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Prologue: The Conduit
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It had been exactly six months since the defeat of the Bloodslayers and the capture of King Fergus. As far as everyone knew, the danger was over.

Bella Morgana—the last practitioner of the evil Malefica magic—climbed up the side of the Bluefrost Mountains. She used only a thin rope and the aura of magic to keep her upright. When she reached the peak of the icy mountaintop, she walked into the cave and took a good look around. 

The Conduit—the life-giving incubator that had brought the Dragonwitch back to life—was still there. It looked abandoned and old. She approached it cautiously, clutching her staff of skulls. Bella didn’t notice the set of footprints in the snow belonging to Sheba Imani. The old woman quickly transformed into her younger self, walking out of the shadows to confront the Malefica witch.

“I knew you would come here,” the Grand Witch said. “It is why I came first. Your kind never stays hidden for too long.”

Bella turned around, laughing at the old woman before her staff turned into a sword. “Do you think you can stop me, Grand Witch? I’m more powerful now than you could ever believe. If you dare to challenge me, it’ll be your last mistake.”

“We will see about that!” the Grand Witch taunted, leaping forward in a mystical fog of magic.

They began to battle back and forth, taking their turns and planning their swings. Bella turned her sword downward, and from it, a thousand spirits flew out and flooded the cavern. They circled the Grand Witch before she lifted her staff and propelled a fire blast toward Bella. It interrupted her wicked spell—but only for a short period of time. 

Bella smiled. “I know that look on your face, Grand Witch—it’s the face of defeat. I once had a similar look before I grew stronger. My new powers are no match for you. Give up now while you still can.”

“I will never relent!” the Grand Witch yelled, attacking Bella again.

The mountain swayed beneath their feet, and they could hear the rumble of a thousand avalanches below them. Before they knew it, the cave lost its balance and toppled to one side, sending all its belongings over the edge of the precipice. It was a long drop to the ground.

Bella and the Grand Witch held on to nearby icicles as they began to drip and melt. The Conduit—deeply rooted within branches below the snow—sprung free. Sheba watched as it went flying towards the wide-open space—half its body draped over the edge, the other stuck to nearby sleet in its path. 

Sheba reached for it with all her might, even using a spell to draw it closer—but the Conduit still plunged over the side. It fell a few hundred kilometers through the winter fog before smashing into a thousand pieces. In a blinding ray of light, The Conduit shone up to the sky in its death. Sheba’s red magic faded to a mist at the bottom of the mountain.

The Conduit was destroyed.

“See? I told you that you can’t defeat me!” Bella taunted, trying to climb her way back up the mountain. “The Conduit serves as a warning for the future. Everything you know and love will crumble and die—including your little Dragonwitch.”

Bella contorted her body and leaped from each falling chunk of ice to the next, pausing when she landed on a more solid portion. The Grand Witch watched her, helpless to stop the woman as she looked back at her slipping hand and the abyss below her feet. 

“It looks like your days are coming to an end, Grand Witch. I never thought I’d see it,” Bella said, chuckling. “With the Conduit destroyed, Lord Kyros can make his return and kill the Dragonwitch—once and for all!”

“Your plans will never succeed!” Sheba cried, reaching for another hanging icicle. “The Dragonwitch will stop you—just as she has done before!”

“Not this time, Grand Witch,” Bella replied, turning on her heel. “Everything is falling into place now. I can’t wait to watch as the world turns to ashes—and the Dragonwitch falls with it!”

In a matter of seconds, Bella had disappeared—vanishing into the blinding white of the winter snow. Her Malefica magic still lingered, and the Grand Witch could see its darkness following the woman’s path. 

There was nothing else to grab—all available icicles and chunks had plummeted. Sheba was stranded, and she knew it was too late. She willingly released her grip on the last icicle. 

She felt her body drop as she closed her eyes, hoping to survive the landing. She was powerful, but not invincible—even in her Grand Witch form. She, too—like the Conduit’s fate—seemed to be that of destruction.

Inches before meeting the ground, Roth Uther swept through the winter fog with a mighty roar. He caught Sheba on his back, gently setting her down in a secluded area of the mountains where she could rest. The two watched in silence as the precipice—and Roth’s former home—fell to its death, shattering into frozen pieces. It collapsed into a nearby snowbank before melting away.

“Thank you, Ancient One,” Sheba said after a long period of silence. “You’ve saved my life—and for that, I owe you a great debt.”

Roth shook his head. “You’ve saved my life more than once, witch. Let’s just agree we’re even now.”

“As you wish.”

Sheba and Roth walked over to where the Conduit had fallen. They waded through the blizzard and broken mechanical parts, desperately trying to piece it back together. There was no point. The storm had blown away too many parts.

“It’s gone,” Roth muttered, hanging his head in defeat. “We were too late.”

“I fear you’re right,” Sheba replied, glancing up at the sky, “and in more ways than one.” 

“Does this mean...?” Roth asked, stopping himself.

