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      In Vera’s Song, five years had gone by since the events of Book One. Kiatana’s five-year-old son Keanu and his Changer, Allie, had a peaceful existence within the Verinian Forest, but that peace did not last long.

      One day, Keanu and Allie’s eyes began to glow, and they recited a prophecy that foretold of yet another perilous journey across the Lands— one that would end in death.

      It was revealed that Allie was a prophetess, and alongside her powers of predicting the future, she also had immense magical abilities that could turn the very world on its head. Powers that certain people desired to steal.

      Wyntier was a former enemy of Keota who had a history of violence. He was an evil Accompany who desired to rule over the Lands and Nesting’s Haven, and would stop at nothing to do it.

      Shortly after the new prophecy was created, Keanu and Allie were kidnapped by Wyntier, along with Lilja’s five wolf pups. Stolen away to the Ice Born Mountains, Wyntier sought to steal Allie’s powers… though he had yet to come up with a way, and continued his experiments to try and do so.

      Wyntier’s Changer, Vera, was a kind dragon who immediately fell in love with the children. She did her best to keep them safe while within Wyntier’s clutches, although she was forced to obey Wyntier’s orders against her will.

      Kiatana and her friends embarked on a long journey in order to retrieve the children. Along the path, Kiatana was attacked by Wyntier and ended up losing her memory, including all recollection of Keota. Her memory was eventually restored when Keota was attacked by elven rebels, and the trauma of seeing him injured brought back everything she had forgotten.

      Ionan’s older brother, Maekrel, went ahead of the group to confront Wyntier on his own, without his Accompany Ana— which deemed to be a grave mistake. Wyntier used a cruel experiment to change Maekrel from a Changer to a human permanently. Despite the mutation, Ana remained by Maekrel’s side, and they quickly fell in love.

      Vera and Ionan had a romantic history together, and still held feelings for one another. Vera did her best to ferry Ionan information about the children while avoiding Wyntier’s commands. During this time, Vera and Ionan were secretly married, and she conceived a hatchling named Mirabelle.

      Kiatana and our heroes were reunited with their children. Along the way home, Kiatana crossed paths with her long-lost sister, Nineva, who displayed terrifying magic. Kiatana believed Nineva had arrived to protect them, but the witch ended up leading the group into a trap. Nineva and Wyntier had been married, and they gave birth to two children— Vivienna, an eight-year-old witch who was more powerful than her mother, and Soran, a six-year-old boy who, at first, appeared vicious, but was actually gentle and kind. The group had to flee Nineva’s clutches, and seek shelter elsewhere.

      Kiatana and Keota took Vivienna and Soran into their care as they escaped to Mt. Deathern, a nearby volcano. There, they met Kiatana’s eldest sister, Flaria, and took refuge.

      During their stay, Flaria’s son Aravon, an arrogant teenager who despised his family, ran away from home. He met Carmilla, a dangerous Ortusan. She turned him into a vampire-werewolf hybrid as well.

      Kia and Keota confronted Wyntier and Nineva, and a bloody fight ensued. Our heroes believed they vanquished both of the villains, never to return.

      But the damage had already been done, for Wyntier had fatally wounded his Changer. Vera did her best to defend the children she loved, but she died in the process of protecting them, leaving Ionan brokenhearted. Keanu, Allie and the wolf pups were traumatized from being held hostage by Wyntier, and some scars from that experience never healed.

      Though there is yet more darkness to be faced. Allie prophesied that to save the Lands, her allies must bring twin Changers to their side; although she did not know who these twin Changers were, or where they may be.

      The threat of a potential war is brewing on the horizon. The First Despondent was a calamity between the Lands and Nesting’s Haven many years ago, where both sides suffered terrible losses.

      Whispers have spread throughout the Lands that a Second Despondent is on its way, and could soon spark a conflict within the realms that will bring all to their knees…
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          BLOOD IS THICKER THAN WATER
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      At the base of a large volcano sat a house, which was built into the side of the towering inferno. The keeper of this land, a fiery young fairy with vibrant orange hair, was working in her garden under the presence of night. The volcanic soil was perfect for growing strange and exotic foods, which fed her family daily. Despite only having three people around, she always grew enough to feed four. Just in case.

      Flare looked up at the sound of footsteps behind her, hoping it was her son who had left so long ago.

      It was not the son she so desperately missed, but her fourteen-year-old daughter, who wore her sky-blue hair in curling pigtails.

      “Mom. I need to ask you something,” the girl said nervously, shifting back and forth with unease.

      Her mother rose from the dirt. “What do you need to ask me, Mela?”

      Mela swallowed. “What happened to Aravon? You’ve never told me, not all this time. You’ve just given me excuses. I miss him. He hasn’t come home and… and…”

      Mela began to cry. Her mother rushed forward, wrapping her in a hug.

      “I don’t know, dear. I want him back too.” The fairy, unable to control herself, began to cry as well, her tears collecting in her daughter’s hair.

      “Why did he have to go? We loved him so much,” Mela whispered. leaning against her mother.

      “Stop crying, Mela. I’m here now.”

      A rich, deep voice filled the air. Mela gasped as she pulled away from her mother, staring at the stranger before her. His hair was navy blue, just as she’d remembered, but he hadn’t aged a day since he’d left his home as a teenager ten years ago. Mela recoiled as she noticed the thin streams of dried blood coating the boy’s lips.

      Aravon was still her brother, but Mela immediately thought the child that had come home was in no way the child that had left.

      “Von!” Flare paid no attention to the glaring signs of warning dotted around her son’s mouth and ran toward him, encasing him in a tight embrace. Flare kissed Aravon’s face in adoration and said, “I knew you couldn’t stay away! You had to come home. I never gave up on you, Von. Not after all these years.”

      “It would’ve been better for you, Mother, if I had never come back at all.” Aravon smiled coyly. “I’m only here on unfinished business.”

      Flare’s eyes narrowed in confusion. Fangs lengthened from Aravon’s mouth. Flare hardly had time to gasp as Aravon sunk his fangs into her neck, burying them to the gums.

      “MOTHER!” Mela shouted in terror as Flare’s warm, flush face slowly drained of color. Aravon drank each drop of blood from her veins, and when there was nothing more to take, the Ortusan ripped his fangs from his mother’s body. He dropped her husk carelessly to the volcanic earth, an expression of betrayal still frozen on her face.

      “What’s going on out here?” Mela’s father Nicholas walked out of the house, his large hands bunched into fists. He was a giant among fairies, but Mela knew he was no match for what Aravon had become.

      Mela attempted to cry out a warning, but Aravon seized his father before he had time to fight back, burying the fangs into his shoulder. Nicholas cried out in pain and tried to grab his son, but his fierce attempts were futile. He became weak as he sank to his knees next to the body of his wife. Aravon had killed them before they’d even had a chance to realize their lost son had returned.

      “Von,” Mela whispered. “How could you?”

