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NO SAFE HAVEN
TRISTAN UNTANGLED HIMSELF from the cocoon of white linens, waking with a cold sheen of sweat from the same nightmare that repeated itself every time he fell asleep. In his dream, millions of dragon scales, the size of snow sleds, piled in each hand. The jumbled towers extended beyond the clouds and swayed unevenly in opposite directions. Somehow, he knew if he lost control of either tower, the entire world would be destroyed.
Temporarily free of the burden, he rubbed his injured shoulder and sat up against the wall. It wasn’t so much the balancing of scales that would be his undoing, but the sheer strength and will to carry such a load in the first place. Worse, there was no evidence the world would be destroyed; it was something he felt deep in his gut.
What would happen if he just...gave in and let the scales fall where they may?
Stupid dream, he told himself, trailing his fingertips along the wall beside his bed.
The rich tones of oiled wood were slightly off and the texture seemed to be missing the handcrafted charm he’d grown accustomed to. In fact, taking in the rest of the log cabin, everything lacked depth—a sure sign this wasn’t his real home, but an illusion created to make himself feel more at ease in this underground prison.
How was he supposed to ground himself in reality when everything around him was an illusion? A rush of new and old fears flooded his thoughts. Panic overrode every aching muscle. He tore through the folds of fabric, madly searching for the wooden staff Samara had given him. If he lost contact with the staff in his sleep and dreamed something terrible…would uncontrolled power lash out in real life without conscious effort?
He finally found the staff and unwrapped it from the bed covers, then clutched it against his heaving chest. He was driving himself crazy with questions no one could answer.
“Molajah?” Tristan called, his voice breaking the profound silence. He scanned every shadowed corner of the cabin for signs of the guardian spirit, and finally rolled to the side of the bed, using the staff to keep himself from pitching forward as he got to his feet.
“I need to talk to you.” He’d been trying to reach the man for the past week, every chance he got, repeating the same plea. His fingers thrummed with something like electricity, as did his toes when he tried to stand. “Molajah?”
Why wouldn’t the man answer? The sense of abandonment felt eerily familiar.
“I did everything you wanted.” Tristan rested his head against the gnarled wood and closed his eyes, drowning in a wave of dizzying noise. Something had to give, or he really would go insane.
Wasn’t it Molajah who told him to collect all the stones in the first place? And how was he supposed to contain all the power he’d gained by touching them? Surely the council didn’t expect him to know how to deal with it, did they?
“You promised the falcon would be freed,” Tristan continued, eyeing the front door.
Maybe the falcon was already free, waiting above ground. If only he hadn’t agreed to this odd form of captivity, he could go out and search. With freedom to fly wherever he wanted.
Tristan shuddered at the thought, squelching the desire so fast, it might not have existed at all.
Besides, this prison was for everyone’s best interest—deep underground where he couldn’t hurt anyone, and where Samara, a being much stronger than himself, could possibly control his powers for him.
But what if the location itself prevented communication with Molajah?
He shuffled toward the door, his firm grip slipping on the staff with each step. His left shoulder burned and his knees were turning to jelly. The log walls seemed to close around him, compressing his lungs. And then they were a transparent gray.
Five people glowed orange around a pit of white flames. Easy prey for the monster within.
It was happening all over again.
Tristan shut his eyes in a vain attempt to stop the shift. His pulse raced, making him more lightheaded than he already was.
There were more people to worry about this time. Part of him wanted to warn his friends to leave before it was too late, another wanted to make a run for the exit without looking back—to race up the spiral stairs and get to the real outside before his sheer size might keep him imprisoned underground for the rest of his immortal life. Yet another part of him rumbled with a desperate need for food. “Stop it!” Why did his brain have to go in so many directions?
He could never survive in a cage made to look like wilderness by some sort of possessing spirit.
“Samara?” Tristan whispered, pounding his forehead against the closed door.
“Yes, Tristan?”
His flesh prickled in the suffocating air, hot and icy at the same time. His teeth chattered. He dropped to his knees and slumped against the wall beneath the window. If he changed into a dragon now, his cabin would be demolished and he’d probably swallow the first thing that moved. “Get them out.”
“Close your eyes.” Samara’s soft voice wrapped around him like a warm breeze on a winter’s day. “Breathe.”
“You don’t understand. They have to go.” Tristan squeezed his eyes shut and curled into a ball, clinging to the staff. Soon, he wouldn’t remember who his friends were. He wouldn’t remember the gems, the map, Molajah, or Donovan. His falcon. What would Molajah’s council do then? Was there another dragon being groomed to take his place?
“Molajah!” he shouted through clenched teeth, though it sounded like a desperate cry even to his own ears. His head spun. The air seemed to solidify around him.
“Just take a small breath.” She made it sound so easy. “You can hold off the change. You need strength, food, and water.”
Tristan retreated into the darkest corner of his mind, ignoring the tornado of foreign power building beneath his skin, a power never meant to be his.
A faint draft feathered over his side as the front door opened. His eyelids fluttered open for a brief moment. Donovan stood above him. Tristan didn’t move; didn’t try to pretend he hadn’t fallen, or that there was a good reason for being on the floor, or for his imprisonment.
It was a wonder the man was willing to be in the same room. “Come on,” Donovan said after an awkward silence. “Back to bed.”
Raw energy ripped through Tristan’s veins. The second the man’s fingertips came within an inch, a blinding bolt of lightning arced to close the distance. Donovan flew backward, slamming against the woodstove before tumbling to the side. He rolled to a stop on his back, sprawled on the floor.
Tristan tried to speak, but not a single sound of horror escaped his lips.
Donovan stared at the ceiling with wide, unblinking eyes. His feet twitched.
Two figures rushed through the door; Landon and Victor.
Tristan tried to warn them to get away while they still could, but his lips wouldn’t move. His gaze stayed riveted on Donovan’s face. The man was stunned for sure, but his lips were moving, whispering instructions he couldn’t quite hear. Landon and Victor lifted Donovan to his feet.
Tristan tried to force an apology, clenching his fingers tighter around the staff as some unknown power pulsed through him. He deserved to be stuck in this hole, this prison. Even with his eyes closed, he sensed every motion in and out of the cabin. Victor supported Donovan as they hobbled down the front steps of his cabin, while Landon grabbed a blanket from the bed and approached him.
Tristan held his breath, pulling the power that swirled the hairs on his skin deep into his bones. “Get out.”
“We know you won’t hurt anyone on purpose, Tristan. It’s going to be okay.”
“That’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever said.” He wanted to scream. “This will never be okay and it doesn’t matter if you think I’d do it on purpose or not. No one will ever be safe around me.”
A blanket fall over him like a comforting hand; the warmth of it easing the tension in his body, the weight of it like a protective barrier between himself and the world.
“We’ll figure it out. If you talk to Molajah, or get any ideas, we’ll be right outside.”
Right outside wasn’t far enough.
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DEFINING REALITY
OIL LAMPS ALONG THE LOG the log walls filled the cabin with a golden warmth; the only indication of passing time. The curtains were drawn closed and Tristan lay exactly where he’d fallen. Hopefully people would stay away from now on.
He unclenched his fingers from the staff long enough to pull the soggy locks of hair from his face. Three plates of food sat on the floor in front of him, all within easy reach. One held a variety of thickly sliced meat, another contained a pyramid of dinner rolls. The third had an assortment of colorful, bite-sized fruits and vegetables.
Flesh or foliage. What did dragons eat? Tristan grimaced at the thought of dinosaurs ripping through the bellies of defenseless animals. Stupid, Stupid. I am not a dinosaur.
Did he look like one of the dragons drawn in the murals at the dragon slayers’ museum? Bulbous around the gut with itty-bitty wings and pudgy feet? At least he knew what his claws looked like, with Landon laying blood-soaked in the palm of his hand. He shut down the memory as quickly as it had risen.
The human world was no place for a dragon.
But if he could escape, would he have enough instinct to keep himself hidden? Forever? Or would he be tracked down and slaughtered as quickly as his ancestors…. Jacques, Molajah, Nicodemus, and, well, pretty much every dragon that ever lived before him.
He reached for the plate of fruit and vegetables, vowing to never eat meat so long as he could willingly choose, then paused at the eerie whispers of excitement.
No one was in the cabin that he could see, nor did he sense anyone nearby. His gaze landed back on the plate of fruits and vegetables as a sinking sensation settled in the pit of his empty stomach. He shut his eyes and reached for a dinner roll instead.
Tristan got to his knees with the staff in one hand and a second roll in the other. Keeping the blanket wrapped tight around his shoulders, he stepped out onto the porch and studied the fake forest, relieved to confirm there no signs of human life. Above the canopy of trees, a sea of twinkling stars scattered across the night sky. Given time, maybe he could forget this was an underground cave and be content to stay forever.
“Samara?” Tristan leaned against a porch post with his good shoulder.
“I am here.”
“Are they really gone?”
“For a time. I told them you would come out on your own if they weren’t hovering like a swarm of insects.”
“Thanks.” Tristan used the staff to hobble down the two steps to the soft ground. The surrounding forest didn’t match his original yard, but at least he could pretend to be outside. “Can I ask a favor?”
“Of course, Tristan.”
“Can you...I mean, I know you’re not exactly a person, but....” Tristan paused, needing to catch his breath after just a few steps. Surely he could walk farther than that, but his legs could barely support his weight. He used the staff to ease himself down to his knees.
“You are making considerable progress,” Samara said. “You should feel proud.”
Five steps didn’t feel like progress, but he didn’t argue, resting his forehead against the staff. “How long will they be gone?”
“Perhaps an hour. Their routines have been altering and I can no longer make accurate predictions.”
“What are they doing?”
“I am not privy to what goes on beyond these walls.”
Tristan nodded and pulled himself back to his feet. No sense in napping if he’d likely get caught—they’d probably try moving him. Who knows what would happen then, if they touched him in his sleep.
But for some reason, his depression lifted and he wanted to get back on track. Or at least try. His stomach growled with hunger, drawing his attention back to the uneaten food waiting in his cabin.
“What did you wish to ask?”
Tristan turned away from his front door and searched the surroundings for the source of the disembodied voice. “I was just wondering...can you make an image of yourself?” Hopefully it wasn’t an offensive request, but she made people for combat training all the time. “Of what you looked like before you became this room…if you could walk with me.”
Samara remained silent.
“If you would want to.” Tristan wiped beads of sweat from his forehead and trudged on, hoping a forest path would reveal itself.
Samara seemed to be considering a response, though she didn’t always respond when spoken to.
“Also, if I turn into a dragon, could you get rid of these trees? They’re sharp and painful when they break.” Tristan tilted his gaze upward, taking in the streaks of misty clouds drifting over a quarter moon. The scent in the air would fool him as well, with the distinct impression of an ocean nearby. “And take away the sky and all the outdoor smells.” Everywhere he looked—nothing but illusion. “I’ll just break my neck trying to fly away.”
Tristan picked a tree to aim for, then focused on the soft ground at his feet.
Staff, step step. The cadence repeated.
Deep breaths didn’t keep his body from shivering, though he couldn’t say he felt cold with the blanket still wrapped around him. The sky was beginning to lighten into dawn.
He paused longer between each set of steps, debating how much weight the blanket added. When he glanced up wearily to eye the tree, he spotted a woman standing stiffly.
She wore a long gray dress that pooled at her feet. The skirt had overlapping layers, one a creamy white and the other a faded, floral design. Her hands were visible along her sides, though the angled length of her sleeves nearly touched the ground. Light chestnut hair swooped upward in braids, disappearing into a loose knot at the back of her head. Wispy tendrils caught in the breeze.
Tristan blinked in surprise, awestruck by the woman. “Samara?”
The woman’s chin rose a notch. “I do not recall what I look like specifically, but I do have memories of my mother in a gown like this, and my father once told me I resembled her.” She reached up with delicate fingers and gently touched her pale cheeks. She looked to be in her mid thirties, maybe late twenties.
Tristan blinked a few more times, shut his mouth, then shook his head. “I just—you look so real. Everything does. I mean, you’re really good at this.”
Her lips twitched into a smile as she gathered a handful of fabric in each hand, lifting her many skirts so she could walk without tripping. “The times have changed, so has the world.”
Tristan took a step back as she approached. “But if you’re real, what if I zap you somehow by accident? How do you know if it’s safe to walk with me?” His heart rate surged and he suddenly couldn’t catch his breath. He spun to get back to the safety of his cabin, as if the logs could somehow make a shield between him and everything he valued.
She appeared before him in a sudden flash, grasping his shoulders and giving him a firm shake. “You can’t hurt me, Tristan. Even if you were to try.”
He tried to pull the power back, but it was too late. Pale blue streaks of sparking energy webbed around her wrists, encircling her bare arms like lace gloves. Every hair on his skin stood on end, but Samara did not pull away.
“Take a breath, Tristan.”
The temperature dropped to something near freezing. Samara vanished, as did the royal blue and silver darkness of night, leaving a flat, black and white version of a well-lit forest.
He could still see his log cabin—with a pale sense of yellow warmth wavering through the open front door. A single trail of footprints led straight to him, glowing with a slight yellow tint on the ground. “It’s happening. How do I stop it?”
“Look at me.” Samara gripped his shoulders, though he still couldn’t see anything resembling a person in front of him. And then she was there, like a porcelain doll without any sense of life or heat. Just like the trees. He wasn’t sure if he should be relieved to be the only living thing at risk in an underground cavern, or desperately lonely in an abstract world that made no logical sense. “Close your eyes, Tristan. Calm your breathing.”
Tristan shut his eyes, trying not to hyperventilate. Her arms wrapped around him, drawing him into her. He resisted in sheer terror. She had to be crazy for hugging him. Unrestrained power pulsed through his body.