“That Lord Kyros is coming?” Sheba asked. “Yes—it does, dear dragon. We can’t stay here any longer. We must find the Dragonwitch and warn her of the coming danger.”

***

[image: ]


THE SEA OF SKULLS WASHED blood and bones onto the shore and gurgled its black water like any other day. The Darkwoods was quiet, free of any witches—except for the howling spirits that roamed.

Bella returned, panting from the journey. As she leaned against her hut for support, a flash of lightning pulled her thoughts toward the dark water. The Black River leading to the sea began to shake, and she could feel the tremors below her feet.

“Is anyone there?” she asked, cautiously. “Show yourself!”

A mighty beast came from below the water—more terrifying than any creature she had ever seen before. Its skin was the brightest shade of red with protruding black horns and sharp, jagged teeth. Like Griff before him, he wore a simple black robe which hid his thin skeleton. His height rested at seven feet, and fire and darkness pulsed from his long fingers. He waded through the water before pulling himself to the shore. Even the evil spirits hushed at his appearance.

Bella fell to her knees, bowing to her master. “Kyros, I’ve waited patiently for your return. I’m grateful you’ve finally come to me.”

He leaped forward and grabbed her throat, lifting her off the ground. She writhed, but his grip was too strong to break free.

“What are you doing?” she asked between gasps.

“You dare to speak my name?” he demanded, his voice deep and guttural. “Do you truly believe you are worthy of it?”

“I know I’m not worthy of you... but I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me, Master,” she managed to reply. “The Conduit has been destroyed. Griff has merged our bodies into one. I’m much stronger than before.”

He released her after he heard this, letting her hit the ground with a harsh thud. She coughed and composed herself before she crawled onto her knees. He looked down at her with anger behind his evil eyes.

“Perhaps I’ve doubted you,” Kyros replied. “With the Conduit destroyed, you are more capable than I originally believed. Yes—I can see it already. I will sit on a mighty throne, and you will worship at my feet.”

“The Dragonwitch will be defenseless, Master,” Bella dared to say. “Nothing will stand in your way. I will deal with The Grand Witch myself so you aren’t bothered by her.”

He nodded in approval. “Soon, this world will fall to Kyros.”
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Chapter One: King Hadrian
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The citizens of Orana chanted and shouted around the castle. After Hadrian Remington—now known as King Hadrian Remington—had succeeded his brother’s throne, there had been nothing but constant bickering and protests in the King’s City. As time went on, it was only getting worse.

King Hadrian sat in the castle’s office, peering out the window at the disapproving crowd. Hadrian’s pet wildhound, Spike, growled when he noticed the large gathering of people.

Hadrian leaned down to pet Spike behind his ears, the animal cooing in response. “It’s okay, boy. Those people out there are impossible. Can’t they see the dragons and witches just want to get along with everyone else?”

Master Knight David Caballero burst into the room, startling Hadrian. Everyone was always nervous and jittery with the people outside. He noticed David’s armor was torn and shattered—like he had gotten into a fight.

“Hadrian, things aren’t looking so good out there,” David said, bowing at his new King. “I barely made it through the crowd this morning—even in steel armor. They won’t listen to any of us. They even grabbed my hair! Can you believe that? Don’t they know how long it takes to comb this over?”

Hadrian scoffed. “Tell me something I don’t know, David. It’s been a constant battle outside for six months. And please—don’t call me King. I haven’t done anything to deserve it. The people in my kingdom don’t even like me!”

David shook his head. “You are a King, Hadrian—whether you like it or not. Humanity’s just not ready yet for a King who’s a witch, but they’ll come around. If it makes you feel any better, I’m with you. You’re not getting rid of me.”

Hadrian nodded. “It does. I appreciate it.”

David shrugged. “Well, not to get mushy, but we’re your friends, Hadrian. We support you. After your father and Fergus, the people aren’t used to a King who actually cares about people. You represent order and peace—something that’s been missing in this kingdom for a long time.”

Hadrian sighed. “I guess so. Still, I don’t know what to do most of the time. A true King would always be prepared.”

Before David could respond, the ground beneath the floor shook. Hadrian stood up and reached for his staff. Even David made sure his blade was still in its holster.

“What the hell was that?” Hadrian asked, peering out the window.

David shrugged. “Who knows around here? Just be ready. With the crowd outside, anything is possible.”

After a few seconds, Hadrian finally saw it. From beyond the window, Elara Everly—the girl who walked through fire—landed in front of the people in her golden dragon form. After the dust settled, the crowd hushed and stared at her.

“Don’t you have better things to do than hang around the castle?” Elara asked, nodding at the town. “King Hadrian helped me save this city from The Fallen and the Knights. Don’t you think he deserves a little respect?”

“Kill the King!” a citizen in the crowd shouted, waving their sword around.

“He’s one of them! He’s a witch—he can’t be trusted!” another voice cried. “We want King Fergus back!”

“The dragons and witches need to die!” a young child wailed.

