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        From The Fall of the Dragons

        An account of the last Dragon Guardian, Valdric Skardin

        In the Year 390 of the Third Age

      

      

      

      Howling wind and rain tore over the desolate battlefield, the chaos focused on a particular figure. The Dragon Guardian unleashed his fury upon the advancing horde of shadow-wreathed creatures, his frayed cloak billowing like a defiant banner against the onslaught. Other Seekers fought bravely behind him, but their numbers had dwindled. The taste of blood filled his mouth as he gasped for air, inhaling the stench of scorched earth. Bolts of searing energy bounced across his palms and cast his features in an eerie violet glow. At his side, his magnificent storm dragon mirrored his ferocity with her lightning-streaked breath.

      “Stand firm!” he roared. His voice cut through the tortured cries of his fellow Seekers. “We cannot fail!”

      The Guardian climbed to a defensive stance on his dragon’s back, rain streaming down his brow. The droplets sizzled on her hot scales as he gripped the spike between her shoulders and straightened his spine.

      His gaze flickered to the huddled forms behind him—the last remnants of his army, battered and bloodied, desperately clinging to their lives. He grasped for more words of encouragement, but none came.

      A low growl reverberated beneath the Guardian, and an ancient bond stirred within his soul. The storm dragon’s emotions flowed through him—both rage and the unwavering resolve to protect those who remained. Her massive wings, each easily the size of a warship, unfurled with a snap echoing like thunder. They stretched wide over the field, casting a protective shadow over the fallen Seekers. Giant purple scales glistened with each flash of lightning, and her roars shook the ground of Shendair.

      Dragon and Guardian stood like a citadel against the relentless tide of evil. He was the last of the Guardians: Valdric Skardin, the Stormsight in the Night. And she, Thyrrna the Skybreaker, was the last dragon.

      They were the only hope left for Elongtra.

      Valdric gathered his strength again, and with his dragon, he summoned a torrent of electricity that raced across the sky, striking down a swarm of shadow fairies below. The beasts’ agonized shrieks pierced the air, only to be swallowed by the clamor.

      But even their combined might could not stem the advance of the Shadow Dragon’s forces. For every slain creature, more nightmarish forms emerged, their ranks swelling with each passing moment.

      A bone-chilling rumble echoed through the grasslands, and a towering silhouette surged from the waters of the Coryza River. Shadows pooled and coalesced around the enormous shape, its form shifting and swirling in a mesmerizing dance of darkness.

      The Shadow Dragon had come.

      Its scales absorbed all surrounding light, dwarfing even the mighty Thyrrna’s impressive wingspan. Blackness stretched across the wide, rushing river, creating a void which defied comprehension. Glowing eyes burned with an insatiable hunger, fixed upon the Guardian. A strange cold emanated from the creature, cooling the air and causing the bravest of hearts to tremble in fear.

      Dread snaked its way through Valdric, but he banished it with a snarl. He would not falter—not when his entire world hung in the balance.

      A bellow erupted within him. Lightning shot across the land, snapping with the fury of a thousand storms. The shadowy creature recoiled with an earsplitting wail, shrouding itself with its black wings while a barrage of electricity hammered against its defenses.

      For a breathless instant, Valdric dared to hope. His dragon roared victoriously, joining her voice with the wail of the storm.

      Then the Shadow Dragon unfurled its wings once more, and any hope of victory withered. The beast was unharmed—not a single scale was displaced on its ghostly hide.

      Realization crashed over Valdric like a wave. Even wielding the full power of the Stormsight and united with his dragon … It was not enough. The other dragons and their Guardians were gone, decimated weeks ago by the Shadow Dragon’s attacks. He could not defeat this ancient evil. Not alone. Not by his own strength.

      But the Shadow Dragon’s strength waned as well with the other Guardians gone. Maybe they had one last, desperate chance.

      Raising his arms, he summoned every ounce of his energy, calling on the gifts of the Great Dragon himself. The Light filled him with warmth, and the gale responded to his call, whipping around him in a vortex of unbridled frenzy.

      The storm dragon released a thunderous roar. At the same time, Valdric’s cataclysmic blast scoured the battlefield. Lightning lashed out in all directions, reducing the creatures to smoldering husks and searing the ground with flames.

      Even the Shadow Dragon could not withstand such devastation. Its shouts of anguish pierced the ravaged landscape. Bolts of electricity surrounded it in a cage, cracking and splitting before converging on the beast in a blinding flash. When the light subsided, all that remained were weak tendrils of smoke dissipating into the wind.

      As the storm eased, Valdric swayed on his feet, his body wracked with tremors. His vision swam, and the world around him blurred in a haze of muted colors and distorted shapes.

      His dragon let out a mournful groan and collapsed beside her Guardian, her once-vibrant scales now dull and cracked. Valdric managed a smile, reaching out with a trembling hand to rest it on the creature’s side. She was icy to the touch, chilling him with her anguish.

      “Do not grieve, old friend,” he rasped. “This was always our destiny—to be a vessel of the Light, a final defense against the Shadows.”

      The age of the Dragon Guardians had reached an end, but if their disappearance kept the Shadow Dragon at bay, it was worth the cost.

