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Prologue: The Oracle Stone
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The Darkwoods were an evil forest in the witch kingdom of Andora—and everyone in the country of Galea knew to stay away.

If the demons and evil spirits that haunted the forest didn’t kill you first, Bella Morgana—the leader of the Malefica witches in Death Valley—would seek you out and torture you just for trespassing.

Following the gravel path, Aria Montano—the leader of the Miracari witches in Deniva—entered the small camp, regretting it immediately. She cast a magical orb of protection around her, shielding herself from the spirits. No sane person would ever think to enter these woods. It was an act of desperation—a last resort.

She was running out of time.

Aria crept around the quiet forest and hid behind a decaying, black tree. From a distance, she noticed Bella addressing her legion of witches. There weren’t many of them, but they were still fearsome. The younger they were, the easier it was to persuade.

Suddenly, there she was. Tavia was standing among them, listening to her new master. It made Aria sick to think Tavia had abandoned the Miracari witches to join Bella’s cult. What had gone wrong?

That question haunted Aria at night.

Aria waited, then waited some more. She couldn’t be careless now. The little voice of intuition in her mind—her magical na’sana—was screaming at her, trying to convince her to turn back while she still could. But she didn’t listen—not when it involved her daughter. When Bella finished talking and the group dispersed, she knew it was time. She finally had the chance to get Tavia alone.

“Tavia!” Aria called out, stepping away from the tree. “I’ve had enough. I’m taking you back to Deniva whether you like it or not. Don’t make this difficult for yourself.”

Tavia smiled—and it was wicked and unlike her. “Mother, what a surprise. I’m almost sorry you came all this way for nothing.”

Tavia unleashed a mighty sword from her holster. It sparkled with dark flecks under the blackness of the sky. A thick, black fog began to spread around her as if the mist was a part of her. Aria knew that they were spirits—and they had a strong hold on her daughter.

“Please don’t make me fight my own daughter, Tavia,” Aria said, desperately. “This isn’t right, and somewhere within you, you know it to be true.”

Tavia thought for a moment, nearly breaking free from the influence of the spirits. “Mother, I—”

Bella appeared in the archway of a nearby hut, watching the two witches with a chuckle. “What are you waiting for, my loyal Tavia? Strike her down! Prove your usefulness to me! Or are you too incapable?”

Tavia’s eyes grew dark, and Aria knew any shred of hope of saving Tavia had vanished with Bella’s words. Aria took a step forward.

“Tavia, don’t listen to her!” Aria cried. “Can’t you see what she’s doing? She’s manipulating you!”

But it was too late.

“You should’ve never come to the Darkwoods, Mother!” Tavia yelled, lunging forward with her sword in hand.

Aria unleashed her staff from where it sat on her hip to block Tavia’s attack. Fire crackled from her staff before it died down and vanished. No spell was working.

“Foolish woman!” Bella scolded. “You have no real power here. My magic is much stronger than yours!”

Aria was trapped. Just as she suspected she would, Tavia managed to knock her mother down with the handle of her sword. She stood over the middle-aged woman, her sword aimed at her neck. Still, there was a moment—and it was just for a moment—that Aria believed Tavia wasn’t too far gone.

“Tavia, look at me,” Aria said, panting. “Bella has turned you against your own mother! Can’t you see that it’s wrong?” 

Tavia paused, frozen. 

Bella sauntered toward them, a look of pride in her eyes. “You have done it, my servant—brought your mother to your knees. Finish the job and kill her.”

Aria looked up at Tavia, silently begging for her life. She hoped her daughter would do the right thing.

“Get out of here,” Tavia whispered, surprising Bella and her mother. “Go back the way you came—and never return.”

Aria hesitated. Was it a trick? Would Bella strike her down anyway?

“Now!” Tavia yelled, and it reverberated off the nearby trees.

Aria picked herself up, reaching for her staff that had been flung in the battle. Before she turned to walk toward the crossroads that divided each city in Andora, she looked back at her daughter one last time.

“You’re my daughter, Tavia,” Aria began, softly, “and I will love you no matter what. If there is anything you believe in this world, I pray to The Source it’ll be these words.”

Tavia said nothing in response. She tucked her blade away as she watched Aria flee, agile and quick like a fox. Bella clicked her tongue in disapproval and Tavia sighed in anticipation of her wrath.

“You let her escape? I’m surprised,” Bella said when the two were alone. “Have I taught you nothing?”

Tavia thought quickly, coming up with a lie on the spot. “I’m sorry, Mistress. I just couldn’t do it. There are still lots of things you have to teach me first. I want to be ready and prepared before I kill my mother. I want to make her suffer—just like I have.”

Bella smiled. “You’re right, my loyal Tavia. I wouldn’t want to rush your progress. Return to your studies. You still have much to learn regarding Malefica magic before I even consider you as my apprentice. In the meantime, I have something important to do.”