      Aravon wiped his chin, smearing it on his shirt sleeve. “Everyone has to eat, sister,” he said. “Unfortunately, you’re the main course.”

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked, backing away as her brother advanced on her.

      “None of you ever gave me the respect I deserved. My father abused me, and my mother looked away. You were the favorite child everyone loved,” he snarled. “Now you’ll pay the price.”

      Mela knew she couldn’t fight back. Aravon was too strong. If there was no hope for her parents, who had been powerful fairies in their own right, there was certainly none for her.

      Accepting her fate, Mela stood her ground and closed her eyes as her brother leapt in for the final kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          THE DRAGONESS

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sand. The landscape was a great wide world of sand, dotted with crumbling ruins and massive caves hiding amongst the dunes— a landscape perfect for dragons.

      Mirabelle noted nothing of importance, though she was on top of a ruin that was large enough to see where the desert ended far, far away. The other dragons were hiding away from the scorching heat of the day, or simply hiding until something tasty came along to snack on, so she was certain she was alone. Only when she was completely sure no one else was around did she feel comfortable enough to sing.

      The sun shimmered on her turquoise scales, and her green, feathered wings were spread carelessly in the sand. She didn’t look like a desert dragon. She was too colorful. Each moment of her life, it seemed, her surroundings reminded her that she didn’t belong here.

      “Come sleep, dear child, let your dreams come fly…” Mirabelle started the song in a low note, afraid someone would hear. “Don’t let your tears fall, even fall do mine…”

      Her voice grew stronger, rising into a strong, sure voice that was unusual for her eleven years. “Though perhaps we may be apart, far away…”

      Unable to contain herself, she burst freely, “Remember this song, we’ll meet again someday.”

      The wind carried her song away and Mirabelle sat, pleased.

      “You have such a pretty voice. You need to learn how to use it around other dragons.”

      Mirabelle gasped until she realized it was only her brother, Xiuh. The white serpentine dragon slithered up the dune, the wind ruffling the black fur that ran down his neck and spine.

      Mirabelle puffed a small cloud of smoke his way. “You wish, Xiuh.”

      “Why are you always singing that song? I’ve never heard it before,” Xiuh asked, twirling around her.

      Mirabelle arched her neck. “I don’t know. I sing it because it’s pretty. Should there be a reason? Everyone knows I’m different.”

      “You’re not different.” The other dragon stopped circling.

      She butted his head away with her horns. “Yes, I am. Do I look like any other desert dragon to you? I’ve got feathers that are way too hot, and blue scales that I can’t hunt with. Not that it matters, because I can’t eat, and I don’t know why. How do you explain me going my whole life without food?”

      Xiuh flicked his tongue. “You’ve got a very slow stomach?”

      She coughed. “Oh, and not to mention the fact that I can do this.”

      She changed from a dragon into a shorthaired gray puppy. Afraid another dragon would see, she transformed quickly and said, “How do you and Mama explain that?”

      Xiuh was at a loss. “You’re… a magic dragon?”

      “Oh, certainly.”

      Xiuh inched forward and said, “Well, why don’t we go ask Uncle Bloodbath about it? After all, he is the wisest and oldest dragon in the desert.”

      Mirabelle thought about it. “You think he will mind the whole magic... thing?”

      “No. And why would you care? You want answers, don’t you?”

      Mirabelle nodded slowly before spreading her wings to take off, following her brother. The hatchlings flew to a black cave, one that was larger and cooler than the rest. Mirabelle sighed, finally able to fold her wings upon her back without discomfort. Slowly, she slunk into the cave.

      Within laid a blood red dragon with a crooked horn upon his head, discolored scales on his back from years of a harsh saddle. He was big, bigger than most, and a gray beard grew from his chin. He had just finished eating, and blood was dripping from his claws and around his mouth. As the old dragon noticed them, he grinned with his yellowed fangs.

      “I was wondering when you would come to visit. Lovely voice, Mirabelle. You should use it more often.” Bloodbath’s voice rumbled, but the echoing boom it once held had faded over the years. Still, the sound was enough to make the young dragons quiver.

      Mirabelle stumbled backward. “You heard me?”

      “The wind carried your voice down here, though I’m the only one who knows it was you. The other dragons enjoy your voice, too. They’ve told me so, though they aren’t sure who it could be. I am the only one who has guessed it is you singing.” Bloodbath chuckled.

      “See? Magic!” Xiuh poked her.

      She turned away. “If they knew it was me they wouldn’t like it at all.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Bloodbath flopped his tail down, making the cave shake. “They would love you. Now why did you come here? I can see singing is not the only thing on your mind today.”

      A fiery blush rose in her scales before she asked. “I want to know why I’m so different. Why my wings are all wrong,  and why I can… I can do this.”

      She closed her eyes and changed into the tiniest finch she could manage, quivering on the floor. Bloodbath could hardly see her from his height. She changed back within seconds, her eyes still closed.

      “Open your eyes, little dragon. I am not surprised.” Bloodbath stared at Mirabelle as if her changing shape was the most normal thing in the world, and not something no other dragon could do.

      Mirabelle’s eyes popped open. “You knew I could change?”

      “Of course I knew. Known ever since you were born. Why is it making you upset?” he asked her.

      “But...” Xiuh spoke, as amazed as she. “Dragons can’t just transform when they want to.”

      Bloodbath snorted. “Of course not. Mirabelle’s a Changer, not a dragon.”

      “I’m a what!?” Mirabelle asked, leaping back.

      Xiuh said, “Yes, she’s a what?”

      “Didn’t Sunset ever tell you?” Bloodbath asked in surprise, lowering his head to their height. “Ionan must’ve said something.”

      “No. And why would Ionan know what I am? He’s just an old friend of my mother’s who visits sometimes.” Mirabelle cocked her head.

      “Ah. That explains it. I can’t say much more, then.” Bloodbath shook his head. “Just to tell you, Mirabelle, a Changer is an animal that can take any form at almost any time. You are not a dragon because your parents were not dragons. They were Changers. Your main form is simply a dragon, and so, here you are.”

      “It can’t be! Are you sure?” she asked. All her life, Mirabelle had thought Sunset was her birth mother. Could that not be true?

      “Of course I am. I knew both of your parents.”

      “Did you know my father?” she asked eagerly, jumping forward.

      Bloodbath hesitated. “Your father is still alive. I’m sure you’ll be able to find him fairly quickly, in the Verinian Forest.”

      Mirabelle began hopping up and down with excitement. “Can you tell me his name?”

      “I cannot, for it is not my right to say.”

      “I’ve never heard of Changers before,” Xiuh added. “Why?”

      “It appears Sunset kept certain things from you, to keep you safe,” Bloodbath said reluctantly. “There were enemies of us before who sought to harm Mirabelle. They are long since gone, but I suppose Sunset chose to be extra cautious in case any of their allies remained alive.”

