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            LUCA

          

          MANY EONS AGO

        

      

    

    
      “The keeper is dead.” The words tasted like ash in my mouth, like the ash falling from the sky, blanketing the city in a haze of gray. Fire consumed Kazan, and Mount Gadrum would erupt at any moment. That was always the way the great city of Doragune died: in an avalanche of lava with the screams of children drowning in molten hot waves.

      I stood with my sisters in the mists of Mount Sadrue, watching the destruction of prophecy play out below. We’d been here before, countless times. It was no less devastating than the first, at least for me.

      I sank to my knees as the dragons circled overhead, their roars of despair and anger punctuated with blasts of dragonfire—a mourning song for their fallen champion. My fallen champion. They were all dead now, the champions of Doragune. All that remained was for the survivors to rebuild on the ashes of their once mighty kingdom.

      It happened every time. The survivors were few but resilient. They would carry on in the remarkable way humans did.

      “Etorri ene laztana,” Pandora called to her dragons, her darlings, these fierce and mighty creatures. “It is time to rest. The next prophecy will be upon us soon. We must retire to the mountains until we are needed again.” She swayed unsteadily on her feet.

      My sister’s calm was deceptive. Chaos thundered inside her, her eyes full of pain from the sheer number of souls drifting within her own spirit. She was a bundle of emotion, ready to burst as she took in all those wayward souls lost to the destruction below.

      “Go, sister. Find your peace with their end.”

      “How can this be their end when they have nowhere to go but with me?” She turned tormented eyes on me, so full of grief that I didn’t know how she could bear it.

      “One day, we will find a way to end this. All of it.” I tore my gaze from hers. Until then, I would punish myself here on this mountainside until the bitter end.

      With a whisper in the wind, Pandora turned, walking away from me, from us. Her dragons followed. I wouldn’t see my sister again for a while—not until Sheema’s prophecy began to unfold. Pandora preferred the human realm to Einen. It made her feel close to her beloved. Our world brought her nothing but painful reminders. She would retreat into her sacred mountains until nothing remained of Doragune but her and her dragons.

      “Such a shame.”

      I closed my eyes at the sound of Death’s voice. My elder sister.

      “Not now, Andi.” I hung my head where I sat, overlooking the devastation. The city was gone now, buried under the river of lava. The screams had finally ended. Only the jagged peak of Mount Gadrum remained, belching ash and smoke into the sky. “No need to kick me when I’m down.”

      “We are all down.” Andi sat beside me.

      I snorted a laugh. “This is exactly what you wanted. You always manage to dance on the graves of every kingdom when it collapses.”

      “I am Death, Luca. Their end gives me strength.” She sat quietly for a moment, this Moirai of Death. I could feel the power raging inside her. She would be unstoppable with the demise of all of Doragune coursing through her veins. It would make her that much more of a formidable foe in Sheema.

      “Do you think it will ever end?” I stared out at the once-beautiful desert lands surrounding Mount Gadrum. It was now a blackened wasteland, and would be for many years to come. Eventually, the survivors would return to rebuild their city on the grave of countless versions of Kazan. It would look a little different, but the people would be the same. They would have the same fighting spirit, and I would come to admire them until the cycle returned to claim them as well.

      “Why do you put yourself through it, Luca?” Andi asked, an uncharacteristic note of sympathy in her voice.

      “I am Fate. It is who I am. I will always fight with them.”

      “To what end?”

      “There has to be an end. I can’t keep this up if there is no hope of an end.”

      She stood, her shadows billowing around her like a cloak of protection, a barrier between her and the suffering we’d witnessed today. “Come home soon, brother. Build your temple in the valley and enjoy what small corner of Einen we still have. Let yourself forget for a time. Let Sheema and all the others rot.”

      “Don’t you think we’ve done enough forgetting in our long lives?” I turned to her with so much torment in my soul that she lowered her gaze from mine.

      “Perhaps. But to linger in sadness and grief over things we cannot hope to change will do none of us any good.” With that, my sister turned into her shadows and faded from this world.

      One more sister. I waited impatiently for her to arrive. Then, maybe I could have the quiet I yearned for—the space to mourn the fate of my friends. Such an ironic need for Fate himself. I saw it all coming. I always see it. And yet, there is nothing I can do to make a difference.

      Perhaps if I could remember…

      “Brother.” My eldest sister made her appearance. Her childlike voice hinted at memories that were just out of my reach.

      “Clio.” The Moirai of Life. Her touch was like that of a ghost as she leaned on me for support. “Sit, sister. I know how weak you are from so much death.” I offered her my hand.

      Cliodona knelt carefully at my side, her pale blond hair hanging limp down her back. She looked so tired. Tired of all the death and destruction. “Did you know the mountain weeps every time, before it too dies? The very dirt beneath our feet dies, and I feel it in my soul.”

      “Yet, you show little sympathy for the humans.”

      “I stayed with my champion until she was no more. They will write songs about her bravery and determination.”

      “And they will forget us.”

      “They always do.” Her voice seemed to fade as her head drooped.

      “Do you need me to take you home?”