“I guess not, then,” Elara muttered.

Soon, the crowd grew angry again—throwing rocks and other debris at Elara. Some even lifted their weapons and aimed them at her. She noticed her distant cousin, Lilian, and her young family joining in with the chanting. Despite saving their lives, they too were just as angry.

Nothing had changed.

“Look at yourselves!” Elara cried out, dodging the flying rocks. “You’ve turned into animals! How can you say the dragons and witches are evil when you’re the ones trying to kill us?”

“Kill them all!” they began to chant, swarming Elara.

“Elara!” Hadrian called out, opening the chamber doors to the castle. “Quickly—come inside where it’s safe!”

Elara transitioned and entered the chamber doors to the castle, changing into a new set of clothes. David, Jenson Danvers, Alby Duggan, and dragons and witches sealed the doors behind them. The crowd continued to scream and shout, pounding on the doors with swords and other weapons. Luckily, they were secure inside—for now.

“Are you all right?” Hadrian asked Elara, noticing the blood and scrapes on her. “Elle, you’re bleeding.”

Elara shrugged, wiping the red spatter off her arms and legs. “It’s nothing—I’ve been through worse. With my magic, I’ll heal fast. How is the castle doing?”

“The castle’s just fine,” David muttered. “It’s outside that’s the problem—and the people.”

“Nasty sods—the lot of them!” Alby cried, shaking his head in anger. “It’s all Fergus’ fault. He put them up to this!”

“I went down to the cellar to ask him to talk to the crowd—to convince them we’re friendly,” Hadrian began, “but he refused. You can’t say I didn’t try.” 

“Figures. How can we stop this?” Elara asked. “How can we make them see us as friends instead of enemies?”

“If I knew that, I would’ve done it already,” Hadrian muttered, and it was a little harsher than he had intended.

There was an awkward few moments of silence that spread around the room. David cleared his throat.

“We should go,” David began, gesturing for the dragons and witches to follow him. “We have a lot of work to do. We’ll need more barricades to prevent anyone from getting in.”

David and his Knights fled the room, giving Elara and Hadrian some privacy in the deserted foyer.

Hadrian sighed. “I’m sorry, Elle. I didn’t mean to get angry at you. Things just seem so...hopeless. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

Elara placed a hand on Hadrian’s cheek. “I know things are hard right now, but we’ll get through it. We always have. And I’ll support you in any way that I can. You’re the best King we’ve ever had, and I believe in you.”

Hadrian smiled for the first time in ages. “I appreciate that, Elle. You’ve always stood by me, and it’s the only reason I’ve stayed strong in all this. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

As they leaned in for a kiss, Tavia Montano came crashing through the upper-level window on Tilda. After she dusted off the shattered glass on her clothes, she rode downstairs and stepped off Tilda. Leaving the creature near the window, she rushed over to Hadrian and Elara.

“Where have you been?” Tavia asked, glaring at Elara. “I’ve been searching everywhere for you! Do you know how hard it was to push through the crowd outside? It’s like a madhouse. Everyone was worried when they couldn’t find you in Deniva this morning.”

“Sorry. I snuck away to check on Hadrian,” Elara replied, blushing. “I didn’t think I’d be too long. What’s the problem?”

“It’s Sheba. She came back to Deniva this morning with Roth, and they both looked awful. We don’t know where they were,” Tavia said. “Roth took off, but Sheba stayed. She said she has an urgent message for you. Tilda wouldn’t have let me ride her if it wasn’t important.”

The creature whinnied in agreement.

“Did Sheba say what it was about?” Elara asked, stroking the creature’s mane.

“No—and she won’t talk to anyone besides you about it. Nobody knows what’s wrong with her, and my mother is seriously freaked out.”

Hadrian nodded. “I know you want to stay here with me, but they need you, Elle—and it sounds pretty serious. You don’t have to feel obligated to spend time with me. I’ll be fine. You should follow Tavia out the entrance she made upstairs, though. I don’t want you trying to get through the crowd again. Who knows what might happen?”

“All right—but I’ll be back soon,” Elara replied, kissing his cheek. “And before you ask, I promise I’ll be careful.”

“Good. I’ll still worry about you, though.”

Elara smiled. “Me, too.”

“Come on—this way,” Tavia said, gesturing for Elara to follow her. 

Elara’s eyes widened as soon as she saw the large, broken window. “David and the guards will have to fix this. You certainly know how to make an entrance, Tavia.”

Tavia nodded. “I learned from the best. Listen, Red—I’ve never seen Sheba like this. Usually, she’s strong and put-together, but something’s changed. Something evil is coming—I can just feel it.”

***
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BELLA WAS DISCREET as she crept around the castle, avoiding the large riot outside. It was lucky for her that they were so preoccupied.

She smiled. “This is too easy. With the crowd, no one will even see me. And with the help of Kyros, I will succeed in my mission.”