      “Did they kill my birth mother?” Mirabelle asked.

      Bloodbath sighed, and smoke furled out of his nostrils slowly. “Yes, little dragon. They did. And so, you had to be hidden.”

      “Can you tell us more about the Changers?” Xiuh twirled his tail.

      “Only a little. Changers are bound to Accompanies, very strong  folk who ride them. They are sort of like fairies, but somewhat not so. Once a Changer finds an Accompany, they are together for life. It is an unbreakable bond that can never be severed. That’s about all I know. You want to know more, Mirabelle will have to find her father.”

      Mirabelle flew upward and clung to the old dragon’s nose, swinging her tail. “Thank you, Uncle Bloodbath. Now I know what I have to do. I must find my father. It’s the only way to discover who I am.”

      Bloodbath rumbled lowly. The two young dragons flew out of the cave, waving their wings in a farewell. “Goodbye, Mirabelle. Good luck on your journey. Though it might be wise to let your mother know first!”
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      On the other side of the small continent, winter was fading and spring was beginning to bloom. The Verinian Forest was still covered in a mix of slush and snow, but green grass was poking through the cold ground, and the tall trees above them were starting to bud. Birds sang a bright song, as the new smell of spring was well on the wind, and a golden sunlight trickled through the thawing woodland.

      Atop this hill was a boy, a timid young man of fifteen with green hair, sallow skin and golden eyes. He was far thinner than most fairies, and despite the thrilled smile on his face, it was obvious that this was a child who was very sick. Dark lines ran under his eyes, and his cheekbones jutted out under his skin. His wings, which sparkled black with the dusting of gold, flickered once in excitement before disappearing. “Ready, Allie?”

      He was riding a magnificent creature, a great golden griffin with sparkling brown eyes. His mount showed nothing of the shy nature the boy had. She was strong, and obviously very proud, maybe a little too much. A single look at her sent many of the forest creatures scattering, though she had yet to reach sixteen. Her limbs were rippled in muscle, covered in shining feathers on her front legs and beautiful yellow fur on the haunches. The griffin was large for her age, and her noble gilded wings were wrapped protectively around the legs of her rider.

      The griffin’s feathers had been slicked down with oil on her underside, which dripped onto the snow. Her expression seemed permanently embedded in a ferocious glare, but when she looked back at her companion, her gaze softened. “Ready, Keanu!” she responded eagerly.

      “Then here we go!” The fairy cheered and leaned forward, grasping onto the griffin’s feathers. The griffin leaped zealously into the snow, landing on her stomach. Her oiled feathers slid off the slush and ice, and they began hurtling down the giant hill at a monstrous speed.

      The two teenagers screamed in exhilaration. They nearly slammed into several trees and even ran into a bush during their ride, though Allie was so large, she merely crushed it and kept on going.

      While they whirled by, they heard an old red bird named Scarlet groan, “Oh, no. They’re going Changer sledding again?”

      Animals yelled in terror as they were nearly crushed by the speeding griffin. A white wolf walked into their path by accident, and Keanu cried, “Caini, watch out!”

      The she-wolf’s eyes widened. She tried to leap out of the way, but they got to her first. Caini went flying over Allie’s head. Keanu reached up, pulling her onto the griffin’s back. They went faster and faster, Allie letting out a cry of joy while Caini screamed in horror.

      “Allie, stop!” Caini yelped as a giant, resting dragon loomed at the bottom of the hill. Allie flung out her talons to attempt a halt, but all her efforts did was send them tumbling into the great emerald beast. The impact was only a poke for the dragon, but it still was enough to gather his attention.

      “Oof.” The dragon raised his head, shaking it groggily. “Allie, Keanu, what are you doing? I was trying to rest.”

      The beast snorted and looked down between his silver talons, where the young ones lay far below.

      “Not much, Io,” Allie said, looking at him upside-down from the crash. “Just a little Changer sledding.”

      “Changer sledding!” the dragon said, and he bared his giant fangs. “Allie, you know that’s not allowed.”

      “Don’t blame her, Ionan. It wasn’t her fault,” Keanu protested. He put a hand on the dragon’s hide, trying to get up from the ground, but his quivering legs failed. Allie turned onto her stomach and rose to her feet, putting her head underneath the boy so she could help him stand.

      “Indeed. It’s obvious she can’t slick her feathers down by herself.” Ionan turned a stern eye on the youngsters, but it was clear he was amused. “And look, you’ve hit poor Caini.”

      Caini jumped up. “Don’t bother with me, Ionan. That was great! I only wish they would go Changer sledding more often, and bring me along!” She wagged her tail.

      The dragon chuckled. “Shouldn’t you be getting home to the pack? They will be hunting soon.”

      “I only came to deliver a message from Dad to Kia.” Caini sat down. “And the pack’s hunting here tonight. Our territory has been restricted again. Vixen doesn’t want any wolves coming near her unicorns.”

      The word was spiteful, and full of hate from the wolf’s mouth.

      “Haven’t you sorted out that fight yet?” Ionan asked, lashing his tail in surprise. “Goodness, it’s been going on for years and it gets worse every winter.”

      “Well, winter’s almost over. The pack won’t be struggling for food, with spring on the way,” Keanu observed. “The wolves and the unicorns won’t fight as much this summer.”

      “That’s true.” Caini turned to leave. “I have to meet my brothers and sisters. They need all the help they can get on the hunt.”

      “Only because Midnightstar insists on sitting out. She hunts well enough for three wolves, yet hates to kill anything.” Allie spoke about her friend’s personal pacifism as if it was an insult to her, clacking her beak in revulsion.

      “Leave her alone. Midnightstar’s just different, that’s all,” Keanu said.

      “She does eat a lot of berries…” Caini observed. “Bit unusual, but she’s gentler than I.”

      “A vegetarian wolf. Never was such a thing, not until Mids,” Allie said.

      “I’ll see you all in a bit, if the hunting’s good.” Caini left promptly, shaking her tail as they said farewell.

      Ionan shook his back of snow, which had accumulated into an enormous pile.

      “I haven’t forgotten anything,” he warned in his booming voice, but Allie widened her eyes at him innocently, and he laughed. “Oh, go on. I won’t tell Keota nor Kia. But don’t let me catch you doing it again. Keanu, you know you can’t be taking these sorts of risks. You’re not strong enough to recover if you crash.”

      “I can’t do anything,” Keanu complained, but Allie rushed to Ionan and gave him a hug, wrapping her wings around his neck. She then grabbed Keanu by the back of his shirt and flung him onto her back, trotting away. Keanu started laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked him as they trounced through the melting snow and through the winding trails of the forest.

      “You look so funny when you’re trying to be innocent,” Keanu said. “It doesn’t work on you. You’re too formidable.”

      Allie bounced her head and said, “Well, I suppose I look innocent to a dragon.”

      “Ionan just babies you.”