“Do not fear for my safety. I cannot be harmed so easily. If so, I would have been dead centuries ago.”
Maybe she could handle the power, but what if he shifted into a dragon? Tristan tried to pull away again but the woman held firm. And as the horrible scenario played out in his head, he realized he wouldn’t crush her—she’d simply stop occupying the space in her current form. Simple.
With one less concern fueling his panic, Tristan focused on accepting the truth. This would kill him, or it wouldn’t. Either way was out of his control. “I’ll want a cave with enough room to close off an entrance.”
“I understand.”
The colors returned to the world she’d created. The sky was still lightening to a faint purple with the approach of dawn. Tears came to his eyes. Tears of relief, tears of shame. Samara smiled sympathetically, completely unaffected by all the things that worried him so much.
“I didn’t ask for any of this to happen. I can’t be a dragon.” He found himself clinging to her, grateful to have a friend he couldn’t kill, even if she was just an illusion. “I’ll never be able to keep this much power contained.”
“Well, the last one is easy enough to handle.”
“How?” Every muscle buzzed with tension, yet he could barely stand. “How do I cope with this?”
Samara released her hold and took a step back. “When you find yourself in abundance, share with those in need.”
“But, there’s no one in need here. You’re not saying you need more power, are you?”
“No. My power is limited only by my ability to concentrate. You can simply let it go if you wish. Use the staff if it serves you.”
Tristan studied the swirls of aged wood in the staff Samara had made for him.
“Use it to channel your power elsewhere.”
Tristan gripped the staff with both hands. Before he could ask what to do next, Samara vanished in a swirl of mist.
“Wait!”
Behind him, he sensed the door to the spiral staircase opening and made a feeble attempt to run to his cabin. Three people entered the cavern, and before he could gain any sort of forward momentum, Landon and Victor were beside him, with Donovan warning them to stay back. “Room, daylight.”
Tristan shielded his eyes from the sudden brightness saturating the area. At least it made for a good excuse to not look at anyone. “You shouldn’t be here—it isn’t safe.”
A tiny pixie with bright blue hair and iridescent wings fluttered from Landon’s long hair. The tips of her wings had grown more spindly since he’d seen her last, and they seemed less transparent.
“No, Pink!” Landon shouted, reaching to catch her but not daring to step forward.
Pink somersaulted through his outstretched fingers and landed gracefully on the top end of the staff.
“Fly away, Pink,” Tristan begged. The condition of her wings was the least of his worries. “Please!”
“I know what’s wrong with you,” she sang with a childlike glee. “Landon wouldn’t let me in before, to see for myself, but I can be a sneaky spark. I remember once upon a time, my brother and I were traveling to a high castle in the Isle of Floras to celebrate the first royal son—”
“Pink.” Tristan glanced at Donovan, unsure if anyone was catching on to how odd Pink’s story was. Her entire existence was nothing more than a living rendition of his overpowered imagination. “How can you remember something like that?”
“I remember a few things.” She crossed tiny arms over her chest. “Such as my mother—” Pink combed her fingers through her long blue hair with a distant sadness in her bright eyes. “She hated it when I got pollen in my hair. And honey. And tree pitch. And then there was the time we tried to store maple sap—”
“How can you have any memories at all?” Tristan could barely breathe, holding back the explosion of power threatening to burst from his fingertips. “I made you. You have no history.”
Pink shrugged.
Tristan took a step back. His arms ached and his head spun. Somehow the staff had fallen from his grip. “Get out—” He dropped to his knees and clutched the sides of his head.
Pink shook her tiny finger and added a raspy tone to her bell-like voice, dropping it several octaves. “‘You’re an earthquake waiting to happen. Go outside and move a mountain!’ That’s what our warrior told us when we’d been inside for too long.”
“I can’t go outside,” Tristan said, struck by the intense brightness glowing from his fingertips.
“We should go now.” Pink darted to the base of Landon’s neck, where she slipped into hiding just above the band holding his hair back. “My brother did this once. Mother said, ‘Out the window next time!’ and then we moved to a new tree.”
Tristan pressed his forehead against the cool ground and dug his fingers into the soil. He could see Landon, Victor, and Donovan retreating to what they must have considered a safe distance. At least they weren’t thermal blobs of color. That had to be a plus.
A clear barrier, several feet thick, surrounded him. He glanced up to make sure it had a ceiling. “Samara?”
“Do it. Aim down, just in case.”
Tristan nodded, understanding a bit more about what he was supposed to do. His stomach rolled and for the first time, he paid close attention to the tornado of energy brewing inside his core. His skin burned as he drew the air in tighter, trying to breathe at the same time.
Pure light engulfed him, spinning him off the ground in a whirlwind force. He’d seen lights like this before. Molajah?
Samara’s voice echoed in his head. Down, Tristan. Channel it down.
But he’d lost his bearings in the spinning brightness and couldn’t tell which direction was up or down. He pulled it in and felt his knees slam against the solid ground, then clawed his fingers into the soil and channeled all his strength downward.
The power pooled at his fingertips, reverberating back at him from beneath the soil. He gave the next wave of energy teeth—enough to bite through the solid stone base of the cave.
The ground split open and Samara’s protective enclosure vanished.
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STORIES IN THE DARK
DONOVAN, LANDON, AND VICTOR retreated into the outer limits of the darkness, blocked by the solid rock walls of the cavern. The simulated daylight was gone, the only light now coming from the stream of power rushing through his hands. He pushed harder, directing every ounce of energy straight through the crevasse in the ground until he found a sandy vein traveling sideways, possibly twenty feet, and narrowed to a dead end. He etched away at the walls to make pockets, sensing all aspects of where and what the power was doing.
But what would the energy do if he disconnected himself from it? Would it fizzle out or take on a life of its own in a new direction?
It didn’t matter. For now, the only thing on his mind was to stuff power into every possible nook and cranny until it was out of his system completely. Every last bit.

Light pinpricks tickled his ear and the side of his nose.
“Enough,” said a distant, calm voice. Donovan.
Tristan caught sight of Pink hovering above him, sprinkling bits of glittery dust on his face. She squeaked and dashed away, leaving a faint trail of purple mist in her wake.
He couldn’t speak, lying on his side at the bottom of a shallow, bowl-shaped pit. The ground had melted into a shiny black surface, like opaque glass smoothed to perfection—all but for a small crack, a few inches wide, spanning before him.
A small stream of energy still flowed from his fingertips, seeping into the crack with undulating waves in rhythm with his pulse. The vibration of it continued to spread outward, bleeding every ounce of strength from him.
“Tristan,” Donovan stood at the edge of the pit. “Stop.”
“The cabin’s gone too.” Landon stepped in beside Donovan, holding out a gas lantern. Victor was only a step behind. The lantern sent sharp shadows and gold highlights across their concerned faces, blending in flickers with the eerie blue light radiating from the crack.
“No more, Tristan,” continued Donovan. “Seal the hole. Now.”
Tristan pulled his hand away from the crack and watched the ground melt around it, letting the surface ooze like lava until the hole became as smooth as the walls.
Donovan scanned the dark cavern with his lips pinched tight. Landon and Victor walked away with the lantern, saying something about finding level ground. “Room. Daylight.”
“Her name is Samara,” Tristan mumbled, dozing off to sleep. With the realization came a warming sense of calmness. He hadn’t felt relaxed in...he wasn’t sure how long. Shifting shadows drew his attention to Landon and Victor placing lamps along the lip of the small crater. “What happened?”
“The room is down,” Landon said. “We have no power and no door to get above ground.”
“No.” Tristan got to his knees and waited a moment for his head to clear. “She said I couldn’t hurt her.”
“It’s not a her,” Donovan said irritably. He slipped off his shoes and sat cross-legged on a mat between lanterns. “I’m sure it’s a simple matter of recalibrating the systems.”
“The room isn’t some computer and you know it.” Tristan reached for the long staff and drew it close.
“It isn’t wise to rely on an object for security.”
“Who cares?” Tristan gripped the staff protectively. His shoulders tightened and his nostrils flared as he used it to get to his feet. “I need all the security I can get. Secondly, Samara is—”
A green shadow superimposed itself over Donovan, immediately alert to the sense of danger.
“Samar—” Tristan couldn’t remember what he was trying to say and turned to Landon and Victor—bright yellowish-orange blobs in the gray darkness. He turned his back on them all and climbed out of the smooth crater, glad his bare feet had enough traction to make it up the steep walls. “How can this be?” He kept his back toward them, hoping they’d have a head start if he suddenly shifted. He fought to breathe. “This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening.” He’d been certain that if he could rid himself of all the power, even for just a temporary amount of time, he would have more control over shifting.
“No one runs. Tristan, sit,” Donavon ordered.
Tristan dropped to the ground, keeping his back to the people and the staff held tight in his lap.
The darkness of the cavern wasn’t so dark anymore; a webbing of cracks in the stone walls jutted outward from a weakened spot, where the doorway could be, and a black hollow tunnel led upward just beyond. As if the walls of Samara’s prison were semi-transparent to him.
He could make a run for it, and be outside before the change. He’d be free, or he’d die trying. But then his body would block the passage and everyone would be trapped behind him. As desperate as he was, he wouldn’t put himself ahead of the others. Besides, he belonged on this side of civilization. “I can see the stairwell. You should go.”
“Nobody moves,” Donovan said quickly. “Send Pink.”
Tristan didn’t need to turn around to see the tiny creature—he sensed her flying cautiously toward the nearest wall of the cavern, casting her own sort of light. “Left.”
She paused, glancing at Landon who pointed her in the right direction, then took off again.
“There,” Tristan said. “The wall is only about a foot thick, maybe less. You’ll have to break through.”
A lantern appeared at the base of the wall and Pink dashed back to the group.
“Breaking through might inflict more damage to the room,” Landon said, raising his hand to catch the pixie.
“I’m so sorry if I—” ‘kill you or eat you,’ didn’t sound very hopeful. Tristan gulped back the words.
“Perhaps some music will help pass the time,” suggested Donovan.
Victor complied, conjuring an acoustic guitar. Tristan squeezed his eyes shut and tried to relax. Victor’s music echoed throughout the cave, upbeat and soothing at the same time.
He was about to tell them they were crazy for staying anywhere near him, and for coming down into the room in the first place, when Donovan spoke up. His voice blended with the tones of the music. “If you happen to shift, I have no doubt you can change back to a human form at will. You’ve already done it, so don’t let that worry you. I also believe you would be more likely to recognize us if you would turn around and see us with your dragon vision.”
Tristan did his best not to argue, but he hadn’t changed back to human deliberately the first time. And if he changed in this underground grave, he would never see the light of day again. “I see you from here.” Though it was more of a mental impression than visibility. Landon was taller than Victor, Victor wider. Donovan stood out as the green oddball—he’d be identifiable so long as nothing else was green.
But what if his dragon brain didn’t want to identify anyone? He turned to face the trio unenthused, to be polite while he still could.
“I want access to your mind.”
Tristan glanced up in horror. “Are you kidding me?” Although, it was a relief to know Donovan didn’t have immediate access. “Why?”
“I want access to this...other side of you.”
Tristan shook his head, scooting backwards as Donovan continued.
“I need to know what level of intelligence we’re dealing with, what your instinctual powers are, and what force drives your thoughts. To put it bluntly, I need to know how to tame you.”
Tristan couldn’t breathe. The last thing he wanted to do was acknowledge the monster beneath his skin. If Donovan went digging for it...who knows what would happen. The beast could override his thinking mind and body. He turned away from the faces and focused on Victor’s music instead, and on finding a more distant place to hide in the cavern.
“I remember a dragon,” Pink said, drawing everyone’s attention. Iridescent wings propelled her upwards a few feet, leaving an arc of glowing mist in the air. She settled on Landon’s knee. “I never thought I would ever feel as lonely.”
“You’re lonely?” Landon interrupted, ever the empath. “Is that why you seem so sad? We’ve been worried—”
They had? Tristan found a concaved place in the cave wall to sit, strategic in that he would only need to be wary of one direction.
“Oh, no, I’m not that kind of sad. You and Victor and Alvi have been delightful. But I’ve never had to sleep alone in my own bed, in my own house, and I’ve never had to fly by myself for so long. The world is so very big. And so empty. Even the plants have changed. I miss my kin. We were never without each other…until now.”
“I’m so sorry, Pink,” Tristan relaxed his shoulders when his vision darkened to normal. The cavern walls disappeared in blackness and the intensely bright lanterns bathed the group in soothing gold. “I—” He had no idea he would be creating a living being with all her memories intact. It made the destruction of everything else he’d created all the more painful. One big mass of murder.
Should he play God and do it again, just so the tiny pixie could have a friend from her own species?
She twirled locks of hair around her fingers like ribbon. “I am of age to produce little ones, but I can’t find the proper plants on this mountain.”
Tristan blinked. Surely Dorian could help in that department.
“You don’t require a male?” asked Donovan, equally stunned by her statement.
“Of course we require males, you silly giant.” She scowled and crossed her arms. Everyone tried not to laugh, even Donovan. “They protect us from the humans and mountain trolls. They make sure we are clothed and fed, that we have shelter for our young, and music for our elderly. We would not do well without our warriors.”
“But you don’t need a male to...grow as a species?” Tristan asked.
“Landon and Victor provide for me and keep me safe.”
At some point in the conversation, Victor had stopped playing. “You just need a certain flower?”
“And a bit of magic. But the plants outside—they don’t remember a time of magic. Perhaps they have evolved away from their true nature—they seem as lost and confused as I am. But they say much of the world is far worse than it is here. The earth’s surface magic is simply...not around anymore. They say some are blaming the humans.”