She slithered through a secret entrance near the back of the castle and removed the red cloak that hid her face. Peering around the corner when she was inside, she waited for the few guards to pass before moving from her location. The staircase to the basement was only a few feet away, and she knew that Fergus was down there—he had to be.

Fergus was chained to the wall in his cell like a rabid dog. His lover, Myra Sarkov, was shackled by his side. They were dressed in tarnished clothes, looking sickly and dehydrated.

“Well, well, well,” Bella began, grinning. “What do we have here?”

Bella appeared from the darkness into the pale light of the basement. Fergus and Myra lifted their heavy heads to take a better look. When they noticed her staff, their eyes widened.

“How did you get in here?” Myra asked. “If you come any closer, I’ll scream for King Hadrian!”

Bella laughed. “I’m sure he has better things to do than come running to his captives.”

Fergus paused. “Don’t I know you? Wait a minute...you were the one who sold me the Oracle Stone, weren’t you?”

Bella smiled. “I’m flattered you remember me. And now, I have another proposition you don’t want to miss.”

Fergus scoffed. “We don’t care—we’re not interested. In case you forgot, we hate the dragons and witches.”

Bella stepped forward, placing her hands on the steel bars of the jail cell. “The King will leave you locked in here forever. Your freedom will never come, and you know it. You’d be wise to hear my plan. Besides, I helped you once before. My Oracle Stone helped you convince the Red Ravens to join your Bloodslayers, didn’t it?”

Fergus thought for a moment. “You have a point.”

“And we never got our reward,” Myra muttered. 

“I’ve been a little busy, Myra,” Fergus sneered, glancing at Bella again. “We’re listening, witch. It’s not like we have a choice. You’d better make it worth our while.”

“And don’t even think of trying to hurt us,” Myra added, “or we’ll kill you ourselves.”

Bella smiled. “Hurt you? Oh, no. I want the opposite. I want to let you go.”

There was silence for a few moments. 

“Let us go?” Fergus asked, confused. “With no strings attached?”

“None at all. You see, I too hate King Hadrian—and I know with your freedom, it’s only a matter of time until he’s dead. With luck, the Dragonwitch will follow. While you may think we’re different, our goals are very similar.”

“Do you think we’re stupid?” Myra asked. “I see your staff. I know you’re a witch from the Darkwoods. After you let us go, you’ll release all kinds of dark magic! We don’t want your help, evil witch.”

Bella snarled. “Listen, you ungrateful wench—I’m doing you a favor. You can die in this cell if you want—but trust me, it’s in your best interests to accept my help.”

Fergus nodded. “Fine—release us. We accept your offer.” 

Bella nodded, and with the sway of her magic, the cell door was unlocked. Both Myra and Fergus’ chains fell to the ground.

“There—you’ve been set free. Don’t waste this opportunity. There’s a clear path the way I came with no guards in sight,” Bella said. “Go—gather your army. Only you can stop King Hadrian.”

“What will happen to you?” Fergus asked, rubbing his swollen wrists. “What will you do now?”

“Don’t worry about me,” Bella replied, turning around and hiding her face beneath her red cloak. “Everything is going the way I’ve planned.”

With a flash of dark smoke, Bella disappeared. She left no trace behind of her presence except a small amount of black dust on the floor. Myra shook her head in anger, glaring at Fergus.

“That woman was evil, Fergus! She was from the Darkwoods!” she cried. “How can you be comfortable accepting help from her?”

Fergus shrugged. “Does it matter, Myra? We’re finally free—and I don’t want to argue about it. We can’t stay here any longer.”

“So, you’re just going to let her go? Have you forgotten they’re our enemies?” Myra asked. “All the dragons and witches?”  

Fergus sighed. “We needed her to let us go. That woman—just like the rest of the dragons and witches—will suffer and die. She was foolish to help us, but she’ll regret it one day. They all will.”

Fergus walked over to the nearby table. He stole two swords and two sets of armor and handed one of them to Myra. They quickly dressed, equipping themselves.

“Where are we going? Do we even have a plan?” Myra asked.

“First, we need to leave this castle,” Fergus began, “and then we need some allies right now. If the riots outside prove one thing, it’s that getting humanity on our side again won’t be hard.”

“Is there a place you have in mind?”

Fergus smiled. “You worry too much, my love. I know exactly who to ask for help.” 
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Chapter Two: Sheba’s Fear
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The city of red trees was eerily quiet when Elara and Tavia arrived. The streets were deserted, the vendors closed. Whispered murmurs broke out as the witches poked their heads out of their lotus-shaped huts and noticed Elara and Tavia.

Aria Montano ran toward the girls. “I’m glad you’re here, Elara. Things have been...strange lately.”


Tavia nodded. “Mother means stranger than usual.”



“Where’s Sheba?” Elara asked. “Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

“The last I saw, she went into her hut. She’s been in there for a long time. All she said to me was that she needed to speak to you. We’ve tried talking to her, but she’s gone silent,” Aria replied, sighing. “Only The Source knows what her problem is. I hope you have better luck with her. She’s making everyone nervous—including myself. I’ve never seen her like this before.”