      The dragon’s eyes shone with a profound sorrow, and a pang of regret pierced Valdric’s heart. He wished more than anything for his beloved companion to continue her existence without him.

      Perhaps this did not have to be the end for her.

      Gathering what little remained of his strength, Valdric pressed his forehead against the dragon’s scales, allowing the bond between them to flare once more. With a quick prayer, he urged her—compelled her—to search for a new, worthy vessel to bear the title he could no longer carry.

      As their connection slipped away, Valdric’s entire body relaxed. “May the Stormsight find his way to you,” he whispered, then breathed his last.

      The dragon stretched her neck and let out a soul-rending cry. She opened her wings, revealing a long gash along her side—a wound she had hidden from her beloved Guardian. She cast a mournful glance over his still form before facing the stone fortress of Shendair which separated the Storm Kingdom from the rest of Elongtra. The dragon bellowed, sending one final flood of lightning upon the wall. Her lifeless body collapsed, the impact rattling the ground. A plume of dust and debris billowed into the air.

      The blast of electricity slammed into the stones, its fire burning deep fissures into the masonry. A colossal barrier of thunderclouds and lightning slowly stretched across the length of the wall as far as the eye could see. It was now a monument to the storm dragon’s last earth-shattering act, a defense against any encroaching Shadows.

      The Storm Wall had been born.
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        * * *

      

      The storm fairy gently folded the tattered page she had torn from the ancient book, her hands illuminated by the constant flashes of lightning along the towering expanse of the Storm Wall.

      She shivered, her purple wings fluttering nervously behind her. She imagined the Shadow Dragon’s hideous gaze coming from the depths of the Coryza River, which churned in front of her. The inky waters flowed from the Storm Wall’s gated opening into the kingdom of Shendair; it was a bottomless abyss where the dragon’s evil presence must linger … waiting for a chance to seep back into the realm.

      The fairy’s grip tightened on the fragile page, parchment crinkling in her cold fingers. Gritting her teeth, she tucked the paper into her pocket and cast a furtive glance over her shoulder.

      The other fairies would raise the alarm come morning when they discovered her disappearance … but it would be some time yet before they noticed missing pages from the ancient book. By then, she would be far beyond the wall.

      Her wings buzzed, and she took flight. As she darted through the night sky with desperate urgency, a small shadow slithered from the river’s depths and floated toward her.

      But the fairy never looked back.
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      A dragon’s roar shattered the skies above Scorzan City, rattling windows and sending black smoke into the air. Tiber’s heart pounded against his ribcage as he clung to Sapphire’s icy scales.

      Izzy. His dragon. His friend. His protective companion. Yet here she was.

      Destroying an innocent city.

      Sapphire soared over the smoldering ruins of the once-thriving kingdom, and the stench of smoke and ash assaulted Tiber’s senses. Homes and shops crumbled like discarded toys, their skeletal remains collapsing under the relentless attacks of dragon fire. Thick gray smog rose into the sky, obscuring the sun and casting a ghostly haze over the devastated streets. Screams of terror and anguish drifted up from the fleeing citizens, mingling with Izzy’s roars.

      Scorzan City was vast, a sprawling maze of whitewashed buildings. The tall terracotta roofs gaped open with smoldering flames. Hundreds of people—tiny dots of color against stark white stone—scrambled through the streets. Some ran toward the city gates, desperate to escape the inferno. Others huddled in doorways to shelter themselves from falling debris. The grand stairway leading up to the castle was now a crater. Izzy was systematically ravaging the beautiful city that should have been her home.

      “I don’t want to hurt her!” Luci cried out from in front of him. She leaned forward as far as she could while keeping her arms wrapped around the frost dragon’s spike.

      Tiber’s fingers dug into another spike protruding from Sapphire’s back, his pulse still racing. He didn’t want to harm Izzy either, but what were they supposed to do? He hadn’t expected to meet the dragon again so soon. And he certainly hadn’t planned on fighting against her like this. It had only been a few weeks since the Battle of Genwater Castle when a fairy scout had delivered the message that Scorzan City, the capital of Zanthius, was under attack.

      Skardin was baiting them. Why else would he storm a place that had always been loyal to him? Zanthius was Tiber’s homeland, the fire kingdom he should be protecting as a Dragon Guardian—the Firesight. The emperor was setting a trap for Sapphire … and they had no choice but to take the bait.

      They were living in a nightmare.

      “I’ve got to try to get through to her!” Tiber shouted.

      Sapphire’s blue wings steadily beat the air, propelling them forward at breakneck speed. Luci had slowly grown used to riding on the dragon’s back, but they had been careful to avoid flying in the open too much. Sapphire had come to their aid in the last battle, helping them defeat Skardin and send him away from Heigarth, but she was still learning to trust Luci. Apparently, she had felt abandoned since she was a hatchling, unlike Izzy who had formed an immediate bond with Tiber.

      Tiber didn’t mind focusing on other things besides dragon-riding. He’d preoccupied himself with the rebuilding efforts in Genwater to distract him from the losses of both his sister and his dragon.

