who thought like him. Dragons have always been lonely creatures, and they endure solitude better than humans ever could. Our connection with our true form is our priority, more than anything else. Even more so than our own sense of survival. But nature finds balance.

“One day, the dragon discovered the sea. He fired against the water, expecting it to wither away—only to watch it evaporate and climb and fall down again. He was angry at first, daring the ocean to stay unbothered by his power.

“He flew over the sea for a week, urging the water to catch on fire. He thought it was his own rage fueling him to fly further until there was nothing but water as far as his eyes could see. So the fire dragon kept shooting flames at the ocean.

“Then, little by little, he began to be humbled by a power greater than his own. His flames that had terrorized his homeland for years, did little more than brighten the beautiful sapphire tones of the sea. During his second week of breathing fire on the ocean, his anger dissipated into great admiration. He began to fire upon the water for the sake of watching the rain.

“By the end of the second week he was so exhausted that he fell from the sky. The water engulfed his peaceful sleep, welcoming him into her arms. Irylia, the Dragon of the Sea, had felt his rage and then his admiration. He was just as lonely as she was, so when he fell into her domain, she couldn’t let him drown.

“She urged the sea to sink beneath the earth and to raise her fallen dragon from its depths. Seaweed turned into great forests, shells nurtured the soil, and mountains were born from old coral reefs. The land of Irylia was born.

“When the fire dragon woke up, he was no longer falling into the ocean. Instead, he fell into the blue eyes of the Dragon of the Sea, that shone just for him. In the fathomless depth of her heart, he’d found the string that tied him to the world.

“To celebrate his newfound love, the fire dragon decorated the sky with two suns, one for each week he’d traveled to meet the other half of his soul. And every day, both suns sink into the ocean to remind him of the two times he fell.”

Ahri blinked out of the spell the story had cast on her. Gael had a way with words that dragged a person into a new world, and the roughness of his voice only added to the magic of the story. She almost didn’t notice when he moved his hands again.

“They were connected,” she whispered.

“Two halves of the same soul are not meant to be apart.”

“So Skye and I…”

“I don’t know how I failed to see it sooner. We all heard that story growing up, but I never thought we would have another one. Another pair.”

“So you believe me now? He didn’t do this.”

“I don’t know what to believe, Ahri. And I’m in too much pain to think about this. Because if I’ve been wrong all along…”

She knew what he meant, even if the phrase died on his lips. If he’d been wrong, not only had he failed to protect his people, but he’d also outcast an innocent dragon for years based on a mistake.

“I might die here without ever knowing who the traitor is. Who betrayed us time and time again and got away with it? I need to know, Ahri.”

“I will find out. I promise you. But I need Skye to do it.”

Gael nodded, and the pain in his eyes wasn’t only due to the poison coursing through his veins.
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Skye’s heart ached. He couldn’t eat, sleep, or even move properly inside the hole in the ground they had thrown him in. Not that he wanted to. Ahri consumed his every thought. He sat on the cold sand, only mildly annoyed by the waves filling the hole whenever the tides came up. The cold didn’t bother him. Nothing did, except her brutal, all-consuming absence.

Those idiotic Legion dragons were as dumb as they were weak. Three men to overpower him, and they only managed it because he didn’t want to kill them. Ahri wouldn’t have approved.

“Earth-boy,” he called. The dragon placed on the beach to guard him didn’t answer at first. Probably didn’t like the nickname.

“Shut up, traitor.”

He knew something was wrong. Almost a full day had gone by since the fight in the military camp, too long to be without news from Ahri. He needed to see her more than he needed to breathe, and the green dragon stationed to guard him was failing to give him any information.

“Where is Ahri?”

“You are not worthy of the Dragon Savior.”

Skye felt the old anger rising in his heart. And something deeper. A knowledge carved into his soul from the very moment he’d laid eyes on her for the first time. He wasn’t only worthy of her. He was made for her, all of him. There was no one who would ever love her like he did.

He scoffed at the title they’d given her, shaking his head at the dumb attempt to flatter her. They didn’t know her at all if they thought she cared for that sort of stunt. He couldn’t say it didn’t suit her, though. She had saved him, for one.

He also felt an ounce of relief. If his guard was still calling her by the title, it meant they hadn’t locked Ahri up for treason as well. When they’d accused him of saving a knight—and then proceeded to kill said knight—he worried they might doubt her allegiance. But if she wasn’t imprisoned, why hadn’t she come for him?

“Earth-boy.”

“You can’t call me that.” This time, his voice held a high pitch it hadn’t carried before. So easily annoyed.

Skye moved without sound, just like his master had taught him to do years ago. He climbed up the hard walls of sand, glad his dark skin hid him in the shadows of the second sunset.

“I can’t hear you.”

The dragon squatted in the sand outside the hole, pushing his face closer to the cell to make himself heard. Big mistake.

“I said you can’t—”

His face slamming against the iron bars prevented him from finishing the sentence. Skye had grabbed his collar with such smooth dexterity that the man didn’t realize his mistake until it was too late. Now, two straight lines of metal stained his cheeks. The smell of fear rose in the air.

“Tell me where she is.” This time, his voice carried the weight of his power, shaking the rock formation at the end of the beach.

Skye held on to the iron grid with one hand while keeping the man pressed against it with the other. Green eyes stared back at him, but the guard still wasn’t talking. He was a few years younger than Skye, but his cowardice was inexcusable.

The earth dragon choked on his breath when he tried to speak, glaring at Skye as though he pulled on a courage from deep within himself. Good for him. Perhaps he wasn’t beyond help yet.

Skye should probably train the younger dragons if he hoped to provide Ahri with an army worthy of her strategies, if he ever got out of here. Gael had been too soft, and because of that more dragons had fled from the fight than run towards it, as they should.

He stored that thought for another time. First, he had to make sure she was safe. And for that he needed to get out of this cage. He eased his grip on the man, only enough for him to suck in a breath and speak.

