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SCORCH MARKS


JASON





Magic brought only pain and death. 

Jason couldn’t believe that three months ago, having a magical ability made him special. It did. But not in a good way.

A shout from one of the younger boys pushed dread into Jason’s throat. At the distinctive sound of a fist hitting flesh, he dropped the empty bucket and raced through the field of broken corn stalks. His thirteen-year-old brother tended to be at the center of conflict.

Dust swirled around the circle of silent boys next to the barn. They parted to let Jason through. But he was too late. His brother lay on the ground, his jaw locked and fury in his eyes.

Barnaby yanked Charlie to his feet and dragged him toward the farmer standing at the gate. 

The bruises on his brother’s gaunt face ignited Jason’s magic. Heat rushed to his palms, pulsing with his anger. He clenched his fists, trying to control the rush of power. 

Barnaby had gone too far this time. No matter what Charlie had done, there was no excuse for beating him. The heat in his head agreed. It wouldn’t take much to set it free and burn Barnaby’s fists, so they never hurt anyone again.

But as Charlie stumbled past, he shook his head, his eyes pleading with Jason to let it go. To keep his magic contained and hidden.

Charlie was right. It wasn’t worth the risk. But once the heat rose within Jason, it had to be released. He choked on a growl, unable to even speak without losing control.

He ducked behind the barn and brushed his fingers along the aged wood, reciting the spell to control the heat that wound through his body. His magical ability. His curse.

“Burn short and fast. Hot to cold. Release the fire. Breathe and rest.” 

It wasn’t elegant, but it worked. His father had helped create it years ago when Jason’s ability manifested. There’d been no need to adjust the spell, or even use it much. But everything had changed three months ago. Maybe it was the death of his parents or turning sixteen. Didn’t matter. For the past month, he’d struggled to control the heat coursing through his head. 

There was no one left to help. No parents. No aunts or uncles. Only Charlie. And taking care of Charlie was a full-time job.

The smell of burnt wood soothed Jason’s anger. His magic settled into a low thrum in his chest, his shoulders dropped, and he sucked in a calming breath. A quick swipe of his palm obliterated the words etched into the wall, leaving a scorch mark next to the others. With a little dirt, it wasn’t even noticeable. Unfortunately, hiding his magical ability was becoming a daily battle.

Jason couldn’t expose his magic. Not in Riverbend. Not anywhere. 

Everyday magic was fine. Illusions for entertainment. Small spells to make life easier, like lighting candles or calling a soft breeze. But people with true magical abilities were rare now. Capable of accessing their abilities to fuel spells, they could become witches. If they excelled at battle magic, they trained as war mages. But the Great Wars consumed power. So instead of going to Cromwell University to learn spell casting, they were conscripted.

The war mages had drained his parents of their magic, killing them in the end. Few survived, becoming mere shells of the people they once were. So maybe it was better this way.

At least no one knew that Jason had a magical ability. His parents had died before arranging the Ability Test, and he and Charlie had been sent to the orphanage with nothing more than the clothes they wore. No mementos of their life before. Nothing to identify them as children of witches.

The reward for reporting someone with core magic was substantial. And during the famine, people were desperate for trader coin.

Joining the farming crew had been a mistake. The promise of food and shelter had lured Jason into believing they’d be better off than at the overcrowded orphanage. But the food was nothing more than scraps from their harvest. Not enough to feed the ten boys ranging from nine to sixteen. As the eldest, Jason had no trouble getting his share, but Charlie had always been too sensitive, helping the younger boys. More like their mother in that way. He’d withered into a walking skeleton from losing his share to Barnaby or giving it away to the younger ones.

Jason’s chest tightened at the unfairness of his parents’ death and the impossible task of keeping Charlie safe. It wasn’t Charlie’s fault that he was scrawny and an easy target. But sometimes Jason wished his brother didn’t care so much about the injustices of their world and would realize he was no fighter.

Jason sighed. Charlie had no sense of self-preservation. That was Jason’s responsibility. In another time, he might admire Charlie’s courage, but not now. Not when boys like Barnaby needed to rule. Not when Jason’s magic leapt so easily to his hands, ready to burn anything that angered him.

It wasn’t his brother’s fault that Jason was angry all the time and that his magic longed to be set free. In winter, it would be easier. His magic shifted with the temperature and would cool down.

In full control of his emotions now, Jason strode out from behind the barn. Time to soothe Barnaby and fix whatever injustice Charlie had uncovered.

But as he approached the boys clustered around the farmer, the warning bell sounded. 

Visitors. 

Men’s voices floated on the hot, dry wind. Soldiers from the barren wasteland to the east of the village.

“Line up,” the wiry farmer growled in a baritone voice. They’d learned early to obey immediately. Supposedly, he’d had kids of his own and lost them to the Great Wars. But you wouldn’t know it. He treated the boys like cattle. Rounding them up, sending them from pasture to pasture, and locking them in the barn at night.

Jason hurried to the front of the line, next to a scowling Barnaby and a tight-lipped Charlie. They stood in order of height and not age. Despite his lack of bulk, Charlie was almost as tall as Jason.

Two soldiers stopped next to the farmer—a man who favored his right leg, and a younger man, maybe twenty. A woman leaned against a horse-drawn cart, probably filled with provisions from the village. 