      Another deafening roar cut through them, vibrating through Tiber’s bones. His head snapped up at the massive form appearing in the rolling smoke—crimson scales glinting like molten lava in the hazy sunlight, leathery wings spread wide. A fresh torrent of flames erupted from Izzy’s gaping jaw, engulfing an entire row of buildings in the inferno.

      “No! Izzy, stop!” But it was useless. Tiber was drowned out by the crackling of the blaze below.

      Jamison’s lone figure was chained to the fire dragon’s back like a parasite. The Shadow Knight didn’t bother with his mask; his face twisted with cold concentration as he guided Izzy’s rampage with brutal precision. He yanked on the iron chains around her neck, forcing the dragon to bring destruction to the city she should have been guarding.

      “Can you reach her?” Luci’s voice strained over the rushing wind. “We can’t get any closer!”

      “I’ll try,” Tiber said, and he squeezed his eyes shut, trying to wipe away the sickening image of Jamison riding his dragon. He couldn’t risk calling upon the Shadows in his anger. He had to make a connection with Izzy, to find the real her beneath the darkness.

      You can’t keep doing this, Izzy. It’s me. Tiber. Your friend. You know me. You have to resist the Shadows! Fight it!

      He strained desperately with his mind, just to slam against a towering fortress of gloom. He could sense Izzy’s agony, her terror—the raw, festering wound the Shadows had viciously pried open inside her. Her suffering washed over him, threatening to drown him in pain.

      Panic seized him. He felt what those chains were doing to her. He’d stolen her egg and accidentally hatched it, watching her grow in the chaos of being chased by Shadow Knights. They’d been through the entire crazy adventure together, running away with Aurelia and Luci before ultimately landing in Heigarth. They’d been thrust into helping the Protectors fight against Skardin, and in the desperate Battle of Genwater Castle, Tiber had to watch helplessly as Skardin rode away with Izzy in chains.

      The iron chains around her neck choked the Light, severing their bond and twisting her into something she wasn’t. Pure emptiness had followed. Today was the first time he’d felt anything from the dragon.

      “We have to stop her!” Luci’s voice cut through Tiber’s thoughts, but he could only shake his head, willing himself to pull away from Izzy.

      “She can’t feel me,” he said, “not with those chains on.” As long as the iron blocked Izzy’s Light, he would never get through to her.

      How were they going to get them off?

      Tiber anxiously scanned the smoke-filled skies, waiting for Skardin to appear on his giant storm dragon. But there was no sign of the emperor. Tiber didn’t know whether to be relieved or anxious—it didn’t matter. There was no time to dwell on it.

      “Bring me closer to them.” Tiber squinted, struggling to find some weakness in Jamison, something he could use. He’d trained with the man and even considered him an ally for a short time. Jamison was a powerful Stormseeker, but he was arrogant. He’d come alone with Izzy instead of bringing other Shadow Knights with him. “I have to get Jamison off her!” If he could distract Jamison enough, maybe he could get through to Izzy—or at least grab onto those chains.

      Luci opened her mouth to argue, then seemed to think better of it. She turned, and her worried gray eyes met Tiber’s.

      “There’s no other choice,” Tiber said, and Luci nodded before facing the front again. Their arguments had dwindled in the weeks since the last battle, and they now leaned on each other for support. She trusted his intuition … and he had learned to rely on her to tell him when he was being an idiot.

      Tiber couldn’t help but smile as Sapphire surged toward Izzy, sending Luci’s red curls flying into his face. The dive was too thrilling for him to care about how much her hair was stinging his raw, wind-burnt cheeks.

      His smile disappeared when the frost dragon banked sharply to avoid another blast of flames. The sudden motion threw Tiber’s body violently to one side. He gasped, and the air was torn from his lungs. He struggled to maintain his grip on the dragon’s cold, slippery spike. For a terrifying instant, his head hung over the edge, the ground a dizzying blur far below. Civilians scrambled about in blind panic while fire rained down on them.

      With a defiant roar, Sapphire beat her wings furiously against the scorching gusts until the smoke dissipated. Tiber grunted and hauled himself back into position, only to be met by Jamison’s triumphant smirk.

      Rage surged through Tiber. The Shadow Knight obviously reveled in nearly knocking the frost dragon out of the air, and his blue eyes gleamed with satisfaction.

      “We can’t get any closer!” Luci said, bracing herself on Sapphire’s spike. “We’ll be roasted alive!”

      Tiber breathed in through his nose, willing his anger to calm.

      He had been practicing—and he remembered the lessons Jamison had taught him.

      Summoning a fireball, Tiber hurled it at the Shadow Knight. His vision instantly went dark—a now familiar sensation. In his grief, he had thrown himself into training, learning to handle the blindness caused by his separation from Izzy. Despite the short time since the battle, his previous training had finally sunk in. Fitz was his current trainer, and because they had—mostly—set aside their differences, he’d proven to be a good one. Drawing on techniques Fitz taught him, he withdrew his Light just as the flames left his hand.

      The fiery projectile streaked through the sky, narrowly missing Jamison but singeing his wildly flapping robes.

      Close, but not close enough. And yet, the shock on Jamison’s face filled him with a fierce satisfaction.