      “No.” She rested a waif-like hand on my shoulder. “I have the strength to make my way home to rest. My time will come.” She gazed out across the scarred land under the heavy dark clouds. “New life will spring forth, and then I will be as strong as our sister. For a time.”

      “And then, it will all start again.”

      “Don’t think about that now, brother. Don’t gaze so far ahead. That way lies madness. Look to tomorrow and our homecoming. To the reprieve we will have until we are called to Sheema.”

      “Sheema.” I nodded. It would not be long until the next prophecy of this cycle was upon us. And those that came after. It was only just getting started, and I was already weary. Tired of the hope and the failures. Of watching the champions fight against the inevitable. Of watching them die at the hands of a fate I’d written for them so long ago I couldn’t even remember doing it.

      “Come home soon, Luca. Think of how pretty Einen is at this time of year.” Clio stood, stumbling with weariness as she closed her eyes and faded from this world.

      “Einen.” That was where it all began. So many lifetimes ago. And so much loss since then. I leaned forward and plucked a withering flower from a crag in the rocky mountainside. Perhaps the last flower in Doragune. I pressed it to my lips, whispering a prayer to the prophet Ekisha for strength.

      The mountain rumbled beneath my feet. Gadrum would likely erupt again, and soon, all would be buried beneath the lava, but the heat would destroy Mount Sadrue, drying up its lakes and waterfalls until the twin mountains were blackened rocks jutting from the desert. It could take a century or more for life to return, but it always did.

      “Why can’t I remember?” I shouted at the horizon, no one left alive for miles around to hear me. It was all right there, the memories, locked away in the chamber of my mind.

      We had favorite memories of our childhoods. Memories of our parents and the crowns they once wore. Of an Einen filled with Moirai. And then a void of nothing. Just one horrific image we all shared of waking up with our world destroyed. All of Einen and its people petrified to stone, save for us and one small valley. With no explanation for how or why it occurred.

      And the book had been taken.

      I reached to pick up the book from the ground beside me. Brushing the ash from the pristine cover, I stood. I had a new keeper to find. She was out there now, fighting for her life, but she would make it. She had been trained for what came next. She would be expecting me. And she had much to learn before we could tackle Sheema together.

      I paged through the book that brought me nothing but pain. Physical pain from its touch, and a hopelessness I could hardly fathom.

      Written in my own hand, the words appeared on the page.

      A prince of the song

      Love misplaced, where it doesn't belong.

      Should it persist and refuse to flee,

      A kingdom will sink beneath the sea.

      There had to be a way to defeat the prophecies and end the suffering. Someday, I would meet the keeper and the champions who could help me restore the kingdoms. I would see it all end or perish trying.

      With that, I stepped into the void and returned to Einen with my sisters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            ODESSA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Raise the gate at once!” the Satru soldier barked orders to the men barring my way into the citadel.

      The ride south to Dusamana had been long, and I was weary. Eager for a comfortable bed and a few moments alone to gather my wits.

      “On whose orders?” The guard stood his ground and refused to raise the gate.

      “Master Arlan’s,” my escort shouted in reply. I shoved past him, my patience worn thin from battle and the loss of my sister and her dragons. I would not play this game of "who’s in charge" for one more moment.

      “Open the gate for your future empress.” I lifted my hood to reveal my face, streaked with sweat and dirt from two days on the road.

      The guards jumped to obey my orders despite their grumblings about following no princess or king. They still spoke boldly of how the Satru bowed to no one, but when faced with my direct orders, none were brave enough to disobey.

      As the gates began to rise, the soldiers who had traveled as my guard dispersed.

      “What of them, your Highness?” The bald man who had said little since Arlan ordered him to escort me back to Dusamana shifted uneasily on his feet.

      “They are very valuable prisoners.” I lifted my gaze to meet his. “My prisoners. Take them to your dungeons and see they are given food and a place to sleep. Nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing, is to be done with them without my direct orders.”

      “Yes, your Highness.” The man spoke my title with little reverence, but he would not risk Arlan’s wrath. And for the moment, Arlan was on my side. I didn’t expect it to last now that the keeper was in my grasp.

      I watched as the soldiers led Gideon and Zak away. Both tried to plead with me with their eyes, as though the woman they cared for might save them.

      It’s only a matter of time before Arlan finds out I have the keeper. Yet, I couldn’t seem to tell him. She wouldn’t let me.

      A tremble swept through me, and I fisted my hands at my sides.

      “Your Highness.” A young pageboy scurried up to me. “Master Arlan has had new rooms prepared for your stay.”

      I turned from him without a word. He ran to keep up with my longer stride across the wide bridge spanning the mountain gorge below. The sight never failed to give me pause and a desire to linger at the beautiful view, but I needed to retire.

      “He thinks you’ll be more comfortable in rooms befitting a young woman.”

      The promise of solitude was the only thing driving me now. The only reason I didn’t send the boy running for his master.

      “I will continue to reside in Master Arlan’s chambers. If he likes these new rooms so much, he can stay there himself.” I snatched the worn leather gloves from my hands. Thoughts of a warm bath and a hot meal spurred me forward into the darkness of the cold citadel.

      The fortress was my home now. It was time Master Arlan learned his place within my household.