Jason stood taller, pulling his shoulders back. The soldiers looked healthy. They didn’t go hungry. Charlie wouldn’t last another month on the farm. Jason didn’t want to fight. He didn’t want to die. But joining the army couldn’t be any worse.

“That all you got?” The old soldier sounded weary.

The farmer grunted. “Better than no one. Crops don’t harvest themself.”

“We need soldiers, not pathetic crops. Boys and girls over eighteen. These are just kids.”

Jason’s hopes fell. It had been a slim chance, anyway.

The farmer rubbed his jaw, as if thinking over the soldier’s assessment.

“Slim pickings in Riverbend. But you already know that. Now, if you loaned me a soldier for a week … the silos would fill up faster.” The farmer pointed back toward the main outbuilding.

Jason stifled his smirk at the soldier’s eye roll. If the farmer thought he was being clever, he was mistaken. 

The old man turned away. “Just load up what you have.”

Jason lurched forward. This was his chance. “Wait, take us with you.”

“Shut your mouth, boy.” The farmer’s elbow slammed into Jason’s gut.

Pain doubled Jason over, and he wheezed, unable to speak. Not the strength he’d hoped to impart.

But it had been enough to attract the younger soldier’s attention. “We could use a runner back at camp. That one could bulk up a bit with some food and training.” 

Jason straightened, ready to turn down the offer. He couldn’t leave Charlie. 

The older soldier snorted and then slapped the other soldier's back. “Gerry got to you, huh? They’re pretty scrawny. Fine. We’ll take half.”

The farmer sputtered. “What? You can’t take my crew.” 

“Be thankful I’m not taking them all.” 

His protest died at the stern look from the old soldier.

Jason, Charlie, Barnaby, and two others were sent to gather their belongings and wait at the barn. Jason couldn’t help worrying about the other boys. The oldest was only twelve. They couldn’t possibly do all the work the farmer needed. But it wasn’t his problem. The farmer would find more orphans to replace them. Probably by supper. 

Despite the farmer’s protests, the wagon was loaded with everything he had. The old soldier had told him, “You could join the front lines if you can’t farm anymore.” And that shut him up.

At least he had a choice.

As Jason followed the wagon out into the wasteland, he gave Charlie a reassuring grin. “Soon we’ll have a proper meal and a place to sleep.” He didn’t know if life would be easier, but the food had to be better than what they’d been surviving on.

Charlie frowned. “It wasn’t like they gave us a choice. But you gotta be careful.” 

He was scared. Problem was, so was Jason. 

The Great Wars couldn’t last much longer. Over the past thirty-four years, villages had been destroyed, cities abandoned, and forests reduced to burnt stumps. There was no land worth having, and magic to fuel the battle spells was disappearing. 

As long as Jason hid his magic, they would survive, and he’d find somewhere safe for Charlie to laugh again.








  
  

RUNNER


JASON





Life was both harder and easier at camp. The boys shared bunks in the supply tent and ate two full meals a day. But Jason rarely saw his brother. 

While Jason delivered messages, Charlie tended the horses and cleaned tack on the far side of camp. By nightfall, they fell asleep before they could talk.

At least Charlie looked better after three weeks of filling meals. With all the chores, Jason had feared his brother would weaken. Some soldiers grumbled at their smaller servings, but they grinned whenever a boy was sent on a task, allowing them to sit. Food was a small price to pay to avoid grunt work.

Jason jogged through the men saddling up the horses and packing up the camp. This would be the third move since he’d joined. A horse sidestepped into his shoulder, and Jason gripped the paper tighter. Dropping the requisition in the mud would earn him a whack to the ear. 

A squeal split the air, and he whipped his head to the left. A massive dark brown horse pawed the air inches from Charlie’s face. Instantly, fear ignited Jason’s power. Heat rushed through his body, and the paper in his fist disintegrated.

Jason grunted and unclenched his hand, afraid of startling the killer horse and injuring Charlie.

“Whoa. Easy, Warhog. I got you.” Charlie’s voice was calm and soothing. Not a hint of fear.

The horse snorted and shook his head, but he kept his hooves on the ground. Charlie rubbed the horse’s neck, murmuring something Jason couldn’t hear.

The sounds around Jason resumed. Men talking. Horses snorting in the cool morning air. Steam rising from the horses’ backs. Charlie led the now tame horse to the waiting stable hand. Together they put on the saddle pad and saddle and tightened the straps. The horse snorted and shifted but let them be.

Jason groaned. The list was gone. He’d have to run back and get another one. His power had lain dormant since they left the farm. He’d been fine. And now. Damn it. He thought he’d mastered it. This couldn’t happen again.

Charlie waved. Jason smiled and gave him a thumbs-up. Then he turned and ran back to the quartermaster. He’d say he lost the list in the mud and take the punishment. No way he’d reveal that he’d burned it with magic.

That night, after the camp was resettled, he caught Charlie outside the supply tent.

“Hey. That horse was wild this morning.” Jason figured if he eased into the conversation, his brother wouldn’t get upset. Lately, every conversation ended in an argument, and he didn’t want to fight.

Charlie shrugged. “I could handle him. Seems I have a calming influence on the horses. That’s what Arthur says, at least. Gets me out of latrine duty.”

“You doing all right? Getting both meals?”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “I can take care of myself.”