      “We have to protect the city,” Tiber said, his voice flat. But his mind raced, desperately seeking a solution. Some way to break through to Izzy …

      Sapphire acted on his words, pivoting in the air to place herself between the rampaging fire dragon and the helpless kingdom. She reared back, and her icy breath rushed forward to meet Izzy’s flames. Fire and ice collided in an explosion, sending crystals and embers flying in all directions. The shockwave rippled outward, shattering every window below them—not exactly the protection the people were hoping for.

      Tiber clung to the dragon, his eyes watering from the sting of smoke and ash. Luci let out a cry of alarm when a stray bolt of lightning from Jamison hurtled past, narrowly missing Sapphire’s wing. She straightened her back and faced the Shadow Knight.

      Big mistake, Tiber thought as Luci’s eyes flashed with an icy-blue fury. She pulled her concentration away from flying and flung a series of icicles at Jamison with alarming precision.

      But Izzy opened her mouth, her flames easily swallowing the crystals before they could hit their mark.

      “This is impossible!” Luci cried over the roaring fire and cracking ice.

      Tiber gritted his teeth until his jaw ached, wracking his brain for an answer. There had to be a way to break through the Shadows’ hold on Izzy, to reach the dragon trapped inside. But how? Think!

      As if in response, Jamison yanked on Izzy’s chains. The fire dragon’s mouth snapped shut, abruptly cutting off the flames. Jamison glanced over the smoking ruin of the city below, his expression blank.

      Tiber leaned forward at the opportunity. “Izzy!” The cry tore from his raw throat. “Fight it! You’re stronger than him!”

      She had to be.

      I know you’re still in there. I know you don’t want to do this. Tiber poured every ounce of will into the mental effort, trying to wade through the pain. He could taste the desperation in her struggle against the Shadows, her all-consuming need to break free.

      The world dissolved until it was just Tiber and Izzy, his deep brown eyes meeting her bright red, flaming stare. He saw her fear and the desperate plea for him to help her. They didn’t need words. He felt her pain as if it were his own, the suffocating Shadows twisting her thoughts and pulling her away from him.

      And beneath it all, he sensed the Izzy he once knew. He thought he saw a flicker of recognition in her eyes as well.

      Hold on, Izzy. I’m here. I’m with you.

      But then the iron chains constricted around her neck, and Izzy bellowed with agony. Their connection snapped like a frayed thread as the Shadows crashed down between them. Izzy’s eyes turned vacant, and any recognition of Tiber was gone.

      Jamison’s lips curled in a sneer, and his gaze darted from Tiber to Izzy, realization dawning on his face. He seemed to understand Tiber had broken through, even momentarily. He tugged on the chains again.

      The fire dragon shot forward, cutting through the smoke like a fiery arrow—heading straight for them.

      Tiber barely had time to shout a warning before Izzy slammed into the smaller frost dragon with the force of a battering ram. Her razor-sharp talons raked across Sapphire’s wing, shredding the scales. Sapphire shrieked in pain and struggled to stay aloft. The world tilted. Luci screamed Tiber’s name, pure terror in her voice.

      Acting on instinct, Tiber pulled himself over the spike in front of him and wrapped one arm around Luci’s waist. He reached his other hand out for the spike she was holding, anchoring her against him as they plummeted from the sky in a sickening spiral. Sapphire’s wings beat the air frantically, trying to slow their fall.

      Wind roared past, and the ground rushed up to meet them. He risked a final glance over his shoulder and saw Izzy disappearing into the haze, Jamison’s dark silhouette still clinging to her.

      Luci’s screams echoed in his ears. All he could do was hold onto her as they crashed into the valleys below.
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      Luci’s world spun as she slid down Sapphire’s back and struggled to her feet, the rocky mountainside harsh and unforgiving. The frost dragon’s pain overwhelmed her aches from their fall, pulsing through her like shocks of electricity. Sapphire let out a low whine, her legs crumbling beneath her from the impact. She’d done her best to land safely in the mountains, but it was more like a controlled crash than a graceful landing. Luci’s mind reeled, as she tried to make sense of what had happened.

      Jamison, Izzy, Scorzan City, the endless smoke and the sudden attack that had sent them plummeting from the sky all seemed … unreal.

      A huge valley stretched out before her, a desolate expanse of jagged peaks and sparse vegetation. Mount Scorzan towered over them, appearing proud of the damage it had wrought when it erupted over a month ago.

      Had it only been a month? It felt like years since they’d left the safety of the Obrisia Caverns. Years since Aurelia …

      No. Not now.

      Luci’s phantom fingers ached when she tried to clench her hand into a fist. Grief was a strange thing. One moment she was fine, healed and whole again—falling from the sky, maybe, but blissfully distracted from her sadness.

      The next moment, she was stranded in a valley with a wounded dragon, and now was the time for the familiar lump in her throat?

      She shook her head and forced herself to focus. The distant silhouette of Scorzan City stood below them, wreathed in curling spirals of rising smoke. She could barely make out the black outline of the castle, its stone walls still standing amid the devastation. Everything else near the castle—the markets, the houses, the stables—was blanketed with ash. The air carried the burning stench all the way up the mountain to them. Beside Luci, Tiber groaned and found his way to solid ground.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, her voice hoarse as she stumbled toward him.

      “I’m good,” he said, wincing through a roll of his shoulder. “What about you?”