      Keanu wavered upon the griffin’s back. He dug his fingers into Allie’s feathers as he tried to hold on, hands shaking. He was on the verge of passing out.

      Allie noticed and slowed to a walk, glancing behind her every so often at Keanu’s face. He grimaced as they walked, as if he was in pain. She tightened her wings around his legs, to hold him so he wouldn’t fall, and continued their journey until they reached a cozy, well-lit clearing.

      Kia’s hut had been expanded in later years, to include an upper floor that was their room. Keanu slid off of Allie and proceeded into the house, leaning against the wall as he did. Allie shook her feathers, transforming into a furry lynx.

      “Lynx, huh?” he asked.

      “Lynx, yes. You know most of my forms are too big to be indoors and it’s still too cold for anything else I like to change into.”

      “I was wondering where you two got off to.” A fairy came around the corner from the kitchen. She looked like her son, with long green hair and pale skin. Her sparkly white wings were visible, complimenting her unusual pink eyes that seemed brave and proud.

      “Hey, Mom,” Keanu said nervously. “We’re just hanging around.”

      “Is that why I see oil on your Changer?” she asked, pointing to the dark substance coating Allie’s underside.

      Allie laughed nervously and said, “Well, Kiatana, there’s a funny story about that⁠—”

      “Save it, Allakenzie.” The fairy raised her eyebrow, and Allie fell silent. “Could you do me a favor and bring in some water from the well? We’re running low.”

      “Of course,” Keanu answered instantly.

      Kiatana opened her mouth to protest as her son shuffled out the door. “I meant Allie.”

      Allie turned to the fairy, crouching down in a low bow. “Please, let him do it. He really wants to be of use.”

      Kia bit her lip. “He can’t.”

      “Let him try.”

      Allie waggled her tail in a plea, and Kia nodded hesitantly. Allie followed her Accompany out the door, where he went to pick up a bucket. Allie followed his lead, transforming into a griffin on her way outside.

      They reached the well in a short time and, outside of his mother’s earshot, Keanu complained, “I don’t see why she bothers whispering. Everybody knows I’m telepathic.”

      “Because she believes you won’t listen in on private conversations,” Allie said. “And most of the time, you don’t.”

      “I don’t like to violate people’s privacy, but if it’s about me, I have the right to know.”

      “Come, now. She only worries. Let’s get water from the well.”

      She put the bucket on the hook with her beak and Keanu lowered it down into the well, filling it up with water. Keanu pulled, and the bucket inched upward.

      Taking a deep breath, Keanu heaved, and the bucket moved halfway up the well. Keanu’s arms shook. Abruptly, he dropped the bucket, sending it splashing back into the well. Frustrated, Keanu filled the bucket again and started pulling on the rope once more.

      Allie looked at him apprehensively and asked, “You want me to get that?”

      He shook his head and finally grabbed the first bucket, yanking it out of the well. He took a long rest in-between filling the first bucket and the second.

      By the time he was done, Keanu’s breathing was heavy and labored. Allie picked up the first bucket with ease in her beak and started on her way.

      Keanu looked down at his bucket with disdain, lifting it slowly. He shuffled down the path at a snail’s pace.

      Allie looked back at him, putting her bucket down and adding, “You had better let me carry it. It’s not worth another seizure. It’ll be the second one this week.”

      “I’m fine,” he protested.

      Allie ruffled her wings, but didn’t say anything.

      After a few more steps, Keanu put the bucket down and tripped.

      “Here, put the bucket on my back, and hold it there,” Allie instructed. “That way, you’re still helping, and we get this done and over with. Come on! I don’t have all day.”

      She picked up the bucket in her mouth again and stared at him. He smiled at her, knowing she was pretending to be annoyed, but in all reality being kind.  He tried to lift the bucket onto her back, but couldn’t. Keanu gave up and said to her, “Go on, then. We both know I can’t.”

      She picked up the other bucket in her beak, while at the same time, helping Keanu walk to the house. Even the simplest of tasks was enough to make him weary. Changer sledding and drawing water from the well, two small things, had taken all of his energy for the day.

      He felt cheated.

      Allie put the buckets outside the door. When Keanu’s mother saw him enter the house, she moaned, “Oh Keanu, why wouldn’t you let Allie help?”

      “I could’ve done it,” he mumbled, but this was put aside as his mother guided him to the stairs.

      Kia shook her head. “Why did your father build these stairs? I told him it should’ve been a ramp.”

      “Mom, I’ve climbed these stairs for ten years. I don’t need a ramp. Now let me go.”

      Kia slowly released his arm, and Keanu began to climb. “See?” he asked. She slowly turned away, watching him out of the corner of her eye as she returned to the kitchen.

      When she was gone, he instantly turned to Allie and whispered, “Help me.”

      She instantly ran up the stairs, transforming into a doe. Unfortunately, she was still very large, and they were squeezed together against the stairwell, quite stuck.

      “Allie, you’re crushing me! Get tinier,” Keanu growled.

      Allie murmured, “I’m trying! This stuff is hard.”

      She finally shrunk down to a smaller size and dragged him upstairs, bursting into the bedroom at last. Keanu collapsed on his bed and sighed in exhaustion.

      Allie changed into a lynx again and jumped beside him, gasping, “It should have been a ramp.”

      “Yeah.” Keanu breathed heavily. “But don’t tell them that.”

      He didn’t mind accommodations. In fact, he appreciated them, because they made his life more accessible. But there was something about asking his parents for more help than they already provided that made him feel very guilty. He would continue to deal with the stairs.

      His room was small, yet able to fit a bed, a dresser, and various books that sat along the floor in neat stacks. Hundreds upon hundreds of drawings were tacked to the walls, some dating back to toddler years in a mix of finger paints and animal footprints. They’d been drawn by Keanu in charcoal, the subjects appearing real and intricate. Allie’s torn stuffed animals laid scattered everywhere, in a contrast to Keanu’s art supplies, which were on his desk in neat rows. A map of the Lands hung buried within the drawings, which Keanu’s grandmother had given him last year as a birthday present.

      One part of the map had been torn out violently. It was a small region of the Ice Borns. It was unclear whether the prince’s fingers or his Changer’s talons had torn it out, but both seemed content to leave the hole there.

      Keanu turned onto his back and looked up. “I wish it were summer. Then we could open up the roof and watch the stars at night.”

      “I love the retractable roof Io made for us,” Allie wagged her stumpy tail. “Midnightstar always used to come up here, and we’d point out stars all night. She knows more about stars than anyone in the Lands.”

      “Midnightstar never comes to see anyone anymore.” Keanu sighed. “Sometimes I think she watches the stars a little too much. She never talks to us. I’ve got to wonder if it’s because of…”

      Allie said sharply, “We’re not going to talk about It.”

      Keanu blinked. “Right. I forgot. No talking about It.”

      He sounded like he wanted to talk about It, whatever It was, but knew not to push the subject.

      There was a knock on the door, and Keanu yelled, “Come in!”