“Do you remember where you used to live?” asked Landon.
“We lived in a lovely meadow, full of fresh water and pollen and fruit and wonderful trees that could hide us from others.”
“Tell us about the pact with the dragons,” said Donovan.
“I was never part of the senior discussions, so young was I.” She flew from Landon’s knee and performed several acrobatic spins and flips, landing back where she’d started. “The dragons were in less danger than we were, since they don’t rely on the earth magic. But I remember they have abilities that allow them to stay safely hidden at all times, whether they be sheltered underground or out in the open. They have the gift of tongues and a sense of loyalty to every tribe’s wellbeing—even the Ogres. Well, the invading humans didn’t always fair well, but that was their own fault.” Pink paused for a moment, biting her lip as everyone soaked in the information. “When it became clear we would never survive or outrun the humans, the dragons vowed to keep us protected. And so we agreed to combine our magics and wait for the humans to run their course. It wouldn’t take long the way they were going.”
“So when the humans are gone, I’m supposed to set you all free?” Was that what Molajah would be telling him to do?
“Sounds about right.”
“But—I don’t know where the gems are. And how were the dragons supposed to stay safe from the humans, and live long enough to free you all?” No one could have known back then that he’d become immortal.
“By each generation being bound by the vow.”
“What was the vow?” And where was Molajah?
Pink shrugged. “I was never part of the official meetings. I was told that someday, the world would be right and the magic would return. And at that time, we would all be free to fly again.”
“What was happening to the magic?” asked Landon.
“The humans were greedy; eating the flower blossoms that bore our children because they gained hints of magic in doing so. And soon, there were very few flowers and the magic was becoming scarce.”
Everyone remained silent.
“So us...” Victor frowned for a moment, then restarted. “The people with telepathic abilities…are we descendants of those who ate the magic flowers?”
“Oh, no,” sighed Landon. “We had no idea.”
“I don’t really know. This is a different world to me now. I do not know what has happened in the between.”
Donovan broke the guilty silence. “Why do you seem so willing to trust us now? Surely you have instincts to stay away from humans.”
“Simple really. If the dragon trusts you, I trust you. I fear nothing in the presence of a dragon—it has always been so.”
The blood drained from Tristan’s face, leaving clammy sweat beading on his skin. “The dragon who was here and destroyed everything wasn’t so trustworthy.” Now more than ever, the drive to get outside gave him strength. He stood and circled the makeshift camp, ignoring the concerned stares from the others. The walls of the cavern were no longer jagged—Samara’s presence once again making them smooth. Even though he knew he’d never make it, he had to ask. “Samara, I need the door.”
Sorry, Tristan. Too soon.
Tristan dropped to his knees, exhausted beyond belief. I’m sorry, too.
“If you don’t make a door,” Donovan said, rising to his feet. “I’ll be forced to break out. I have duties to attend and as far as anyone knows—”
“Don’t,” Tristan whispered. With Donovan’s hearing, there was no need to say it any louder. “She’s not indestructible.”
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MOLAJAH’S LAST REQUEST
TRISTAN. RESPOND. The unmistakable dark voice of Molajah reverberated through the bones of his skull.
Tristan scanned the darkness to pinpoint the source. Where was Landon and Victor? Donovan? He couldn’t even see lights from the lanterns.
If you can hear me, you must respond. We’re out of time.
Where have you been? I’ve been trying to reach—
This force around you has weakened. Is it temporary? Where are you?
It’s the same place I was before, when I…. Tristan tried to leave ‘shifted into a rampaging dragon’ out of his thoughts, but it was near impossible. It’s some sort of training facility. It’s safe, I think. They just want— He’d wanted captivity for himself as well, so he held back placing blame on the Makai. She, the room, said I couldn’t hurt her, but I had so much power to get rid of. What am I supposed to do with it?
I can’t answer that, but you’re being concealed, which is fine and helpful in a way, except it makes my connection with you extremely difficult. The last time we talked…was the room injured as well?
I don’t remember. But it did remind him about Donovan’s request. You said you owed Donovan a favor. He wants to meet with the council.
The council can no longer be trusted. Jacques and I are both being held for High Treason now, and a revolution among the masses has begun.
Tristan blinked in the pitch-blackness, unable to comprehend the full meaning of his words. He’d never considered what Molajah might be doing in whatever realm they all lived in. He’d simply grown bitter by the fact that the man wasn’t available to answer questions for such a long period of time. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.
Listen close. Do not attempt contacting me or Jacques. We’re both being monitored and I will contact you only if it is safe. Do not respond or believe my queries unless I give you an update on Jacques first—sooner or later, they’ll use me to make you do something you shouldn’t do. Do you understand?
Tristan nodded, his heart pounding against his chest. Molajah and Jacques’ situation must be far worse than he could have imagined. I understand.
The dragons are divided over the contract. It wasn’t meant to be a form of immortality, but it has become so.
I don’t understand.
The contract we made binds us to this realm. Our bodies have continued in the circle of life, but our souls have not. Once the contract is fulfilled, we will no longer have a purpose. We will no longer be bound to this realm.
Tristan let the words sink in. You’ll all die?
Heaven, Hell, Reincarnation, Nothing…no one can truly say for absolute certain, can they? All we have is the strength of our faith, and not everyone wants their faith tested. The council had to appear diligent and hopeful that, one day, the honor of fulfilling the promise we made to the races would actually happen. But over time, as humans continued to dominate the earth, the possibility of freeing the races lessened. Even now, no one foresees when the world will be safe enough.
So what’s the problem? Tristan asked.
You. We will always need living dragons to remain in good standing with the contract, but dragons in this century rarely survive long enough to prolong the species adequately and they’ve lost the natural ability to commune with each other and the ancestors.
There are others?
Not enough to assume we have another generation of security, Molajah continued. But it matters not. Now, a living dragon has become immortal. That makes you extremely dangerous.
Tristan cringed at the statement, but it was true enough so he let it go.
It is the cause of this revolution. Some would want you fully trained, so that you may bring us all honor when the contract is fulfilled. Some would want the races held forever in a state of limbo, so the contract will bind us here forevermore in our own sort of immortality. And now they know the council never intended for you to learn anything about your heritage, and they certainly never intended for you to know about the contract.
Then why—
The emerald was at risk and the contract could have been broken if we, you, failed to protect it. The truth of our demise became all too clear, yet we’d allowed the situation because we simply did not believe a partnership between us and the living would be necessary until the humans were on their way out of existence. Only then would a living dragon be given the title of Designated, along with the proper instruction to fulfill his duty.
Did they un-designate me?
It’s not as simple as that. When the council suggested vacating the position by killing you, the information leaked to the general populous and started the revolution we’re now in.
But I— Tristan gulped. I don’t know what to say.
There is nothing you can say. In fact, it has nothing to do with you at all. Jacques was the only one who saw value in developing a relationship with you, albeit abstract and difficult for you to perceive. The council eventually condemned him for it; for his lack of control over your actions and his ulterior motivations.
They believed I could do better without compromising the contract, but I lacked history with your thought patterns and had only a slightly easier time in communicating. When the time came to vote on your fate, I could not support killing you for the sake of my own immortality. Jacques can claim innocence to High Treason, but I cannot. I don’t want our race to become extinct anymore than any other race did, when faced with the question. So I leaked the council’s secrets with hopes that the dragons will rise and fight for keeping the honor bestowed upon us by the faith of the less fortunate races, and take the status of our own longevity out of the equation when making decisions.
It mostly made sense. But what if it’s never safe for the races to be freed? Tristan asked. Wouldn’t you all be stuck in the same immortal situation you’re in now? And your crime…will they kill you?
We need a new council, Molajah said. One less focused on staying immortal and more determined to help our living kin. You might not agree in your current state, but I am proud to witness a living dragon. One who can take our true form and bring the others to life—even if it can’t be done in the next thousand years. My hope for you is to find others, band together, share what you know so you can all be prepared, hiding until it is time.
But how? Where can I find others? How will I know when it’s time?
I can’t answer that. Just know, you’ve essentially taken all the power away from the council by having the map, a clear advantage in communicating with other dragons, and ordained authority to free the magical races and thus end the contract. There’s much speculation over the stability of your human emotions, so think very carefully before you act. Expect to be contacted by those who would want to sway you one way or the other, but do not trust anyone. Have faith in your instincts, for they are strong. Stronger than you realize. Fair well, Tristan. It’s been an honor to know and work with you.
Wait! I can’t do this alone.
You’re not alone and I must face my sentence. If I were you, I’d start by locating as many gems as possible for future reference, but do not touch. We have theories about the power you absorb, but none are easily explained. Just be the dragon you were meant to be, and all will—
Tristan held his breath in the eerie void of silence. Will what? What sentence? How do I get rid of the power?
“Maybe he’s hibernating?”
Molajah? I have more questions! Please don’t leave. Though he couldn’t think of what he’d ask. He’d need a day or two just to digest all the information he’d been given. Fear and guilt and mourning squeezed at his throat and lungs. What was the punishment for High Treason? “No! Let me speak!”
“Tristan!”
Tristan rolled from his back to his feet in a sorry attempt to put as much space between himself and whoever was touching him. The green blob of a man seemed to be ushering the two orange blobs of Landon and Victor in the opposite direction. He shaded his eyes against the intense sunlight and looked for a way out between the trees; a way to reach Molajah. But every direction was blocked by vertical bars of speckled birch trees.
“Tristan!”
Tristan spun to face the source of the voice, unable to get a full breath into his lungs. The glowing green man was offering a wooden staff in one hand, and holding the other out empty. Tristan retreated in mirrored steps as the man approached.
“Donovan.” Tristan said the name as soon as it popped into his head. “Don’t push me. Not now.”
The man stopped inching forward. He tossed the staff after a brief hesitation, landing it with a thud in the dry leaves near Tristan’s feet. Tristan knelt slowly, refusing to break eye contact until the staff was safely in hand.
“What is it you wish to speak about?”
Tristan rested his head against the staff. “Molajah—”
“Did you tell him I wish to have an audience with the council?”
“Yes, and he said the council can’t be trusted. He’s on trial for treason.”
“When?”
Tristan turned away, facing the trees instead. There was nothing he could do for Molajah, except die to be there in person. Which would completely defeat the purpose of Molajah’s sacrifice. “Right now.”
“Perhaps he will be found innocent of these charges.”
“He’s not denying the charges.”
“Does he have a plan?”
Tristan shrugged. “Something about a revolution. He hopes others will take down the council. Samara being down is the only reason he was able to contact me.”
“It is unlikely that Molajah was executed in the same moment the room regained enough power to operate. Come with me.”
Tristan glanced at Donovan, daring to hope. Was he being freed? Even if only temporarily? Donovan produced a pair of dark sunglasses. “If you think this is bright, it’ll be even brighter outside. Assuming it is daylight.”
Tristan put on the dark shades and felt the immediate relief.
“Roo—Samara. Let us out.”
“Not a wise decision, Donovan,” replied Samara. “He’s showing signs—”
“We don’t have time to wait. We’ll be back.”
A simple white door appeared through the birch trees. Tristan concentrated on slowing his heart rate, focusing on Molajah’s wellbeing rather than his own anxieties. He followed Donovan, who no longer appeared green through the dark lenses.
They stopped at the door with Donovan’s hand closed around the knob. “Don’t use the glasses if you don’t have to—they’ll just be another crutch. The tunnel is dark.”
Tristan took the glasses off. The birch forest seemed a breathtaking fire of its own, harvest yellow and gold leaves flickering in a reddish sun.
“It’ll still be here when we return.” Donovan opened the door and stepped into the dark tunnel.
Tristan looked past Landon and Victor, searching the forest for signs of Samara. “I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to be sorry for,” she replied.
“I hope you’re okay and….”
“I’ll be here.”
Tristan nodded and stepped through the door, leaving it open for Landon and Victor to follow.
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EVER FAITHFUL
THE SPIRAL STAIRS OF ROCK twisted in a counterclockwise direction, with flaming torches mounted on the inner curve. Tristan leaned against the rough wall to catch his breath, grateful for the coolness seeping through the thin cotton of his T-shirt.
Donovan’s footsteps faded up the stairs and Landon and Victor stopped behind him.
“Go on. I’ll catch up,” Tristan said.
“That’s alright. We can wait.”
“Is everyone okay? Where’s Pink?”
“She’s fine.”
On cue, the little pixie flew in somersaults above Landon’s hand and landed on Victor’s shoulder. Tristan smiled, then remembered the last thing he’d heard her say. “Hibernate?”
“It’s just something dragons do once in a while.”
“They do? But—” The idea of falling asleep for… “How long?”
Pink launched herself into the air and spun circles around Landon’s head; it was impossible to not be amazed by the tiny creature.
“Ugh!” Landon held out a hand for her to land on. “You’re making me dizzy.”
She landed with the grace of a butterfly.
“How long, Pink?” Tristan asked again, afraid there was a reason she hadn’t answered right away.
“I don’t know for how long. Months? Years? Dragons don’t share information about themselves.”
Years. Tristan forced air into his lungs. Years. “How long have I been down here?”
“A couple of weeks, give or take,” Victor answered.
Landon and Victor both looked worried for him, but they seemed reluctant to speak.
“Well, maybe that’s why I couldn’t get moving? The dragon parts feel like hibernating….”
“Maybe,” Landon said. He didn’t sound like he was buying it. “Whatever your state was, it wasn’t restful.”
“Or rejuvenating,” Victor added.
Donovan’s stern voice echoed down through the stairwell. “Need I remind you that we’re in a hurry to reach the outside?”
Apparently he did need reminding. They had to make contact with Molajah again, before it was too late.