      “Yeah, just a little sore.” Her mind flashed back to the fall, and the terror that had seized her and Sapphire. The dragon had shrieked, her cry sending fear through Luci’s mind. She’d managed to right herself just in time for them to slide, rather than plummet, into the ground. Despite the dragon’s fear, she had taken great care to save them all rather than just herself.

      And in the crash, Tiber had covered her completely, his body shielding her from the impact …

      Despite the heat rising in her cheeks, she opened her mouth to thank him. But before she could say a word, he had already turned away, focused on the buildings below—and the destruction wrought by Izzy’s flames.

      He hadn’t been the same since the day Izzy had been captured. She’d tried to talk to him, get him to open up to her … but the distance between them had grown.

      “Izzy—The city—” He whirled back around, his dark eyes wild. “What are we going to do?”

      “We’ll get her back,” Luci said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. She couldn’t imagine what he was going through. Although she hadn’t been with Sapphire long, the thought of her being controlled—turned against her—made her chest tighten with a fierce, protective anger.

      The dragon moaned and tried to stand, her movements sluggish and pained. Deep gashes in her wing scarred her once pristine scales. She favored her injured side, and her short, agonized gasps sent wisps of icy mist into the air.

      Luci approached Sapphire slowly, her good hand outstretched in a cautious gesture. “Easy, girl,” she murmured, brushing her fingers along the dragon’s hide. “You’re hurt, but we’ll get you patched up.”

      How they would patch her up, she had no idea. They didn’t exactly keep dragon healers around these days; most of that knowledge had been lost in the centuries without dragons.

      Sapphire snorted, the cold puff washing over Luci’s face. She’s not buying it.

      “Really,” Luci said, trying to bury her own doubts. “You know Warrick—he’ll have read some obscure book on dragon wounds. He’ll be able to do something.” The dragon snorted again, then relaxed against her hand.

      “Can she move at all?” Tiber said, his voice low and urgent. “I don’t want to hurt her, but there’s no way that was a random attack. Why did Jamison suddenly leave? We need to get away from here if we can.”

      Luci bit her lip. She didn’t understand it either. He looked threatened—maybe Tiber was getting through to Izzy? But Jamison had managed to run them to the ground and wound Sapphire. Why not strike then, when they were vulnerable?

      A cold, creeping dread settled in the pit of her stomach. She turned slowly, searching for any sign of Jamison or Skardin. The skies were clear, except for the drifting clouds of gray smoke.

      “Sapphire is hurt.” Her mind raced with possibilities … and quickly dismissed each one. “We’re close to Genwater, but I don’t know if she can make it back. What else can we do?”

      Tiber ran his hand through his hair and furrowed his brow. “We’ll head deeper into the valley,” he finally said, pointing behind them to the towering peaks of the Scorched Mountains. “We can get to the Caverns and take cover there for a few days. At least until she’s healed enough to get us there.”

      Luci hesitated. Sapphire appeared to be in no condition to fly, let alone navigate the mountain passes. But what choice did they have? They were sitting ducks out in the open like this.

      “Okay,” she said, steeling herself for a slow journey through the mountains—with a full-grown, wounded dragon in tow. “Let’s⁠—”

      Sapphire growled, her icy breath fogging the air around them. Her unease sent a prickle of fear down Luci’s spine. She stretched her arms wide and spun, but⁠—

      A group of Shadow Knights burst from the trees, their dark purple robes a stark contrast against the green forest. Their faces were hidden beneath masks with large, grotesque black eyes that stared directly into her soul. Iron chains glinted in their hands, and Luci froze. Six. There were six Knights.

      Flames scorched past her, engulfing one Knight. The man tumbled down the valley, his screams echoing off the rocky terrain. Tiber’s red eyes returned to brown as he lowered his hand. He grabbed Luci’s arm and pulled her behind a boulder—and a bolt of lightning struck the place where she had just been standing.

      What was she doing? Pull yourself together. How many times had Aurelia faced off with Shadow Knights with only her power and her wits to help her? Stay focused. She’d always said that wits were more important than any abilities she had.

      Luci glanced over at Sapphire, but the frost dragon was taking care of herself in the chaos. She turned to face the Knights, crouching low to the ground as they circled her like prowling wolves.

      With a piercing shriek, ice poured from Sapphire’s mouth and covered three Knights who couldn’t move fast enough.

      Frozen statues stood in their place.

      Where are the other two?

      Sapphire roared as iron chains wrapped around her wings, the metal searing angry red welts into her blue scales. A jolt of agony coursed through Luci, the burning pain consuming her from within. The Knight inched closer to Sapphire’s legs, pulling tightly on the chains he’d thrown.

      “No!” she screamed, lunging forward, her hands outstretched. A blast of icy fury charged at a different Knight, a storm of wind and snow that should have frozen him solid⁠—

      Instead of looking through Sapphire’s eyes, Luci was met with cold, empty blackness. Nothing. There was nothing there. Just a void that threatened to swallow her whole, leaving her to flail in the dark. No Light, no visions—only pain.

      Her momentary shock was enough for the Knight to melt her icicles with his own fire, holding the chains with one gloved hand and attacking with the other. Sapphire roared with rage and thrashed at the iron, although her wings were already weak.