Elara nodded. “Don’t worry, Aria. I’ll figure it out.”

“We’re counting on you, Red,” Tavia said. “You understand Sheba better than any of us.”

Elara entered Sheba’s hut and looked around the room for her. Sheba sat alone near a small fire, meditating with an aura of magic around her. When she heard the door open and close, she rose to her feet and turned around.

“Dragonwitch—I’m glad you’ve returned. We have much to discuss.”

“What’s going on?” Elara asked. “Everyone’s worried about you, you know—including me.”

Sheba nodded, glancing out the nearby window. “I appreciate your concern. And I’m aware of their anxiety, my dear. It’s not my intention to cause fear or panic—but I can’t hide these emotions I’m feeling.”

“Why? What’s happened?” 

“You should know I found Bella in Roth’s cave—at the apex of the Bluefrost Mountains. The cave was destroyed after our battle. The Stone drew me there, and my suspicions were right.”

“Roth loved that cave. It was his home,” Elara said, looking down. “Where is he? Is he all right?”

“He has fled—for now. He needs some time alone to gather his thoughts. I imagine he has returned to his birthplace for some solitude.”

“Why was Bella at the Mountains? There’s nothing there but snow and ice.”

“She was seeking the Conduit—and her Malefica magic led her to the place both Roth and I believed it would be the safest. We fought a great battle—and even as The Grand Witch, it was difficult. I could sense there is much power within her,” Sheba replied. “I would’ve fallen to my death if Roth hadn’t come to my rescue. In the heat of the battle, she destroyed the peak of the mountain—and the Conduit in the process.”

Elara shrugged. “Can’t you build another?”

“It’s not that simple, I’m afraid. It took centuries to create—as well as much of my strength. Red magic is a tricky art. If you were to die again, we’d have no way of reviving you.”

Elara shook her head. “Tavia told me once that red magic can bring people back from the dead. Why do we even need the Conduit?”

“Tavia does not fully understand magic’s intricacies. Only Malefica magic alone can resurrect spirits—and that is why it’s dangerous. The machine was necessary. Without it, you would’ve been revived as a malicious spirit, much like those of the Darkwoods.”

“I see. Then why would Bella want to destroy it?”

“That answer brings us to our main problem. Bella has confessed what she’s done—Kyros has been resurrected, and his time is imminent,” Sheba replied, glancing at her. “Bella most likely destroyed the Conduit to ensure you can’t be revived again. The legend states that Kyros seeks to annihilate the Dragonwitch because you represent unity and peace—everything Kyros despises. It seems Bella will go to great lengths to make your death a certainty.”

“What now? What can we do to stop all of this?”

Sheba shook her head. “You cannot stop Kyros, my dear. Malefica magic flows within his veins, and Bella has kept him alive for centuries with her evil energy. Many people—the dragons, humans, and witches—even you, my child, don’t know what is coming.”

“What is coming?” 

Sheba turned silent for a moment. “Darkness. Darkness of the most evil kind. Famine, sickness, destruction...everything is on the verge of collapse. It’s only a matter of time, my dear. The world you once knew will change greatly before your eyes. Even I don’t know if we will survive.”

“Kyros won’t win—not while I’m still alive,” Elara said, firmly. “I’ll stop him and save Galea once and for all.”

She sighed. “I hope you do, Dragonwitch—for your sake, and everyone else’s.”

Elara fled Sheba’s hut, balling her fists. Both Aria and Tavia watched her from a distance. She walked over to the two of them, glancing over her shoulder to make sure they were alone.

“What did you learn? Did she tell you anything useful?” Aria asked, anxiously.

“By the look on your face, I doubt it was anything good,” Tavia muttered.

“Kyros is coming,” Elara whispered. “Sheba fought with Bella in the Mountains. Bella told her that she brought him back. He’s getting ready to kill all of us and destroy our world—and he’s going after me especially.”

Tavia shook her head in anger. “I knew I should’ve killed that witch when I had the chance! Next time, I won’t hesitate.”

“What do we do now, Elara?” Aria asked, pacing. “Kyros is in some of our oldest legends. Our parents told us he would bring about the end of the world. Our enemy isn’t like King Angus or his son—not anymore. How can we defeat him? He’s a demon!”

Elara placed a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down, Aria. It’ll be okay. I know it seems hopeless, but I’ll find a way. I always do. And if I can’t, then I’ll figure something out. Danger is coming, but I’ll give my life to protect every single one of us. I’ve fought two wars already. Third time’s the charm, right? That’s what us humans say.”

Aria turned silent. “I admire your confidence, Elara, but I’m still worried. I need some time to meditate on this. I’ll be in my hut if you need me.”

When they were alone, Tavia turned to Elara. “What’s our next mission, Red? We need a plan—and a good one, too.”