As Bella walked away, Tavia took one last glance over her shoulder. Her mother was long gone, but her footsteps remained. Tavia stared at them for a long time, wondering if she had made the right decision or not.

***
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THE CAR RIDE TO THE Markets was quiet and tense. Master Knight Adam Cormac drove the newly-crowned King Fergus through the crowded downtown streets, thickened by the fog. The thud of the windshield wipers and dribble of the rain broke the silence.

King Fergus sighed. “Are we almost there?”

“It’s just a little further, my Lord,” Adam muttered, his eyes flickering between the road and the rear-view mirror. “It won’t be too much longer.”

“We need to hurry. If we don’t find a gift soon, any chance of an alliance will be lost. They just need a little incentive,” Fergus replied. “Speaking of which, when will our guests arrive?”

“Tomorrow morning, sir. I called to confirm.”

The car came to a screeching halt before Adam hurried out of the vehicle to open the door for the King. Fergus smoothed down his cape as he took a look through the store’s windows, making the owners gasp and look away. Everyone knew his reputation—how scary King Fergus could be. Several Knights patrolling the area hurried to the King’s side, helping him push his way through the busy crowd.

Fergus noticed a jewelry store in the distance which grabbed his attention. He sauntered over with a sea of eyeballs on him, his mind spinning with ideas.

“I’m looking for a gift—something special,” Fergus said to the shopkeeper, his eyes roaming the store. “What do you suggest?”

“What better gift than an expensive bracelet or necklace? We carry only the finest jewelry in all of Galea,” the store owner said, gesturing at his selection. “Gold, diamonds—you name it!”

“Is this really what you’re selling?” Fergus asked, placing a few rusty rings on his fingers. “This is awful. Knights, take this man away!”

“Please, your Majesty!” the shopkeeper yelled as the knights dragged him into the distance. “I have a family to support!”

The King paid the desperate man no mind as he fled the store, walking down the sidewalk. He didn’t notice as the stores quickly locked their doors, pulled the blinds down, and turned off the lights.

“Hundreds of stores in this city, and I can’t find one thing I like!” King Fergus cried. “Can you believe that?”

Adam nodded, nervously. “Don’t worry, my Lord. I’m sure you’ll find something.”

One woman in the crowd—wearing a red trench coat that covered everything except her piercing green eyes—dared to step forward. She carried a small golden box in her hands. It was Bella Morgana with a grin.

“Your Majesty, I believe I have something that would interest you,” she said, sweetly. “Take a look.”

King Fergus scoffed as the others watched in shock. “I highly doubt it. Adam, give this homeless woman a quarter or something and let’s go.”

Bella shook her head as she opened the box, and the light that emitted from it was nearly blinding. Once King Fergus readjusted his eyes, he noticed a large, white stone lying on top of the red velvet that decorated the inside. It sparkled within the light and flashed a kaleidoscope of colors.

“That looks pretty expensive. I wouldn’t expect a woman like you to own something like this,” King Fergus said, angrily. “Did you steal it?”

“Oh, not at all. It was given to me as a gift—and I hear you’re in need of one,” Bella replied, smirking. “Have you heard of The Prophecy, my King?”

King Fergus scowled. “I have no time for games, woman. Tell me what I need to know.”

“The Prophecy is that this very jewel—called the Oracle Stone—was designed by the Creator in an ancient land. This land doesn’t exist anymore—some don’t even believe in it—but its stone is priceless. It’s the perfect gift for you, is it not?”

King Fergus looked intrigued. “What’s your asking price?”

Bella shook her head before handing the box to the King. “It’s free. Something tells me you need it more than I do.”

Before King Fergus could ask any questions, Bella disappeared in the crowd and was never seen again. King Fergus stared at the stone, hypnotized by its light.

“I’m no appraiser, but it does look expensive,” Adam said. “Do you think what she said was true?”

King Fergus shrugged. “Who cares? The Stone is a bargaining chip and nothing more. Come on—our guests of honor will be here soon.”
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Chapter One: Awakening
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There was only darkness.

It was quiet, peaceful, and pleasant. There was no pain or suffering of any kind, and Elara Everly felt like she was floating. She didn’t know how long she had been there, but it seemed like forever. She swore she heard the faint caw of a blackwing before it faded.

A second later, a familiar whisper called out to her. Her ears listened, waiting for its command. She thought she knew the voice but couldn’t put her finger on it.

“Awaken,” it said, and she obeyed.

Elara gasped for air as her eyes opened. She looked around, panicking when she realized she was trapped in an enclosed tank. It was shaped like a dark egg, made out of fine, transparent crystal and filled with sparkleroot and dragonleaf. She pounded on the glass in front of her as her jagged breath fogged her view, desperately trying to break free from the cage. 