“I won’t tell you.” To his credit, his voice shook only a little. “Won’t make a difference either way. She’s not waking up.”

The sound of flesh rattling against the bar was deafening, but Skye didn’t hear it. Neither did he notice when the earth dragon managed to twist out of his grip and away, bringing his hands to his face. Skye didn’t even realize when he dropped to the bottom of the hole and lay there, alone.

She was not waking up.

Skye couldn’t help the memories that surfaced. Memories of another time he’d felt powerless to reach her, find her, care for her.

He’d known something was wrong when she wasn’t at his trial thirteen years ago. And when they finally released him, shooting daggers with their eyes and shaking their fists, his only concern was to find her.

He crossed Irylia in search of the white-haired girl and lost himself trying to find her. He didn’t make friends along the way, but at least he found a few who didn’t shut him out. Dylan was one of them, Lana another. Those who’d lost the person they held most dear were the only ones willing to help. When he finally received the signal from Dylan that he’d waited years for, he flew to Lightbridge like lightning.

Finding her again had been glory and passion, and now it was fear. In Ahri, he had rediscovered his purpose. He wouldn’t allow it to fade away. Even if he was not the one with a sense of what was to come, he would forge their future with his bare hands if needed. He rattled the cell, knowing it wouldn’t hold him inside much longer.




* * *

Ahri rushed to the place Gael had described, glad it wasn’t far from The Garden. Her lungs hurt from the inhaled smoke and the exertion, and her wrist throbbed, but she ran into the woods regardless of the pain.

She crossed the woods to reach the sea, where snow gave way to sand on an unwelcoming southern beach. This place was nothing like the warm shores of Lightbridge, and she braced for the cold that blasted towards her from the angry ocean.

As soon as her feet touched the sand, a wave of unparalleled despair threw her to her knees. She couldn’t see him yet, but the force of his feelings was so intense, so shattering, there could be no mistake. Skye was nearby.

In her haste to find him, she hadn’t asked for details when Gael had told her to go west towards the water. But she didn’t need them. As she looked to the left, a massive hole in the sand caught her eye. She couldn’t see its bottom, but iron bars covered its surface.

“Skye!” she screamed, forcing herself off the ground and dusting the sand off of her clothes while she darted towards the cell.

“Ahri?” His deep voice tore through her senses, and she urged her feet to move faster.

When she finally saw him, two emotions battled their way inside her. Anger at seeing her lover imprisoned because of others’ shortsightedness. And relief, pushed through their bond by the force of the stone dragon before her.

She lowered herself to the ground, reaching through the grid to touch him. He raised his hands, but it was still too far.

“I’ll get you out of there,” she promised. “I’m sorry it took me so long.”

“Are you well?” he asked as she looked for a lock. “They said you were not waking up.”

“I’m fine. I can’t believe they did this to you.”

She finally understood how the opening of the strange sand cell worked. There was no key, only a smart system with ropes that tightened if the prisoner forced the iron grid upwards. Skye must have tried to force his way out, because the knots were firm as rocks.

Ahri tried to untie them, but at her first attempt to loosen them, her wrist burned in pain, and she cursed out loud.

“What happened? Are you hurt?” Skye roared, and she felt his anger in her gut. At the same time, a surge of strength flooded her entire body.

She recalled the other time she’d felt the same. When she’d climbed the tower of Boswood but was too exhausted to get back down. Skye had come to her, his own force surging through her with enough power to get her out of there.

She gritted her teeth and pulled at the ropes, feeling the tiniest movement from the soaked thread. She needed more.

“I injured my wrist. It hurts.”

“Who did this? I will kill them all.”

Another wave, even more powerful than before. It warmed her from within, and at that moment, Ahri knew her black dragon had the strength to bring an army to its feet. How incredible it was to be connected with such raw power, and to feel it coursing through her own body in the bond they shared.

She pulled again, and this time the knot gave. Now all she had to do was open the massive grid bar. It was heavy and the energy surge was already wearing off, but she pushed through and forced the rusty bars up and away.

Her bad hand failed to carry the weight, and the grate slipped, cutting her forearm deep. She fully expected the whole thing to collapse on top of her and closed her eyes to brace for the impact. But the weight never came.

Instead, large arms engulfed her, and she felt Skye’s warmth shielding her from the wind of the ocean. His heartbeat raced against her cheek. Steady, present, alive. He pushed back to kiss her, but a frown made its way to his face.

“You are in pain.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

She placed her hands on his chest, rising on tiptoes to kiss him, but he only pecked her lips before taking her arm in his hands and looking at the bleeding cut.

“You need to treat this. It might scar.”

“You sound like my mother. And that means we are even now.” She smiled. The pain didn’t matter nearly as much as his presence and his freedom.

“What do you mean?”

“You said I gave you a scar when you saved me.” She touched his ribs, where he’d shown her the faint line that broke his perfect black skin. “Now I saved you in return. It’s only fair I get a scar.”

Skye shook his head, failing to hide the smile she brought to his lips. The worry was still there, but the frown was almost gone. He kept holding her wrist with the lightest of touches. Such brute strength contained just for her.

“How did you untie that with your wrist like this?”

“With your help. I told you. We are stronger together than we could ever be apart.”

Skye finally kissed her, desperation and tenderness mixing inside their embrace. She felt the sorrow of his three days alone, and the relief at seeing her alive. She understood it all.

“Let’s go home,” he said when they finally parted, out of breath and flustered.

“We can’t. There’s too much to do.”

“There isn’t. You need to rest. We have time.”

Ahri thought about it for only a second before finding the answer in his eyes. She’d go anywhere he asked at that moment. And he was right. They needed to think things through. She might have convinced Gael to tell her where to find Skye, but that didn’t mean the Legion believed in him now. She knew it in her bones. Their fight was far from over.