Guilt filled his limbs like cement. Molajah and Jacques were his best resources for real information in this mess; the contract, the gems, the surge of powers he had to maintain somehow…not to mention general dragon knowledge. How was he supposed to know he hibernated? Both men could be facing their deaths and here he was trying to catch his breath. And failing.
He glanced at Pink. “When we have time, I need you to tell me everything you know about dragons.”
The little pixie nodded and dashed to the safety of Landon’s thick ponytail. Before Tristan could see what frightened her, Donovan was scooping him up and heading upstairs.
“I can walk,” Tristan mumbled, though he felt himself slipping into a quiet darkness within seconds. Then he was being placed on his feet.
A shaft of daylight sliced through the darkness, searing his vision as Landon opened the giant wooden doors. Tristan fumbled for the sunglasses just as Victor handed them over.
“Clearly you prefer the night,” Donovan said, “as do I.”
Tristan paused on the stone landing, taking in the trees and shrubs surrounding the clearing at the base of the stairs. A sense of déjà vu kept him from walking any farther. Donovan stood motionless beside him. Victor stayed behind, Landon glanced up at him from the ground.
“Anything?”
Tristan shook his head. He was about to send a mental plea when he remembered Molajah being specific about not making contact. And he wasn’t to contact Jacques either. But why? He let his mind open and reached out, searching for whispers or clues.
Making himself available above ground was all he could do to help strengthen whatever connection they needed to communicate. But his attention kept coming back to the nearest shrubs. He leaned on the staff and made his way down the steps.
Pink zipped ahead of him and zigzagged through the trees. Everywhere she went, the leaves seemed to follow in the happy wake of her wings.
They sure aren’t taking very good care of him.
Tristan glanced over his shoulder to view the Makai castle. The outside of the building resembled a long-forgotten hunter’s lodge.
He looks awful.
Something seemed missing from the view he’d expected. Donovan was still standing at the top of the stairs, which were now made of aged wood instead of stone. Victor sat on the bottom step beside Landon.
Who is speaking? Tristan asked, careful to keep his thinking private.
Could it be? Several tiny voices overlapped with excited whispers. Were we wrong to let them care for you? Do you wish us to help you escape?
I can’t see you. Tristan spun in a tight circle, shielding himself even though the voice didn’t sound or feel threatening. I don’t understand.
Are they punishing you?
No. Who’s speaking?
Are you ill? A chorus of concerns and speculations came from every direction.
No, I’m not ill. Not technically.
Then, you are punishing yourself?
Tristan cringed at the question. Why would I do that? Tell me where you are.
Pink returned from her loop around the clearing and hovered a few inches above a shrub. She pointed down with her index finger and flew away.
He’d known the plants could communicate with each other, and with Dorian. And the little cactus appeared to have heard his plea for help. Dorian had even received his message, even if somewhat skewed by the time it reached her. Yet with all the evidence, he found it hard to believe the voices were coming from the surrounding shrubbery.
You can’t talk to a dragon that way! someone called with a screechy voice.
What’s he going to do, fall on me? He can barely stand.
He probably will fall. Those with thorns—blunt your tips!
Is he dying?
His skin is so transparent.
I thought the humans were helping him.
Tristan spun again, surrounded by all the comments. They are helping me and I’m not dying. Tristan faced the original shrub Pink had pointed out and knelt before it, partly because his legs were about to give out, and partly because he had to focus on one source of information.
“Do you have contact with Molajah?” Donovan asked. “Tristan?”
“Give me a minute.” Tristan touched the scraggly shrub with the tip of his finger. The upper almond-shaped leaves were a silvery purple while the undergrowth was a vivid green. Do you have a name?
Pōkerekere.
Pōkerekere. Tristan did his best to pronounce the name the same, but mostly failed. Do you know a girl named Dorian?
Of course. She was here not long ago. Are they withholding food from you?
No. I just—
You are starving yourself? Purposely?
No!
Then why are you so weak and frail? Dragons are not known for being so.
Tristan tried to deny it then snapped his mouth shut. Pink landed on his shoulder and hissed in his ear. “Tristan!”
I’m doing the best I can, he thought angrily, shooing Pink away. What do you know about dragons?
They are fair, loyal, intelligent. I see none of these things in you. Have you judged yourself unworthy of good health?
Tristan glared at the motionless plant and clamped his jaw shut. I need to speak to Dorian, if you can send her a message.
Answer my questions first. The volume of whispers rose for a few seconds, then died into silence.
I’m still adjusting to the idea of being a dragon.
So you believed you were human, now you know you’re not. How long will it take to stop living a lie? You’re a dragon! The only choice you have in the matter is whether you want to be strong or weak. Wise or foolish. Agile or clumsy. Is your goal to be a breathing bag of bones? You must be the sorriest excuse of a dragon I’ve ever seen—
“Tristan!” shouted Pink, tugging on Tristan’s earlobe. “They’re here.”
Tristan scowled at the shrub, fighting the urge to rip it out by the roots and set it on fire. The color seeped out of his vision as an internal pressure threatened to burst fire from his skin. Do you have a death wish?
No. But clearly you’re in no condition to escape as a human…but as a dragon? This is your chance! Now! While out in the open!
“Tristan!”
Tristan flicked the annoying buzz away from his ear. “Pink!” He scrambled to pick her up off the ground, his eyesight returning to normal, and spotted three ghostly figures at the edge of the clearing. “Oh.”
He blinked several times, using the staff to haul himself to his feet. The chatter emanating from the surrounding plant life became a distant hum.
A fourth ghost appeared.
They stood shoulder to shoulder in a misty cloud; three men and a willowy woman who stood a full foot taller than anyone else. The men varied in height, age, and style of clothing, and remained still and silent while Tristan studied each of them.
“What is it?” Donovan asked, stepping in beside Tristan with a long sword drawn and ready. He scanned the surroundings, but didn’t seem to see the line of people standing a mere ten feet away.
“Ghosts—”
“Molajah?” ask Donovan.
“No.” Tristan tensed as the oldest man stepped forward, removing a fur cap from his hairless head. His lips were moving, but there was no voice to hear.
“Fill me in, Tristan. I’m at a serious disadvantage here,” Donovan whispered, tensing along with Tristan. Landon and Victor took places on his left. “Perhaps a tactical retreat.”
The ghosts seemed enthralled with Pink as she fluttered toward Landon, then changed her mind and returned to Tristan’s shoulder. “There are four, no, five,” Pink whispered, loud enough for Donovan to hear.
“Five what?” Donovan asked, not bothering to keep his voice down.
“Humans. They seemed to be waiting for something. One is speaking, but he makes no noise.”
“Well, Tristan? You know how to read lips. What is he saying?”
Tristan had learned to lip-read at an early age when he needed clues to tell the difference between what was said and what was thought. Though the trick didn’t seem to be helping him now. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s speaking a different language.”
“Aren’t you supposed to have a gift of tongues?”
The woman began speaking and three more people appeared. “I don’t know.” Tristan took a step back. “There’s more now. They keep coming.”
“See if they understand you.”
“What do you want?” He wished he could sound strong and determined to find out. Instead, his quivering voice sounded like he didn’t truly want to know. “Where’s Molajah?”
The ghosts glanced at each other and huddled into a tight group. Then one by one, they disappeared.
“I don’t like this….” Tristan shot a frustrated glare at the shrub. “Molajah!”
“They all left,” Pink clarified, leaping from Tristan’s shoulder to the safety of Landon’s hair.
“Maybe they left to find a translator?” Victor asked.
If you were a real dragon, they wouldn’t need a translator, said the shrub.
Tristan growled as he headed back to the dilapidated building, scaring himself more than anyone else with the rumble in his chest. Don’t forget our deal—I need to talk to Dorian as soon as possible.
You don’t have to go back in there. We’ll help you—
Help me how? You’re just a bunch of plants stuck in the— as soon as the words crossed his lips, he remembered a cage of roots entwining around him like a coffin, pulling him underground. His heart raced at the flood of images. Memories.
They were escaping through the dark tunnels of the castle—Landon, Victor, Donovan, Alpheus, a woman in long skirts. They were trying to get out before the building caved in…but the walls had stopped crumbling. They were freeing him...letting him go after accusing him of attacking them. Some sort of trick, because he couldn’t exactly run or get away in the condition he was in. He could barely walk without Landon’s help.
“Let’s get inside while we can,” Donovan suggested. “Obviously they can sense your presence, so we should regroup and come back with a plan for handling the situation.”
“Something’s wrong,” Landon said.
You can’t trust them—they’re humans! They’re the ones destroying the Earth.
Tristan jerked away when a light touch on his back attempted to guide him toward the steps.
But the ground at his feet was solid and level. There were no snapping trees crashing in clouds of dust, no explosions of dirt where snake-like roots tried to impale Landon, Victor, or Donovan….
“Where’s Alpheus?” He couldn’t even remember the last time he’s seen the man.
“He and Eleonora went to Scotland,” answered Donovan. “They’re searching the smaller villages for useful folklore.”
“Maybe he’s having a vision?” Victor asked.
“No.” A stab of anger pierced his core with cold fire. How could he forget being pulled underground by a cage of roots? Around him, the trees looked completely normal, but in his mind, they were waiting for him to acknowledge the fact that they would kill on his behalf. He just had to give the order. He reined in his anger to sort out the situation logically.
There were no enemies right now.
The ghosts were gone.
Yet he couldn’t risk going back to Samara if the people never intended to let him out again. What was in it for them?
“Shut up!” he told himself. This wasn’t the time to second-guess the people in his life when he desperately needed their help. Maybe the battle he remembered was just a past dream? Maybe Victor was right, and it was a vision?
We were trying to save you!
“By burying me alive?” The vivid colors of the forest faded to a dull gray as his heart raced faster. The people shifted into bright orange, except for Donovan. Pink blended with Landon.
“Inside, Tristan. Now.”
Tristan ignored Donovan and stared at Landon, remembering the death-grip they shared and Landon’s promise to get him out. Then Victor announced he was a pyro…and he had to decide who to trust more. “How did you get me out?”
“We’ll talk inside,” Donovan said. “It’s not safe out here until we know what we’re dealing with.”
“It’s not safe inside either! How do I know you aren’t planning to let me rot down there? I want to know what happened when the…the trees, the roots…how could I possibly forget something like that?”
“Take your anger out on me.” Donovan stepped in front of Landon. “We had no reason to trust you, and you had no reason to trust us.”
“So it did happen? You put me in the middle of some monster-plant pit? To see if I’d live?” His skin crawled, threatening to snap.
“We had to know if you knew what you were doing. If you were stupid enough to attack us from within.”
He had that sword at your throat, said the shrub.
“He says you started it with that sword.”
“Who says so?”
Were there no secrets? Tristan sighed. The rush of adrenalin drained from his will to argue. Donovan had more than proven himself—he was not an enemy. The colors returned to the forest, undergrowth, and sky. The surrounding plants groaned in a chorus of defeat. “The plants.”
Donovan motioned for Landon and Victor to move closer to the castle. “So tell me. Were the plants acting on your authority?”
“I—” He couldn’t remember. The dull throb in his shoulder ached and he tried not to slump against the staff. “I was afraid. I think I asked for help, but I didn’t expect anyone to respond.” Tristan eyed the sword. “Can you blame me?”
We took your plea as permission, and if these humans harm one hair on you, we will hunt them down and devour their flesh. Tell them.
Tristan opened his mouth to speak, then changed his mind.
“You may as well say it,” Donovan said. Landon and Victor looked sick. Pink stayed hidden.
“How could I forget something so…unreal?”
“You were not ready for the world to change so drastically and you had enough to deal with.”
“How do you know what I can and can’t handle?”
Donovan rolled his eyes almost laughed.
“Fine. I wouldn’t have handled it. But you can’t just erase all my memories—”
“They weren’t erased.” Donovan paused a moment to scan the surrounding trees. “I concealed the event and saved you anyway.”
“Why?”
“Gwenna Winters. She believed you to be a part of this dragon legend, and I had to find out for myself if it was true. Also, I needed the Seraphim Council to expose themselves for personal reasons.”
“So you used me as bait? Made me forget I had a mission and threw me back empty handed?”
“You had no clear mission at the time and we let you keep the map.”
The one secret he thought he’d kept from Landon and Victor.
“To be fair,” Donovan added, “Landon and Victor would have preferred to keep you here.”
Landon and Victor agreed instantly.
“Keep me? Like a pet?” They were certainly keeping him like a pet now. And the council still hadn’t shown itself, had they?
“You can’t have it both ways.”
Tell them.
“Fine.” Tristan let the last little burst of anger drain out of him—every cell in his body craved sleep. “They want you to know…if you turn on me for any reason, they’ll kill you.”
“The council?”
Tristan shook his head warily. “The plants.”
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A HELPING HAND
TRISTAN REFUSED everyone’s help getting down the spiral staircase. Donovan didn’t force the issue and instead assembled an emergency meeting with all of the Makai, requiring Landon and Victor’s immediate attendance.
Tristan took his steps alone in the stairwell, with who-knew-how-much farther to go.
“Can’t have it both ways,” he mumbled to himself. They could have left Pink with him, but he suspected Donovan wanted him to fail at doing this one thing, to prove he did need help in the most basic ways.
He had to be getting close to the bottom—closer than going back outside for sure. Besides, Donovan would never leave the way out unguarded. Landon or Victor or both were probably waiting for him, just in case he flipped out and tried to escape.
There would be other chances. He could be much better prepared to make a serious attempt when the time was right.
Strong or weak. The shrub’s antagonizing accusations wormed in deeper.
There was no sense in wishing things were different, and certainly no going back to a pathetically normal life. So why all the resistance?
A dragon could kill everyone and feel no remorse.