      The door opened. An extremely tall Accompany walked in, ducking down because of the low ceiling. He had black hair and golden eyes, with strong muscles underneath his shirt.

      “Hello, Keota. Where’d you go?” Allie asked.

      Keota smiled a goofy grin. “I’ve been tending to things in the forest. The old memorial is starting to wear away. I can’t believe it’s been fifteen years since the battle for the forest.”

      “Sixteen, Dad, in a few months. It’s March,” Keanu said, sitting up.

      Keota’s eyes widened, and he mumbled, “That’s right. Time flies quicker than you think.”

      He walked out the door and said, “By the way, Lyrica’s looking for you. She’s waiting with Snow Drop.”

      Keanu and Allie went to follow Keota. They looked down at the stairs in angst, but Keanu managed to hover down them with his wings. He grabbed his coat for the third time that day and headed out to find his cousin.

      Lyrica was petting the old silver pegasus, who had reached twenty last spring. The girl was eleven-years-old, with black hair and red highlights, one streak that was shockingly blonde. Her wings were rainbow-colored, the rarest anyone had ever seen. She was wearing a long fur dress and boots, bundled up tightly against the cold.

      “Hey, Lyrica. What are you up to today?” Keanu asked.

      Snow Drop whinnied. Lyrica laughed, her voice rising up and down in a harmonious note. “I came to visit. I heard the wolves were going to be around.”

      When Lyrica spoke it was like a song one had to listen to, lovely and light. She truly lived up to her name.

      Allie rolled her eyes. “Word travels fast in this one-horse forest.”

      She lifted her gaze to Snow Drop to show her point.

      “Oh, Allie, we all know how badly you want to get out of here,” Lyrica said. “You don’t have to remind us every second.”

      “It’s not that I want to leave. It’s just…”

      There was a pause, and Allie shuffled her feet. “I just... feel this pull. Like I’m supposed to be in another place.”

      Keanu asked, “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t explain it. It’s too complicated.”

      “Maybe you’re like me!” Lyrica said. She stopped petting Snow Drop, and the mare went away to try to find some grass. “Maybe you just have this...”

      “Part of you still missing,” Keanu and Allie said together, and the two glanced at each other.

      Allie shook her head. “I don’t know, Lyrica. It’s complicated.”

      They began walking through the forest. Soon, the group heard a cackle in the woods behind them, accompanied by low growls. Five shapes came flying out at them from the brush, tackling them to the ground.

      “You guys!” Keanu laughed as five wolves licked their faces eagerly, barking and howling. Keanu had a large black male wolf on his chest, while a brown female with jade-green eyes nosed at his face. Lyrica had her dress tugged at playfully by a smaller brown-and-black male, with Caini jumping in circles around her.

      “Snapfoot, you’re going to rip her coat,” Allie complained, nipping at the mixed beta. “And Shadowin, get off of Keanu before you crush him. You’re so blasted big.”

      “I can’t help it I’m strong. Believe me, if he had felt a real tackle, he wouldn’t be moving.” Shadowin barked happily, his tongue hanging out.

      “You shouldn’t be one to talk about size, Allie. You’re going to be as big as a mountain when you’re done growing.” The brown female giggled.

      “Oh stop it, Jade.” Allie clipped. “You don’t know everything.”

      “As you keep reminding all of us,” a calm voice said behind her.

      Keanu shouted, “Midnightstar!” and got up to welcome his friend.

      The wolf that had joined them was pitch black, with white flecks of fur along her back so her very coat looked like the night sky. She was not as bulky as the others, but sleek and refined.

      She also seemed much more... distant than the others. As if something nagging and complicated was distracting her from everyday life.

      Midnightstar looked at him. “Hello, everyone,” she announced, looking at them in turn. “I’ve come to join the hunt. It appears they need me.”

      “Of course we do,” Snapfoot put in. “Lara can’t hunt anymore since Mingan died in the last unicorn raid. It took four of our best fighters. But at least we got eight of them.”

      “The pack doesn’t fight the unicorns, you know that,” Jade reprimanded. “The wolves who want to fight them, fight. Father hates all this silliness.”

      Shadowin looked at her. “I know he does. But he won’t be pack leader much longer. He’s getting old.”

      “So what are you going to do? When do you want to challenge Lilja?” Allie asked, excited at the thought of a battle.

      Shadowin shuffled his paws. “I don’t want to fight him. He’s my Dad.”

      “Well, you had better do it soon before somebody else does. Lilja knows he can’t stay leader forever.” Lyrica got up from the ground, and the rest followed. They proceeded through the forest at a leisurely stroll, as old friends.

      Midnightstar dropped her head as she walked along the ground. “All this fighting. It never amounts to anything.

      She paused, before she said, “I saw the night star Nayati again last night, and it made me wonder. That star is one of forewarning. I haven’t seen it since we were all kidnapped.”

      Allie’s steps slowed. The wolves glanced at each other warily, except for Midnightstar, who was lost in a deep, intuitive haze.

      Keanu said, “Al, don’t get testy.”

      “We’re not discussing It,” Allie said, and resumed back to her usual pace.

      Snapfoot raised his hackles and trotted up to her side. “Allie, it’s time to move on. There’s no changing what Wyntier did to us, and Vera’s⁠—”

      Allie let out a threatening hiss, raising the feathers along her head and back. Everybody knew when she made a sound like that to shut up, or heads would roll.

      Keanu fell behind with his cousin so the others wouldn’t listen in, though he could clearly hear the screaming thoughts of the wolves as they seethed at Allie silently. They were frustrated they couldn’t discuss what they knew was on everyone’s mind.

      Lyrica was first to speak. “You know, I thought you were going to get better as time goes on, but Allie seems to get worse. When she was seven, Mother told me that Allie used to talk about the kidnapping with anybody. Then when she was ten, she would only talk about it to the wolves, and you. After that, it was only you, and last year she decided she wouldn’t talk about it at all. Now she’s calling what happened It, and everybody else has to because she said so.”

      “I know,” Keanu muttered under his breath. “It sucks. She goes berserk every time It’s mentioned. And some people want to talk about It.”

      “Do you want to talk about It?” Lyrica asked.

      Keanu picked up some melting snow and rolled it into a ball before he answered.

      “Yeah, I guess. But if I do, it’ll hurt Al’s feelings. And I’m not sure who to talk to. The wolves would listen, but I don’t want to make them remember again. Mom always cries, and the rest of the forest animals are too busy to listen to me. Casiff would be all awkward, and Vixen would just make me feel odd. I won’t go to Ionan… he never quite got over Vera.”

      “What about your Dad?” Lyrica asked.

      He looked skeptically at her. “If you haven’t noticed me and Dad aren’t exactly the best of pals lately.”

      “You’ve always got me to talk to. I wasn’t around, then,” Lyrica put in, nudging him with her arm.