Skye saw her resolve and kissed her forehead before changing into his dragon. Despite the pain in her wrist and the blood drying on her cut, she climbed onto his back with the giddy feeling of a mischievous kid. And when he soared through the sky, she tasted freedom.

The black cave came into view far too fast, and Ahri sighed in mild disappointment. Flying on Skye’s back was fast becoming her favorite kind of adventure. Now she understood why she’d always loved climbing. She belonged up high.

Suddenly, the dragon took a turn to the right, moving away from the entrance of the cave. There was no time for her to prepare. He dove towards the woods and flipped around, causing her heart to climb to her throat. It was only then that she noticed he was playing.

Ahri laughed out loud, holding on to the spikes on his back with her good hand. “Again!” she screamed, and she could swear she heard the dragon laughing.

He dove three more times before landing at the entrance of the cave, and Ahri jumped off of him with a grin that almost split her face.

“That was amazing!” she said while taking off her shoes.

The black dragon turned back into her painfully handsome man and looked at her bare feet with an odd expression.

“What are you doing?”

She looked down, only then realizing she had placed her shoes by the entrance of the cave, just like she did back in Lightbridge whenever she arrived.

“I… I don’t know. I always do that at home.”

“So you feel at home here?” His smile was so genuine that she wished she were an artist so she could immortalize it in a painting.

“I think I do.”

Skye moved too fast for her to react, taking her in his arms and lifting her off the ground. To keep her balance, Ahri wound her arms around his neck and found an anchor on his shoulder. As he moved through the corridors of the cave, she felt a new kind of excitement. All their problems could wait. This was their time.

Her dragon didn’t set her down, not even when they reached the entrance of the hot spring. He moved swiftly down the rocky slope, not breaking the trance of their stare. And when he sunk them into the water, she was loved.

Ahri trailed the lines of his body with her fingertips, memorizing the feel of him and his sounds. She felt his pleasure as much as her own, and came undone under the pressure of his gaze. Skye discovered all of her secrets inside the warm waters, kissing her pain away and finding his purpose in her dark blue eyes.

In the contrast of their skin, they drew patterns of joy and belonging. The walls echoed with their sounds of pleasure, and love flowed through the once empty cave.

Resting against the edges of the spring afterwards, Skye combed her hair. And despite wanting to stay here forever, afloat and far away from their issues, there was only so long Ahri could ignore the thoughts popping back into her mind.

“How come there was no one guarding you in that cell?”

“I scared off the last one.”

She let out a sad laugh, but a frown marred her face.

“I can’t believe they put you there. Maybe joining the Legion wasn’t the right thing to do after all.”

“I think it was. Don’t look at me like that, I know what I said before. But I thought about it and… they are lost. Helpless. And they make poor decisions because of that.”

“They locked you up, Skye.”

“I know.”

“They killed the knight that I asked you to take.”

“They did.”

“And you still want to join them.”

“It’s hard to move forward when you are lost. We need to help them.” Skye shrugged, as if it wasn’t a big decision.

Deep down, she knew the Legion wasn’t beyond repair. They just needed a little guidance and a lot of practice. As she traced the lines of Skye’s hard body, carved by years of relentless training, she knew he had what it took to change them.

Ahri also looked inside herself, seeking purpose. She’d grown up sheltered and missing such an important part of her life. Now that she’d discovered the truth about her heritage, all she wanted was to embrace this world. Her knowledge of the Faith might be the key to reclaim what had been taken from them since the Holy War. But they couldn’t move forward unless they found the traitor. Ahri sighed.

“We need to start over. I really thought that knight would lead us to the traitor.”

“Well, actually…”

Ahri turned to face Skye, putting some space between them to study his pensive expression. Skye frowned and pulled her closer once again, playing with her fingers underwater. She suppressed a chuckle. Apparently they would talk like that, then.

“They killed him before I could interrogate him, but I chose a particular knight because of something I heard him say in the field.”

“Why didn’t you tell me!” Ahri turned to him once again, hitting his broad chest and wincing in pain when her wrist hurt. Skye took it in his hands and kissed it, giving her a stern look that had nothing to do with her feather punch. She could almost hear his words through his eyes, urging her not to hurt herself. Her next complaint came out softer after that.

“You should have told me back at the beach.”

“I missed you. I didn’t want to talk about problems.”

“You need to get your priorities straight, Kye.”

He smiled. And then he smiled some more, embracing her and setting her soul on fire with his heat.

“I know my priorities just fine,” he murmured against the crook of her neck.

“Can you tell me what the knight said?”

“Maybe. Will you keep calling me Kye? Cause I can’t think straight when you do. Wiggling away from me won’t work, Ahri.”

“Skye.”

“All right, all right. Your father taught me it’s important to read our enemies as soon as we shift. You find their weakness in the smell of fear and in the sounds of terror, he used to say. I heard something when I changed, and that’s why I chose that knight to bring along.”

“What did he say?”

Skye smirked and changed his voice to a hysterical imitation of a scared knight.

“‘Oh, God, weren’t they all supposed to be green?’”

“Green? Like an earth dragon?”

“Yes. I thought it was strange, too. He could have been talking about Leah, but from what you told me, I don’t think all the knights had access to her. I could have got more out of him if we’d had the time.”

Ahri mulled over his words, feeling her mind stretching to reach something long forgotten. An earth dragon. Her father’s traitor. The answer was hers to find, she just had to focus and allow it to—

Green eyes.

Ahri closed her eyes to allow the memory to surface. This time, the full image formed in her mind. She was playing with a baby dragon, singing the lullaby of her childhood. What better song to sing while moving troops on the ground?

In front of her, Alvin kept pushing his snout against her leg, too young to play with her properly. It didn’t matter—she only needed him to destroy the pieces of wood on the board once they were properly placed. Her father always did the same with the army of bad men.