Donovan was smart to keep Landon and Victor busy with some distance. They were probably making tactical plans for how to handle him if the worse should happen—certainly a higher priority than getting him down the stairs safely. Besides, immortality would keep him from dying if he fell the rest of the way. Though they could talk him down if the warning signs threatened to take over, making him shift in the narrow space.
But without Landon and Victor babying him along, the atmosphere was oddly silent. Peaceful. Being agitated and anxious seemed to be the trigger, and the plants knew it, deliberately provoking him into taking some action.
Tristan sank against the wall, unable to find the strength or will to move up or down the stairs. Captivity was still the best option, even if he was acting like a stray pet in a foster program. Bitterness swept through him like a winter chill. If he could just focus on something other than his own self-pity trip.
Dorian? Tristan tested calling her name, curious if it was Samara blocking communications or the castle itself.
Tristan?
Tristan froze, startled by the instant response, suddenly unable to get his brain to think straight. Can the plants be trusted?
I’m fine! she said in a sappy-sweet tone. Thank you for asking. How are you?
Tristan groaned. Why was he constantly apologizing to her? I’ve been better, I think. It’s hard to remember.
You sound better.
I need some advice. And maybe some help. Do you have a minute? I understand if you’re too busy. Tristan shut his eyes to follow the sound of her voice.
I can talk, but I can’t see you right now. Oliver’s here.
Tristan forced his shoulders to relax. Where are you?
California. How have things been? Did they let you out?
A hazy mountainside came into view. Oliver sat on a nearby stump, while Dorian dug up a collection of small wilting plants, placing them gently into a wooden box. Sawed-off stumps protruded from the ground like tombstones and most of the remaining undergrowth was brown and dried to a crisp. A smoky smog surrounded them both.
They let me out temporarily, but I’m on my way back down now. Is there a fire somewhere? What are you doing?
Spying?
I’m not spying.
Dorian straightened, took a quick look around with a lopsided grin, then continued digging. Don’t let Oliver catch you. He’ll wring your neck.
I’m just curious about what you’re doing in California. Didn’t you say the plants should be transplanted at night?
Her eyebrows shot up as she searched the hillside again. There’s a drought going on, if you didn’t realize, and since all the trees have been cut away for some reason, all the plants are dying. And yes, there’s a fire coming.
Tristan held back arguing over the need for lumber in the real world, sensing how angry it made her.
I’m not saying the trees shouldn’t have been cut, she said, reading his mind. I’m saying these plants won’t survive in the full sun and some of them are endangered. And with the fire coming, they’ll have zero chance of surviving unless someone does something.
Wow. I’m sorry. You’re right. I didn’t know.
It’s not your fault. I’m just frustrated.
Tristan nodded, though he knew she couldn’t see him.
I’m beginning to understand why Gram wouldn’t let me off the island before—half the plants out here don’t even speak. It’s rather disturbing.
Tristan cringed. He wouldn’t have believed her before, but now he knew better. Can’t speak, or won’t?
I’m not sure. It’s like they’ve forgotten how, and a lot of the food plants don’t even realize they have a purpose. It’s like...how does Philip say.... The zombie apocalypse.
Tristan tried not to laugh.
It’s not funny, assuming I understand the phrase correctly.
No, I know it’s not funny. And it probably is a good way to describe things. I just didn’t expect to hear those words from you. Do you plan to save all of them?
From the drought? No, just the rarest. The rest will have to hope for the best and wait for water like everyone else.
An idea struck Tristan so squarely in the chest, he sat forward and wondered if he was truly onto something. I have a question for you, and possibly someone I want you to meet. He didn’t wait for her to respond. Can you get Philip to take you somewhere so we can get together? He can come along if you want. But there’s something I need to do, and I know I’ll need your help.
Dorian sighed and sat back on her heels. We’re not really seeing each other anymore.
Great! I mean...oh. Sorry it didn’t work out. If I met you on the island at midnight, can we talk? Oliver wouldn’t have to know.
Can’t we just talk now? I’m sure I’ve got a few minutes before he starts suspecting anything.
No, I think this needs to be in person. I’d also like you to go with me back to Ireland.
What on Earth for?
I can’t be sure the place is abandoned, but I want to check on that forest project. I thought maybe you would too?
Really? Why the sudden interest?
If I needed to find an extremely rare plant, but didn’t know what to call it, or where it might be considered native, could you figure it out?
What are you up to?
It’s for Pink. She’s a...you’ll never believe me if I tell you like this. I’ll bring her with me when we meet.
You are unbelievable. Why are you even involving me?
Because, when I was outside, I heard the plants speaking. But it’s your specialty and I really need your help with this. I don’t think I have much time and there’s a lot of things I need to get done.
Why, are you dying again?
By her tone, he couldn’t tell if she was bothered by the idea or not, and while he might not be dying, his human body could be replaced forever by some beastly animal that would be forever kept in captivity. Everyone dies eventually, but I’m making a list of things I’d like to do before it’s too late, and I need you for two of them. Help me check on the forest, and help me find a certain plant for Pink. It shouldn’t take too much of your time, and I think you’ll enjoy meeting her. The plants will too.
Great. Is she some new-age herbalist on the biggest breakthrough of the century? Dorian shook her head and rolled her eyes, catching Oliver’s attention.
Not at all.
Oliver wants to pack it up. I gotta go.
When can I see you?
Tristan, I really don’t think it’s a good idea.
She’s not my girlfriend, if that’s what you’re thinking. I just need to help her while I can. Isn’t that what you strive for? Helping people? You’re the only one I can think of who might have access to this kind of information. And if you can’t help, maybe the plants can?
Fine. I can respect the possibility that you might respect the opinions of the plants. Get in touch with me later and I’ll let you know when.
Thank you! There’s something else I need to do, so it might be a day or two.
Fine. Talk to you later.
If I don’t contact you, it’s not because I’m not trying. Okay? It might be because I can only talk to you when they let me out, and I don’t know when that will happen again. Tristan kept his thoughts silent as Oliver picked up the wooden box. Dorian spotted one more plant she wanted and dug it up.
One more huge favor before you go, Tristan said.
Sure. Since you asked so nicely and said please.
Ugh! You’re right. I’m sorry. But we’re out of time and this is very important. I really need you.
She smiled and said something to Oliver, something that made him sit back down. Okay. What is it?
I need you to track down any information you can about dragons. Ask the trees by the cave entrance if they’ve ever seen one. I want to know everything, no matter how trivial it seems, good or bad. Without sugar-coating. Okay? If there’s anything urgent and you can’t reach me, ask Oliver to send a note to Donovan.
He doesn’t deal with Donovan.
Then Landon or Victor. It’s important. Especially if she happened to find out that dragons like eating people. Even if you feel like it’s something I don’t need to hear, I need to hear it. If that makes any sense.
Alright. I’ll do my best. But those trees at the cave don’t speak to me.
Maybe they will if you told them I asked you to?
She rolled her eyes and dug up another plant.
Thanks, Dorian. I know we don’t always get along, and I’m pretty sure I can never repay you for this....
It’s fine. Anytime you want to chat, I’m all ears.
Really? Tristan studied her carefully, waiting for some sort of jabbing joke or insult.
Sure! I kind of miss having someone around to take out my aggressions on.
So glad I could be useful. Haven’t you ever heard of a punching bag? In an instant, she disappeared and Tristan was left standing by himself in an empty clearing. Dorian?
Oliver got tired of waiting and transported us back to the island. And I’m sorry, okay? All I was trying to say was, I’m willing to chat with you and you shouldn’t feel like…
Like what? Attacked?
Sheesh! she said. You’re impossible. What I’m trying to say is, I would like it if we talked more often. Okay? I admit it.
All right, guess that’s good. I figured you were still angry about...you know. But don’t forget, Samara has me locked up pretty tight. I don’t think I can communicate at all—
Who’s Samara?
Did he detect a note of jealousy? She’s the spirit of the cavern they’re keeping me in. She runs their training facility. Heck, she IS the training facility.
But you’re not there now, so why not just leave?
Because, Dorian. What if, as a dragon, I like to eat people?
Oh. That would be bad.
Yes, it would. They remained silent for several moments. The plants outside don’t seem to trust the Makai. Or maybe they just don’t trust people, I’m not really sure. But they were trying to provoke me into shifting, just so I could escape.
Well, Oliver doesn’t trust Donovan, that’s for sure.
Do you know why?
Something about Donovan trying to recruit him into a Special Forces unit when Oliver was in the military. Oliver refused, then lost his whole squad and thinks Donovan was responsible. I don’t know the whole story.
Tristan nodded. All I can say is, I’m not in a good position to call the shots around here and for now, being locked up is the safest thing for everyone. I really do believe they want me to be well. I just have to prove I’m not a danger to the public. And I’m not entirely sure if I can do that.
Okay. I’ll see what I can find out and if I don’t hear from you within a week, I’ll send a report to Landon or Victor. Or maybe I’ll send a potted plant to fill you in, if it’s something they shouldn’t know.
Really?
Sure. And Tristan?
Yes?
Thanks for talking to me. It’s been nice.
Same here. Tristan looked at all the plants she’d left behind, their leaves a sickly-yellow with crisp edges. They really did need rain. Everything was wilted and desolate, and heat waves radiated from the sawed off trunks and dusty mountainside. The smoke was getting thicker.
Obviously he couldn’t turn on a sprinkler, but why not put a little moisture in the air? And if he was going to go that far, how hard could it be to make it rain?
Tristan let himself drift upward and searched for the nearest clouds, finding none. He found the nearest lake for a greater evaporation supply, changed the airflow, experimented with air temperature, and smiled as a fluffy cloud took shape.
With luck, constricting the air currents to this mountain range, the entire area would be thoroughly quenched with rain in no time.
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HIGHEST PRIORITIES
HEAVY FOOTSTEPS CLATTERED down the circular stairway above Tristan. He sat slumped against the wall, waiting for enough energy to get going again.
“You should have called for help,” Landon said. “It wouldn’t have been a problem.”
Tristan tried to reply with a “I didn’t need any,” but his lips wouldn’t move. Neither would his freezing feet. How long had he been sitting here?
“I knew this was a bad idea.” Landon stepped to the side as Victor passed. He descended the corner and came back a few moments later with the staff.
Before Tristan could reach for it, someone was lifting him off the uneven surface. He shut his eyes and held back the queasy rolls of nausea.
The bottom of the staircase was farther than he’d imagined. He cursed himself for not making it even half way. How many steps were there in all?
The door whooshed open and Samara’s artificial daylight burned his eyes, even through his eyelids.
“Dusk,” ordered Donovan. The room immediately complied.
“I can walk.”
“We’ll discuss it in the morning.”
Tristan gazed through golden leaves to the sky, a faded shade of purple. Tall white birch trees with delicate, intertwining branches surrounded them. Victor and Landon walked side by side toward the log cabin. Their footsteps crunched through the autumn leaves, creating a rhythmic cadence that almost lulled him into sleep.
“Victor?”
Victor stopped, followed by Landon. “Yeah, bro?”
“Can you make me some coffee?”
Victor smiled, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. Maybe in the morning?”
“Can’t wait that long. I have so much to do.”
“Like what? You don’t have—”
“Sure we do,” interrupted Landon. A notebook and pencil appeared in his hands. “We can start by making a list.”
Tristan nodded, grateful when Donovan set him on his feet at the base of the stairs. Victor handed him the staff and he wondered again at how he could possibly be so weak, barely able to lift each foot up two steps. This was not the life he’d expect for an immortal.
He finally got through the cabin door and leaned against the wall.
“What is so important?” Donovan asked, refusing to sit with Landon at the table. Victor pulled food from the refrigerator and started preparing something as Landon opened the notebook.
“I need the map I was working on, pencils and a sharpener, and the best real-life map you can find.”
“Easy enough.” Landon jotted down the information. “Is that it?”
“I need to see Dorian. And Lazaro.”
Donovan cocked an eyebrow. “Why Lazaro?”
“I have to see about his brother to hold up my end of the deal. I also want to know how he knew where to look for that stone on the beach, and where he thinks it is on the drawing. If there’s a connection, and the drawing and a real map can be overlapped, maybe it’ll help us find other places.”
“You are not to bring back his brother,” said Donovan. He clasped his hands behind his back and began pacing the cabin.
“I owe him.”
“You don’t exactly owe him. Stephan is more ruthless than I, and would prefer killing you to asking your name. It’s better for all if he remains a statue.”
“Is that it?” Landon asked, saving Tristan from having to respond.
“I need as much information on the faerie races as possible. Names, descriptions, what country they’re from, languages, living requirements, magical abilities….”
“You understand most of what’s out there are songs and bedtime stories, right? There’s no proof of anything.”
“I know. But every detail could be helpful if I plan to—”
“Plan to what?”
“Um…” He hadn’t meant to spill all his plans, but he was so tired. “I want to find all the stones, so I at least know where they are. And if we knew what we were dealing with in advance....”
“I don’t believe you.”
“The only reason we know the emerald contains a Valkyrie is because Gwenna told us. But what do the rest contain? How many races are there?” Tristan rubbed his temples, getting more frazzled by the second.
“Are you planning to set them free?” Victor asked, bringing a plate of food to the table.
“No. Maybe.” He didn’t have an exact plan, just an idea. “I’ll have to eventually, right? If I survive that long.”
“Why?”
“Why not? How would you like being locked up for who knows how many centuries...?”
“This isn’t about you, Tristan,” said Donovan. “Think of what would happen if all the mythical creatures suddenly came to life. They’d be slaughtered.”
“No they wouldn’t. People would love it if there were—”
“What do you think people would do if they saw you as a dragon? They’d shoot first and dissect you later, no matter how cute and fluffy you are in public. Why do you think we continue hiding? It’s human nature to dominate.”