      Tiber aimed his attacks as best he could without any vision of his own … but the Shadow Knights could see them coming and easily deflect his flames. The bonds tightened, biting deep into the dragon’s scales.

      Panic caused Luci’s throat to constrict. I can’t feel her. She’d grown used to Sapphire’s emotions always present in her mind. And yet, even the creature’s pain had disappeared, leaving her hollow and powerless against the Knights.

      A whisper, dark and seductive, slithered at the edge of her thoughts. Sadness weakens you. No one can take your dragon from you. Let your rage fuel your power.

      Even Luci’s phantom fingers tingled. She could taste it—the raw intensity that promised to obliterate the emptiness inside her.

      That’s enough.

      This time, it was Aurelia’s voice. Luci blinked, startled by the sudden clarity. Where did that come from?

      She knew … she always knew what Aurelia would say or do in the moment after so many years together.

      This isn’t the time for despair.

      Luci’s eyes narrowed, and she assessed the situation. Despite having the iron chains securely wrapped around Sapphire’s wings, the Knights were struggling to restrain the dragon. One of them kept trying to climb her leg, but she would roll to one side, sending him to the ground in a tangle of purple robes and curses. She thrashed her wings, refusing to give in⁠—

      And I won’t either.

      Luci rushed at the Knight on Sapphire’s left, and with a guttural cry, she pushed a shower of ice and wind toward him with every ounce of strength she had. She then withdrew her Light, and the darkness disappeared from her vision. The Knight reeled down the mountain, chains slipping from his hands as he tumbled.

      Sapphire shook the loosened chain from her wing, and metal clattered against the rocks. Luci leapt up on the dragon’s shoulder with Tiber following close behind. When she reached her seat on Sapphire’s back, she had a full view of the last remaining Knight, the other man who had dared to bind her dragon.

      His eyes weren’t visible beneath the haunting mask, but his jaw tightened in a silent scream. His hands fell limp at his sides as he stared at the creature of icy rage looming over him. Her wounds made her appear more dreadful than ever … Luci didn’t need a mental bond to see that.

      Sapphire yanked on the wing still tied in iron, sending the chains rattling with the force of her movement. The Knight at the other end went flying, his shouts echoing distantly as he hurtled through the air. A sudden relief washed over Luci when the dragon shrugged off her remaining bonds.

      She laughed and rubbed Sapphire’s scales. That’s my girl, she thought, and the familiar, friendly warmth filled her once again.

      “More of them are going to come,” Tiber warned from behind her, his grim voice bursting Luci’s victorious bubble.

      Her back straightened, spine stiffening with resolve. He was right. Those were the first Shadow Knights to reach them, but they wouldn’t stop there. Izzy’s attacks had been an ambush after all.

      “Sapphire, we need to—” But before Luci could finish, the frost dragon was already lifting them into the skies. Her wings beat haphazardly as she struggled to gain altitude. Luci wrapped her arms around the spike in front of her, clinging for dear life. They dipped to one side, narrowly missing a cliff.

      You can do this! They didn’t have to go far. They just needed to put enough distance between them and any other lurking Knights. Sapphire struggled with her wounded wing, and the sharp pain ripped through Luci, stealing the air from her lungs. But the dragon responded to her encouragement, and she seemed to long for Heigarth even more than Luci did. She skipped over the Obrisia Caverns in the Scorched Mountains as Tiber had suggested, pushing them northward.

      Somehow, they stayed above the peaks. It would take most of the day, but they would make the slow and turbulent journey back …

      Home, Luci thought with a smile, as Genwater Castle loomed on the horizon.
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      Memories of Scorzan City and the destruction Izzy had brought lingered in Tiber’s mind. The roar of the dragon’s flames as she scorched the cobblestones, the screams of people scattering in the marketplace …

      His stomach twisted with nausea, the smell of smoke clinging to him even now. He hadn’t even managed to talk to her. He couldn’t break through the haze of Shadows that had twisted her into a fiery rage over the city.

      Tiber squeezed his eyes shut to banish the horrifying image of Izzy spitting fire at everything in sight. He didn’t want to see the look in her eyes, the wild, blind frenzy. He rubbed his arms and tried to forget the heat of her flames.

      “It wasn’t you,” Luci said, her voice soft yet firm.

      Tiber opened his eyes. He’d gone out onto the ramparts of Genwater Castle to get some fresh air as soon as they’d arrived. He had expected them to have some respite in the Obrisia Caverns before returning to Heigarth, but Sapphire had been too anxious to get back here. The solitude of the Caverns would have been preferable.

      The wind whipped strands of curls across Luci’s face. Unconsciously, he reached out to push the hair from her eyes, and she smiled.

      Normally, Luci’s smile sent warmth surging into his cheeks, but today he felt numb.

      “She’s my dragon,” he said, kicking a loose stone. It skittered over the old bricks and clattered to a stop against the castle wall. “I should have⁠—”

      “There’s nothing you should have or could have done,” she insisted. “Skardin is using her, just like he’s using the storm dragon.”