She moved the pieces, just like her father did on that table back at the cave. She drew rivers in the sand with her small fingers and placed leaves as forests and stones as mountains. It was perfect.

Someone came up from behind, inspecting her work of art. She didn’t like it. It felt wrong. He shouldn’t be there. Ahri looked at the green eyes of her friend’s uncle, not sure why he was smiling so much.

“Did you come to take Alvin back to his home?”

“Yes. Skye will come soon to pick you up. You should clean that picture before someone sees it.”

“Ok, Caleb.”
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Ahri emerged from the memory with her heart jumping out of her chest. Skye held her arms against her body, worry carved on his face like a stain of care she didn’t deserve.

“It was my fault.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Caleb is the traitor.”

Skye roared with the pain of Ahri’s agony, and their anger spiraled, hers feeding his and his feeding hers, growing until it took up all the space, consuming the very air they breathed.

“I will kill him.”

If she hadn’t been drowning in the rage of her discovery, Ahri would have appreciated his unrestrained trust in her. He didn’t so much as blink at her statement. But she was trapped in the memory of her young self, giving away her father’s army to a traitor.

“I showed him where to kill my father.”

“Ahri, you were four. I don’t care what it is you just remembered. This was not your fault.”

Skye’s pure dragon blood made him feel so intensely that she couldn’t hope to keep his emotions at bay. There wasn’t an ounce of guilt he placed on her.

There was anger, yes. Because they had a name for the traitor now, and he deserved all the vile things this world had to offer. But there was also unconditional love, based on a trust so deep it couldn’t be broken by a child’s simple mistake.

Ahri told him of her memory, more to share the burden of it than to explain what he already believed. And his expression turned darker with each word she uttered. The stones of the cave threatened to collapse on top of them, raging alongside their master.

“Don’t you dare share the guilt this bastard carries for the death of your father. This is his fault and his alone. And he will die by my hands.”

Ahri nested against Skye. There was a power in unconditional trust, and now she understood how much it had meant to Skye that she never blamed him.

“People won’t ever believe in you if you kill him.”

“I don’t care about redemption. This man will not live to harm another dragon.”

“There is still a long road to come after that, Skye. We need to do this the right way.”

Skye clenched his fists, and she felt his effort to dissipate the rage. When he opened his eyes again, the rocks around them were no longer shaking, and his eyes had cleared from the bloodlust.

“I suppose you have a plan.” He smirked.

And she did.

* * *

Ahri had known they’d send someone to the cave to find them. She’d hoped Gael would recover and make the trip himself, but as she watched a translucent dragon approach, she knew the Legion Head was still suffering.

“Raider,” she greeted once he landed.

Skye was at her side with a hand on her shoulder as the other dragon shifted in front of her. Raider rolled his eyes at the sight, just as she’d expected him to. And while he clothed himself, Ahri took a deep breath to prepare for the complex conversation that was about to follow.

“You should be careful, Savior.” He sneered. “Keeping this sort of company might be dangerous.”

“How’s Gael?”

“Alive. No thanks to you.”

“Didn’t you talk to him before coming here?”

“Despite whatever childish tales he thinks are at play here, they don’t exempt your friend from responsibility. At best, it makes it more likely that you are a traitor, too.”

Skye growled, and Raider returned the display of power. But despite it, Ahri couldn’t help but notice the dark circles under the air dragon’s eyes and the invisible weight his shoulders seemed to carry. His suffering was far greater than he’d ever admit.

Ahri placed her hand on top of Skye’s, feeling him clutch her shoulder to calm himself down. She searched for some common ground, hoping to forge a path that would allow them to move forward.

“You are slow to trust, Raider. I get it, I am too.”

“Smart. People can’t be trusted.”

“But I lost too much to the Faith to be on their side.”

“You are not the only one who lost someone in that ambush, Ahri. We all did, and yet the traitor is still among us.” He stared at Skye with a killing glare, showing quite well where his opinion lied.

“Saving the children didn’t mean anything? Skye was by my side when we did it.”

“Despite how high you think of yourself, glory doesn’t bring us peace. You are smart, I’ll give you that. And I’m thankful for the stupid acts you did to save our young. But it’s hard work and dedication that yields long-term results, not thoughtless heroism.”

Raider was smarter than she’d ever given him credit for. And an air dragon indeed. Always present, never seen. Hardly appreciated for his work to keep them all alive.

What he was implying, underneath the layers of misguided loathing, was something Ahri had often struggled with. Not about the search for glory, because that had never been her goal. But about her need to act alone. To keep her ideas to herself and then enact them with people who had no say in how they did it.

It was vanity just the same. And despite the good that came from brave acts, they also brought dark consequences with them. Alvin was dead, for one. And despite the blame that rested in the traitor’s hands, the battle had also been a reaction to everything Ahri had stirred up across the land.

Didn’t mean she shouldn’t have done it. But perhaps if she hadn’t shut out everybody else’s opinion to follow through with her plans, they could have prepared for the fallout.

Maybe this need to plan alone was rooted in the same fears her father had once held—that betrayal lurked around the corner. Maybe it was the subconscious knowledge that she herself had led Caleb to her father all those years ago by sharing his plans.

But now that she knew about it, she could do better.

“We know who the real traitor is. And I have a plan to flush him out. Can you help me with it?”

Both men stared at her, one with a mix of pride and surprise which rushed through her senses. The other in frozen suspicion, prompted by the hand she was extending in peace.

Raider followed her through the cave with cautious steps, his lanky body always guarded, always ready to strike. Gael was lucky to have him in his Legion. And in his heart.

The thought came to her mind unbidden, but before she could fully process it they reached the old strategy room. It stood empty except for the massive table in the middle. Skye looked at her, probably picking up on the feelings the new knowledge had awoken in her. But now was not the time for them, so she just smiled at her partner and sat at the table.

“Just say it already,” Raider demanded. “Who do you think the traitor is, if not your lovely companion over there?”