“Yeah, right.” The sarcasm popped out, despite Jason’s resolve to not fight.

Charlie punched him in the shoulder, hard. “Stop fussing, Mom.”

Jason bit his lip, holding back his retort. Charlie was fine. He should be happy about that. “You managing to avoid Barnaby?”

“I never see him. You?”

Jason shook his head. No, he hadn’t seen Barnaby and had assumed they worked different schedules. 

“The stars remind me of Mom.” Charlie leaned back and gazed at the millions of pinpricks in the black sky.

Jason didn’t want to remember how his mother used to tell stories with the stars. She was gone. Her beautiful illusion magic had gotten her killed. The night sky was just another reminder of what he’d lost. He swallowed the lump in his throat. Charlie was the only family left. And even though he knew it might annoy Charlie, Jason reached over and hugged him tightly. 

For once, Charlie just squeezed back, then let go.

They didn’t need to say anything. A hug said it all. Mom would’ve been pleased.

Jason followed Charlie into the tent and crawled onto his bunk. He needed sleep. Soon enough, he’d be running across camp with messages. But sleep didn’t come. 

Instead, the stars danced behind his eyes as his mother’s voice recounted the story of the dragon mating flight she’d seen as a little girl. The world had been different then, distant, little more than something to gossip about. Dragons had lived near her village, and she’d trained to be a dragon rider. But life had other plans for her. And the Great Wars grew, stealing dreams and destroying her village.

She’d turned her attention to strengthening her magic, certain her illusions could make a difference. Bring joy instead of ruin. But she’d been wrong. Magic destroyed her.

If Jason didn’t control his magic, it would destroy him too. And he wasn’t sure Charlie could survive without him. He had to keep them both safe.


      [image: ]They’d moved camp so many times in the past month that Jason couldn’t keep track anymore. It wasn’t like they followed a road or went in a straight line. One day they went north, camped for a day, and the next they went back to the area they left. Then they’d head west. 

Yet the rumors continued about settling in for a huge battle soon. Jason now served the officers food and water in the war tent. Another boy had become their runner. Supposedly, it was a promotion, but he missed sprinting around camp. Stale smoke and rancid body odor filled the tent. He missed fresh air.

And now, Jason ate scraps, never having enough time to grab his own meal. He’d caught sight of Charlie sitting with another boy, leisurely slurping stew.

Occasionally, the cook, Susan, convinced him to eat while she assembled the tray for the officers. He cherished those times. It was the only time his food was hot. It wasn’t a hard job, but it involved long hours of standing at attention and lurching forward with wine or water at a moment’s request.

Every day, Charlie looked less like a skeleton and more like a growing teen. Once they settled, Jason would get to spend more time with his brother.

“Dig the latrines deep.” General Riley pointed to a spot east of their current location on the map.

Jason’s ears perked up. That was a good sign. It meant they’d be there longer than a day. The soldier nodded and left the tent.

The general held up his mug, and Jason hurried forward to fill it. The water carafe was almost empty, which meant he might be able to slip into the food tent before the lunch rush. 

“Boy. Grab the stores report.”

The request was unusual. Not that the general didn’t know his name. He doubted he’d ever be called anything other than boy. But the runner had just left, so maybe this was too important to wait for his return.

Jason grabbed the empty plates and metal cups so he could drop them off on the way. He scurried out of the tent. Susan waved him to the bin of dirty dishes where someone else would clean them.

He dumped his load and jogged to the storage wagon, certain the general was already impatiently waiting for the report.

As soon as the wagon was in sight, he slowed to a walk. A long, raspy cough stole his breath, and pain shot through his chest. Sheepishly, he ran his fingers through his hair as he straightened, hoping no one had noticed. 

Another series of coughs caught him by surprise. Jason bent over, his face turning red with the effort of trying to breathe through the barrage. Finally, he gasped a rattling breath of air and rubbed his aching throat.

“That’s a nasty cough. Get some sweet tea from the cook. She’ll fix you up. Maybe don’t run so fast back to General Riley.” The soldier held out the report.

“Yes, sir.” Jason grabbed the paper and whirled around, mortified. He didn’t need tea.

He jogged back to the tent, rubbing the growing ache in his chest. He must be fighting a cold. A few days of rest should help. Luckily, the army camp was settling in the sparse forest. From what he gathered, the front line of the magic war was just over the rise. General Riley intended to make this their last battle.

By nightfall, he’d lost his voice and his throat felt as if he’d swallowed a sword. Pain stabbed through his head whenever he turned too quickly. He wasn’t even aware he was swaying until one of the soldiers caught him by the shoulder. 

“Hey. Are you all right?” The man’s voice seemed far away, and his face floated, detached from his body.

Jason turned his head to see if the general had caught the interaction. 

But stars fell from the sky, turning into strange creatures that opened their mouths and screamed.

Jason clamped his hands over his ears and closed his eyes. “Stop.”

Then his throat ripped apart as he coughed, and everything disappeared.

When he woke, he was on a cot inside a large green tent. Coughs and moans filled his ears.

Charlie leaned over him, a black mask over his nose and mouth. His eyes reminded Jason of their father. There was something sad and worn in them.

“Don’t speak. It’s my turn to take care of you. Drink this. It will help.”