      She was right, but it didn’t make him feel any better. Skardin. Everything always came back to Skardin. The emperor had stolen away everyone he loved—his parents, his sister, and now Izzy, who he’d transformed into a weapon to turn people against the dragons.

      He leaned over the wall and glanced at the courtyard below, where the frost dragon curled protectively around herself, her scales shimmering like icy diamonds under the pale winter sun. The people skirted past her, flinching at Sapphire’s every move.

      Skardin’s fear had taken root here, poisoning the hearts of the people they were trying to save—the people the dragons were supposed to protect.

      “Thank you, by the way,” Luci said, breaking through his thoughts. “You saved us out there against those Shadow Knights.” She paused, then flashed a mischievous grin. “You may need to teach me instead … one day.”

      Tiber’s heart lightened at her words. He’d been training with Fitz every day. He still wasn’t as good as Fitz—and Fitz made sure he knew it—but he was much better than before. The next time he fought Jamison, he was determined to be prepared.

      And how did that go?

      “Thanks.” He pushed his feelings down and returned her smile. Despite everything, he still wanted to impress her—which wasn’t easy to do. He had helped them. He’d finally done something right, and the frost dragon was back in Genwater because of it.

      He just couldn’t save Izzy.

      Stupid, he thought, clenching his fists. All those weeks wasted, worrying about petty fights with Jamison and Fitz instead of focusing on his training. He’d been so busy trying to prove himself, he hadn’t realized what was truly important.

      “You two staying out here all evening?” Ronan stalked up the stairs toward them, his freckled face flushed from the cold. Warrick puffed alongside him, and Fitz followed, glaring at Tiber down his long nose.

      Warrick’s expression was always readable—and something was very wrong.

      “What’s going on?” Tiber asked, crossing his arms.

      “Skardin’s on the move.” Ronan frowned and waved a hand at the sky. “He left Volistron Bay two days ago. Heading north.”

      “He’s coming here?” Luci cast a nervous glance at Sapphire.

      “No … He’s going to the D-Dreadwood,” Warrick said.

      They all stood in silence for a moment. The Dreadwood was far too close for comfort, and whatever Skardin planned to do there … Tiber shivered. None of this was going well.

      “That’s what Ormund and Emerald have reported, anyway,” Fitz confirmed, and he leaned against the wall. “They’ve been tracking his movements—which honestly, hasn’t been difficult. He’s flying on his storm dragon, not bothering to hide where he’s going.”

      “He’ll gather the shadow fairies, and”—Warrick gulped—“who knows what else. We have to do something.”

      “Let’s stop him before he gets there, then,” Luci said. “We can take Sapphire and⁠—”

      “No, we can’t risk it,” Tiber said.

      Luci’s eyes, full of kindness mere moments ago, now flashed with anger. “I know you’re afraid after losing Izzy, but we can’t just sit here.”

      “I’m not suggesting that,” Tiber said slowly. He wasn’t even upset with her for snapping at him. Lately he didn’t feel much of … anything. “Skardin would love for us to come after him with Sapphire like we did in Scorzan City. It’s a distraction.”

      Luci started to respond and stopped, biting her lip as she seemed to consider what he had said.

      “What about the Veiled Wetlands?” Warrick blurted out. Everyone stared at him. He blushed but continued. “The fairies hold the prophecies about the Dragon Guardians. We can figure out who—” He glanced around, then dropped his voice to a whisper. “We could find the real Stormsight.”

      “The storm fairy kingdom,” Ronan said flatly. “You’re saying we—humans, plus a dragon—should enter another fairy forest?”

      Tiber nodded, surprised that he agreed with Luci’s brother. “And how would we get past the Storm Wall? We can’t go by ship to Andrin Harbor this time. They’re guarding it well.”

      “There are ways through,” Warrick said. “The Storm Wall is ancient. There must be some hidden passages that aren’t guarded.”

      Tiber shuddered at the thought of the Storm Wall, the great stone barrier separating Shendair from the rest of Elongtra. Somehow, it produced its own electricity and was constantly surrounded by an ongoing series of lightning. He had passed through it one time, long ago when Grimm had purchased him at the Drudge auction and taken him home.

      The guards only allowed passage at two times each day, and there were just three entrances. People used to crowd and camp in front of the gates, waiting for their turn. Tiber remembered the anxiety and fear which suffocated him as they’d navigated the dark, winding passage within the Storm Wall itself.

      Once was enough.

      “But that’s the problem,” Fitz said. “We don’t know of any hidden passages.” He paused, his eyes brightening. “On the other hand … Skardin isn’t there. If he’s headed for the Dreadwood, then one of their main defenses is already gone.”

      “It’d be the perfect time to go,” Warrick added with a nod.

      Tiber rolled his eyes. Of course Fitz was looking for another adventure—anything to get out of Genwater. “Yes, they’ll never notice the massive frost dragon flying overhead.”

      “Who said we should bring the dragon?” Fitz snapped. “Luci and Sapphire should stay here anyway to protect the city. We can sneak in ourselves.”

      “You’re not leaving me here—” Luci said, stopping abruptly at the sound of footsteps on the stairs.

      “It’s getting late,” Corbin said as he approached. “You need to get inside—along with the dragon.” He gave a pointed stare at Fitz, who had straightened up and was no longer leaning against the wall.