The crystal didn’t shatter, but instead opened and arose vertically—operating like a door. She stumbled out of the tank, harmless red smoke and fog erupting around her. She fell to her knees on the snow-covered ground, the icy cold air filling her lungs.

She was free from the darkness—even if she hadn’t asked to be free—and had walked back into the light of the Earth.

She breathed in the cold air, shivering when she realized she had little on besides thin trousers and a t-shirt. Her mind was a fog as she struggled to remember where she had been and how she had gotten there. She looked down at her hand, realizing she was still wearing the ring of the New Dawn. Prince Hadrian had given it to her as a reminder of what she was fighting for. But where was the New Dawn now? Where was anyone, for that matter? It all came back to her slowly, making her wince and rub her temples.

Looking back at the tank over her shoulder, she realized it was for preserving life—like an incubator. It recorded her life signs, displayed her memories and personal details, and made sure of her successful resurrection. It looked powerful, and she swore she didn’t remember entering it. Someone had put her in there.

Was I dead? she thought. She couldn’t tell if it was all a dream or not, and the world around her felt fuzzy and unfamiliar.

Elara gathered all the strength she could and picked herself up off the cold, hard ground. She noticed her surroundings—a spacious, wide-opened cave. It was beautiful with blue crystals hanging off nearby icicles, leading up to a retractable roof with a view of the sky. It wasn’t the worst place to wake up—that much was true.

The only sounds she could hear were the howl of the wind and the patter of snow falling outside. It appeared someone had been living with her, common kitchen pots and bundles of clothes scattered around. A campfire in the middle of the cavern looked like it had just been lit. There was no way she could’ve survived in the tank without someone’s help—not at all.

“Hello?” she called out, her voice echoing around the cave. “Is anyone here?”

Elara was about to follow the claw-shaped footprints that led to the chamber doors of the cave when a hooded figure walked into the light.

“It’s about time you’ve risen,” the figure said impatiently, their voice deep and unfamiliar. “I’ve been waiting for your return for what seems like forever.”

Elara caught a long glimpse at them. She was certain the figure was a dragon, but unlike any dragon she had seen before. This creature had rough, golden skin, and piercing black eyes. Elara thought back to what Fane had told her about the breeds of dragons. It all seemed to come together in her mind now.

“You’re a Yagara dragon, aren’t you?” Elara asked, walking closer. “My friend, Fane, told me about your kind. Everyone thinks you’re a myth—a legend.”

“They once thought the same about you—and yet, here you stand,” the dragon replied, making the cave rumble beneath them.

“Touché. Anyway, I’m Elara Everly. Who are you?”

“My name is Roth Uther, but I’ve been known as The Ancient One for as long as I can remember.”

“Your name is Roth? Fane told me The Grand Witch and a dragon named Roth came to my mother—asked her to birth the Dragonwitch.”

“It’s true,” Roth said with a nod. “Pleased to meet you. And I am glad to see your memory is still intact.”

“Where do you come from? Where are the rest of your people?”

“I am the last living Yagara dragon. I come from a land unknown—a place you’ve never been. It’s far from here, hidden for many, many centuries. Most don’t believe it ever really existed. What has happened to the rest of the Yagara, you ask?” Roth replied, shrugging. “I don’t know. Death, I suppose. It’s a side effect of war. When you live for centuries, you lose track of small details. But it doesn’t bother me—the past doesn’t matter nearly as much as the present. It is only in the present that we can change the future.”

“I have a million questions,” Elara mumbled.

“And I have a million years, so ask.”

“Why am I here?” Elara asked, gesturing around the cave. “And what’s happened to the dragons, knights, and witches?”

Before Roth could respond, Sheba Imani appeared in the doorway. She walked slowly, still with a cane, smiling when she noticed Elara awake.

“It’s good to see you again, my child,” Sheba said. “How are you, dear?”

Elara shrugged. “I’m confused, to tell you the truth. But I feel fine otherwise.”

Roth turned toward Sheba. “I was just about to tell the Dragonwitch why we’ve brought her here.”

Sheba nodded. “Please do, Ancient One. She must know.”

“Whether you remember it or not, you died during the battle of Orana,” Roth said, turning back to Elara. “You defeated The Fallen Ones as well as the Grey Knights, and your friends laid you to rest in the Imperial Ocean.”

“And Colrek?” Elara asked. “What happened to the Lord of The Fallen?”

“Dead,” Roth replied without remorse. “But not before he killed you first.”

“So I really was dead,” Elara muttered, nodding as things began to make sense. “Wow—I can’t believe it...”