      A smirk lifted the corner of my mouth. But that could wait for one more night at least.

      “Your Highness, please.” The boy’s voice went up an octave. “The master will have my hide if I don’t escort you to your new rooms.”

      “You may escort me to my old rooms, and I won’t have your eyes plucked from your skull for my breakfast.” I paused to give the boy a menacing glare. “Understood?”

      “Yes, your Highness.” He dropped his gaze with an audible gulp and charged ahead to lead the way to Master Arlan’s rooms.

      If only the rest of the world would fall in line so easily. Especially her. I sucked in a breath; the ironclad control I’d had these last weeks was getting harder and harder to maintain.

      Silence. I needed silence and a moment to breathe on my own without the weight of her will crashing into mine.

      “What is your name, boy?” I stopped at the double doors to my rooms.

      “Milo, your Highness.” He dipped his head in a quick bow befitting a lady in her country home, but he would learn quickly.

      “I will have a hot bath and take supper in my rooms.”

      “Yes, your Highness.” He nodded and turned to flee my presence.

      The maids had been busy cleaning my rooms in an attempt to restore them to Master Arlan’s preferences. But no matter. I would have them undo all their hard work soon.

      Closing the door softly behind me, I stumbled as I crossed the room to the pristine desk, cleared of the clutter I’d left in my wake.

      “Why are you so stubborn?” I gasped for breath. She’d given in to me when she wanted the power.

      I will have control, the desperate voice whispered inside me.

      I lifted my gaze to the mirror on the opposite wall, staring at my reflection. Or rather hers. Truly, it was mine now, no matter how much she might protest.

      A sneer lit my face as I pushed her back into the depths of my mind. Poor Odessa. She thought she could still fight the shadow crown and win.

      “You can come out now.” I turned from the mirror, tamping down the look of desperation in my eyes as I focused on the shadows across the room.

      “Odessa.” The sound of my name swept around me like an embrace as the shadows began to move. Andi stepped into the room, her darkness flowing like a voluminous skirt around her.

      “Andi,” I murmured her name like a prayer.

      “Darling, I am so sorry you failed in your attempts against your sister.” She sauntered across the room, her red lips pouting. “But you weren’t ready. You aren’t strong enough to defeat her yet. We must work harder, and you will come into the fullness of your power soon enough. Then, we will strike again.”

      A bath had been at the forefront of my mind, but it could wait. As she became solid flesh and blood, determined to undermine me and treat me as an unruly child, I took her face into my hands and kissed her roughly, letting the rage of a battle lost flow through my veins.

      Andi wrenched away from me, surprise in her dark, swirling eyes. She licked a bead of blood from her lip, and then her hands were on me, and my control shattered.
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        * * *

      

      She was a little too close to the surface when I woke up in Andi’s arms, feeling rested and relaxed. It didn’t take much to press her firmly to the back of my mind, where she was quiet and subdued—as she should be.

      There was no turning back for her now.

      “Last night was beautiful,” Andi purred in my ear as I gave a languid stretch of my sated body.

      “Indeed, it was.” I let out a satisfied sigh. “If only we could stay in this bed all day.”

      She burrowed under the covers at my side and threw an arm around my waist. “That sounds like an excellent plan. I’ll call for the maid to bring us breakfast in bed, and we’ll make good use of this chamber for the whole day.”

      “Would that I could.” I moved to the edge of the bed, ready to fling the covers aside. “There is much to do now that we are back in Dusamana.”

      “Oh, let the Satru go about their business.” Andi scooted her naked body closer, trying to tempt me back into the bed with her.

      “They must not be given free rein.” I pushed her away and reached for the silk robe I’d discarded in the night after I finally had my hot bath and a late supper. “Arlan must be put in his place.”

      “He’s in his place right now.” She pouted, leaning back against the headboard.

      “What do you mean?” I cinched the belt at my waist, my mind on a thousand other things, not the least of which was getting Andi out of my hair for the afternoon.

      “He’s gathered his leading men around his table as we speak.” She gave a delicate shrug of her shoulders. “He will plan his next moves, and we will plan ours. We’ve no need of him any longer.”

      “No need?” I shot her a lethal look over my shoulder as I marched for the bedroom door to call my lady’s maid to help me dress quickly. “I have need of his army. Or have you forgotten my sister is still on my throne?”

      “Your father’s throne, you mean?” She gave me wide innocent eyes.

      “My father is a shell of a man. But he will hold my seat for the time being. Samara’s days are numbered, and I will need Arlan’s pitiful army to see it through.”

      “Your Highness?” The maid bobbed a curtsy, her eyes cast downward.

      “Dress me. Quickly.” I darted another look at Andi, and with a smirk, she faded into her shadows with a wave of her slender fingers.

      The maid was near tears by the time she managed to get me dressed in my battle leathers and my hair braided to my satisfaction.

      I shouted for the pageboy, Milo, resting a hand on the pommel of my sword at my hip. “Take me to your master’s meeting hall.” I slammed the chamber doors behind me. “And be quick about it.”

      “M-meeting hall?” His voice trembled. “The master won’t like being interrupted. He is meeting with his lords and their lieutenants.”