“Caleb,” she stated plainly. There was no point in beating about the bush.

The air dragon frowned, and Ahri was ready with a thousand arguments to show him why she was so confident.

“Could be,” he replied, and Skye’s surprise matched her own.

“You suspected him?”

“I suspect everybody.”

“Except Gael.”

Raider cocked his head, narrowing his colorless eyes at her until she squirmed. Maybe she shouldn’t have said that. A lone thought popping into her head was too little to go on, never mind confronting him with.

“Gael is my leader. He proved himself worthy of trust long ago. You didn’t. And neither did Caleb.”

“What if I can prove to you and the rest of the Legion that it was him all along?”

“I’m not an unreasonable man, Savior.” And yet, he still refused to call her by her name. “I don’t think my opinion matters more than the truth. If you can prove it was Caleb, he will die. And then we can all move forward.”

Ahri knew this was as far as she would get in terms of an agreement with the air dragon. She’d take it.

“The plan is to give him a piece of information that could be used to harm us. He must be the only one who knows it, so if it leaks, we can be certain that he is the traitor. And it has to be valuable enough for the Faith to act on it. For this to work, we need to move Gael from The Garden to White Cross.”

“No.”

“Hear me out. They won’t strike again anytime soon unless it’s a huge opportunity. Taking out the head of the Legion while he is injured is a chance they can’t ignore.”

“That is exactly what I was talking about. You are too fond of risk. We won’t trade lives for anything, especially not for a piece of information.”

Ahri clenched her jaw. She wasn’t used to having her plans challenged like this. The fact that Raider was right only made it worse. She turned the idea over in her mind to figure out alternatives.

“Fine. Maybe we can pull this off without moving him all the way to White Cross. But he can’t stay in the Garden, otherwise Caleb might hear about it and get suspicious. Especially with Lana being there all the time.”

“And where do you suggest we take him? Because last I checked, we are a little short on Legion strongholds since the attack. When they come with Cursed spears, we won’t be safe no matter how far south we are.”

Before she could come up with anything, Skye intervened.

“They won’t have the Ivy. It’s been days since the attack. Whatever stock they have will have withered already.”

“What are you talking about?” Raider asked.

“The Ivy doesn’t last long after it has been harvested,” Skye replied, throwing a death glare at Raider, before turning to look at her again. His expression softened. “I heard them say it back in Lightbridge, in that stone building.”

“They wouldn’t dare attack a flock without it,” Raider said. “And they don’t seem to have any issue getting more of the damned stuff.”

Ahri paused, listening carefully to the idea that came to her mind. Then she shook her head, and her next words held more excitement than they should for such a gloomy discussion.

“That’s it! We need to go to the Flying Mountains.”

“So you two can turn on us and poison him straight from the source? No.”

“Hear me out. You are right, they won’t attack without the Ivy. And that means Caleb has to harvest some more. The Ivy only grows on the Mountain, right? Gael won’t be unprotected if we are somewhere only dragons can reach. And we can catch Caleb in the act.”

Skye and Raider looked at each other, then at her. It could work. She knew it, and they knew it too. A feeling of hope climbed inside her chest, and she smiled at her partner.

“I can spread the information about Gael’s transport,” Raider interrupted their moment. “No one outside this group will know the truth.”

“What about Lana?” The woman would be devastated. And there was no way she’d believe her husband was a monster if she didn’t see the treason with her own eyes.

“Gael can handle his sister. She’ll be there, but she won’t know why. Not at first.” Raider’s expression suddenly went bitter. “But your lover isn’t above suspicion. This is a ceasefire only. If you can’t prove it’s Caleb, I will do everything in my power to make sure Skye will die instead.”

“He didn’t do it!” Ahri buried her face in her hands. These hard-headed dragons were just impossible to reason with.

Why was she even bothering with this? Yet again, she just wanted to leave it all behind—the Legion, the fight, the frustrations of trying to include them. No plan was perfect, and Skye’s life was too important for her to risk.

“Just be at the Ivy field when the time comes,” Skye broke the silence.

“Skye, we won’t go if they—”

“It’s fine,” he interrupted. She would have pressed on if she didn’t feel his resolve seeping through her.

“Perfect,” Caleb said sarcastically. No one in that room was under any impression this was a friendly conversation. “I’ll set the plan in motion.”

The air dragon left while Ahri was still processing their conversation. She looked at Skye in utter disbelief, hoping his subtle clue to drop the argument had at least an explanation. He took her hands and kissed them before looking into her eyes.

“Your plan will work.”

“Are you serious? I will not bet your life on this plan, Skye. Too much can go wrong.”

“I know. But they won’t get us if it does.”

“Are you saying…?”

“No matter what, we won’t be apart. I’m too selfish to let you go anyway. And I’m faster than they are.”

Ahri flinched. The idea of going from the Legion’s savior to being persecuted for treason was dark. Still, she couldn’t help the spark of excitement that rose inside her at the thought of running away with Skye.




* * *




Ahri looked at the deadly plant that had killed her father. It didn’t seem so cursed as it stood there, green and thriving despite the cold.

But sure enough, if she looked closely, its roots climbed the corpses of the trees it had killed by taking up space and blocking out the sunlight. And as they all stood on top of the Flying Mountains, she hoped her lover wouldn’t meet the same fate as these rotting trunks. She wouldn’t let that happen anyway. Even if it all went wrong, she’d make sure Skye stayed alive.

Gael stood by Raider’s side, not in perfect health, but not as ill as he’d been back at The Garden. The fact that he couldn’t shift into his dragon to reach the peak concerned her more than his still ashen complexion.

But he was not the fire dragon Ahri was worried about at this moment. Lana was mad. The woman was made of care and affection, but right now there was nothing but hatred in her eyes.

“Lana…” she tried again.

“I can’t believe you. I welcomed you into my home. Treated you when you got sick. Allowed you near my daughter!”