Jason opened his mouth and licked at the sweet tea. Even that motion hurt, as if his tongue was yanking out his throat. How long had it been since he was last in the officers’ tent? He must’ve said something, since he was sure Charlie couldn’t read his mind.

“That was yesterday. You’ve been asleep.” Charlie’s concerned expression was odd, as if he was seeing death.

Fatigue dragged Jason’s eyes closed. He wanted to tell Charlie not to worry. It was his job to take care of his brother. Not the other way around. Once he rested, he’d get back to work. He didn’t want the army to kick them out. Charlie needed him.

Ragged breathing filled Jason’s ears as visions of rock creatures chased him through a sea of tents.








  
  

SORCERER


CHARLIE





Jason might die today, and there was nothing Charlie could do to stop it. Instead, he trembled in the corner of the officers’ tent, wishing they’d never joined the army. 

The past two weeks had been hell. He’d never seen dragons up close, and now they flew over day and night. If he weren’t so terrified of losing his brother, he’d be amazed at their power and skill. But he just wanted to return to the farm, despite the hard work and lack of food, to the time before Jason got sick.

“We’re losing the war.” The leader of the war mages, Sorcerer Bloodstar, sounded exhausted.

General Riley slammed his fist onto the table. “It’s those dragons. The enemy has more than we do.” 

Screams filled the air as another dragon flew overhead and arrows rained down on the soldiers holding the border just half a mile up the road. Charlie didn’t know why they bothered fighting at all. By nightfall, the soldiers would return and fill the infirmary with blood and moans. He’d help patch them up, and they’d go out in the morning to fight again. Fewer came back each night.

The sorcerer looked up. Charlie hadn’t had this position long, but he knew the drill. He lurched forward. The jug shook as he filled the cup at the man’s elbow, and water spattered the map. But the battle group was too intent on their strategies to notice.

Charlie backed away and tried to stand still as they continued talking.

“Boy.” No one in the tent called him by his name. “Who’s the sickest from the plague? Someone who won’t last another day.” The sorcerer’s question was unusual. What did he care about sick soldiers?

“Why does that matter?” General Riley could barely contain his impatience, his hand poised over the map.

Charlie held his breath in the long silence that followed. More powerful than war mages, the sorcerer could flatten the entire camp with his magic. He’d arrived the day before and had taken over. The general was still adjusting to his change in status.

“Do you want to win this war or not?” Bloodstar’s voice oozed disdain.

General Riley gulped and nodded at Charlie to answer.

“Jason, sir. He’s been sick for two weeks.” His brother might not be the worst, but he was close enough, and he’d survived when others had died. It made sense that healing the soldiers would help win the war. The general claimed it was a numbers game. If the sorcerer could cure his brother, it was worth the tiny lie. Even if Jason wasn’t technically a soldier.

“Take me to him.” The tall sorcerer glared down at the general. “The captive is mine. Ensure no one disturbs me while I work.” The warning in his voice was obvious. There would be no second chances.

Before Charlie could wonder who they’d captured, Bloodstar pushed him out the door, and Charlie led him through the maze of tents. 

Harsh coughs and agonized moans filled the air. A strange illness had swept through the camp, infecting many before they’d even realized what was happening. Jason had been one of the first to succumb, along with a dozen others. It was a plague unlike any other in history. Faster and more deadly. Charlie couldn’t believe it had only been two weeks. It felt like forever. Two died on the first day. It happened so fast. 

Jason was barely holding on. The Healers had already given up on him, working on the people who still had a chance of surviving. Once the illness lasted more than five days, there was nothing they could do.

Charlie stopped at the largest tent. These victims were too sick to moan. He grabbed a black mask from the bin beside the door and covered his nose and mouth. Bloodstar put one on too. 

There were no beds inside. There was no need. Rows of blankets on the ground held dying soldiers, those beyond help. When they died, the blanket became a stretcher. At night, Charlie would grab one end of a blanket and help toss the bodies into the pit. The fires blazed through the night, cremating the dead, while the blankets were boiled and laid out for the next plague victim.

Jason’s chest barely moved. Each agonizing rasp pinched Charlie’s heart. He’d seen this stage often enough to know that his brother wouldn’t make it to nightfall. A chill swept through his soul.

He didn’t know what he would do if his brother died. His entire family would be gone. 

In this war, death was the only escape from grief.

But while Jason still breathed, Charlie had to believe in a better future. One where he and his brother went on adventures together and had full lives. The sorcerer had a plan and Jason would survive.

Bloodstar lifted Jason into his arms and then strode out of the stench of death. They climbed the hill behind the camp and stopped at a large tent that faded in and out of sight. 

Pain stabbed behind Charlie’s eyes, and he groaned as he lost his balance. A lot of magic was being expended to conceal the details of this tent. He might not have his ability yet, but he’d always been sensitive to magic.

There was no room for fear. Whatever was hidden inside didn’t matter. It couldn’t be worse than the plague stealing Jason’s life.

As soon as the tent flap closed behind them, the chaotic sounds of camp disappeared, replaced by the deep breaths of a dragon shackled to the center post. 

Candlelight danced on the walls, reflecting off the dragon’s glimmering red scales. The dragon’s eyes swirled in a head that was bigger than Charlie’s chest. 