      He smiled. “Of course I do. But why would I do that… when you’ve got snow on your face!”

      He splattered the snowball on top of her head, and they both burst out laughing. Lyrica tackled him, and the two fairies went rolling into the snow. The wolves saw the ruckus and joined in, romping around and pawing snow in each other’s muzzles while Midnightstar watched from afar.

      Allie rolled a giant snowball in her talons and dropped it on all of them while she was flying from a short height above. The two fairies threw snowballs at her in the air, but she dodged each one. The snowball fight continued, until they were all dripping in wet snow and droplets of slush.

      After a few minutes, Keanu had lost his breath. Jade pushed her brother and sisters back, yelling, “Guys, give him some space!”

      “I’m all right,” Keanu breathed, putting a hand on his chest.

      Shadowin looked skyward, his glance narrowing. “Sorry, guys. If we don’t hurry, we’ll get in trouble for missing the hunt.”

      “Then hunt. We gotta go home, anyway,” Keanu said.

      As the wolves left, Lyrica shook her head. “I had better head home too. Snow Drop flew me here and she won’t wait long, poor thing. She’s been dying to stretch her wings. No one ever rides her anymore.”

      When they had reached the hut, they told Lyrica goodbye. Kia took one look at Keanu’s wet clothes and Allie’s dripping fur and instantly lost it.

      “You two! Get some warm clothes on! We don’t want you getting a cold!” Kia shrieked.

      “Aw, Mom, we’ll be alright… achoo!”

      Keanu sneezed loudly.

      “Oh, great,” Keota said, coming into the room with Ionan the rabbit. “Sounds like somebody’s had a cold for a few days and they were out romping in the snow. And we all know if one gets it…”

      “The other will as well.” Ionan finished for him, looking at Allie. “Up to bed, both of you. No more running around for a few days.”

      Sure enough, the next morning they both had a horrid cold. So instead of exploring, the two stayed inside and watched the snow melt, side-by-side under the covers near the window.
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        * * *

      

      “And that’s why I’ve got to go, Mama. I’ve got to find my father, so I know who I am.” Mirabelle finished her speech, looking up at her mother anxiously.

      The dragoness snorted. Sunset was all the colors of the setting sun, her scales a mixture of orange, pink, purple and red. Her four horns were shaken of dust as she said, “I suppose if it’s that important, then I cannot stop you. Eleven years is old enough to leave the nest.”

      “You mean it?” Mirabelle flew upward, looking her mother in the eye.

      Sunset flicked her tail. “I mean what I say, otherwise, I wouldn’t say it. We are dragons, not little geckos. If this quest is what you need to find yourself, Mirabelle, then we must begin at once.”

      “We?” Xiuh asked cautiously.

      “You didn’t think I’d let her go alone, did you?” Sunset asked, laughing. “We’ll see her to the forest and stay with her awhile. I say, her father is going to receive quite a shock when he finds out she’s there.”

      “You know him?” Mirabelle asked, stunned.

      She smiled, her fangs glinting in the cave. “Yes. But I won’t be the one to tell you who he is, for that is his choice. Hurry along now, little ones. If we are to get a head start on this journey, we must take flight now.”

      They left the cave, soaring into the desert sky. Mirabelle’s heart sang with excitement. She saw the line of green that marked the desert’s end and she did a backflip in mid-air, knowing her father was somewhere beyond it.
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        * * *

      

      Keanu woke up in a cold sweat, lunging upright. Beside him, Allie was shaking and growling. She bared her lynx teeth and Keanu shook her roughly, shouting in her ear. “Allie! Allie, wake up! We were having a nightmare!”

      Her brown eyes opened. She shook her head, face alight with terror. Allie jumped into his lap and shivered, burying her face in his shirt.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I forgot because I sleep and dream, you dream, too. Bad thing about having a fairy for an Accompany, I guess.”

      Allie gulped and set her head over his shoulder. “What a terrible dream. He grabbed you and threw you against a wall. I can’t believe I still remember that.”

      “It’s okay. It’s over now.”

      He didn’t bother to say it was just a dream, because it wasn’t. It had happened, and even though it was in the past, it was still real.

      Allie’s voice wavered while she snarled. “Go back to sleep, Keanu. All this talking of It has given us this dream.”

      Keanu nodded. “I’m sure it doesn’t mean anything.”

      Keanu got up from bed and asked, “You want to come get a cup of water with me?”

      She nodded and transformed into a doe, following him to the kitchen. He didn’t need help down the stairs this time.

      “We thought you were in bed,” Keota said, looking at his son. Kia was soundly sleeping on Keota’s lap in a chair, while Ionan perched as a cat on a bookshelf.

      Keanu got a pitcher, and filled it with water from the basin. He drank deeply before answering, noticing the knowing glance Ionan had given him as they had come down the stairs. “Bad dreams.”

      Just when they were about to head back to bed, the door burst wide open. The Accompany and Changer turned to see three people, Lyrica among them. The other two were her parents, both fairies. One was a blond haired, blue-eyed male, and the other was a female with red streaks in her wild black hair.

      Kia woke up, startled from her husband’s lap. Noticing their shocked appearance, she asked, “Casiff. Vixen. What’s the matter?”

      Casiff took a deep breath before answering. “They’re back. Wyntier and Nineva. And this time, they’ve brought friends.”
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      Kia lunged upward from her seat. She bawled, clutching Keanu to her protectively despite the boy’s weak struggles to pull away. Senseless, Keota sat in his chair numbly, and Ionan took the lead.

      “Who are his friends?”  Ionan asked, stepping toward Vixen.

      “A couple of Ortusans,” Casiff answered. “A male and a female.”

      “Vixen thinks things will get very difficult here soon. We must do something,” Vixen said, slamming her fist into her hand.

      “This is ridiculous. Wyntier and Nineva are dead!” Keota rose from his chair sharply to oppose the two fairies. “Wyntier shot his face off with that... thing, and Nineva was mauled by Lottie. I threw both of them off a cliff. I saw it happen. There’s no way either of them could’ve survived that drop!”

      “We caught sight of them entering the forest, and have been tracking them ever since. I swear, Keota, they made it out somehow,” Casiff said.

      “I’m not doing anything! If they’re truly back, we’re going to stay here and hide!” Kia said. “I won’t make my baby face that monster again!”

      “What are you talking about, Kia? We have to do something!” Keota argued. “If we just sit here, he’ll destroy us! We have to find him, and kill him for good this time.”

      “No! I refuse to go anywhere near Wyntier unless I have to!” Kia shouted. “That’s the end of it!”

      “Kia is being unreasonable,” Vixen snarled. “Kia must do something, not be a sitting duck.”

      “I don’t care.” Kia was firm with her decision. “My son and I are staying here. If all of you want to try to hunt him down and get yourselves killed, fine, but I won’t go through this again.”

      Keanu gasped as Kia squished him against her chest.