Her face was red, and not from pleasant emotions this time. Ahri didn’t think it was smart to remind her she hadn’t actually allowed her near Leah, considering the whole rescue situation.

“I’m sorry, Lana. I know it’s not easy to understand, but Caleb—”

“Don’t you dare say my husband’s name. I don’t know what kind of spell you put on my brother to make him believe this nonsense, but I refuse to listen to it.”

Ahri flinched, and Skye pulled her close to his chest. He was warm, shielding her against the punishing winds of the mountain, but not even that could soothe her. They had used Lana to feed Caleb the false information about Gael’s transport to White Cross.

She wasn’t happy when she’d figured out that was not their actual destination, but it didn’t compare with how furious she’d become once she realized the reason for the lie.

Hadn’t Ahri felt the same when they’d accused Skye? That boiling anger, consuming her in the face of the blunt injustice of the whole situation. But she knew, even if it seemed impossible for her to see this yet, that Lana would understand. When Caleb came to fetch the deadly herbs, she’d know.

“How much longer will we entertain this foolishness?” Lana asked.

It had been hours since the five of them had flown up the mountain, and there was still no sign of the traitor. Ahri fidgeted, looking up to find Skye’s eyes urging for her attention.

“We have to go,” he whispered.

“Just a bit longer. He’ll come.”

“If Raider changes first, we might not be able to flee.”

The air dragon eyed them yet again. Ahri played with her knife, clutching the handle as if the lost memories of her father could bring her some light.

“I don’t want to give up.”

“We won’t. You have the power to lead us back to light. I’m not talking about war and glory, this is about freedom. It’s bigger than the Legion. Bigger than us. We need to stay alive to make it happen.”

“Kye,” she said, not sure what she wanted out of it.

Just then, Gael began to move to her side, limping on his right leg. He was alive, and it was clear that he wanted to see a traitor die even if the trip cost him his life. Ahri squared her shoulders, looking back at Skye with a new resolution. She wouldn’t bet his life on the feeble certainty her ability gave her.

She’d never believed in the concept of God the church preached, nor in the several gods of nature the dragons seemed to believe in. But at this moment, Ahri looked up to the sky and sought guidance and strength. They’d need it from now on.

And right there, a small dot grew bigger and bigger as it approached. Wide wings pushed the dragon up and green scales reflected the light of the suns. And when relief washed over her senses, Skye pointed at the sky.

They all saw the green dragon landing on the other side of the cliff, where he disappeared from view behind a rock formation. Raider growled in anger. Skye dropped his hands to the ground to listen for the sounds of the mountain. And Gael looked at his sister, who was watching her world collapse. He reached for her faster than his injured leg should allow.

Lana didn’t move when her brother touched her arm. She still didn’t when he blocked her line of sight, searching her face for signs of understanding. But when Gael placed his arms around her, her cry of despair tore through the soul of all living things standing at the top of the Flying Mountains.

She dropped to her knees, burying her hands and face in the snow as if she didn’t feel the cold. The white sheet swallowed her sobs, melted ice mingling with her tears.

Gael coaxed her to her feet, gently wrapping his arms around her to guide her through the rough terrain. Ahri could see their pain in each step they took together towards the inevitable tragedy that lay ahead.

Ahri felt the warmth of Skye’s hand in hers as they crossed the mountains to reach the other side. Then, without warning, Ahri stumbled. It could have been the loose rocks beneath her feet, but the pressure in her chest told her a different story.

“What is it?” Skye asked, alerting the others of her situation.

“I don’t know. I don’t want to go there.”

He frowned, looking ahead at the last wall of rocks standing between them and Caleb’s landing spot. Ahri shook her head, trying to clear the gut-wrenching feeling that had climbed up her throat just seconds before. She was not scared. She couldn’t be, not when she had just averted the fate that terrified her the most.

Skye was by her side, alive and holding her with such certainty and purpose that she couldn’t understand why waves of fear kept surging through her. It didn’t matter. She pushed through, forcing her feet forward even though her entire body wanted to run the other way.

And the view that greeted her on the other side was unthinkable beyond any warning her instincts could have given her. Sure enough, Caleb was there, back to his human form and standing with his arms crossed at the edge of the ivy field. But by his side was the very fabric of Ahri’s nightmares.

The scene could have been taken from her childhood memories. Expert hands harvesting herbs, so caring in the way they touched the plants and pulled life from the ground. But this time, Eleanor’s calm demeanor only shattered her daughter’s heart.
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Caleb noticed them first, and he instantly shifted into his dragon, ready to run. He clumsily worked his way up into the air. Skye moved forward, but beside him, Raider snarled, already halfway through a shift.

“Let me.”

The tracker dragon had set his eyes on his prey, and Ahri had no doubt in her mind that he would come back with Caleb in no time. She even wondered if Skye and her would have got out of there alive, had they tried to escape. As Raider flew up in his massive, shimmering glory, she only hoped he brought Caleb back alive. Lana deserved to face him.

Eleanor, on the other hand, didn’t react at all. If not for her complete lack of movement, Ahri might have thought the woman hadn’t noticed them at all.

But there was something about her stillness, about how every muscle in her body seemed to have frozen, that screamed of the same panic reflected in Caleb’s hasty escape. The understanding of breaking glass, just as shattered as Ahri felt.

Ahri would have fallen to her knees if Skye hadn’t held up what was left of her. She found an anchor in his arms and strength in the hard lines of his soul. And when she turned to look at her mother, the sense of betrayal that had always lingered in the back of her mind returned with the rage of a thunderstorm.

“Ahri,” Eleanor began with a shaking voice. Ahri almost didn’t hear her over the whistling mountain wind. “What are you doing here?”

Eleanor finally moved. She crossed the field of poison with trembling steps, moving closer. Ahri couldn’t seem to find her voice. It was stuck in her throat, alongside the pain of unshed tears. Her mother, however, seemed to find strength in her silence, and when she next spoke, her voice was steadier than before.