“It’s all true. However, my child, your story didn’t end there,” Sheba said. “After the ceremony, Roth recovered your lifeless body from the water. It is then that he brought you here to this cave, and you were placed in a machine called The Conduit. My red magic was instrumental in your rebirth, giving The Conduit its power. We’ve been patiently waiting a year for your awakening.”

“I’ve been dead a year?” Elara asked, wide-eyed. “That’s a long time to be gone. So much has changed...”

Elara was now nineteen—but felt no older. She could remember the battle against The Fallen and the Knights so clearly, she would’ve thought it was yesterday.

“Maybe it’s a long time to you,” Roth began, “but it’s been useful. It’s given you the time needed to recover so you can begin your trials.”

“My trials? What are they?”

“The trials are to prepare you to become a dragon and a witch,” Sheba said. “You need this training, my dear, because the road ahead will be long and difficult.”

“What are you talking about?” Elara asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Roth said it best—I stopped the Knights and The Fallen. The war is over, is it not?”

Sheba shook her head as she and Roth shared a worried look. “No, my child—there is much danger still on the horizon. Fergus has inherited the throne, and he rules with an iron fist as the King of Meridian. He’s even more ruthless than his father. He’s resurrected the Grey Order—now known as the New Order. He’s intent on one thing—murdering all dragons and witches. This time it’s for good, my dear.” 

Roth nodded. “For the past year, King Fergus has been strategizing and advancing. I heard he’s been stealing from whomever he pleases—especially the poor. He’s been collecting resources and allies, and it’s only getting worse. We fear the days of the dragons and witches are numbered. This is the dawn of our extinction.”

“King Angus hated the dragons and witches, but even he didn’t want to kill them,” Elara muttered, shaking her head. “This is bad.”

“Indeed. Much has changed since your death, my child,” Sheba said, “and there is much you will need to learn if you want to make things right again. You did once before.”

“I’ll do it. I accept the trials and anything else you can teach me—if only to protect my family and friends. Someone has to, right?”

Roth bowed. “For that, we thank you.”

“There’s just one thing I need from you,” Elara replied. “If my dad is still alive, I need to see him first. I want to make sure he’s okay.”

Sheba nodded. “Very well. Roth will take you to see him now, but you cannot stay long. No one can know of your return, especially not the Knights or the King. Believe me, my dear—they would only make our situation more difficult.”

“All right—I’ll try to keep a low profile.”

“Thank you,” Sheba said. “We’re glad you agree with us.”

Elara shivered, walking toward the exit of the cave. Sheba stopped her, retrieving a set of clothes and a warm jacket from a nearby chest.

“Dress yourself in this, my child,” Sheba told her, handing her a new set of clothes. Elara accepted the offering. “The Bluefrost Mountains are too cold to trek without proper clothing. Many have met their deaths up here because of their own foolishness.”

Roth and Sheba excused themselves, waiting patiently outside. Elara dressed quickly in the clothing Sheba had provided—a simple red jacket, a brown belt, matching pants, and sturdy winter boots. She pulled up her hood to protect her face from the pelting snow and tucked her arms into her chest. Then she took her first step outside the cave—her safe haven for the past year. 

Elara’s breath caught in her throat when she glanced over the side of the Bluefront Mountains. It seemed to descend for miles. It looked like they were on the tallest peak, overlooking Galea. The hills were even more unstable after King Angus destroyed the tunnels, making it a dangerous place to take refuge.

Despite the blowing snow and teeth-chattering cold, it offered the best view of Galea, and Elara could see it all. The only thing taller than the frozen mountain peak where Elara stood was the blue sky. It was views like those that she had missed.

“You may want to take this with you on your journey,” Roth said, handing Elara the Sword of a Thousand Flames.

She took the weapon, her eyes looking down at it affectionately. It still felt warm to the touch and the perfect fit in her hands. It was strange to think that the blade once belonged to Fane, but claimed Elara as its own. She attached it to the belt around her waist, nodding at Sheba and Roth.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m ready to leave now.”

Roth walked over and stood near the edge of the precipice. He jumped off, transitioning in the air. He became a majestic, almost other-worldly dragon, roaring and hovering above the mountaintop. Much like his pre-transition state, his dragon scales beamed golden, the flicker of the sun illuminating him. The horns on the top of his head grew larger, and he gained a long, black tail. He gestured for Elara to jump on his back, and she looked down at the gap. She was debating whether or not she could stomach the leap—and make it over in one piece.

“Do not be afraid, my child,” Sheba told her. “Fear is the prison of the mind.” 

Elara nodded before she took a deep breath, then went running and jumped onto the large dragon. She caught herself on one of his scales and pulled up onto his back. Sheba was impressed. It didn’t look easy—not for a human, at least.

“What are you waiting for?” Elara asked Sheba. “There’s enough room for two.”

Sheba smiled and shook her head. “I have other means of transportation, dear.”