      Vixen glared at the queen of the Lands with a look that said she was disgusted to be in the same room with her. “I do not know this Kia. The old Kia would fight, be ready to fight. She would go into battle eagerly, not cower in her home as a rabbit cowers in its hole.”

      “I have a child to protect,” Kia spat. “One who has already suffered at Wyntier’s hands. My duty is to protect the prince, before anyone else.”

      Vixen turned slowly. “Vixen and Casiff must go, to prepare for when Wyntier shows himself. When the queen stops being a coward, she must come, too.”

      When Vixen and her family left, it was like she took all the courage in the room as well. Unable to stand the tension, Keanu writhed out of Kia’s grasp. He grabbed Allie in his arms and clambered upstairs to his room.

      For once, Allie had nothing to say.
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        * * *

      

      The next day Keanu and Allie sat on the cold, wet ground in the middle of the Verinian, not caring about the muddy puddles accumulating around them. Both of them were thinking about what had happened the night before.

      “Did you hear the way Mom and Dad were yelling at each other after everyone left?” Keanu asked in a whisper.

      “Yeah. It was really loud,” the griffin said softly.

      “Do you think they’ll have another fight like that?” he asked. “I mean, they’ve fought before, but never like that.”

      “I hope not. It was horrible.” Allie looked up, her head cocked as she peered into the distance. “Who is that?”

      Keanu got off the ground in amazement. His griffin followed as a blue-haired fairy walked out of the woods, his hands behind his back.

      “Aravon?” Keanu asked, steeping forward. “Is it really you?”

      “Yes. After all this time, I came home.” Aravon stopped before his cousin, rocking back and forth on his feet. “I realized I needed my family more than they needed me.”

      He smiled when he said this, as if his words were some cruel joke.

      “Hello, Von,” Allie said, somewhat snippily. Though she’d only met him once as a toddler, Allie had never been a fan of Keanu’s older cousin. “Nice of you to come around after ten years.”

      Keanu put his arm around Allie’s shoulder to tell her to be quiet, and said, “Where’ve you been all this time? You don’t look any different.”

      “Here and there. I guess I just age well.” Von shrugged. “Last time I saw you, you were only about this high.” Von held a hand at his knee and laughed.

      “Yeah. I’m a lot bigger now.” Keanu tried to smile, though it was hard. Aravon felt more like a stranger than a cousin. “Do your parents know you’re back?”

      “Em-hm.” Aravon nodded, looking in another direction.

      Allie peered closer and asked, “What’s that on your mouth?”

      “Probably some food. I just ate.” Aravon rubbed his lips with the back of his hand and said, “Come for a walk with me.”

      “You’re not going to see my parents?” Keanu asked, confused.

      Aravon shook his head. “I don’t want everyone to know I’m back yet. I’m just not ready. You know?”

      Allie clacked her beak loudly, but Keanu nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Aravon smiled. “Thanks for understanding. You coming, Keanu?”

      “Yeah. Just going to be a little slow.” A hint of pain was hidden in his voice. Allie rushed forward to catch Keanu as he tripped, pulling him upright.

      “It’s that disease you have, isn’t it?” Aravon asked offhandedly. “Heartsnap Syndrome. That’s what’s making you so weak.”

      “Yeah, it is. I hate it.” Keanu grumbled, leaning on Allie.

      “Want help, or does Allie have it?” Aravon offered.

      “I’m okay.” Allie’s voice was stubborn, but underneath her resistance was a tone of exhaustion. It was obvious she needed a break.

      “You can help if you want,” Keanu offered, subbing in for his Changer.

      Aravon wrapped his long arm around Keanu’s shoulders, but his touch was given reluctantly, as if it bothered him to be near someone who was so sick. Allie noticed, and her feathered ears flattened against the back of her head as she prowled cautiously behind Aravon.

      A little while into their walk, Keanu kicked something.

      “What’s that?” Allie asked. She bent down and nudged the object, which appeared to be a small piece of clustered metal. It certainly didn’t belong in the forest.

      “I don’t know.” Aravon peered closer. “Looks kind of odd if you ask me.”

      Keanu pulled away from his cousin and picked up the foreign object from the grass. As soon as it was within his grip, he gasped and dropped it, as if burned.

      “What is it, Keanu?” Allie asked him.

      “Look at it, Allie.” Keanu pointed to where the metal object lay in the grass, shaking. “Just look at it.”

      Allie stared at the object for a second or two before flapping her wings, giving a cursed scream. “No! It can’t be! It just can’t be! Maybe it belongs to someone else?”

      “Does anyone else in the Lands have access to a human gun?” Keanu asked his Changer. “It’s his! I know it is.”

      Neither Changer nor Accompany had noticed that Aravon had backed away into the darkness of the woods.

      Without warning, Keanu’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. He collapsed, writhing on the forest floor with uncontrolled movements, limbs flopping as his body jerked up and down. Drool began leaking out of his mouth. He gasped, taking short breaths as the seizure surged across his body.

      “Keanu!” Allie rushed to her Accompany’s side and turned him on his side, a routine she had become accustomed to.

      With nothing else to do, Allie sat on her haunches and waited for the spasms to stop, struggling to control her emotions. No matter how many seizures Keanu had, it never became any easier for her to watch.

      After a few long minutes, Keanu’s seizure finally came to an end. He rolled onto his stomach and spit the excess saliva out of his mouth. “Great. I probably scared Von off. I’m such a freak.”

      “Forget Von. You’re not a freak.” Allie put her head to his, to comfort him. As she did so, a rustle in the trees caused her to jerk upright.

      Keanu sat up shakily. In front of him was a red-haired fairy, with a black, collared dress that covered the mottled flesh on her neck. She laughed at the teenagers as dark magic swirled around her hands.

      Nineva. They knew who wouldn’t be far behind. A shadow emerged beside the witch. Allie and Keanu quivered as their worst nightmare walked toward them, cold and triumphant as he’d ever been.

      Wyntier was just as cruel-looking as Keanu remembered, except this time, he had a long scar across his cheek that he’d received when he’d shot himself in the face by accident. The scar only made him more attractive, more deadly. A brown python was wrapped around his shoulders, and the snake hissed as Wyntier approached. They were facing him again, and just like when he had kidnapped them, they were alone.

      Wyntier smiled. “My my, look what has come across our path. You’re just as weak and puny as I remember, Keanu. Going to be sixteen soon, aren’t you? Such an important age. I’m surprised you’ve lived long enough to see it. I thought you’d be dead by now.”

      Allie screeched a loud, threatening cry. Wyntier’s eyes flickered toward her, and he exclaimed, “Ah! The young prophetess. You’re more powerful than ever. Are you sure you want to stay on the losing side?”

      “I’ll tear you apart,” Allie snapped, digging her talons into the dirt.

      The python brought his head up and hissed at her, “Is that a threat?”

      The constrictor slithered off his Accompany and changed, transforming into a brown wyvern whose poisonous tail twitched in anticipation behind him, ready to strike. Lukas.