“You shouldn’t have come. Skye, did you bring her here?”

“Look at me,” Ahri said, probably too low for her mother to hear. Her throat was still hurting, but she wouldn’t let the tears fall. Not for her, not now. She pushed them down and down again, tying her sorrow down in a dark place she would return to later.

Eleanor turned towards the siblings instead, crossing her arms when she spoke.

“Gael, you are still recovering from the Ivy. You must realize how bad it is to come to this field.”

“Look at me!” Ahri screamed. This time, Eleanor did. Alarm crossed her features. As if she finally understood that she wouldn’t play her way out of this on motherly authority and borrowed bravado alone.

“Ahri, you shouldn’t have come here. I’m handling it. You don’t have to worry.”

Skye roared at Ahri’s side, rage mixing and flowing between them, swirling so thick she could almost see it.

“Did you kill my father?” Ahri asked.

“What? Of course not! Is that what you think this is? I’m protecting you, Ahri. As I always have, since the day your father died.”

“By working with the people who killed him?”

“What else could I do? Lose my daughter too?”

“That makes no sense. You joined the Legion again. You sent me to Skye.”

“You are too smart for your own good, Ahri. And so stubborn, I knew I’d have to protect you from yourself. Of course I made plans for if you crossed the Faith. Which you did.”

There it was again, that tone. So patronizing, and yet unmistakably caring at the same time. Ahri couldn’t reconcile those two sides, no matter how much she tried. And yet, as the woman stepped forward again, Ahri retched.

“You spied on the Legion to keep me safe. That is why you didn’t tell me anything. You betrayed us.”

“Don’t presume to understand what a mother would do for her child’s safety, Ahri. I traded your life for information, yes. And we lived in peace for over a decade because of it. I’d make that choice again anytime.”

Ahri raised her hand, stopping her mother in her tracks. She could ask more questions. Demand an explanation. But she knew far too much already, and words became meaningless as she watched her past fall apart. The only person who’d always been there when she’d had nothing else. No one.

Skye blocked her line of sight, holding her face between his hands, looking straight into her crushed soul.

“You are not alone.” His voice was strong and deep, and he pushed his forehead against hers. “She is. Not you. You have me.”

They stood there while time moved around them. Ahri didn’t want to leave the safety of his arms. They kept her from falling to pieces and never getting back up again.

But time only moves forward. Seconds later, the desperate cries of a man pulled them from their trance. Caleb was back on the mountain to face his fate, stripped of everything but his voice, held tight in a dragon’s claws.

Raider could have killed him. Ahri saw his desire to do so as his claws twitched, almost breaking skin. But as Ahri glanced around, she knew there was still too much to be said before Caleb could die.

Raider seemed to understand this, too, and he dropped the man at Lana’s feet. Caleb cowered in fear, trying to get away from them. But Raider pawed his chest, pushing him down against the Ivy leaves.

“Why?” Lana asked.

“Why what?” Caleb feigned ignorance. Raider pushed his paw further on top of the man’s chest.

Caleb looked around, clearly searching for a lifeline amongst the hateful stares. Not even Eleanor spared him a glace, lost in her thoughts. In Caleb’s fearful eyes, Ahri saw his fate. When he spoke next, death was already waiting.

“Lana, can’t you see? I did this for us. Have you seen how much The Garden grew? You have to tell them I did nothing bad. I almost have enough for us to move out of that shack in the forest.”

“Why would we move out of the cabin?”

“You don’t have to pretend to like it. I know you miss your luxuries from before. I see it in your eyes, how much you resent me for not giving you the life your parents did.”

“You sold our daughter to buy a house?” Lana was no longer crying, and now fire burned through her words with such power that Ahri stepped back on instinct.

“No, of course not. That was never the plan. It should have been Alvin! But my sister made him useless, and Eleanor suggested… What else could I do? I had promised them a healing dragon.”

Raider moved away when he saw the look on Lana’s face. Caleb rose from the ground, towering over Lana, but her stance made it clear that he was way out of his depth.

“You sold our daughter!” She punched his chest, then paused, her eyes widening as a new realization dawned upon her. “You insisted I suppressed. Gods, you did it for them, didn’t you? To make sure Leah wouldn’t turn out like me. I could have died! Our daughter-” her voice broke before she couldn’t carry on.

“It was not my idea! Lani, you need to understand…”

“Don’t you dare call me Lani.” She pointed a finger to his face. Lana’s dragon might be suppressed, but the heat of her words was still powerful. Everyone with a sound mind stepped away. Caleb didn’t.

“You won’t let them kill me, will you? I did this for us. To keep The Garden alive and for our da—”

“If you say you did this for our daughter, I swear I will cut your fingers out before I kill you.”

“Kill me? Lani, you wouldn’t do that. Listen, I’m sorry all right? Maybe Leah was a step too far, but they were really insistent after Novak worked out. And I knew the Ivy wouldn’t kill you, Eleanor had the right doses after she…”

Caleb trailed off, but his gaze shifted to Ahri for a split second. That was more than enough for her to understand. Snow melted under Ahri’s feet, and heat licked her body when she looked back at her mother.

“You gave me the Ivy. That is why I got sick.”

“Ahri.” This time, she had the decency to look guilty. “Your ability, it was showing off. You knew Skye was looking for you, for God’s sake. And I gave you Caleb’s blood, so you didn’t feel much pain. He showed me how to protect you.”

Skye tensed by her side, clutching her hands as his anger flowed towards her.

“You suppressed her dragon.” His voice wasn’t human when he spoke.

As the words left his mouth, something shifted in the air. It crackled with power and grew hotter despite the snow. Ahri allowed the rage to consume her, filling her from inside and burning in her chest.

She barely noticed when Skye stepped away. The others soon followed when the visible waves of heat pulsed out of her body. Her eyes changed first, bleeding blue out of the sclera.