Tristan kept his mouth shut, unable to respond with anything wise.
“If they’re safe where they are, leave them be,” said Donovan. “That’s my advice.”
Tristan stepped out of the way so Donovan could leave. “Wait. I’d also like to see the slayers’ museum again, and anything you kept.”
“I kept all of it. It’s in a protective environment and I do not care to move it again. Anything else?”
Tristan shook his head, though he wasn’t sure if the items from the museum were available for him or not. “The murals?”
“I said I kept everything and I meant it. Now eat something and go to bed.”
Tristan grunted in response and waited until Donovan was out the door and down the stairs before he made his way to the table. He sat heavily in the nearest chair and stared at the sandwiches Victor prepared. Voices emanated from between the slices of bread; he turned away from the plate and groaned.
“What, you don’t like turkey anymore?” asked Victor. He sat at the table and stuffed a quarter of the sandwich in his mouth.
Tristan grimaced. “It’s not that.”
“Then what is it? You haven’t eaten in weeks and clearly you need food.”
“I can’t eat it.”
“Of course you can! You don’t think we’d feed you something bad, do you? And before you answer, we’re being extremely cautious.” Victor offered the sandwich he’d already taken a bite from.
“It’s not that either.”
“There is no excuse for you to not eat!” Victor’s chair screeched along the floor as he scooted out and stood. “Is it the meat?”
“Forget the food, okay? If I eat it, I’ll just throw it up and I don’t have the strength.”
“This isn’t the time to have some eating disorder, Tristan. There is nothing wrong with this food!”
“Victor,” Landon said, attempting to put an end to the shouting match. “It’s okay. Leave it.”
“No! I’m tired of tiptoeing around, waiting for him to be healthy all of a sudden.” Victor faced Tristan again. “We’re doing our best to care for you, and you’re just withering away on purpose! What’s it going to take for you to start eating?”
“If you want me to go, I will.”
“That’s not what we want and you know it. So stop avoiding the question!”
“I’m motivated now. I know what I need to do.”
“Before or after you starve to death? Is that how you plan to contact the council? As a ghost?”
“No. As far as I’m concerned, the council is out. There’re two more things for the list,” Tristan said, ignoring Victor.
“I’m not leaving until you—” Victor stopped arguing and left the table. “Fine. Make your list. I’ll wait.”
Landon held the pencil, keeping his silence.
“Where’s Pink?” Tristan asked, frantic by the sudden realization that the little ball of energy wasn’t darting around.
“She’s with Alvi,” Victor said. “They’re working on something.”
“Oh.” Tristan rubbed the back of his neck, reminding himself to stop thinking everyone was in danger. “Good. What are they working on?”
Victor glanced at Landon, who only shrugged. “I’m going to ask Alvi to marry me, only I’m terrible at setting the scene for that sorta thing. So I told her I had a free weekend coming up, and she should plan a romantic getaway somewhere, and of course she jumped at the chance. Now she and Pink are working on some big secret....”
“Married?” The concept was almost unconceivable. “Great.” The more Tristan processed the idea, the more he actually liked it.
“It’s not going to be anything major....”
“Why not?” Tristan smiled at Victor, sincerely happy. “This really is great! I don’t know her very well, but I’m relieved you have something happy going on in all this.”
Victor looked at Landon again, probably to confirm whether Tristan was genuinely happy about hearing the news or not. “Thanks. I’m glad you aren’t bothered.”
“Of course not. Why would I be?” Tristan glanced at Landon, who seemed intent on studying the list on the paper. “You have every right to be happy and start a family. Congratulations. Really. When will this happen?”
“I’ll let Alvi set the date. I mean, obviously there are some higher priorities on the schedule right now, but I thought I’d at least get the engagement started. It’ll make her happy.”
Tristan frowned, keeping an eye on Landon.
On the one hand, he wanted Victor and Landon to have a happy, carefree life. They both deserved it, and why should they be stuck on dragon-watch for the rest of their days? On the other hand, they were partners. It was hard to picture one without the other.
“Oh, come on!” Victor sat back down at the table. “It’s not like I’m going anywhere, and Alvi has been in the Makai longer than I have.”
“It’ll be fine,” Landon said. “I’m sure nothing will change.”
“Exactly. Everything will stay the same.”
An uncomfortable silence suffocated the room. “No,” Tristan finally said. “It can’t stay the same. You can’t risk your life every day if you have a wife and kids to take care of. You can’t be around me. It’s too risky.”
“We all know the risks, Tristan. And believe it or not, we want to be here. The entire direction of the Makai is shifting, and I like where it’s going. Alvi does too.”
Tristan shook his head, horrified by the thought. “What do you mean, shifting?”
“You’ll have a team, Tristan. Not just me and Landon and Donovan, though Donovan can out power all of us.”
Tristan covered his face. For a second, he thought Victor was implying he’d have a team of supporters. But maybe what he meant was, he’d have a team in place to take him out if he lost control. “Bad idea. I don’t want a team. It’s hard enough knowing you guys are risking your lives. I don’t want anyone else involved.”
“It’s too late, Tristan.”
“No, it’s not! I won’t even know these people. At least with you guys, I should hope to recognize you as a friend—”
“We’ll pass along your concerns,” Landon said. “See the Slayer Museum, Stop Being a Finicky eater.... What else did you want to add to the list?”
Tristan sighed. “Any research you find, I want it in writing. And I’d like it on paper, not on some digital thing.”
“Why can’t we just tell you?”
“I don’t want to forget, plus—” Tristan turned away from the table. “I might not always have you around.”
“So, you’ll take the information and run?” Landon shook his head, but added it to the list.
“I won’t take the information and run.”
“Next?”
“You aren’t going to like this one, but I need to find the Forest of Darkness.”
Victor barked a hearty laugh. “Like Donovan would ever allow that. Why would you want to go there?”
“Because I need to know stuff. He’s the only actual dragon I can think of who can tell me anything.”
“Why would he help you, and why would you believe anything he says? You have nothing to negotiate with and I’m sure he still thinks killing you could free him.”
“Maybe I can free him. I can experiment on him or Lazaro’s brother…take your pick. But at least the dragon is already dead.”
“You’re crazy,” Victor said. “And I mean it in the nicest way.”
“What information do you need that would make it worth the risk?” Landon asked.
“I feel like I know absolutely nothing about what to expect. Plus, it’s what Pink said about the whole hibernation thing. I need to know if I have any control over how long it takes. What if I fall asleep right now, and I don’t wake up for another fifty years? You could all be dead, except Donovan, and who knows what he’ll be doing fifty years from now. So I need to know how much time I have to get this stuff done.”
Victor and Landon looked too stunned to speak.
“Maybe I won’t hibernate unless I’m a dragon, and then I can avoid it altogether by never being a dragon, right? I mean…a person wouldn’t sleep for fifty years.”
“You can’t assume fifty—”
“Let’s look at bears. It’s a seasonal thing based on temperature and light, right? If we knew what the conditions are for me, Samara could help prevent it. Right? Samara?”
“Sleep is a required part of a life cycle,” said the disembodied voice. “The nature of something cannot be altered.”
Something. Was he no longer a someone? “Well, we know I won’t survive out there, and I won’t survive in here either if I shift and everyone grows old and dies. So either way, I have to work through this list as quickly as possible.”
Landon tapped the eraser on the paper. “You’ll survive fine if you can learn to recognize all the trigger signs. You know when it’s happening, and so far, you have been able to control it. So stop trying to stay awake, get some sleep, and you’ll have a better mindset about it.”
“You make it sound easy.”
“Well, it isn’t as hard as how you’re making it. Besides, how are you going to face Lazaro or that dragon in the Forest of Darkness when you’re half asleep most of the time? You can’t walk for more than ten steps and I guarantee Donovan isn’t going to let you go in your current physical condition.”
“So eat and sleep, like he said,” Victor scolded, though his tone had lost the hints of irritation. “We’ll wake you up in the morning. Nine hours and no more.”
“Fine. I’ll try bread.”
Victor retrieved a paper bag from the kitchen counter, then pulled out three slices of seeded bread. “Butter?”
“Is it…does it have.…” The idea of his food being alive made him gag. “No thanks.”
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APPROVAL
SOMETHING DIFFERENT was moving through the forest outside. Tristan perked up at the sound of crunching leaves, footsteps cutting a path through the trees. “Samara?” he whispered, curious if she picked fall for this very reason, so he could be warned if anyone approached the cabin. “Who’s out there?”
Samara didn’t reply.
Tristan made his way to the dresser for a T-shirt and almost forgot to grab the staff on his way outside. He paused with one foot in the crunching leaves; the same warning system would work both ways, alerting outsiders of his approach.
He created a slight breeze to rustle the leaves, letting the wind circle the entire forest to make the same noise everywhere before he started walking.
Energy raced through his skin. He moved quickly into the deeper parts of the forest, until he saw Donovan sitting cross-legged on a small knoll.
“Not bad,” he said, keeping his eyes closed and his shoulders relaxed. “I suspected the room before you. Are you attempting to sneak up on me for a reason? To train, perhaps?”
“No.” Tristan stepped out from behind a tree. “Samara wouldn’t tell me who was here, so I just.…”
“Good. Perhaps dragons are curious in nature.”
“I’m—” Tristan snapped his mouth shut. This was not the argument he wanted to waste his energy on.
“Your maps are in that case.” Donovan jerked his head toward a thin metal box, large enough for the maps to lay flat.
“Thanks. Is that all of them?”
“I have one in storage with the museum items.”
Tristan took a few more steps forward, debating whether he should sit and get comfortable. “When can I see it?”
“When I know you’ve eaten a decent meal.”
“I have to see Dorian first.”
“Why? She has nothing to do with your food.”
“It’s none of your business, okay? I just need to talk to her.”
“Oliver forbids it.”
“So what? This is important.”
Donovan rolled his shoulders and neck, but kept his eyes closed. “Landon showed me your list. Dorian doesn’t feel like the highest priority.”
“You said it yourself; I need to start with the very basics. And in this case, it’s food. Do you think I want to wither away like this? I think Dorian can help me with that. And Pink. I would like Dorian’s help in figuring out what sort of flower she needs, because I have no idea how long her lifespan is, and I hate to think the pixies will become extinct a second time just because I fell asleep one day and didn’t get around to it.”
Donovan nodded, moving from his neck and shoulders to stretching his arms. “Very well. And what about Lazaro and this dragon? Are your motivations equally as admirable?”
“I doubt it.” Tristan knelt in the leaves and sat on his heels. “I need something from each of them before I do anything, and I don’t actually know if what they want is possible.”
“Lazaro believes you are unwilling to fulfill your end of the bargain, but I refuse to permit this meeting until you are in more stable condition.”
“But what if—”
“You’ll meet with Dorian first, so you can work out this food issue. Pink is not my concern.”
Tristan nodded.
“I’ll send Victor and Landon with you. Oliver won’t appreciate my presence, so I’ll remain hidden but available if needed.”
“Oliver doesn’t want me there either, so I should get permission to be there, or arrange to meet with Dorian secretly.”
“Easy enough. We’ll make arrangements for Landon and Victor, and I’ll keep Oliver occupied with a bit of cat and mouse while you sneak in.”
“When can we go? What time is it there?”
Donovan thought for a moment. “3am. So I suggest we wait a few hours. And, I would like to use that time wisely.”
Tristan glanced up from the ground, not liking the implications.
“Don’t look so worried.” A hint of an amused smile twitched on the man’s lips. “I’ve been compiling a list of warning signs to shifting and I think you should be aware of them. When we are out, if you feel any of these symptoms, we should retreat and head home.”
“I wouldn’t think retreating would be an option for you.”
“I personally wouldn’t. But you don’t seem inclined to aggression. For as long as I’ve known you, you don’t stand your ground. You run and hide until you know your options. It’s not a bad thing, per se, and it might even be what’s kept you alive all this time.” Donovan raised a hand to silence Tristan’s defense. “As time goes on, and you gain more experience and control, this trait might change. But for now, let us accept that perhaps not all dragons are vicious in nature.”
The agonizing weight on his shoulders lifted. “Thank you. That helps me a lot.”
“I still expect you to learn how to defend yourself and others, because you are loyal and protective. Perhaps even possessive.”
“I am?”
Donovan rolled his eyes. “I would have preferred not to label you so literally, but your inaccurate imagination and fears seem to be doing you a disservice.”
Tristan nodded, anxious with excitement and dread over the course of this conversation.
“We’ve been interviewing Pink about dragons. She says they do not rely on the use of power, although they do tend to camouflage themselves when they do not wish to be seen, which is most often. She is not sure if this is a power dragons have, or a natural, biological ability. I believe you did this when you first met Lazaro and Gram on the island, and I would like you to experiment with the idea and develop this skill as quickly as possible.”
Tristan couldn’t remember camouflaging himself deliberately, but agreed it would be a good skill to have.
“Dragons are simple, logical, and can see all the elements of nature quite easily. But they tend not to alter them in any way. You picked up the concepts quickly, but it never felt natural. Correct?”
Tristan nodded.
“We suspect the power you took on due to making contact with the gems is a crippling factor for you. It is not something to be ignored, yet you have no instinct for how to cope. So we either need to figure out how to rid these powers from your capacity, or you must learn to embrace it, even if it goes against your nature to do so.”
“Can I get rid of it?”
Donovan shrugged. “I know nothing of the power these gems wield, and my theories about your ability to cope may be completely wrong. There is no need to resist these powers, yet I find you constantly fighting this battle within yourself. You strive to suppress it, when you should simply let it be.”
“Let it run wild? It would destroy and kill and who knows what else. Look at what it did to Samara….”