And then she disappeared from the mountain altogether. Elara looked around for any sign of the old woman, but she had fled—almost vanishing into thin air. She hoped Sheba would be all right—wherever she went.

Roth flapped his golden wings, taking off in the direction of Haven—Elara’s first home. 
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Chapter Two: The Red Ravens
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Much like his late father, King Fergus Remington was not a patient man.

He stood on the frigid docks of Lake Finnegan, just off of the coast of Orana. It was here that most imports to Meridian took place—food, clothing, and weapon shipments. King Fergus negotiated with—and coerced—merchants to increase the number of goods Orana received.

He cringed when he remembered how awful the city of Orana had looked after the battle. It was a miracle there was still a ground to rebuild on.

“The new docks look wonderful, your Majesty,” Adam Cormac said, always the suck-up. “Your Knights did an excellent job. It wasn’t easy work, I hear.”

Fergus shrugged. “It looks fine—and it’ll get the job done.”

Time continued to tick by, and still, there was no sign of their guests. The high seas were calm and empty.

“When is their ship going to arrive?” King Fergus asked, glancing at his new Knights who had no answer. “I have important things to do!”

He huffed and tapped his foot, seconds before several full-rigged sailing ships appeared in the distance. They were mighty and large—clearly vessels you didn’t want to mess with if you ever went out on the Imperial Ocean. As the largest craft pulled up to the docks and its passengers exited the loading ramp, King Fergus smiled. His plans were finally happening—with the support of the Red Ravens.

A woman in her late twenties was one of the first to leave the ship. Her curly hair fell to her shoulders—the color of hazelnut—and matched her beaming eyes. She was beautiful with a beauty mark beside her upper lip. King Fergus was pretty sure he was in love as soon as he laid eyes on her.

She was accompanied by a slew of other young men and women, dressed revealingly in tight, matching uniforms. They were all well-armed and equipped—with various swords, daggers, and other weapons attached to their belts.

“King Fergus,” the woman began, speaking with a thick Russian accent. “I assume you’ve summoned us here for a reason. I am Myra Sarkov, leader of the Red Ravens. I demand to know what you want from us.”

He chuckled at her aggressiveness. “No introduction is needed, my lady. I know who you are. In fact, everyone—near and far—has heard of the Red Ravens by now. I, King Fergus of Meridian, request your help on a very important mission.”

The Red Ravens laughed. Even Myra chuckled. They were pirates, thieves, and assassins—one of the most notorious gangs in the world. Even criminals were afraid of them, and now they couldn’t believe a King would ask for their assistance. They weren’t exactly in the business of helping whoever asked.

“Is that so?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow after the laughter died down. “What kind of important mission are we talking about? And what would we get in return for it?”

“As you may know, the Grey Knights have fought against the dragons and witches for decades. They just won’t die off, and I want to see them destroyed forever. They threaten order and peace—and they’re an insult to the memory of my father,” King Fergus replied, smiling. “Of course, I don’t expect you to work for free. I wouldn’t, personally. In fact, I have something special to offer—something you can’t say no to.”

King Fergus gestured at Master Knight Adam Cormac to come over and he did, all eyes falling on him. He brought a golden box that glowed from the inside out—all thanks to the woman in the markets. Opening it, a blinding light appeared off the large, rare stone. Myra and her followers stared at it in superstitious awe, their eyes wide and mouths agape. King Fergus nodded in approval before Adam closed the box.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it? One of the greatest jewels you’ve ever seen? And it’s not just any jewel. It’s called the Oracle Stone. I’ve been told that an ancient prophecy claims this jewel was made by the Creator in a land long forgotten. We had it appraised—just to be sure,” King Fergus said. “It’s worth more than all the gold and diamonds in the world, and many would kill for a glimpse at it. It’s all yours if you help me complete my mission. Do we have a deal, Miss Sarkov?”

Myra nodded, drawing her eyes away from the box. “We will help you, King—but only because you asked so nicely.”

“Excellent choice, Myra. May I call you that?” the King asked, attempting to flirt with her. “Or maybe you’d prefer beautiful?”

“Myra will do just fine. Beautiful may result in a severed limb,” she replied, her hands on her hips. “Now, we can stand here and talk until the blackwings come home, or we can get our operation underway. Time is money.”

The King nodded. “I like the way you think, Myra. Can I show you the way to the throne room? I think you’ll like its new look. We have a lot to discuss about our plans. You don’t know what the dragons and witches are like—it’ll take some time to figure out our strategy.”

“We’re quick learners. Lead the way, King,” Myra replied, nodding at the golden dagger she had attached to her belt. “But don’t even think of crossing us. We know when we’re being played, and we won’t tolerate it. We’ve killed men for less in the past.”