“We’ll do what we did before—unite everyone. It’s what I was born to do, and it’s the only thing that will save us again.”

***
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THE KING HAD ORDERED David to prepare a lunch—a tasteless and cold one—to be delivered immediately to the captives in the cellar. “They may be criminals, but they still deserve to live,” Elara had told them—even though David disagreed. 

Rushing down the stairs, David barely looked up from the food tray he held in his hands. “Here’s your food—but don’t expect any more favors from me. In fact, I hope you choke on it.”

When he looked up, he dropped the plates on the floor. The jail cell was wide open, the prisoners nowhere to be found. Their shackles were draped across the floor, their prisoner outfits discarded, and the nearby weapons stolen. 

Pacing back and forth, David couldn’t help but panic. He froze when he noticed a small glimmer of dust on the floor. It was black with red flecks—and he knew exactly where it had come from.

“Malefica magic,” he muttered to himself. “Someone from the Darkwoods was here.”

Racing back up the staircase, a sea of eyeballs fell on him as he pushed his way through the dragons and witches and into King Hadrian’s office. The King stood near his desk, discussing security with Jenson and Alby. They froze when they noticed David’s presence.

“David?” Hadrian asked, stepping forward. “What’s wrong?”

“Fergus and Myra are gone,” David said once he’d caught his breath. “Our prisoners have escaped.”

“What?” Alby asked, shocked. “You must be joking, mate!”

David sighed. “Unfortunately, I’m quite serious.”

Jenson shook his head. “I’m not surprised—it was only a matter of time. When Fergus has an idea in his head, there’s no stopping him. Trust me—I know. And there’s no telling what he’ll do now—but it won’t be good at all.”

“Lock down the castle immediately. Make sure no one leaves their post—and tell all the guards to be cautious,” Hadrian instructed as Jenson and Alby nodded and rushed out of the room. “How could this have happened, David?”

“I found a trail of magical dust in front of the jail cell. It looks like Malefica magic to me. Believe me, a castle lockdown isn’t going to help,” David replied. “You’d have to lockdown all of Galea. They’re probably long gone by now.”

“Could it have been...?” Hadrian asked, trailing off. “She was just here.”

“Do you mean Tavia? No,” David replied, firmly. “She would never betray us again. I think it was Bella this time.”

Hadrian turned silent for a moment. Then he removed his crown and placed it on his desk. 

“I can’t do this anymore, David,” Hadrian began, sighing. “No matter how much I try to help this kingdom, things only get worse! I’m not a King, and I’ll never be. I never wanted this life. I was wrong to accept Elara’s offer—foolish, too.”

“One failure and you’re ready to walk away?” David asked, shaking his head. “Come on, Hadrian. You’re stronger than that. This kingdom needs you—don’t you think? It deserves a little peace after everything it’s been through. Stop being so hard on yourself.”

“What do you think I should do, David?” Hadrian demanded. “No one listens to me. I can’t rule a kingdom where everyone wants to kill me!”

David shrugged. “I don’t have all the answers, Hadrian—hell, even I’m unsure of myself most days. What I’ve learned is that you can’t give up. What would Elara say?”

“She’d probably tell me to keep going,” Hadrian grumbled. “That nothing is easy and my position here is important.”

“Exactly. Now, Fergus and Myra are missing—and you know better than anyone that we can’t let them just go free. We need to find them before they get a chance to do whatever it is they’re planning. So tell me, Hadrian—will you hide like your brother, or get back up and fight?”

Hadrian sighed. “Fine, David—I’ll try again. But if by the end of the week the kingdom is still a mess and my brother is still missing, I’m done. I’ll be leaving the city and abandoning the crown for good.”

***
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THE SMOKE OF A DYING campfire was the only sign the Orkin inhabited a small portion of the endless Beyondlands. Other than that, the orcs were a secret that few people knew about. 

Elara and Tavia arrived to find its citizens in a panic. The Orkin were running around the campsite, searching for something desperately. 

“You’re sure the Orkin will help us?” Tavia whispered.

Elara nodded. “They helped us twice before. Why wouldn’t they do it now?”

Tavia shrugged. “I don’t know—something just doesn’t feel right here. My na’sana is giving me a bad vibe.”

As Elara and Tavia walked into the small forest clearing, they noticed Vrukang as he passed by without bothering to greet them. He carried a longsword and a shield, as well as a compass and a whistle to scare off the wildhounds.

“Vrukang, what’s going on?” Elara asked, but he didn’t stop to chat.

“Can’t talk now. Must go search. Speak later,” he replied, fleeing the camp.

“Is it just me, or are the Orkin losing their charm?” Tavia asked. “Not as friendly as they were before.”

Elara noticed Noruk standing by a small group of huts by herself. She looked worried. The girls rushed over to her, and a sense of relief washed over her face.

“Elara, I am glad you’re here. You always seem to show up when we need you,” Noruk said, hanging her head in shame. “Penelope has gone missing. We’ve searched everywhere, and still, we can’t find her. Vrukang has gone yet again to look for her.”