      “Take me there at once. I will not ask again.”

      Milo nodded, his eyes glazed with fear as he darted down the hall. “Follow me, Princess.”

      The boy was quick this morning, and I matched his stride along the wide, stark corridors of the citadel. It wasn’t a palace by any means, but I would make it so while I was here. In a matter of moments, it would be all mine.

      And then, the dragons. Yes, the dragons. I agreed with the shadow crown. The dragons were said to be the key to defeating an opposing champion. Until my sister and I came to a head, I could still sway them to my side. I just had to figure out how.

      And I couldn’t do that without a show of force behind me. The dragons respected power. And right now, they believed Mara had the power of Teitora behind her.

      Not for long.

      “Here.” The pageboy halted at an unassuming door. “They are in session.”

      “Very good.” I nodded, dismissing him. “See to my chambers while I am away. Have my furniture moved back to how I had it before, and see to it that I have at least two more maids added to my household by this evening. Surely there’s a noblewoman in Dusamana somewhere with a trained lady’s maid to spare. I expect my household to be settled to my standards immediately.”

      “Y-yes, your—Highness.” Milo dipped into a bow and backed away, eager to escape any more orders.

      Without knocking, I entered the room as though it were my throne room. A dozen men were seated at a long, narrow table with Arlan at its head. “Good morning, gentlemen.” I moved into the light. “We have much to discuss this morning.” I quickly studied the map of the empire laid out across the table and the most notable gentlemen in the room.

      “Your Highness.” Arlan stood, a patronizing smile on his face. “I trust you have rested well.”

      “And I trust you have gathered these men to discuss our next moves.”

      “Princess,” still with that patronizing smile, “we have given you assistance and will continue to give you shelter, but I’m afraid—” The words died in his throat as I drew my sword from its scabbard.

      A dozen men sat in frozen shock as they watched my sword slice through their master from throat to chest, leaving him to gasp out his final breath on the floor at my feet.

      Silence fell as the lords and lieutenants of the Satru forces gaped in horror.

      With a grimace, I kicked Arlan’s body aside and took his seat.

      “Now then. Does anyone else have something to say about not heeding the orders of your future queen and empress?”

      “Madam,” an old, withered man stood, scraping back his chair as he sputtered, “the Satru bow to no king, queen, or empress.”

      “You will do as I say, soldier.” I leveled a malevolent gaze in his direction. “Or you will join your master on the floor.”

      “With all due respect for your station,” another lieutenant began to speak, “our numbers are small and our goals no longer align with yours.”

      “They align, my dear lieutenants.” I leaned back against Arlan’s seat, still warm from his body. “They align because I have the keeper under my protection. And there is no other player of prophecy the Satru crave more than the keeper himself.”

      Shocked murmurs swept the room as, one by one, their rapt attention turned to me.

      “That is what I thought.” I stood to tower over them so the message was clear.

      “I am Odessa Chrysos, Princess of Doragune and heir of Teitora. And now, Master of the Satru from this moment forward. As long as I am in charge, I will fight for the Satru and embrace their ways. I will give you the keeper. And I vow to kill my sister myself and any other key player in the prophecies. I vow to end this cycle before it takes root across the empire. And I will lend my influence beyond the borders of Doragune should you wish to pursue the players of the Sheema Prophecy in the future without hindrance from the crown. But the armies of the Satru and every man in this room will be under my command. For as long as we are aligned.”
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            SAMARA

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness was no friend.

      I’d learned that a long time ago. These caves should feel familiar, like an old ally come back to life after the destruction of Jinpoli. But that felt like another lifetime.

      Instead, they were cold. And damp. And … I couldn’t see.

      But I knew where I was, knew the dark shapes taking up the space where shadows should reign supreme. Beasts, some would call them. Terrifying creatures of myth and histories so ancient they were only written on the oldest, most precious scrolls. And they were my … Allies?

      As I came to, flashes of battle flickered in my mind. So many wounded and killed, parts of the city turned to crumbling ash. Him. She had him. Gideon. Them, really. She now had Zak too. The two most important people in my life and my sister would use them against me at the first opportunity.

      But it was my sister who wouldn’t leave my head, the way her eyes darkened and I no longer saw the girl I’d barely known, the one who wanted to sneak off to the mountains in search of magic, looking for the very dragons who watched over me now. Something was different, some part of her gone.

      What was I doing here in the mountains while the prophecy rolled forward, threatening to crush every person I loved? It had already taken Cyril when this whole mess began. What more did it want from me?

      Everything.

      Someone crouched at my side, his golden eyes assessing. They were the only part of him I could see, but I knew it was one of Pandora’s chosen—half-dragon, half-human creatures who were cursed to live in the in-between and serve as protectors. They weren’t so different from Odessa’s chosen, except for the scales scattered along their skin and the wings sprouted from their spines.

      Are you injured?

      I wasn’t sure how, but I knew he hadn’t spoken those words aloud. Like the dragons communicated, the words penetrated the shield of my mind, and I felt them, understood them.

      I shook my head before realizing he may not be able to see the gesture. “I can’t see.”