He fell into her gaze. The tent spun as anger, fear, and sadness beat at his mind. He stumbled back, gripping his head to stop the onslaught.

The sorcerer chuckled. “Try not to look into her eyes. They say a person could get lost in the things reflected there.” The melancholy in his voice disturbed Charlie. It was as if the sorcerer mourned the dragon.

He settled Jason on a narrow cot and then gripped Charlie’s shoulder. “It must be done. We cannot win as long as dragons help our enemies.” 

Over the next hour, Charlie fetched supplies from a large chest in one corner of the tent. He cleaned Jason and dressed him in a ceremonial green robe. Finally, Charlie sat beside the cot and held his brother’s limp hand. 

Each labored breath barely moved Jason’s chest.

“Hang in there. You’ll feel better soon.” Charlie hoped he was telling the truth, because it looked like his brother had given up already.

Bloodstar circled the dragon, chanting ancient words and swinging a ball on a chain. Blue smoke poured from the ball and obscured the dragon. The smoke engulfed Jason and lifted him from the cot, his hand slipping from Charlie’s grasp. 

The smoke dove for Charlie, but the sorcerer chastised it with a loud clap. The smoke subsided, leaving the dragon and Jason suspended in a blue mist. 

The air was thick with magic, filling Charlie’s chest with dread. A deep, unnatural pulse overpowered his own heartbeat, causing so much pain he had to blink through tears to watch. 

With a guttural roar, the sorcerer plunged a curved dagger into the dragon’s chest. A hole burned through the scales, exposing her beating heart. No blood fell. The blue smoke gently pulled her white heart out until it floated between the dragon and Jason. 

Charlie trembled. He’d made a terrible mistake. This wasn’t going to heal anyone. But he sat frozen, unable to move. The magic in the tent was so thick the spiciness burned the back of his throat.

The dragon’s heart glowed with every beat. Charlie expected her to die, but while she didn’t move, her eyes still swirled, and her breath rasped. She was alive without a heart. 

The huge heart hovered above Jason. Charlie wanted to close his eyes, but he couldn’t. He’d offered his brother for this sacrifice. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t known. If these were Jason’s final moments, Charlie had to be there for his brother.

But there was no knife. No stabbing. No blood.

The smoke seeped into Jason’s chest and peeled the flesh away to expose his beating heart.  

Jason gasped and opened his eyes, and the smoke yanked his red heart out. 

The sorcerer roared again, and the dragon’s heart slammed into the hole in Jason’s chest.

It should’ve been too big, but magic made it fit. The tent twisted, then snapped back into place. Charlie swallowed the bile that rose as his head spun. 

But it was done. A white heart beat inside Jason’s chest, pumping red blood through his body.

Lines of black and yellow shot through Jason’s former heart as it floated to the dragon. The heart doubled in size, and a slow, painful thump, the heart’s pulse, filled the tent. The smoke slid the red heart into the hole in the dragon’s chest. But the tent didn’t twist, and the heart didn’t grow to fit. Instead, yellow strands connected the small heart to the cut vessels and pumped magic through the dragon. 

With a single clap, the sorcerer sealed both hearts into their new homes.

A green glow surrounded Jason. He sucked in a huge breath, the rattle gone from his throat. Hope filled Charlie’s chest. Maybe his brother wasn’t going to die.

A yellow glow surrounded the dragon, and she coughed the long wet raspy cough of the dying. And Charlie felt the wrongness deep in his soul, as if the world had changed. As if this one act had destroyed something important.

The smoke lowered Jason onto the cot, his breathing deep and clear, and he settled into a healing sleep. 

The sorcerer had done it. He’d cured Jason. But why? He couldn’t hope to heal all the infected soldiers with one dragon. Her heart was inside Jason now, and her new heart looked like it could barely keep her alive. Unless he was going to transfer Jason’s new heart into the next sick soldier. Charlie’s head spun, certain that Jason couldn’t survive another spell.

Without a word, Bloodstar disappeared, along with all traces of smoke. Sounds were muffled, and exhaustion pulled at Charlie, as if his energy had been drained. The dragon’s wheezing filled the room, but Jason slept peacefully, a pinkness to his cheeks that hadn’t been there before. Charlie wrapped his arms around his brother as sleep dragged him into oblivion. After so much magic, Jason had to live.








  
  

DRAGON PROMISE


KARYN





Karyn was dying. Phlegm filled her lungs, making each breath a struggle. The boy’s tiny heart fluttered in her chest. It couldn’t keep up with pumping blood through her body, infusing her organs with life. Magic couldn’t make up for what she’d lost. 

Strength seeped from her muscles, leaving her weak and unable to move. Even opening her eyes took effort.

When they’d captured her, she hadn’t worried. Nothing could hold a dragon for long, and she’d survived the cave-in when she’d been but a youngling. Other younglings had not. So her confidence had been high. 

They’d only landed because Brian needed help to extract the arrow from his back. If he’d been shot anywhere else, he could’ve removed it. So she’d flown to the embankment, and he’d slid off with a groan. He’d been tired, sore, and angry. 

She’d kept her thoughts to herself, since he didn’t like her hovering. But when she’d yanked the arrow out, he screamed. The barbs on the arrow had ripped something inside. She’d sensed it. His blood poured from the wound. 