      “Yes, Father,” he said. He followed Corbin down to the castle.

      Luci sighed as they fell in behind Fitz, walking slowly so they could continue talking quietly. “Have you had any luck with Bosco? Maybe we won’t need the storm fairies if he’ll talk to us.”

      Ronan shook his head. “He hasn’t told us anything helpful since he’s been in those dungeons. I’m beginning to think he’s cracked.”

      Tiber didn’t think anything could crack Bosco. The Shadow Knight had been spouting crazy threats ever since Luci and her parents had captured him during the battle. “He’s biding his time. You’ll never get him to go against the emperor.” Bosco wasn’t like Katania. No one could draw him away from the Shadows.

      The thought of Katania sent a familiar lump into Tiber’s throat when they reached the ground. But before his thoughts could pull him under, Dane and Eryn, Luci’s parents, hurried toward them.

      Eryn threw her arms around Luci. “Oh, thank the Dragon, you’re okay!”

      Dane placed a comforting hand on his wife’s quivering shoulders. His eyes met Tiber’s for a moment, and he inclined his chin slightly.

      Tiber looked away and stared at his feet. He wasn’t sure if the nod was a sign of respect or a warning. He assumed the latter.

      Dane and Eryn knew they’d gone to Scorzan City to try to get Izzy back. But understanding the situation didn’t matter—he was still the boy who kept taking their daughter straight into danger.

      “Come on,” Dane said to Luci and Ronan, his voice gruff. “Dinner is ready in the hall.”

      Ronan followed them, but Luci hesitated when Tiber didn’t move.

      He didn’t want to face the pity in her eyes, the concern that he might crumble under the weight of what they’d been through. He needed to be alone with his grief.

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” he said, avoiding her gaze. “I need to take care of something.”

      He turned without waiting for a response, leaving the carefully crafted cobblestone paths of the castle grounds. His boots crunched over the frost-covered grass.

      He found his way to the small grove of trees where they’d buried Katania. It had been weeks since the Protectors had laid her to rest, but the memory of that day was fresh in his mind. He could still feel the damp soil against his fingers as he’d lowered her makeshift coffin into the ground.

      They’d buried many others after the battle, but no one had wanted to bury Katania—a Shadow Knight who had helped bring on all their pain and misery. Tiber couldn’t blame them, so he’d taken on the duty himself.

      He knelt beside the grave, the icy wind biting at his cheeks. Winter had come to Genwater, so there were no flowers to place on the small mound.

      They would just be covered in snow anyway, Tiber thought. A hoarse laugh escaped at the irony. Snow. Katania, his fiery sister from Zanthius, was buried in the coldest place in Elongtra.

      He closed his eyes, remembering Katania’s concerned dark eyes when she had shut him up in the wardrobe … the same eyes that watched him as she had died saving him.

      Skardin had gotten to her and twisted her against her own family. Katania’s eyes used to be serious yet full of warmth. She’d betrayed their parents, betrayed him. She’d been working with Skardin, helping him hunt down other Seekers. But she hadn’t been in her right mind. He’d seen what the Shadows could do. And he saw it again in Izzy’s eyes.

      “Tiber?”

      His eyes flew open, and he spun around, his hands instinctively shooting out in front of him.

      It’s only Athan. The boy’s oversized wool coat swallowed his thin frame.

      Tiber dropped his arms to his sides. “What are you doing here?”

      Athan shuffled closer. “I just … I heard you returned.” He hesitated, fixing on Tiber with a desperate stare. “I need your help. I have to get my brother back. If you’re going to Shendair⁠—”

      “Who said I was going to Shendair?” Tiber snapped. He took a step forward.

      “I mean—it seemed like an obvious⁠—”

      “Were you listening in on our conversation?”

      “I wasn’t—I—” Athan stopped, his shoulders slumping. “I may have overheard a piece of it. But Sebb—he’s my brother! I thought you would understand.” His gaze fell on Katania’s grave.

      Tiber clenched and unclenched his fists, furious one moment at Athan’s eavesdropping, then full of empathy the next. Of course Tiber understood. Athan didn’t want to give up on his brother, the boy who’d been taken by the Shadows. The boy who’d been … changed.

      But what could Tiber do?

      “I’m sorry,” Tiber said. “I don’t know how to help him. I couldn’t save Katania⁠—”

      “He’s not like that.” Athan’s voice rose in panic. “Sebb wasn’t working with Shadow Knights for years like your sister. Something got to him in that horrible forest. He wouldn’t … He wouldn’t hurt anyone.” The boy’s jaw clenched. “Not on purpose.”

      Tiber glanced back at Katania’s grave, a cold realization settling into his gut. Sebb was like that. It didn’t matter who he had been before. The Shadows didn’t discriminate. They took whoever they could sink their claws into.

      But Katania had fought them.

      Tiber placed a hand on Athan’s shoulder. Sebb didn’t have to be doomed to the Shadows. Maybe Tiber could help. “We’ll do everything we can to find him,” he said, careful with his words. “I promise.”

      He still wondered how he could keep such a promise. He couldn’t get Izzy back when she was right in front of him. How was he supposed to save someone who didn’t want to be saved?
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