      And then, his gaze was gone and the heat traveling along my skin eased, but only for an instant. Fire raged overhead in quick short bursts until a trail of age-old torches in tarnished silver sconces lit along the pillars.

      The cavern came alive then, transforming from a place of unending darkness to one full of ribbed wings, silvery scaled faces. And me, surrounded by the oldest form of chosen that existed. Was this where Teitora’s tradition began? With a Moirai custom?

      They still wore little clothing, muscles rippling with the flat, overlaying pattern of their subtle scales that seemed more like skin in certain light. There was no need for armor or weapons when one wore their danger for all to see.

      Danger. It should have struck fear to my heart seeing those before me, but instead, there was only a wall of irritation. I scrambled to my feet, eyes searching for the entrance to the cavern past the large bodies. Would they let me leave?

      “You shouldn’t have brought me here,” I said to the crowd filling the space in front of me from dusty floor to stone overhang. “We were winning.”

      The chosen who hadn’t left my side, shifted his eyes to the ground. “Protect the champion.”

      “Protect the … oh prophecy, not you all too.” Luca and Pandora had claimed me as their champion, said I had some special quality that would end these cycles where everyone before me had failed. It didn’t matter whether I believed them or not, only that they did. “Did they order you to take me from the battle?” I faced the chosen, but none met my gaze. “What happened? Where are my friends?” Gideon. A spike of fear and anguish shot through me. I had to know if he was okay.

      There was movement near the wide entrance, another dragon arriving, one I recognized. “You,” I growled, shoving past the chosen. I dodged lowered snouts and restless tails as I made my way to where Xyla stood, head lifted in eager reception.

      It dawned on me that I was approaching a dragon like they were nothing to be feared, when in fact, she could kill me before I took another step. Yet, I didn’t stop.

      “You took me away from them.” I planted my feet in front of her, crossing my weary arms. To tell the truth, my entire body was sore, like I hadn’t rested in weeks.

      Large, soft golden eyes met mine, and she bent forward to nudge me with her warm nose. My entire body froze. So, she did it again.

      When I was little, Mrs. Sato took care of a dog found in the lower caves of Jinpoli. He’d had messy golden hair and warm brown eyes and had constantly needed reassurance. Pets here, treats there. Sniffing everywhere.

      It was the only reason I recognized the behavior in Xyla. “Are you smelling me?”

      Sweet, heated breath blew across my face. Breath that could carry fire and death. Yet, I didn’t fear her, didn’t worry she would hurt me. There was something … innocent about these deadly beasts. Endearing even.

      “Smell is how a dragon makes sense of their world.” The voice behind me made me nearly jump right into Xyla’s bared teeth.

      Pandora stepped up to my side, reaching for her old friend. “Come now, sweets. Don’t be that way.”

      “I don’t think she likes you.” I shouldn’t have been surprised by her presence, this was her home for the last thousand years, after all.

      The next words were only in my head. She lacks respect. Ask her what happened in the last cycle.

      I did not, in fact, ask the Moirai why her dragons no longer remained connected to her.

      Pandora blew out a frustrated breath. “They do not speak to me. Galethaw!”

      The chosen who’d spoken to me stepped forward, his eyes on her. Their silence stretched, but they must have been communicating because Galethaw stepped between us and Xyla, ushering her back. The others followed, leaving me alone with Pandora.

      I whipped toward her. “Tell me what has happened.”

      She waved the words away. “Not important. That was only the beginning.” She tried to walk away, but I grabbed her arm.

      “Not important? Those were my friends, my⁠—”

      “Lover? Yes, well, this is no time for lovers and friends. You will lose much more before this is over.”

      “Lose? Are they⁠—”

      “Dead? As I said, that is not important.” She pulled out of my grasp, a laugh barking out of her. Sometimes, it was easy to forget the chaos Pandora represented. At times, she appeared almost human and then her true colors would show.

      She looked at me, really looked, and I could see the torment swirling in her eyes, the souls inside her that unleashed havoc on her senses.

      “Don’t you dare laugh.” I went after her, keeping my hands to myself this time.

      “My dear champion, do you not see? The princess … er … other princess attacked before she was ready. The shadow crown now holds her within its grasp, but she does not own its power yet. This is good news.”

      “Good news?” I growled. Was that what brought on this battle? Odessa finally gave in to the magic of her crown? I touched my temples, feeling the thorns of my own crown and the hold they had on me even on this side of the kingdom. Yet, the crown of thorns was one of sacrifice, of suffering and triumph. Not evil. At least, it didn’t feel evil, though it was demanding. What must it be like for that kind of darkness to seep into one’s soul so beyond their control?

      Pandora clapped her hands, the sound echoing off the vaulted ceiling. “Yes, it’s beautiful. The Satru are scrambling; Odessa is no longer in control of herself. Good can defeat evil, my dear. It is much easier this way.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Of course it does.”

      “Then, why am I here?” I didn’t know what time of day it was, but the battle must have been yesterday. “We have work to do.”

      A growl came from behind us, and I looked over my shoulder to see Xyla closing in. The chosen stepped between her and us again.

      “She will not let you leave.” Pandora sighed. “That is a problem.”