Before she could grab him and fly to the village for help, a wave of dizziness had altered her vision. She hadn’t been hit. Only later did she realize the sorcerer had muddled her mind with magic. By then, an entire day had passed in a blur. 

She couldn’t sense Brian at all. He was too far away, or dead. It had hurt too much to try to communicate with the others to find out. So she’d rested, certain the magic would ease, and she would escape.

But then the sorcerer appeared with two boys. Charlie caught her gaze, and she’d felt his desperation to save his older brother, Jason. She’d tried to delve into his mind, but the sorcerer’s spell stifled her thoughts. Or maybe the boy’s thoughts. Either way, she wasn’t able to communicate. 

Then a blue mist surrounded her, numbing her thoughts and slowing her heartbeat.

Bloodstar stabbed her in the chest, the knife easily slipping through her tough hide. As he removed her heart, shock held her in its grasp. Her heart was gone and yet she lived. Only a huge amount of magic could explain such an incredible feat.

Her rage was enough to free her mind of the sorcerer’s hold. But before she could call her coven for help, the sick boy’s heart was inserted into her chest. 

Karyn fell into a deep sleep. 

When she woke, the tent was quiet, though she didn’t know how much time had passed. The sorcerer was gone, and the two boys slept. Even though her mind was still foggy, she called out to her coven, hoping someone was near enough to help. 

“We thought we’d lost you. Where have you been?” Ackenar sounded far away, but the image in her mind showed he hid near the battlefield.

She told him what happened, not sure any of it made sense, but he would see the images in her mind and understand. “I’m getting weaker. But Great Torin, I’ll try my best to survive and return home.”

“I’ll free you.” His anger soothed her confusion. No human should hold a dragon captive.

But Bloodstar had, and she didn’t know how. They couldn’t risk him capturing another from her coven.

“No! You must warn the others. This spell has stolen enough.”

His disbelief only made her feel alone. If she hadn’t experienced it, she wouldn’t have believed a human could wield such magic.

“Please, Ackenar. Stay away. At least until I discover the source of Bloodstar’s power or destroy him.” Saying it made her stronger, more like herself. 

But the moment was fleeting as another long cough disconnected her from mind-speech. She could feel her body deteriorating more rapidly than it should. Dragons should never have taught humans how to wield magic.

She didn’t know how to stop the spell attacking her body. For the first time, she wished she had powers like the younger generation. Maybe magic could counter magic. But she didn’t. She only had her determination and her years of survival. 

Killing her wasn’t the sorcerer’s goal. He’d put her heart into the boy for a reason.

Over the next few days, Charlie cared for her, giving her water and mopping up the discharge from her nostrils. His thoughts were easy to access, even when he slept. The ritual had horrified him, but it was worth it to save his brother. He didn’t know anything useful about the sorcerer’s intent or his magic.

The sorcerer stayed away, so she couldn’t delve into his mind. And the other boy ate and slept, barely awake enough to do much more. 

Why exchange hearts? Bloodstar wanted to stop the war. That had been clear, even through the magic-induced haze.

As Jason improved, Karyn’s body faltered. Another day passed, maybe more. She tried to speak with Ackenar but couldn’t reach him. At least she still felt her coven’s bond. They were there, holding her in their hearts. Too far to communicate, but that sense of belonging kept her calm. She wanted to leave. To return home. But she was too weak. She’d been wrong to send Ackenar away. There was no more to fear from Bloodstar. He hadn’t returned to the tent.

She missed her coven. They must feel her demise. She slept, knowing they would come for her, so she didn’t have to die alone. But they might not make it in time. 

Visions swirled, obscuring reality and time. Colors and dragons. Fires and death. Sorcerers and magic. None of it made sense. Her connection to her coven was a thread of green that slowly turned yellow, thickening and pulsing. 

Something was wrong with it. But it took too much effort to focus. 

The visions swept her back to life as a hatchling. Back to that cave-in, when she’d been only three, trapped, unable to move. Unable to breathe. The coven had come for her. 

But they were taking too long. Breathing was hard.

“I’m sorry.” Jason’s mind-speech was gentle, as if his recent bout with the plague had made him sensitive to noises.

She clung to his mind, an oasis of solid ground in the visions that cast her adrift. There was something about him that grounded her in reality.

“Not your fault. You’re as much a victim as I am.” His pain felt like her pain, so she tried to ease it.

“But I’m cured, and you’re sick with the plague.” Guilt flowed from him to her.

So that’s what happened. Dragons didn’t get sick. She tried to shake her head, but the ground held on too tight. “Not sick.”

“You are. Please don’t die.”

His mind was sharp and clear. Certain. Almost draconic.

She longed to tell him she wouldn’t die, but something stuck in her throat, cutting off her breath. Coughs racked her body as thick yellow-green phlegm spewed from her mouth, and she lost her connection to reality.

Sometime later, Jason rubbed her forehead. A deep ache eased. How had he known she hurt there?

“We’re connected.” His thoughts felt like her thoughts, just like coven thoughts. His sadness was hers, and somehow he loved her. It was as clear as dragon emotions. Human emotions were usually scattered, their thoughts a chaotic swirl that took training to focus. Jason didn’t need training. His focus was already there.

“I think it’s your heart. It connects us.” Jason rubbed his chest.

It was as if he lived inside one of her minds. 