Elara was confused. “How is that possible? When was the last time you saw her?”

“It was late last night—around the campfire. We were celebrating the start of a new age. After the food and dance, everyone went to sleep. When we awoke, Penelope wasn’t in her tent. We have spent the morning looking for her, but it’s no use. She is still gone.”

“Do you think she’d abandon the Orkin? Or is there anyone who wanted to hurt her?” Elara asked.  

Noruk shook her head. “I know Penelope. She considers us to be family. No one else knows about her—or would want to harm her. Few know about the Orkin, after all.”

“The Beyondlands are a big place,” Tavia said. “If she went far, it won’t be easy.”

“I know,” Noruk replied, sadly.

“We’ll find her, Noruk,” Elara said, looking toward the forest. “She’s a smart girl. She knows how to protect herself—and she is the only survivor of the Serenity attack.”

“True. Now, let’s talk about this little celebration last night,” Tavia said. “What do you mean by a new age?”

“It happens once every five-hundred years,” Noruk replied, gesturing at the clear, blue sky above them. “It’s the dawn of a new beginning—a dark era from beyond this world. What will happen, no one knows—but it’s said to be a big change that’s necessary for the world.”

“That sounds an awful lot like Kyros’ return,” Tavia whispered, and Elara nodded. “I’ll pass on the celebrations, though.”

“What are you speaking of? Who is this one you call Kyros?” Noruk asked, curiously.

“From what I’ve been told, Kyros is the King of Demons—the Lord of Darkness,” Elara replied. “He was the one who attacked the peaceful land of Mythania and separated everyone. He’s lived under the Earth for a long time, and now an evil witch has brought him back. He wants to destroy our world.”

Tavia nodded. “He’s pretty much our version of the devil. Trust me—I’ve grown up hearing scary stories about him. If he’s back, we’re in trouble.”

“The real reason we came here today is to ask for your help again,” Elara said. “It might be our worst war yet.”

“Another war?” Noruk asked, confused. “I thought the wars were over.”

Elara nodded. “I know, but things have changed. The only thing I know is that if we don’t work together, we won’t have a chance to stop him. He won’t spare your people.”

“You should know both Vrukang and I will answer the same. We are not committing to another war unless Penelope is found,” Noruk replied. “We can’t rest easy—or fight with the spirit of a warrior—with her disappearance. She is only a child. We worry about her.”

Elara nodded. “Then you have my word, Noruk. I’ll find Penelope and bring her back to you.”

“Thank you, Elara. Please, excuse me—I must return to my people. This is a frightful time for us, and I must work to improve their spirits,” Noruk replied, walking away from the girls.

“I can’t do this alone,” Elara said to Tavia. “I’ll need someone to help me look for her.”

“You won’t be alone. You have me, Red,” Tavia replied. “Let’s go.”

“Tavia, you know I appreciate your help, but I need Fane for this. He and I can fly above the Beyondlands. I need another set of eyes—dragon ones, this time.”

“Fine—I get it. Dragon boy wins over little old me. What do you want me to do in the meantime? There’s got to be something I can do to help,” Tavia replied, crossing her arms.

“I need you to go back to Deniva and wait for any new information. Someone needs to look after Sheba right now.”

“Got it. Oh, and by the way,” Tavia began, clearing her throat. “Technically, Hadrian’s my brother—well, half-brother. And as his sister, I need to look out for him, you know? What I’m trying to say is... do you still have feelings for him? Is your relationship working out? Because if you two broke up, it would be really awkward for me.” 

Elara smiled. “I love your brother, Tavia—and he loves me. I’d never hurt him.”

Tavia nodded. “Good—I’m glad to hear it. I want him to be happy. Anyway, do you think you’ll find Penelope soon? What reason could she have to leave the Orkin? Free food is enough for me to stay.”

Elara shrugged, beginning to transition into the sky. “I don’t know, but wherever she is, it can’t be good.”

***
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THE CITY OF CAMENA laid barren after its last battle with the Bloodslayers, and it was taking a long time to rebuild. Instead of statues or decorations, there were trenches and walls in case of another attack. 

Fane Emrand woke up early every morning to clean up around the city and take care of Mayliss. She played behind him as he dusted and swept.

“Look at me!” Mayliss cried, gliding with her new wings. “I can fly!”

Fane smiled. “Good for you, Mayliss. I’m proud of you.”

Suddenly, she stopped for a minute. “Do you think Ellie’s okay? I haven’t seen her in a long time.”

Fane nodded. “I’m sure she’s fine. She’s just busy, Mayliss. Don’t worry.”

Seconds later, a strong wind swept through the city. Elara landed a few feet away from them, and everyone in the city noticed. Fane and Mayliss rushed over to her as she transitioned into another set of clothes.

“Ellie! You’re back!” Mayliss cried, wrapping her arms around Elara. “I missed you.”