      Nineva loomed closer. “Seems the prophetess wants to protect her dear friend.” She drifted a long, manicured nail across her own skin, just underneath her neck.

      Allie let out a long string of curses. Wyntier beamed and asked her, “Now, Allakenzie, what would your mother say?”

      Allie lost it. She pounced toward Wyntier, leaving Keanu unprotected. Lukas was on her in an instant. They fought viciously, Lukas trying to catch her with his stinger while Allie lashed out at his neck with her beak. He pinned her several times, his iron jaws nearly missing her spine each time.

      Allie dug her talons into his scales, trying to rip the tender flesh underneath. While doing so, she screamed as loud as she could, “IONAN!”

      While the Changers fought, Keanu heaved, unable to get up, or even crawl away. Wyntier looked down at him with disgust. “Pathetic and worthless.”

      He stepped on the boy’s leg and dug his heel in. Keanu yelped in pain, trapped in Wyntier’s eyes. Wyntier’s intense gaze held him still while Allie screamed in the background, just as captive as he’d been as a five-year-old.

      Just then, the trees in front of him broke in half, toppling over and landing on Nineva. The forest was torn in two as Ionan stampeded into the path, roaring his rage. The dragon grabbed Lukas with his fangs, slamming the creature against a fallen trunk. Lukas snarled a warning but Ionan swung his tail sharply, knocking the wyvern out. Ionan whirled and lunged straight for Wyntier, looking to crunch him in his jaws.

      Wyntier leapt sideways and wretched Nineva out from underneath the fallen trunk. He pulled his wife to Lukas’ side, and she spun her arms in a large circle above her head. Dark magic spiraled around them until the three companions became encompassed in its smoky veil.

      Before Ionan could make another move, they were gone.

      Ionan huffed, small flames furling out of his nose. He turned to Allie. “How are you?” he asked her.

      She got to her feet. She didn’t appear injured, only frightened. “I’ll live.”

      She hurried over to Keanu, who was still curled up on the ground.

      “Keanu?” Ionan asked.

      Physically, he was fine. But there was something about the fairy that was not. He turned his head away, to hide the tears that were falling down his cheeks. “I couldn’t look away.”

      Ionan flapped his wings and said, “We must journey home. There’s no telling where he’ll go next.”

      Keanu climbed onto Ionan’s back. Allie changed into a lynx and jumped onto the fairy’s lap, and Ionan began the long journey back through the forest. He did not fly, merely weaved his way through the trees quickly. Taking to the air would only cause them to be followed.

      “We must reach Kia and Keota,” Ionan rumbled. “Before Wyntier and Nineva do.”
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        * * *

      

      Mirabelle flew far ahead of her brother and mother. Her heart raced as she batted her wings frantically in a race to get to the Verinian. “Come on, Xiuh! Hurry up!”

      “Slow down!” the white dragon whined. “We can’t keep up with you!”

      “He’s right, Mirabelle. You need to slow your pace,” Sunset said gently, though her words carried a small, growly laugh.

      Mirabelle stopped and waited for her family to catch up. “Sorry, Mama. I’m just so excited about getting to meet my father! I guess I keep forgetting that I’m faster than you and Xiuh.”

      She did a loop in the air and began to glide gracefully at her brother’s side, twirling in a corkscrew as she did so.

      “You look so much prettier in the air than you do on the ground,” Xiuh commented. “It’s like you belong in the clouds. You are a dancer and the sky is your stage!”

      “You really think so?” Mirabelle did another loop. “I really do feel more at home up here.”

      “Of course you do. You are a dragon,” Sunset said proudly. “All dragons belong in the sky, where there is nothing to stop them from accomplishing their dreams. Up here, the only thing that can get in the way of our power is pure, blue sky.”

      “Look! I see the Verinian!” Xiuh exclaimed, pointing with his wing.

      “It’s beautiful.”  Mirabelle breathed, staring down in wonder at the trees. “I bet it looks so different on the ground.”

      “Many say that you have not truly seen anything until you’ve seen it as the dragons do,” Sunset said. “From above, everything looks beautiful, no matter how ugly it may be. The simplest of rivers is like a blue ribbon trailing across a green bed of fabric. The trees are small figures, dancing in every breeze. Animals are nothing more than little toys, and flowers are simple spots of color.”

      Sunset closed her eyes as she flew and sighed deeply. “Yes, it must be true. You cannot truly see until you see as dragons do. Every detail is caught in our gaze and made a million times more beautiful than it was intended to be. I am amazed every time I look down at nature and its simple beauty.”

      “Mama, what’s that?” Xiuh said, pointing with his nose. Several trees toppled over in the forest, accompanied by a colossal roar that could only be from a dragon.

      “Is that my father?” Mirabelle asked eagerly, looking closer.

      “I don’t know, little ones. Stay close.” Sunset flew above her children, shielding them with her wings. “This place is beautiful, but it is foreign to us, and we shouldn’t take chances here.”

      The two young dragons nodded in agreement, and remained silent as they continued on their journey.
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        * * *

      

      Far below, Caini and Shadowin were staring at something small, red and square, interwoven within the grass.

      “What do you think it is?” Caini asked, completely perplexed.

      “A little piece of fabric,” Shadowin said, and he bent down to pick it up in his teeth. “Where do you think it came from?”

      “I don’t know,” Caini said, staring at the fabric. “Let’s go ask Jade if she knows.”

      “Good idea.”

      The two wolves ran through the forest to catch up to the rest of the pack. They had been scouting for food but had been distracted by the fabric, as the Verinian was virtually free of litter. As they found the green eyes of their sister, they drew her aside from everyone else.

      “What do you two want from me now?” Jade moaned.

      “Look what we found.” Shadowin placed the small scrap on the ground and nudged it with his nose. “We thought you might be able to help us figure out where it came from.”

      “Like I would know.” Jade shook her head. “To me, it’s just another piece of fabric.”

      “So now what?” Caini asked her brother.

      “Dad.” Shadowin picked up the cloth and the three wolves made their way through the long line of pack members, finally coming to its leader.

      “Dad!” Caini called as soon as the alpha was in view. “We have to ask you something important!”

      Lilja looked back at his two children curiously. He was an old wolf now, and his muzzle was graying, as was the rest of his fur. None of the other wolves had yet to win a fight against him, however, so leader he still stood.

      “Have you seen anything like this before?” Caini asked as Shadowin placed the fabric before his father.

      “I don’t think so.” Lilja eyed it suspiciously, then sniffed the fabric. “It has a strange scent to it, like sulfur. You should bring it to Kia and Keota. It might have something to do with Wyntier.”

      “What? Wyntier’s back?” Caini said in a yelp.

      Lilja whined lowly. “I had wished to tell you with all your brothers and sisters, but it is difficult to gather you all in one place. Yes, he is alive and he has returned, but we are unsure where he is.”
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