Every muscle ached. Karyn blinked and realized she couldn’t see from her own eyes. She saw herself prone on the ground, through Jason’s eyes. Maybe their hearts did connect them. The coven link was gone, or she couldn’t find it. She missed her family. Grief engulfed her, and she clung to Jason’s mind. He understood her pain.

As Charlie cared for them, she recounted her life to Jason, feeling the connection grow. 

She slept again. Visions filled her head. Jason’s dreams. Dragons didn’t dream. Their seers had waking visions, but dragons slept deeply, needing the time to heal and replenish their bodies. With six minds, sleep made the connections they needed to survive.

But Jason dreamed, and she experienced his hopes, his fear of magic, his love for his brother, and the resentment that he buried deeply. For once all these strange human emotions made sense. 

When Jason woke, his energy made her head ache. He glowed, healthier than before. Changed. She could sense it, even without sight. 

He wasn’t the boy he’d been before. 

A dragon heart controlled the blood flowing through his veins, changing him.

Maybe Bloodstar’s wanted to create dragon-powered humans. But why?

Karyn needed to figure it out, to destroy his plan, but her lungs filled with that horrible phlegm, and she could no longer breathe. She had only minutes. Her fight had ended.

Jason’s mind was all that connected her to reality.

“Tell my coven what happened to us. Find the spell that captured me. They need to know.” Ackenar would’ve told them. Warned them about the spell. But she needed the coven to know exactly how she died, to see it in Jason’s memories, and to see the change in him. They would figure out what it meant and stop Bloodstar. This story had to be stored in the dragon archive. As a warning. As a legacy.

Humans had too much power. They didn’t know what their wars were doing to magic. But she knew, in these final moments, that the world’s magic had been transformed into something to be feared. Dragons had to understand it, if they hoped to survive.

“Promise me you’ll find them.”

She felt his tiny body lean against her neck.

“I promise.”

There was so much more behind his vow. He would tell the coven what had happened to her, to him. And once he discovered Bloodstar’s plan, he would protect dragons over humans. She felt it in her soul. He feared magic as much as she did.

The other covens had been right to stay out of the humans’ war. She didn’t regret helping Brian, but she wished they’d moved his family to safety until the wars ended. 

Jason would keep his promise. The coven would be safe. 

Karyn closed her eyes as the plague finally took the last of her breath. She could rest now.








  
  

POWER OF SCENT


GREGOR





The putrid scent of rot woke Gregor. He sneezed, trying to clear his nostrils, but it only made it worse. He gagged as he scrambled out of the sleeping alcove, certain something had died next to him while he slept. The keep walls spun. 

Gregor clutched his head. Something was terribly wrong. The other younglings slept, unaffected by the overwhelming stench. Blinking steadied the swirling, and he searched the worn indent. But there was nothing. No decaying critter. No reason for the smell. 

Automatically, he reached through his mental connection to the coven to center himself. If there was anything to fear, someone would know about it. 

Pain stabbed through his skull, and he doubled over as tears filled his eyes. He could feel the other dragons, but he couldn’t communicate. He scanned the keep, but every dragon slept in the moonlit night.

Fear pushed his heart into a staccato pulsing through his mind. 

Run. Flee. Escape.

He couldn’t think around it. He had to get away from the rot, from the coven, from his home.

Energy coiled in his legs, and he leapt for the sky, pumping his wings to gain height over the dragons sleeping in the keep. As soon as he cleared the forest, he flew east.

The scent chased him. Every time he tried to turn back or called out to the coven, decay and death drove him to fly faster. But when he headed north, the sense of dread eased a little. So he flew toward hope, where the stench lessened. 

The sun raced across the sky, into night and then back out again, but still he flew.

Eventually, each breath scraped his throat raw and cramped his lungs. His wings ached, forcing him to ease into a glide through the cloudless sky.  

The land below was unfamiliar. Younglings weren’t allowed to explore too far from the keep due to the shifting human wars.

He was so tired. The scent was weaker now, not so overpowering. But there was no way he could continue flying. He didn’t know how much time had passed. It could’ve been hours or days. He did remember seeing the moon at one point. 

The wind shifted, and Gregor tilted his wing to catch the thermal, but a cramp shot through the membranes. His wing folded in protectively, and he fell.

Frantic, he tried to correct, but with only one wing he spun head to tail toward the ground.

He bounced off the top of a tree and landed with a splash in a lake. Water engulfed him and slowed his descent.

His mind was clear. The fear still pulsed through his veins, but he could think. The cold water eased the ache in his limbs. Gregor swam for the surface, letting his wings settle along his back as he whipped his tail.

He was alive. Not that he’d thought he’d die. Gregor was glad no one could hear his thoughts.

When he broke through the surface, his stomach growled. He dove back underwater and filled his mouth with fish and lake grass. He ate more than twice his usual fare, and still couldn’t ease the ache in his belly. But even a youngling knows not to overeat.

The edge of the lake was covered in snow. His talons sunk into the crusty covering, leaving prints as he shook off the water. Snow dropped from a pine tree, loud in the silence.

Gregor concentrated on reaching the coven. He focused on the coven bond, stretching out his awareness, but couldn’t sense anyone. Not a dragon or a scout, or even a human nearby. The connection was there, deep in his heart, but he couldn’t reach anyone with mind-speech. Obviously, he was too far away. He’d never been out of range of their thoughts before.