      “Won’t let me? Why can’t you tell them to—” Another growl.

      And a tinkling laugh. Pandora grinned, her high cheekbones glowing in the torchlight. “A dragon obeys no one save their alpha, which happens to be Xyla. They merely share a sort of … connection with you and me. An affectionate allegiance of sorts.”

      Another growl. This one held a hint of annoyance behind it.

      “Okay, maybe not me any longer.” She frowned, eyes flicking to Xyla. “A fact we will discuss another time.” Attention shifting back to me, she reached for my hand. “In order to utilize their power, you must first understand them.”

      “Under—” The cave disappeared, and I blinked, trying to clear the fog from my mind. Pandora’s hand in mine was the only sensation I felt. Not the heat from the lava river running right through the center of the city before us. Not the rain that sizzled where it hit the ground. I wasn’t sure where we stood, couldn’t catch my bearings enough to recognize the scene.

      A castle sat high on a hill, a beautiful marble structure that held none of the foreboding of the city at its feet. It was like two separate worlds, one of suffering and another of immeasurable pleasure.

      I wasn’t sure how, but it came to me, where we were. Kazan. That was the city of the King of Doragune, the Emperor of Teitora. And it was burning.

      Then, we were lower, our feet crashing against the masonry as we sprinted down the street, ramshackle buildings on either side of us. Pandora’s grip never left mine, but it tightened, turned to her holding on to me instead of leading me. I recognized the change in her. Fear.

      This was the last cycle. The beginning of a series of events that ended in a powerful Moirai descending into a thousand-year slumber.

      Citizens of Doragune peered out their windows before slamming them shut as soldiers marched into alleyways, dragging stragglers into the streets and launching them into the molten river.

      Their screams echoed in the silence of my mind.

      Heavy thrumming raced through the sky, like the beat of a thousand drums. I looked up into a hoard of dragons soaring in to join the fight.

      Our scenery changed again, and we were inside the palace where the fires had spread. Two girls, no older than me and Odessa faced off against each other. One had a familiar dark-haired beauty at her back.

      “Andromeda,” I hissed. Yet, the girl she supported didn’t show signs of the darkness like Odessa did. Instead, I felt a kinship with her. Andromeda allied herself with the crown of thorns this time.

      The door burst from the wall in a spray of splinters, taking the frame and half the marble surrounding it along with it, revealing a very angry Xyla. She swiped her tail toward the girl with Andi, but the champion lunged out of the way. She slammed into the ground and lay there unmoving.

      One beat. Two.

      The other, who must have been her sister if she was the other champion, approached. Lifting a foot, she nudged the body, trying to turn it over, realizing her mistake only seconds before Andi’s champion sprang into a crouch, driving a sword right through her sister’s heart.

      I stopped breathing then as a collective howl from the dragons reverberated through me.

      Their pain was unmistakable, inescapable.

      Marble crashed around us. They were bringing the palace down. Yet, Pandora didn’t move, her eyes fixed on Xyla as the dragon reared up on her back legs, a piercing sound echoing among the devastation.

      Fire ravaged our surroundings, erupting from Xyla in a fit of rage and agony. It came straight for us, and I closed my eyes against the tears choking me, waited for the end.
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      Sweat pooled on my skin from the blast of fire, mingling with my own tears as I opened my eyes to find myself once again in Pandora’s cavern surrounded by her chosen.

      I released a sob, pulling my hand from hers as I fell to my knees. Their pain was still inside me, threatening to drag me into its current. “It was so different, but …” The words died on my tongue. Kazan looked like an entirely different city, but it felt the same. Sure, the streets were laid out in a confusing pattern, but the heat was familiar and not something I’d soon forget. The steam erupting from vents along the roads.

      The castle had been much grander then, but it was in the same place, high above the greatest dangers. Except the volcanic activity wasn’t the biggest danger to the kingdom. No, that was my existence.

      I choked on the taste of ash, looking into my palms to find nothing there but my own saliva.

      Pandora’s gait was unsteady as she walked to the stone steps leading into the ruins of her temple and lowered herself to sit. Even Chaos wasn’t unaffected by such sights.

      “Is that what it will look like?” I asked. “As this prophecy ends?” The kingdom destroyed, the people dying. Fighting till the end?

      She sighed, rubbing a hand over her face. “It is never the same. I cannot count the number of cycles I have seen destroy this world, and it always looks different. But that agony … we choose champions, me and my siblings, but it never really mattered who won when the outcome was always the same. Not until now.”

      “Why now?”

      She paused. “That champion Xyla tried to protect … she could not communicate with them. In fact, none of those they side with ever have. Only me. It is why our connection has remained. But now there is you. I’ve never seen them ally with a champion so … fully.”

      “But why me?” I was just a girl who grew up among the brotherhood, meant to protect the keeper. He was important, not me.

      “That is a question for the dragons. They choose when to make themselves heard.”

      “I can’t stay here. It doesn’t matter what happened to their last champion. Or whether or not they think I’m ready to face my sister. There are people out there that I care about who are in danger.”

      She shrugged. “Not even I can get you out of here if they choose to protect you. You don’t belong to me.”