Then came her hair, flowing and folding against itself to form spikes on her back. Her skin thickened, and the scales grew in patterns of white across her body. And then she grew and grew and wings sprouted out of her back like curtains of pain, casting a shadow over the terror-stricken eyes of her mother.

Ahri tasted the power. Through her dragon eyes, Eleanor looked like nothing. The fire in her belly urged her to open her jaw, to release the pressure and take her vengeance on the woman that broke her.

But she didn’t. Because this—the violence, the hatred, the revenge—this was not the answer. And the same wisdom that had shone through her suppressed dragon side for years now came back with massive strength, freed from the shackles of the Ivy.

She closed her jaw. Looked deep into the eyes of the woman she could no longer call a mother. And left.

Skye followed her right after, soaring to the sky and finding her in the air. From the ground, she saw Lana picking up the knife that fell from Ahri’s torn clothes to face her husband. White Leaf cut through skin easily, even on Lana’s inexperienced hands. Caleb’s screams of agony didn’t last long.

The siblings climbed Raider’s back, and the air dragon opened his jaw to set the field of Ivy on fire. If she dared believe her gut, this was Raider’s attempt on soothing his own pain. One she couldn’t understand in full yet.

The last thing Ahri saw was Eleanor running away from the fire, alone.
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Leah cried when her mother told her the truth. How could she not? But she was such a strong girl, so fierce and brave and caring, that her first words made Ahri shed a tear too.

“Are you ok, Mummy?”

Lana hugged her baby girl, and in her daughter’s strength, she found her own. Ahri closed her eyes, pushing away the sorrow. It hurt to see them like that. The motherly tenderness, and the unwavering love. But then, the small earth dragon tackled her with a hug of her own, and Ahri welcomed her into her arms. They would get through it, she knew.

All the other dragons who gathered in The Garden knew it too. When Gael called for a meeting, many didn’t believe at first. But Ahri’s white dragon had flown over Exile Lands, calling all the Legion to witness the new era. And they had come.

Leah tilted her body away from Ahri and towards the door just seconds before a boy’s voice called her from outside the room. “Leah?”

“Novak,” she called back. “Mum?”

“It’s all right, you can go. I’ll be out in a bit, ok?”

The girl nodded, and her mother wiped her tears before she left the room. Ahri looked at the door, feeling something there she didn’t quite understand yet. A future, her instincts told her.

Lana took her hands, digging Ahri from loose thoughts.

“I’m sorry I doubted you. You are a blessing from the gods, and blessings always come with a bit of pain. Balance, isn’t it? Thank you, anyway.”

“I wish it didn’t have to hurt this much.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“You want to know why I let her go, don’t you?” The other woman nodded. “Why did you kill Caleb?”

“Because he deserved it.”

“Eleanor deserved it too. But that’s not why you killed him.”

Lana paused. Her eyes wandered, lost in the green walls of the room and the toys that adorned the top shelves.

“I killed him so he would never hurt my daughter again.”

“Eleanor thought she was doing the same. There were things she said about what happened when my father died that I hadn’t paid attention to. His death broke something in her. I can see it now. How she isolated me from everything so I wouldn’t be harmed. She didn’t tell me about Hans or the dragons so I wouldn’t look for you. But she also taught me to hate the Faith so I wouldn’t seek them when I needed answers.”

“I’m so sorry she did this to you. But it doesn’t…”

“It doesn’t answer your question. I know, I’m sorry. It’s just hard to talk about this. Especially when Skye is lurking behind the door worrying about my feelings.”

The door clicked open the next second, and her dragon strode towards her with a sheepish smile.

“I missed you,” Skye said, wrapping his hands around her body and resting his face against the crook of her neck.

Ahri softened against his embrace, but held Lana’s stare as she prepared for the answer.

“I could tell you I left her behind because I know she has no power left to harm us. She has nothing to offer the Faith now, and they can’t give her what she wants. The Faith will hunt us down until the end, no matter what deal she tried to strike.”

“But that’s not the real reason,” Lana said.

“No. The real reason is selfish, and if I were a better person, I wouldn’t have done it. But maybe our dragons bring out who we really are, after all. Beneath the version of us we choose to show the world. I left her there because there are worse things than death.”

“Like being alone,” Skye murmured.

Lana nodded, taking a streak of Ahri’s white hair in her hands.

“We are stronger than the people who betrayed us. You’ll make a fine leader for us, Ahri. My brother wouldn’t hand over the Legion to anyone else.”

Lana left the room to join her brother in front of the crowd. Ahri stayed behind with Skye for a while longer, gathering the strength to face the Legion.

“You are sad,” he said, turning Ahri towards him and caressing her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, I know this is important for you, too. Don’t think I’m not happy for you. It’s past time they welcome you back.”

“I don’t care about them. If you want to run away now, we can.”

“I don’t. I want to stay, and fight.”

“Then I will train them and make them worthy of your leadership.”

“I don’t know, Skye…”

“I know. Look at me. I know for the both of us. You will make our path forward from now on.”

“How can you be so sure? Even I’m not—”

Skye kissed her lips, and then her forehead. When he stopped, the pressure of his gaze returned. She couldn’t understand how she lived so long without its grounding, loving presence.

“I remembered the first time you used your gift.”

“You did?”

“After I kept you from falling out of the cave, I told you I’d always protect you. You looked at me with eyes far wiser than a four-year-old should ever have, and your sweet little voice dropped low before you spoke.”

“What did I say?”

“We are bound to save each other. You will come if I’m lost, I will come if you drown.”

She smiled and peeked outside the window to find the second sun dipping into the horizon. It was time. Ahri looked back at Skye, finding anchor in his dark eyes. They were two halves of the same soul, two pieces stringed together in the very fabric of the earth. There was nothing they couldn’t do together.




THE END
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