“I cannot say. It is a lot to take on and only time will tell if it was meant to be controlled, or never meant to be consumed in the first place. That said, you’re letting your fears dictate your health rate.”
“I am not.”
“You fear that if you are healthy, you will have to start training to face these things about yourself. So you stay unhealthy to buy time.”
Anger stirred in the pit of his stomach.
“Meeting with Dorian sounds like a positive step, so long as it’s not just an excuse for a social call.”
“It’s not.”
“All right, back to what we know about dragons.”
Tristan took a huge breath and nodded for Donovan to continue.
“They may or may not know how to transport themselves. When Pink’s village knew a dragon was coming, they would gather on a mountaintop and watch them fly in. She has only ever seen one dragon, and remembers hearing they reside in caves, often collapsing the entrance to keep from being discovered. I believe this to be true, as it did appear to be a natural behavior when you were last a dragon, though we weren’t sure why you were doing it at the time.”
Tristan grimaced. The human body was definitely not designed to withstand the crush of falling rocks.
“They are quiet, analytical, loyal, and known as impartial peacekeepers among the races. This may be why they were chosen to uphold the contract.”
“How much do you know about the contract?”
“Very little.”
Tristan wasn’t sure if he was relieved or not. “What about this gift of tongues?”
“Perhaps you need to be a dragon to experience an internal translation.”
Tristan shook his head. “I couldn’t think clearly when I was a dragon, and nothing you said made sense. It was all yelling and—” his eyes shifted briefly and a cold wave of terror stunned him into silence.
Donovan didn’t appear to notice. “It could be that you were unwilling to listen to reason at the time, being in somewhat of a panic mode. Perhaps you should make a list of things to question the dragon spirit, if Molajah is no longer available.”
The thought of Molajah’s last words filled him with confusion. How would he know who to trust, if he couldn’t trust anyone? Was Molajah’s soul destroyed? Jacques? Were the ghosts in the clearing on his side or not? If the council was falling apart, where did that leave him? Was he being blamed? How much support did he have, if the dragons were divided?
He hadn’t realized he was swaying until Donovan gripped his shoulders, easing him onto a soft mat that hadn’t been there before. “I’m so tired.”
“Landon and Victor will be here shortly, then we’ll go see Dorian.”
Tristan nodded.
“It may not be in your nature to sustain so much power, but you must not let it build like it was. Small tremors are far easier to handle than massive earthquakes.”
“I understand.” Expelling so much energy had been a good solution, but a high price for Samara.
“When you feel physically shaky or mentally anxious, find something to focus on. Something that takes a great deal of energy.”
“What can I do that won’t damage Samara?”
Donovan shrugged. “She will help you come up with something.”
Tristan smiled. “So you admit the room is a she?”
“It does have a female voice. Am I correct to assume you don’t wish to eat before we go to Dorian’s?”
“Definitely.”
“I do not think a vegetarian diet is the right choice.”
“Why not? Lots of people are vegetarian—” Tristan’s eyes shifted as he gasped for breath, gripping the staff like his life depended on it.
“The teeth. Very sharp. Most likely designed for...meat.”
“I’m not a dragon right now, so just...let me have a choice.” He could only pretend he wasn’t a meat-eater for so long.
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TAKING SIDES
ONLY A FEW moments of silence passed before Landon and Victor were letting themselves into Tristan’s cabin. Pink twirled in each corner of the room.
“That wasn’t three hours,” Tristan grumbled to no one in particular.
“Donovan’s checking it out now, and I’ll make the arrangements through Oliver if you still want to see her. We figure on catching them before Dorian gets into her routine, assuming she wants to see you. Will she?”
“I think so. But you never know with her.” At least their last chat didn’t go so bad.
“We’re hoping to go in about an hour,” added Victor. “It’ll give you time to shower and it’ll take that long just to get up the stairs.”
Tristan let his head flop against the back of the couch, dreading the idea.
“You do still want to go, don’t you?” Landon asked. He held out a hand for Pink and she settled gracefully.
“Definitely.”
“And you’re sure you don’t want me to make some breakfast first?” asked Victor.
“I’m sure. Thanks.”
“All right then.” Landon opened the front door. Pink took off at full speed. “I’ll set up the meeting while you get showered.”
Tristan sat with his eyes closed until Victor startled him awake. “You really should shower. We have time.”
“I don’t think Dorian cares.”
“Well, you might care if you saw yourself in a mirror. Besides, it’s all about impressions. She might not notice if you do take a shower, but she definitely will if you don’t.
“That bad, eh?”
Victor smiled.
“Fine. But I’m not doing it to impress her. I just need to wake up.”
“Whatever you say, man.” Victor handed him a folded pair of jeans and a T-shirt. “I’ll wait here if you need anything.”
The shower helped immensely, and luckily, the excitement of getting back outside outweighed the lull of sleep induced by the hot water. They were halfway up the spiral staircase before he needed to sit down and rest. “Here’s a question. Why can’t I just transport myself up?”
Landon and Victor glanced at each other before Victor answered. “It’s not technically possible, as part of the built-in security of the structure itself, but you have managed before.”
“And Donovan said I shouldn’t let this power sit idle for too long, so....”
“It doesn’t exactly take that much,” argued Victor.
In the end, neither could give him a good reason not to. “I don’t care; I’m doing it. Wake me up when you get to the top.”
The instant Tristan transported himself, noisy chaos and swirls of furious blinding lights filled him with trepidation. Molajah? He’d forgotten about the maddening lights when being transported; the council yanking him away from his own reality while in the flux of transport. Where’s the falcon? Tristan called, not caring if it was Molajah or the council instigating contact. We had a deal!
Pitches and tones changed octaves and speeds until Tristan could pick up on a few words. No longer…guardian...no authority.
Molajah said he had authority. I did my part!
The voices seemed more stable now. You are bound by a contract to protect. We know your plans. Do not break the contract.
I don’t have any plans. May as well see what they knew.
You intend to free the beings from the safety of their stones.
Dang. They did know. Tristan figured out which light was speaking and squared his shoulders to it. Shouldn’t they be given the chance to survive on their own?
The orb of light hovered closer. Their only chance for survival is to remain hidden in safety.
But they’ll never be free, interrupted Tristan. What kind of life is that?
Look at how the humans have treated you. The world can’t handle magical creatures. Even your human allies are forced to remain in hiding.
They only hide their abilities.
The faeries won’t have that option. If they are seen, they will be captured and annihilated in the name of science.
They should be free to make that choice.
Free to be slaughtered? They won’t have numbers on their side, or warriors, or strategist. They won’t know anything about the current technologies.
I do understand your point, Tristan conceded. But what if I change into a dragon and I forget all of you, along with this stupid contract, and I start eating the friends who are only trying to help me, by taming me into some overgrown pet?
So be it. If you are unable to free the races, they will simply remain in safekeeping. As for your allies, the fewer people who know about the contract the better. Clearly, you are not seeing the bigger picture.
But, you’re not giving me any information. The Earth is getting worse! Maybe it’s not ideal for the races, but the flowers Pink needs to reproduce might not even exist anymore. What condition will the Earth be a thousand years from now, and what chance will Pink’s race have then? Tristan sucked in a breath as the orbs of bright light dimmed, becoming a line of tall, pale dragons and half a dozen people. Almost like a court setting.
This little clone of a creature you speak of has no relevance to the contract. The environmental infrastructure of the Earth is the result of human negligence; the humans won’t survive long in the conditions they’ve created.
I agree we’re terrible keepers of the world, but—
You are not one of them. The sooner you see that….
You wouldn’t let him be one of us, called a distant voice. Tristan spotted a middle-aged man bound to a post by some sort of cord, glowing with a greenish essence.
Jacques?
The man grinned before the power of the cord expanded to cover his head.
You were supposed to free him, Tristan shouted, turning back to the human figure who had been speaking. I had a deal with Molajah!
Molajah is no longer part of this discussion.
If you don’t free him, I’ll release every creature from every gem I can get my hands on.
Do not be so juvenile. How long will a few little fish survive in a sea of hungry sharks? You will be the cause of their extinctions, and that will disgrace all of us.
Maybe they’re stronger than that. Maybe the thought of one more day in captivity is killing them. Maybe—
The terms of this contract are not up for negotiation.
But what if the Earth continues to deteriorate, and it’s because the magical races are being held prisoner? What if this stupid contract is disrupting the natural balance of—
You know nothing of the wars and politics that brought this contract into being, and you would do well to keep your personal wants and needs out of your decision-making process.
Tristan took in the silent spectators. Were they as divided as Molajah implied? You’re right. I don’t know what was going on when this contract was made. But tell me this—what happens if I break the contract?
Breaking the contract will undo the oath that binds us to protect the races.
But what will happen to all of you?
We will be…free of this responsibility. To some, the oath is a burden. To others, it is an honor to uphold.
But free…free to live? Free to die? What does that mean exactly?
No one can say for sure.
Will your souls be free to move on to wherever they would have gone after a normal lifespan, or will they be condemned because they failed to move on when they should have?
As I said before—
But since you don’t know what will happen, isn’t that a good reason for me to keep the races held in captivity, so you can keep living the way you are? What else did Molajah say about the council’s motives? You are trading the lives of others so you can live longer. How does that not disgrace the honor of dragons?
You risk charges of High Treason, deliberately ignoring the laws of our people—
I don’t care! Tristan let the surging energy fuel the frustration that had festered for the past year. No one seems willing to tell me what the laws are, and for all I know, I’m the only one left who can make a difference! If I wasn’t, I’m sure you’d all be happy to tell me there are a thousand other dragons more capable of doing the same job.
Obviously we’ve had difficulties in finding a means to communicate with you. However, we have upheld this contract for thousands of years and we aren’t about to permit a youngling’s impulsive conduct undo everything we have built. It is the purpose of this council to make decisions of this manner, and you must follow our lead.
To what end? said Tristan. I’ll bet you’ve been sabotaging every living dragon in hopes this day would never come, so you could live forever in this.… Tristan took another look around, finding the lack of walls or sky or ceiling unsettling. You’re afraid of what the next life holds for you, so how can you say I’m making an emotional decision, when you have so much more to lose if I follow through? From what I understand, dragons were never immortal until this contract came along.
We will not stand by while the runt of the litter accuses us of such things.
I don’t care if I’m the weakest, runtiest dragon that ever existed, but I keep getting the feeling you wanted it that way! Tristan shouted, long past the concern of offending anyone. What could they do to him anyway? In this realm, he could lash out and speak his mind for a change. You didn’t want me to be a real dragon, doing whatever dragons do. You just wanted me to breathe, so the contract would know there were still dragons in existence. Is that all you need me for? Was Jacques supposed to keep me alive, and nothing more?
You know nothing of Jacques’ role.
Then why is he being held prisoner? Is it because I was more successful than what you expected, and suddenly there’s an actual chance the dragons could fulfill whatever this agreement is, and you all could move on to wherever you’re supposed to be? Oh, that’s right, you don’t know what comes after this life— The instant he said it, he remembered the shrub’s words: wise or foolish.
An immature tantrum or not, it was too late to take anything back; the room erupted in a chaos of colors and brightness as the spectators began fighting. Jacques struggled against the power binding him to a pillar. Tristan rushed toward the man, just as a burning sensation slashed him in half.

Tristan battled for a breath that wouldn’t come in the dark passage at the top of the stairs, while his thoughts attempted to untangle what happened. A buzzing noise hovered above him, then faded as he slid to the floor, grateful for a wall rather than falling backward down the stairs.
“What are you doing up here?”
Tristan blinked at a broad-shouldered, bald man standing over him, recognizing the tribal tattoos covering his muscular arms and neck. He still couldn’t catch his breath and coughed up a mouthful of thick blood.
The man stepped back in response. “I’ll get the doctor. Or Donovan.”
Chills shivered through Tristan’s body, yet he couldn’t move. The air crushed him against the stone with a force ten times the strength of gravity—or so it seemed.
Banging footsteps echoed from the stairway and Pink hovered in front of him.
“Tristan!” Victor almost helped him get to his feet, then stepped back.
Tristan couldn’t speak. A breeze blew through the hall, coming from the front entrance, as Donovan rounded the corner. Behind him, four ghosts followed. Tristan’s eyes widen and he tried to sit taller. Maybe if he could get to the stairs….
“Tell me what happened.” Donovan lifted Tristan’s chin to force eye contact.
“He transported himself up from the bottom,” said Landon. “Victor and I had to stick to the stairs, so we weren’t here.”
Tristan tore his eyes from Donovan and studied the ghosts again. They were huddled so close together, he couldn’t determine who was wearing what. They were still trying to tell him something, but again, there didn’t seem to be any sound.
Donovan glanced over his shoulder, but had no reaction to the uninvited company.
“They came back, the mist people,” said Pink, diving for the safety of Landon’s hair.
“Mist people, as in, ghosts?” Donovan drew his sword and faced the open hall for a brief second. “Did they do this? Take him back downstairs and warn Samara—”
“No.” Tristan clenched his teeth.
“Start talking,” Donovan ordered, then spun to face the ghosts with the tip of his sword, oddly accurate considering he couldn’t see them.
The group of ghosts responded by sitting against the opposite wall.
Pink darted from Landon’s hair to Donovan’s shoulder. “They are sitting.”
“Odd.” Donovan took a step forward. He glanced back at Tristan. “You’re bleeding. Did they attack you?”
Tristan opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. One of the ghosts inched forward while Donovan’s back was turned; Tristan flinched away from a reaching hand.
“Are you a threat or not?” Donovan said, getting angrier by the second. He put his attention back on the ghosts. They shook their heads and Pink relayed the movement.
“The lights. The council,” Tristan finally managed. “Fight broke out.”