      “I don’t belong to anyone.”

      She grinned crookedly, and I was reminded again of the insanity within her. “That’s where you’re wrong, champion. You belong to the prophecy. Like it or not, you are a key player. Perhaps the key player.”

      I couldn’t take this any longer. Gideon and Zak needed me. Dimitri, Angel, Maya, Luca. Even my father.

      Straightening my shoulders, I strode toward the opening. A large, red body blocked my way.

      “Move,” I commanded.

      Xyla stayed where she was.

      “If you truly want to protect me, protect the people I care about.” I lifted my steely gaze to her softer one. It was almost like there was an apology in their depths. I tried to dart around her, but a smaller orange dragon blocked my path. I crashed into its front leg, rebounding back onto the ground with a growl.

      “You can’t keep me here,” I yelled. “I’m not your prisoner.”

      Protect the champion, Xyla’s voice purred in my head in her odd Drakon tongue.

      The orange guy in front of me echoed the statement.

      “No.” My scream seemed to go on forever after the sound left my lips. “Let the champion protect her kingdom.” And my kingdom was the people in it.

      More dragons crowded into the cavern, advancing toward me. I took several quick steps back, colliding with the chosen behind me. I turned into his arms, shoving at his chest until he released me. “Don’t touch me.”

      Unlike the beasts behind me, he flinched at my tone. Maybe the human side of him was more present than I suspected.

      “Gale.” Giving him a nickname was a start. “You have to convince them to let me go. The battle …” I didn’t even know how it ended. If I was still here, it most likely meant Odessa was alive. Why else would they keep me trapped for protection?

      Gale backed away and bowed. “Falo mai daraja.” This time, he spoke the words aloud. An obedience the dragons did not share. Honorable liege.

      I reached for him, letting my palm slide against his scaled cheek and forced him out of his bow. “Taimake ni.” Help me. “Ama hina.” Please.

      Something in his face softened, a knowledge that I needed him, that I needed them. Pandora’s chosen. Odessa’s guards didn’t truly belong to me. They’d gotten me through subterfuge and lies. But these men and women and the dragons inside them, they chose me. Chosen was such an odd word. One-sided. Odessa’s guards were selected by the kingdom, given no other options. As I assume these chosen were when they were mere dragons at Pandora’s side.

      But for me, they were something else. I didn’t choose them; they didn’t fully choose me. We were connected. “Waliyyai.” Guardians.

      Gale’s spine snapped straight, his wings stretched out behind him. The others followed suit as they stepped around me, shielding me from our allies, who would lock me away to keep me safe.

      They approached Xyla, drawing her attention and the attention of every other beast in the chamber.

      And I ran. Through the reddish legs, around a thick yellow tail that twitched anxiously like a dog’s. Xyla roared. Gale echoed the sound, all human traces gone from his voice.

      Waliyyai indeed.

      I was almost there when pain seared along the side of my face from singed brow to collarbone. The scream died in my throat as I stumbled forward, my palms scraping aginst the rough stone floor.

      Then, three things happened at once. Gale led a charge against the dragon who’d burned me. Xyla made guttural sounds that had the other dragons falling back, most of them leaving the cavern altogether.

      And Pandora laughed so loud it rose above the din.

      Laughed.

      I couldn’t see out of my left eye as it crusted shut. None of this was how it should be. The fighting, the pain blocking out all thought. Chaos cackling like it was all a grand show. It was all too much.

      Stifling a sob, I turned toward where Gale and the others had their weapons drawn, as if they would have a chance against the full dragons, as if either side truly wanted to fight each other when we were all supposed to be on the same side.

      A single word rose in my throat before I let it burst free with all the power I held. “Tsaya.” The stone seemed to tremble, but that could have been me growing delirious.

      Everyone stopped, even Pandora. She caught me before my legs gave out. Her strength kept me from hitting the ground, but I couldn’t stop the sensation that I tumbled through space, unable to feel my legs, my face. My soul.

      And then, it was over. Gone. And so was I.
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      Waking this time was different than before. There was no darkness. Instead, it had been replaced by flickering flames. I flinched away from them, even though the sconces were far above me the light hurt my eyes.

      “Don’t move,” Pandora hissed. She applied a salve to my skin, and I closed my eyes, letting the coolness of her fingers soothe me. I saw Gideon watching over me as I recovered from previous injuries. Wondered what he’d say about my current predicament, imagined him shaking his head in exasperation at the situations I found myself in.

      Dragon fire and caves.

      Trapped for my own protection.

      Cut off from everyone else.

      The dragon who’d hurt me was nowhere to be found, but I got the sense from the chosen hovering that trying to burn me with dragon fire wasn’t part of the plan to protect me.

      “What is this?” I asked Pandora, scrunching my nose at the odorous cream. “It stinks.”

      “Luca swears by it. He said it was the best thing for you. Why? Does it sting?” Her worried smile was soft, the laughter gone from her voice.

      I sat up quickly, wincing at the slight pain from my rapidly healing wounds. “You saw Luca? They let you leave?”

      “No one tells a Moirai where to be.” She scowled at the thought. “You needed something to soothe your burns. It was nothing to pop home to get it.”