“I wouldn’t dream of betraying you, Myra. We need the Red Ravens. I don’t want to jeopardize anything. You can tell your people you’re safe with us—that we don’t mean you any harm. Your ships will remain in perfect condition while you’re here,” the King replied. “Now, please—after you.”

Myra and her guild nodded, walking forward on the path to Orana. Before the King led them from the docks back to his castle, he stopped to whisper something secretive in Adam’s ear.

“Has Jenson made it to Haven?” he asked.

“Yes, my Lord. I received a call last night. He’s currently watching Merek as we speak,” Adam replied. “Nothing out of the ordinary has been reported. He isn’t a very interesting man, I’ve been told.”

The King nodded. “Good. Still, have him keep an eye on that old man. I won’t have him smuggling any dragons or witches under my watch.”

***
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IN THE DARKWOODS, TAVIA awoke earlier than usual. She stretched and yawned, leaving the tent she had slept in every night for the past eight months. There was no one around—it was dead silent. As she approached the campfire, she warmed up her hands and took a moment for herself, thinking back to yesterday.

Tavia only knew that she had felt something. It was something she hadn’t felt in a year, not since she had left her tribe in Deniva. When Elara died, the soul bond they shared remained strong. So strong that Tavia was knocked off her bed with the sudden realization that Elara had been resurrected. No one knew—except for her.

Bella won’t be happy to hear this, Tavia thought—and she dreaded having to tell her the truth. If Elara was alive, this would completely alter their plans. Everything would change.

The spirits hissed around the campfire, taunting her. 

“Leave me alone!” she bellowed, throwing whatever she could find at the ghosts. “I’m not in the mood to be messed with!”

“I thought I heard voices—more so than usual,” Bella said, disturbing Tavia’s thoughts as she appeared behind her. “You’re an early riser.”

Tavia gasped and turned away from the spirits, startled by the woman. The ghosts faded when they noticed Bella. “Oh, Mistress Bella—you scared me. I was afraid you were someone else.”

Bella laughed. “Someone else? Like whom? The Dragonwitch, perhaps? That girl is dead and gone, my loyal Tavia. You should not dwell on the past. She is dead for a reason—it’s where she deserves to be.”

“Maybe you’re right. So, did the King accept your gift?”

Bella laughed. “Of course—he wouldn’t refuse something so expensive. The spirits retrieved it for me.”

“Why did we need to give the Oracle Stone to him again?”

“Weren’t you listening to me the first time? The King is on the verge of starting another war, and he wants allies. I hear he’s ordered an audience with the Red Ravens so he’ll have a bigger army. Once he gives this jewel to them, they’ll be inclined to work for him,” Bella replied, huffing in annoyance. “Don’t you see the obvious? Once they join him, this will lead to much bloodshed and battle. It’s exactly what Kyros demands before he returns.”

“Right. I’m sorry, Mistress. My mind isn’t in the best place right now,” Tavia replied, sighing.

“What is it, my loyal Tavia? Tell me what’s bothering you.”

“This morning, I felt something stir inside of me. It hurt so badly. I think the Dragonwitch is alive—and I think someone brought her back to life.”

Bella thought for a moment. “I see. That is troubling. Are you sure?”

“Not really. My emotions are all mixed up, but I can’t ignore this feeling I have every time I think of her. It’s hard to describe, but something isn’t right.”

“Well, the Dragonwitch couldn’t have brought herself back to life, now, could she? Wouldn’t that be a fun treat if she could?” Bella muttered. “There’s only one witch I know of who holds these kinds of powers.”

“Who? No one plays with spirits around here—besides us.”

“Oh, Tavia—try thinking outside the box. The Grand Witch holds many secrets,” Bella muttered. “I’m talking about Sheba, of course. That old shapeshifter’s been lying to your people about her identity for a while.”

“Sheba’s the Grand Witch?” Tavia asked, her eyes widening in shock. “I can’t believe it. Does my mother know? No wonder Sheba’s such a good healer...”

“Who knows what goes through that pathetic skull of your mother’s?” Bella spat. “But Elara knows. That little dragon child, too. The Grand Witch exposed herself in front of all of us.”

“Wow,” Tavia muttered. “Elara didn’t mention it.”

Bella laughed. “Of course she didn’t. They all love to keep secrets. Do you see now that she was never your friend?”

Tavia felt like Elara probably had a good reason to keep the truth from her, but she faked a smile to satisfy Bella. “Yeah, I get that. Why do you think Sheba’s behind this?”

“The Grand Witch can resurrect people using red magic, but I hear it’s awfully difficult to do without Malefica energy. She must’ve found a way. That old crone must be desperate.”

“So, what do we do?” Tavia asked, pacing back and forth. “The Grand Witch is strong—”

“Nonsense! Everything can be killed—including The Grand Witch,” Bella replied. “Usually, I do not allow my followers to leave the Darkwoods. The lure of outsiders may be too difficult to resist.”