It felt strange, but also quiet. The only time he’d had his mind to himself was when he hatched. He couldn’t remember much from that chaotic experience, other than days of starving and a driving need to find something. He’d found his coven, and they’d been in his mind ever since, a constant hum.

The silence in his head wasn’t unpleasant, but it felt wrong, like something was missing. No matter. He could still feel them, even if he couldn’t hear them.

The horrible scent was gone, and his thoughts were clear. Even the gnawing hunger had eased. Now, he felt only embarrassed that he’d fled from an odor. The other younglings would make fun of him. Being the youngest at sixteen meant he was always doing something wrong.

As if his body realized he was now safe, a warm lassitude swept through him. He would rest, let his muscles heal, and in the morning he’d fly back home.

Gregor slept.

He didn’t know how long. He woke to sunlight and snow, and the chirps of curious birds. He smiled. They’d probably never seen a dragon. He was small compared to a grown dragon, but he was still bigger than the deer they were used to, and a brilliant green. He probably looked like moving grass, or a ferocious shrub.

Gregor stretched and winced at the ache in his wings. They hadn’t healed yet. His stomach growled, reminding him he was still hungry, though not as ravenous as before. He sniffed and caught the scent of rabbits, a fox and her pups, and a badger, burrowed under the snow.

Rabbits would do.

He quickly caught his prey and ate, easing the ache in his belly. Now that his head was clear and he’d slept, he could start the journey back to the keep. At least his chest didn’t hurt, and the cool lake water had soothed his sore throat. 

The foul stench that had started his headlong flight was gone. Just thinking about it made his heart race. So, he made an effort to focus on the sky, the land, the air. Everything around him. It was time to go home. A hint of rot disagreed with his plan, but he ignored it. If he didn’t focus on it, it would go away.

Hoping he’d eventually see a familiar landmark, he flew south. Worst case, he’d fly east to find the sea and follow the coastline. His coven lived in the cliffs inland from the sea, but he’d traveled there many times to explore the warm water and feast on salty fish.

The setting sun marked the passage of two days of flying, hunting, and the inevitable sleep that slowed his progress. Gregor hadn’t left behind the snow. It was sparser, the trees no longer covered, but the forest floor below still held a couple of inches. He was in for another cold night on the ground, maybe two. He’d been too exhausted to notice before. But now he craved his warm sleeping alcove.

His wings quivered with the effort of flying. No way he’d admit he felt weakness. It wasn’t the dragon way. But maybe a little rest would help. Hunger drove him back to the ground to hunt.

With his belly full, Gregor slept. But when he woke, more than a night had passed. The ground was clear, with no hints of the snow he’d fallen asleep in. He must’ve slept through at least one day of sunshine to melt the snow. He was losing time.

Hoping that he’d flown close enough to reach his coven, he stretched out his mind. Instantly, the stench of decay filled his snout. He sneezed and it dissipated. 

It didn’t make sense. Why would communicating with the coven cause him to smell something that didn’t exist? He sniffed deeply. There were many kinds of rot, though he’d never smelled anything quite like this. Seaweed and decaying fish had a distinctive odor. The corpse of a half-eaten deer had another scent. This was different, stronger, yet also spicy. For some reason, it reminded him of humans. 

He’d only met the riders who flew on the older dragons, but sometimes they smelled of sweat and fear when they landed. There was a bit of that in this scent.

Again, it dissipated as if shy of his attention, but he knew how to invoke it now.

Calling to the coven was too much, so he decided to narrow his focus. He sent his mind-speech to Rancor, an older dragon who’d taught him everything he knew. 

The scent was strong, but not as overwhelming. He analyzed it, identifying something within that made his heart race again. Underlying the sickly spicy decay was the distinctive odor of dragons.

But dragons fly away to die. Even if they’re badly injured, he’d heard, their coven would carry them somewhere special. He’d felt the loss of one of their coven once. A 200-year-old dragon had left them in the night. Gregor didn’t know where he’d gone, but he’d felt the dragon’s death. A whisper of emotion. A goodbye with no regrets. And then nothing. An absence in the coven link. It was gone in moments, as if the coven bond closed itself to the pain.

What if one of the coven was sick? Humans got sick all the time. The riders spoke of a plague causing a horrible sickness in their war camps. Their fear had a hint of this type of odor.

He shook his head at his foolish thought. Dragons didn’t get sick. They died from old age, injuries, or the lack of will to live. Rare infections were treated immediately, and recovery was swift, nothing like human illnesses. Or at least that’s what Gregor thought. But maybe the coven didn’t tell the younglings everything. Maybe there were things that could make a dragon sick.

If that was the case, and he’d smelled it, he should’ve warned the coven so they could help the dragon. Instead he’d flown far away. Shame filled Gregor’s chest, and his throat ached.

He was a coward. Weak. At the first hint of his power, he’d run away. The coven had told him he might develop a powerful ability. Many younglings did, but he hadn’t expected his power to enhance his sense of smell. His ability was different, and instead of using it to warn the coven, he’d fled.

He hoped he wasn’t too late.

With renewed purpose, Gregor jumped into the sky and flew south. He would find his way home and save the sick dragon.
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