      Slow movement drew my eyes to where Xyla laid at the bottom of the steps, her head resting on her front legs as she stretched out on her belly. Her chest rose and fell slowly as she slumbered.

      “You were out for a few hours. Gale tells me Xyla refused to leave your side. She’s worried, I can tell. Feeling guilty for the injury caused to you.”

      “It wasn’t her.”

      “No, but she blames herself.” Pandora sighed and set the glass jar aside. “There will be punishment. The dragons have always been …” She thought for a moment.

      “Sensitive?”

      “Yes, in a way. They are deeply attuned to humans, even when they lived in Einen, they mourned the loss of them. At least, that is what they’ve told me. I do not actually remember much from their transition from Einen to this plane. I believe they came with me, but I can’t be sure. You’d think they slept enough in their thousand-year slumber, though.” She shook her head, halting her babbling. “Prophet knows I can barely shut my own eyes.”

      “I’m sorry.” I couldn’t help feeling for the woman who’d had so much taken from her.

      “For what?”

      “Your family … what they did to you.”

      “It was to protect this world, make sure I couldn’t destroy it too.” She sighed.

      “Too?”

      “My siblings and I have … gaps in our memory. You’ve seen the destruction of my world, but we don’t know how it happened. We can only guess.”

      “And they think you did it?” A shot of outrage on her behalf swept through me.

      She gave a small shrug, her eyes downcast. “It’s the most likely option of everything we’ve considered.”

      Sensing she was done with the subject, I leaned back, staring at the sleeping Xyla. “How do I get back to Gideon and Zak? I don’t even know if they are alive.”

      “They are.” She said it so simply, as if I hadn’t been asking that question since she arrived. “But they are not your concern.”

      “Of course they are.”

      “No, I’m sorry, Samara. Luca might allow your fancies, but I have seen the devastation that occurs when one’s heart is laid bare when fighting the prophecies.”

      Her lover. She was the Moirai who fell in love with her human champion and then lost him to one of the prophecies. “That vision you showed me … that was the end of Doragune in the last cycle, wasn’t it? Before you⁠—”

      “Yes. That is why Xyla keeps you here. She did not protect her last champion, and she won’t make that mistake again. For Luca and my sisters, it has been a thousand years since it all happened. But for me and the dragons … only weeks. When we went to sleep, it was like we were frozen in the final moment we lost.”

      I touched my cheek to find the pain gone. “We are on the edge of losing now, though. Yet, you seem so sure this time will be different.”

      “The prophecy has changed.” She reached forward to rub between Xyla’s eyes. The dragon’s lids slid open, but she did not move. “Only one word, but any change is extraordinary. Luca was a young boy when the prophet Ekisha inspired him to write that book. None of us have many memories of that time when we were in school. Except for our early childhood memories, almost everything we know, every memory we possess, came after our world was gone. Now, we have lived for tens of thousands of years, and in all that time, each prophecy has occurred according to what Luca originally wrote.”

      “Until now.”

      Pandora nodded. “The new addition is not of his hand.”

      But what did it mean? It was no longer a castle that would be to laid waste but an entire empire. “How did he write the book? Is Luca truly Fate itself?”

      She was quiet for a long moment, which wasn’t like her. At least, from what I knew. I could sense her debating what to tell me and how much. I just wanted the truth.

      Pandora rubbed a hand along the nape of her neck. “We do not know.”

      “You don’t⁠—”

      “No.” Her eyes closed for just a moment, but when they opened, I could see all the pain, all the torment she’d endured. “Our time before the prophecies is a mystery to us. We do not know how they came to be, only that one day, we woke up and our world was destroyed, our people turned to stone. And the book was gone, delivered to the first keeper by means we’ve never uncovered. We’ve since had flashes of memory return, but nothing substantial.”

      To have one’s life erased like that … I shook my head, trying to keep myself from asking invasive questions. Their parents? Their friends and neighbors? I wasn’t sure how to process this information except to be sad. For the Moirai, the good and the bad, for us. It wasn’t that dissimilar from what happened to our world with each cycle. Only, we were able to rebuild.

      Xyla shifted, stretching until her nose bumped my knee. I sat frozen for a moment, unsure what to do. Her eyes shut again, and her tongue poked out between her teeth.

      Pandora stared at her. “She was once my best friend, I think. I get this feeling … before duty, before prophecy.” Her posture stiffened. “It is time for you to stop seeing these friends as an impediment to your journey. Yes, trapping you for your safety may not be the best move, but they also want to please you. Listen to them with more than just your head. Learn how to align your desires.”

      She got to her feet, looking down at where Xyla still rested her head near me. “You must recognize that they now belong to you, but you belong to them as well.” She started farther into the cavern toward the opening.

      “Wait, where are you going?”

      “They have freed me from our bond, Mara sweets.” A maniacal grin spread across her face. “It pains me to be here with them, yet so far at the same time. I’m off to brighter shores … or is it greener grass?”

      She said it as if she planned to find a beach in Sheema and spend her days in a state of tranquility. But I knew better.

      There was still much work to be done, and the Moirai had just as much at stake in ending these prophecies as the rest of us.
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