“I sense a but coming,” Tavia said.

Bella nodded. “However, I’m confident you’ll surpass my expectations. If the past eight months of training you have shown me anything, it’s that you’re capable of surprises. Malefica magic bends to your will. Do not disappoint me by joining the Miracari again.”

“If you let me leave the Darkwoods on a mission for you, I won’t let you down. I promise.”

“Good. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” Bella said, grinning as she turned her back. “You do know what this means, don’t you?”

“Please tell me, Mistress. Show me the way. I want to follow your path.”

“You must kill the Dragonwitch, assuming you’re right that she’s alive—and for good, this time. Her rebirth must be cut short.”

“And Sheba?” Tavia asked, making Bella chuckle wickedly. “What should I do with her?”

“You can’t kill her—though, you can try. It would be amusing, at least. This will require my expertise. Loyal Tavia, you will only kill the Dragonwitch and leave the old woman for me. I will take care of her myself—once and for all.” She paused for a moment, wistfully. “I haven’t fought The Grand Witch in many years. Of course, I didn’t know who she truly was back then. She once took something from me—something that must be avenged. Her death will bring me great joy.”

“I see. Can I leave now, Mistress? I’m ready. Finding the Dragonwitch will take some time. I should get going.”

“Yes, Tavia—but send reports of your progress. I want to know the situation at all times, and I’ll intervene if need be,” Bella replied, stroking Tavia’s cheek. “Be careful, minion. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. Don’t tell the others this, but you’ve been my favorite student.”

Tavia smiled. “Thank you, Bella. That means a lot.”

“It’s the truth. After all, you’re the closest we’ll ever get to the Dragonwitch herself. I’ll pray to Lord Kyros for your safety and success. The evil spirits will watch out for you—and so will I.”

Tavia nodded, gathering her staff, armor, and a slew of other supplies she would need on the journey. She turned back to look at Bella one last time.

“Don’t worry, Mistress. Elara—my former best friend—will die today.”

***
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ROTH GENTLY SET HIMSELF down in the forest behind the poor slums of Haven, Elara’s birthplace. Shielding himself behind the trees that he nearly knocked over with his size, he made sure no one could see him before instructing Elara to climb down.

Elara was nervous to be back home. She hesitated as she peered through the trees, looking at the rows of houses. She caught a quick glimpse of her old home which didn’t seem too different. Even though she had only been gone a year, she already felt like an outsider.

“You’ll be all right, Dragonwitch,” Roth said, sensing her stress. “I’ll wait here for you, watching from afar. Meet with your father quickly and then return to me. Anyone could be watching.”

Elara nodded, taking a deep breath and walking into the street. The Wards hadn’t changed too much. The houses were still run-down, everyone was still poor, and the neighbor’s kids still chased each other around the neighborhood. In the distance, she could see the barren field where Serenity used to be. No one had even bothered to clean it up. 

Thankfully, no one seemed to recognize her as she pushed through the crowd. Some people did give her a second glance, but then they quickly shrugged it off and looked away. No one would’ve expected Elara Everly to return. After all, people don’t normally come back from the dead.

Merek Everly kneeled in his garden, planting new crops and checking on older ones. He only had a few animals left, and they were all very tired and old. Elara couldn’t believe it—and she didn’t want to look. The past year hadn’t been kind to Merek.  

Merek had his back turned, preoccupied with gardening as Elara approached quietly.

“Hi, Dad,” she whispered. “It’s me.”

He jumped, quickly standing up and turning around. His eyes welled with tears as soon as they fell on his daughter, his whole face lighting up. He ran to Elara—as quickly as his aging legs would let him—and enveloped her in a big hug. 

From a distance, Roth watched the two reunite. He felt a warm feeling stirring inside him. It was proof that happiness could exist in their world—no matter how much tragedy and pain there was.

“I must be dreaming. This can’t be real,” Merek, shaking his head in disbelief. “I thought I lost you.”

Elara pulled away, wiping a few fallen tears off her cheeks. “Don’t worry. You’re awake, Dad. At least, I think. Maybe I’m the one who’s dreaming this.”

“How is this possible? How are you standing here?”

“It’s a long story, to be honest. I was brought back to life by The Grand Witch. I don’t really remember much. For the past year, I was dead.”

“The Grand Witch?” Merek asked, his face scrunched in fear. “I don’t like the idea of you around all these witches. You know how I feel about them. Next thing you’ll tell me is that you rode here on a dragon!”

Elara didn’t answer that. “Dad, I know you’re afraid. I am, too, but I can’t walk away from this. From what I’ve heard, King Fergus wants to kill the dragons and witches. He’s capable. I don’t like throwing myself into danger any more than you do, but I’m the only one who can stop him.”