Elara smiled and patted the girl’s head. “I missed you, too, Mayliss.”

“Bria? Is it really you?” Fane asked. “It’s good to see you again.”

Elara smiled. “You too, Fane. You haven’t changed at all. There’s something you need to know—something that could destroy the whole world.”

Fane frowned. “Around here, that’s hardly surprising, Bria. What is it? And you don’t need to ask for my help. It’s already yours.”

Before Elara could respond, a great rumble began underneath the earth. It seemed as if the tremors were coming from the pit of the Eternal Flame.

“Mayliss, get inside and hide in the closet,” Elara said, pushing Mayliss toward the Palarri Ark. “Go—and don’t look back!”

After the dragon girl went running, Elara, Fane, and the crowd of Palarri citizens rushed over to the holy pit. Its fire was spitting out of control.

“What’s going on? Does this normally happen?” Elara asked.

Fane shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like this before, Bria. I have no idea what’s happening.”

Elara gestured for Fane and the rest of the crowd to stay behind her as she walked toward it. She touched the flames and watched the fire flicker between her fingers. All was quiet.

“Everything is okay,” Elara replied, turning toward the crowd. “Maybe it was just an earthquake.”

A figure more menacing than Elara had ever seen before came out of the fire. It was worse than the Bloodslayers and even worse than Bella herself. It was Kyros—and he was angry.

“Get to cover!” Elara managed to yell before Kyros swung his fist into the ground, propelling everyone back.

With the tremble, Fane and Elara were separated. Kyros walked over to her, grabbing ahold of the back of her red hair. His grip was strong and unmovable. He smiled as she winced and twisted in his grasp. 

“You are the Dragonwitch?” Kyros asked with a disgusted scoff. “I am not pleased.”

“What do you want?” Elara managed to ask, trying to twist out of his grip.

“What I have always wanted,” Kyros began. “Complete domination. It is necessary. And you, Dragonwitch, will not stand in my way. No one will. Consider this your final warning.”

He released her, and she fell with a groan to the ground. Fane composed himself and rushed over to her side as Kyros stepped back into the blazing fire.

As he disintegrated into the flames, he smiled. “This war isn’t over, Dragonwitch—it has only just begun. And you will lose.”
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Chapter Three: The Great Thaw
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The pious kingdom of Celeste was a ghost-town when Myra and Fergus arrived. Angelus was their most populated city, but it looked emptier than usual. Many of the grand churches and stone statues dedicated to the Creator had been wrecked. King Roland was nowhere to be seen, but a handful of his guards were scattered around.

“What’s happened around here?” Myra asked, breaking the silence. “Where is King Roland?”

“Something is clearly wrong,” Fergus replied, shaking his head. “What did the dragons and witches do this time? Roland isn’t the type of King to hide.”

Before they could approach the lone temple with the golden steeple, they were stopped by a tall and stalky Knight. He was well-equipped with armor and weapons, busy patrolling the grounds.

“What is your business here, citizen?” the Knight demanded. “Our kingdom is closed to outsiders.”

“That isn’t the way to speak to a King!” Fergus replied, scoffing. “Don’t you know who I am?”

The Knight thought for a moment before his eyes lit up. He bowed his head in shame. “Pardon me, King Fergus. I barely recognized you. I heard you weren’t the King of Meridian anymore.”

Fergus sneered. “That’s what the dragons and witches want everyone to believe! They kept me as a prisoner in their basement, but I escaped. Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“My name is Conan Shaw. I’m King Roland’s highest-ranking Knight. I’ve been ordered to stop any visitors from coming into the city,” he replied. “If what you say is true, then why are you here, King Fergus? What could we do for you—especially now?”

“It’s a long story. It’s a miracle I’m alive, actually. The dragons and witches should know that no one can stop me,” Fergus replied. “Anyway, I need to speak to King Roland. I’ve come here to gather an army to fight the dragons and witches again. With my brother as King, they’ve gone too far.”

The Knight shook his head. “I’m afraid that isn’t possible, King Fergus. If you were being held as a prisoner then you wouldn’t have heard the news. Pastor Roland has left the kingdom. One day, he just disappeared—and despite all our searching, he still hasn’t been found. No one knows where he could be. He hasn’t been seen in six months—and we haven’t heard from his daughter, Princess Angeline, either. We fear the worst for both of them.”

Fergus turned silent. He knew what had happened to Princess Angeline—he knew all too well.

Myra turned to whisper in his ear. “What will we do now? It was your idea to come here!”

“Stay calm, Myra. I have an idea that might work out for us,” Fergus whispered, turning to the Knight. “What about the citizens? Are they still in good shape?”

“Although the town is a little disorganized without a King, all its people are still here. They spend most of their days at home or in the bars, and it’s why you haven’t seen anyone. They’ve fallen apart,” Conan replied, sadly. “They need a leader—especially after we lost so many in the battle of the Bloodslayers. Someone who can give them guidance and security. Why do you ask?”
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