Merek sighed. “I know all about King Fergus. Believe me, he isn’t someone you want to cross. I know I can’t ask you to look the other way. You were always too stubborn for your own good. I’m proud of you—and I’m sure your mother is, too. I just wish it didn’t always have to be you to save the day.”

“I know. But what happened to my friends? Prince Hadrian, Fane, David, and Tavia?”

Merek shrugged. “I don’t know. After your funeral, they separated. I’ve seen David once or twice in passing, working at The Golden Flask—that bar in downtown Orana. They rebuilt it after the King blew up the underground tunnels. I don’t know about Tavia or Fane—I haven’t gone to the witch and dragon kingdoms. But Prince Hadrian never returned to Orana, even after King Fergus repaired it. You can’t even call him a prince anymore. Fergus took away his title and swore to kill him if he ever came back.”

“I care about him a lot. All of them, actually. But how have you been, Dad? I didn’t even ask,” Elara replied, her eyes roaming over him in concern. “You don’t look well.”

“I won’t lie to you, Elara. You’ll only see right past it. Last year was difficult. Your mother dies, and then you...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “But don’t worry about me. I know you will, but try not to. I’m better now just knowing you’re alive again. Why don’t you come inside? Your bedroom is just as you left it.”

Elara shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t stay—even if I’d like to. This world needs me. Before I start my trials, I wanted to see you so you know I’m safe.”

“Then I’ll come with you,” Merek said, but Elara sighed.

“It’s too risky, Dad. You’re already in enough danger as it is. Besides,” Elara began, nodding at her old home, “you should stay here. You never know who might need help.”

Merek nodded, relenting. “I’ll do as you ask—but only if you promise me you’ll be careful, Elara. I don’t think I can handle losing you again.”

“I promise, Dad,” Elara replied, and they hugged one last time.

After saying goodbye, Elara returned to the forest, taking one last glance over her shoulder and waving at her father. Roth was still waiting patiently for her in the trees. After she caught up to him, she jumped on his back and they flew away quickly.

Merek gazed up at them, watching his daughter leave again. He closed his eyes to pray. “Keep her safe, Reya. Please.”

A hooded figure stood in the shadows, silently observing. The figure took off into the forest—faster than a pack of hungry wildhounds—never to be seen. The Dragonwitch was back—and so were her enemies.
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Chapter Three: Disaster in Deniva
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King Fergus stood tall and proud in the throne room of his castle. His servants scurried around the fortress, gasping in fear when they saw his new army. The grin on Fergus’ face was the largest it had been since his father’s death—all thanks to the cooperation of the Red Ravens. The gang swarmed him, waiting to hear his offer.

“With your allegiance, Red Ravens, we’ll be unstoppable,” King Fergus told them. “I’d be afraid to go up against us. We’ll call ourselves the Bloodslayers. It’s perfect, is it not? We’ll do what my father couldn’t—slay the evil blood that thinks it has a right to live in my world.”

Myra looked at her group of thieves and bandits for a moment, considering his words. Adam entered the room with a sealed document and placed it on the nearby table. He handed a pen to Myra, and she seemed indecisive about adding her signature. King Fergus clicked his tongue in disapproval.

“There’s no need to be worried, Myra,” he said. “Signing this contract works out for both of us. Trust me.”

“Don’t tell me what to think, King. Men have tried to before—and they’ve lost their lives for it,” Myra spat, glaring up at him from the document. “I’m more interested in this Oracle Stone. You’ll give it to us after the job is done?”

Fergus nodded. “I told you I would, didn’t I? What could I do with it? Stopping the dragons and witches is more than enough of a reward for me.”

“If we join you, there’s no turning back. We’d start a world war.”

“A war that’s already coming,” Fergus said. “Look, the dragons and witches will kill us all if we don’t do something. They’re dangerous. I’m giving you the opportunity to become legends, you know. The choice is yours.”

With that, he took a step back to give her some space. Myra nodded—knowing the Oracle Stone was too valuable to pass up—and leaned in to sign the document. Once her signature was on the page, Adam took the paper and sealed it.

“I’m glad you made the right choice. I was worried there for a second. We’re going to have so much fun together as the Bloodslayers,” the King said, grinning. “Now, there’s a lot of work to do before we can get started.”

“What should we do first?” Adam asked. “It’s up to you, your Majesty. You know best.”

“Yes, I do,” King Fergus replied, pausing to think. “We need to be careful—obviously. And we need strong allies, something my father never considered. First, I think I’ll address the people of Galea. They deserve to know what’s going on—and what I expect of them. I bet I can get them to fight for us with a little persuasion.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
/A
.
\

~

/////

BOOK TWO IN THE DRAGONWITCH
CHRONICLES

 DANA GRICKEN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
perial Ocean

Country of G






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