Donovan’s sword disappeared and he pulled Tristan forward from the wall. “Three long gashes. If you weren’t immortal, I’d say this would be a fatal hit. Can you feel this?”
Tristan squeezed his eyes shut against the sudden stab of pain in his bad shoulder.
“This?”
He grunted as both ankles were tested. The numbness around his back seemed to be retreating and every movement stretched and pulled at whatever wounds he had.
“Obviously your back was turned to your attacker,” Donovan said angrily. “So let me guess. You were running away at the time?”
“Jacques. I was trying to get to Jacques.”
Donovan sighed. “So, you transported yourself upstairs and got pulled to the council, and…?”
“I may have said some things…. Jacques is still alive. Don’t know about Molajah. Fighting….” Tristan felt his eyelids droop, then jerked awake when the temperature around him dropped a few degrees. “You know, I’ve never been actually hurt while there with the lights,” Tristan whispered. “I still need to see Dorian.”
Donovan didn’t move. Landon and Victor moved closer, staring at the wall above his head.
Whatever power he possessed that allowed him to heal was becoming more noticeable, making the skin on his back itch like crazy. It was also using the last of his strength.
“Looks Russian,” Donovan said.
Tristan glanced up at the smeared symbols forming on the wall, smudged in a streak of his own blood. He reached for his staff and got to his hands and knees, his back finally healed enough to move.
“Come on, Tristan. Let’s have Madam Galina look you over.”
“I’ll be fine.” Tristan accepted Victor’s hand to help him up and faced the writing on the wall:

“It says, ‘Friend,’” said Donovan.
Tristan eyed the ghosts who remained sitting against the opposite wall, leaving a hand on Victor’s shoulder to keep him steady. The mist people stared back expectantly, extending their hands, palms up. He wasn’t sure if they wanted something, or if they were trying to prove they weren’t hiding weapons.
Victor jabbed him in the ribs, startling him back into consciousness.
If they are watching you, do not appear weak, said Donovan in thought.
Tristan nodded, though he couldn’t imagine standing for much longer. “Is Molajah dead?”
The ghosts looked at each other, their lips moving silently until they came to some sort of conclusion.
“Yes or no? It’s not that hard.”
They shrugged. So maybe they weren’t sure?
“Molajah told me the council was divided. Is that what happened?”
They all nodded, looking relieved that he knew at least that much.
“I’m supposed to meet someone.” He had no idea how to phrase his question. “Often when I transport myself, or if someone else does it, those lights, er, the council, seem to take control. So the question is, how do I avoid being taken?”
“Make it a yes or no question,” added Donovan.
“Can I avoid the council while being transported?”
While the ghosts discussed it, Tristan glanced at Donovan. “I don’t know what to ask.”
“Your question is valid.”
“They’re taking too long to answer.” Tristan felt his weight shift and Victor stepped a few inches closer, keeping him upright. “I have to see Dorian. Maybe she could come here?” Tristan put all his attention back on the ghosts.
They shook their heads no, but had all sorts of silent words to go with it.
“It’s a ‘no’ on transporting. Why can’t I hear you?”
One of the ghosts tapped an index finger on his temple, frowning.
“Can you make it so everyone can see you?”
They eyed Donovan and shook their heads again.
“Why are you here?” Tristan sucked in a breath as the mist collapsed to the ground, reforming into a line of bowing people, including the one who’d been writing on the wall. Landon stepped in to support his other side.
“What are they saying?” Donovan demanded, irritation once again radiating from him.
“I wasn’t lying to the council,” Tristan said to the bowing people. “They were right. I am pathetic and weak. I don’t understand the contract, the politics, or any of these powers that may or may not be natural for me. I just want Jacques back, and I can’t handle the idea of anyone being imprisoned, and maybe that’s only because I myself am a prisoner—”
“Tristan,” Donovan growled, drawing his sword again. “Enough.”
“Please just go away,” Tristan begged. “I’m not your leader. Or anyone’s leader.”
“If you want my trust,” Donovan aimed the tip of his sword at the wall above their heads, “do as he says and get out of the castle.”
“No! I’m not leading.” Tristan’s knees buckled and the staff clattered to the floor; Landon kept him on his feet. “Don’t do as I say.” The last part was mumbled, but everyone had to understand: Some people were meant to lead, and he was a hundred percent, positively, without a doubt, not one of them.
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TALKING TOMATOES
A DRONING VIBRATION A droning vibration hummed through Tristan’s bones, making his body both queasy and numb. He reached up to feel his head, confused when a set of earphones fell into his lap. Landon and Victor were sitting in front of him, facing him.
“Seaplane,” Victor shouted, placing the earphones back on Tristan’s head. “We’re flying to see Dorian.” The sound came through a speaker system in the headset.
Tristan nodded that he understood and shifted his position to look out the small window, where nothing but clear sky and a vast ocean spanned the horizon. A white wing with black tips extended from above the row of windows, and the cover for the engine was painted black with red at the intake. Tristan put his attention back on Landon and Victor, and the inside of the plane.
“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of heights,” Landon said, only half joking by the looks of it.
“I’ve never flown is all.” How had he been able to sleep? “Who’s flying this thing?”
“Donovan,” Victor answered. “We took a helicopter from the castle to an airport in New Zealand, where we transferred to one of his personal jets. From there, we flew to Alaska, rented this seaplane, and now we’re heading to the island.”
“I didn’t know Donovan had a pilot license.”
“I don’t think he does,” Victor answered. “But he owns a whole fleet now, and has a few pilots on standby if needed. He had Landon study the airport protocols while we were in the helicopter.”
Tristan stifled a groan and felt the blood drain from his cheeks.
“We’ll be landing in about fifteen minutes,” Donovan said through the sound system.
Tristan tightened his grip on the seat. “The last plane that tried to land in Dorian’s lake crashed a quarter mile off shore.”
“Told you we should have sedated him,” Victor said cheerfully.
“He’ll be fine once we land,” said Landon.
“Sure.” Tristan loosened his clenched jaw and tried to roll his shoulders. “Besides, if we happen to crash, we’ll just transport ourselves to safety and everyone will be fine. Unless the council grabs me and skins me alive.”
“Are they here?” Donovan asked.
Tristan scanned the plane. There were two couch-like bench seats along the curved walls and Donovan’s silhouette sat beyond a fogged glass partition. Someone had lowered all the shades over the line of windows and there were no ghosts. “I don’t think so.”
“Good. Don’t trust them with any information until we know whose side they’re on, got it? And if this rendezvous with Dorian is a schoolboy social call, I’m going to be one seriously pissed off guardian. Another thing, unless you start training your dragon brain, I’m going to start teaching you Russian so you can understand what they’re saying.”
“Learning Russian doesn’t solve the sound issue,” argued Tristan, glad the level of irritation was getting his mind focused on something other than crash-landing in the lake.
“You know how to read lips, don’t you?”
“Pink! Where’s Pink?” Tristan asked, searching for the little pixie. “I need her for this.”
“I told you, she’s not my priority,” said Donovan.
“But while we’re here, we may as well take care of everything—”
“It’s okay, Tristan,” said Landon. “She’s with Alvi. I’ll just go get her when we land.”
Tristan let out his breath. “Okay. Good. I want her to describe the flower she needs to Dorian. Maybe she’ll know what it is, or where to find one, or how to plant one—” The plane tipped sharply and his stomach lurched. They seemed to plummet for a few seconds. “How much longer?”
“Not long. Pink will be so happy,” Landon said. “I know she’s been anxious about the possibility of never finding one.”
“I told you I was planning that, didn’t I?”
“No, but it’s a really nice idea. Very considerate.”
“How much longer?”
“A few minutes.”
“Theoretically, if we crash, let me swim. I don’t want to face the council again just yet.”
Victor laughed. “You can’t swim.”
“A boat, then. I’ll row. Or heck, put a motor on the dang thing.”
“Anything else?”
“A life jacket,” Tristan said between short breaths. “Where’s my staff?”
“We’re right here….” Landon and Victor said together.
“What?” Tristan opened his eyes and glared as they waved in unison. Donovan chuckled in the headset. “You aren’t staff. That’s not what I meant and you know it.”
Landon pointed to the wooden staff lying along the top of the bench seat next to Tristan. It was within reach and he clutched it tightly.
“This isn’t funny.”
“I’d advise you to get used to flying unless you want to face that council,” Donovan said. “And quite frankly, with your wingspan, I’d say you’d better get used to flying regardless of facing the council.”
Landon and Victor both agreed, nodding as though they hadn’t considered that.
“You can’t be serious. I can’t fly in public. People would see. I’d probably be shot down by the military as a threat to national security—” His voice squeaked into a scream as the plane jolted hard and skipped against the water surface. They were thrown forward as the speed slowed drastically. “A plane can’t possibly float. We’re going to sink—”
“Thank you for flying with Donovan Air,” Victor announced. “Please stay in your seats until the craft has come to a complete stop.”
Tristan nodded, trying to conceal his trembling hands. “No sneaking past Oliver in this thing. Do we have permission?”
“We do,” Donovan said. “Although, as you can imagine, he’s not happy.” The plane stopped moving. “Dorian’s not happy either, but I promised we’d take care of any pollution we put in the lake.”
“Figures.” Tristan rubbed his temples. “See? I told you this wasn’t a friendly social visit.”
“I believe she is only acting disagreeably because she doesn’t want Oliver to think she looks forward to seeing you.”
“Does she?”
Victor winked and Landon patted Tristan’s shoulder. “I’ll be back with Pink.”
“Please take a moment to collect yourself,” Donovan said. “I refuse to carry you.”
Tristan nodded gratefully. “That would be good. I don’t want her to—I mean, I can totally do this. I’m feeling pretty good actually.” Maybe he could survive without food?
“I’m giving you one hour.”
“That should be plenty of time. I’m sorry about the transportation problem. Dorian wouldn’t come to me?”
“She might have, but I don’t want Lazaro coming to the castle.”
“How much has this cost you? Whatever it is, I don’t know how I’ll ever repay it.”
“It’s not a problem. The helicopter has been mine for several decades, and I quite enjoy flying. Although now that I’ve flown myself, I might upgrade to something more accommodating.”
“But flying is so time consuming compared to transporting yourself wherever you need to go.”
“I find it relaxing. So often we don’t make time for sitting around, always questing for efficiency.”
Tristan nodded. “I’d like to talk to Dorian alone, if you don’t mind.”
Donovan shrugged on a suit jacket over his white dress shirt. “Oliver has prepared for our visit. There are nine men, or possibly women, with weapons surrounding the village. They’re heart rates are slightly elevated, but I feel it’s more nerves than fear.”
Tristan nodded and bowed his head. Nine people wouldn’t be enough to protect the village, but maybe enough to put him on the run if he shifted. “Where’s the cave from here?”
“Why do you want to know? The cave wasn’t in this arrangement.”
“If I shift, that’s where I’d go.”
“Northeast.”
Landon appeared in the plane and Pink leaped from his shoulder into the air, circling the area and coming to a stop on Tristan’s knee. “Are we in the city? Do I get to meet more people? Are we waiting?”
“This isn’t the city,” Tristan said, encouraged by her abundance of enthusiasm. “You have to stay hidden until I call you out, okay?”
Her wings drooped, then perked up again. “But not for too long, right? Or you wouldn’t have wanted me here, right?”
“I hope so. We don’t want anyone to know about you yet, so I have to make sure it’s safe before we introduce you. I think we can trust Dorian, but I don’t know about anyone else. And they’ll be watching everything we do.”
“Let’s move.” Donovan opened the airplane door and a ramp appeared as a walkway, curving slightly to meet the shoreline. “Victor on the left, Tristan in the middle, Landon on the right. I’ll be behind.”
Tristan stepped into the fresh air, relieved to be out of the plane and into the open. The rocky beach surrounded by various grasses and shrubs turned into a forking path: one leading to Dorian’s cabin on the right, the other straight up a slight hill to the village itself. Tall evergreen trees covered the hillsides. The water was deep enough to be over his head if he should fall, and he made a show of searching for signs of fish to justify moving at such a ridiculously slow pace.
Whispering cheers from the plants above and below water surrounded him. He tried to put a wall of silence around him, to no avail. At the end of the walkway, Dorian’s uncle, Eric, and Oliver were standing on either side of her. She finally got tired of waiting and dodged Oliver’s grasp to meet them in the middle.
She looked happy until she stopped a few feet in front of them. The whispers of plants hushed slightly.
“You shouldn’t have left Oliver,” Tristan said, though he was glad she was willing to risk the man’s anger.
“And you said you were doing better! What the heck is all this?” She waved a hand over him and he stepped back, bumping into Donovan. All of the plants were silent.
“No matter what happens, don’t touch me. It’s not safe.”
“Why?” Dorian planted her hands on her hips. “What illness do you have now? Is that the only reason you came?”
“Can we just get to shore first? Then I’ll explain everything.”
“No.”
“Look, Dorian. The last thing we want is for Oliver to think we might turn around and take you with us. So let’s just get to shore and have this meeting go smoothly. I promise if it goes well, you won’t regret it.”
“I’m sorry.” She frowned and rubbed her arms. “I’m in a bad mood.”
“What else is new?” Victor said under his breath. Before anyone could cringe, Dorian palmed him in the chest and he toppled backward into the water.
“Don’t!” Tristan’s eyes shifted instantly and he squeezed them shut. “Don’t touch Victor or Landon, either.”
“Easy,” said Donovan, caging Tristan with his arms from behind. “She’s not starting a war.”
Tristan knew this, logically, but the instinct to protect Victor had risen up his throat and couldn’t be tamped back down. “This is a bad idea.” If Oliver’s people retaliated, Landon and Victor would fight to the death. For him. “I’m sorry. We should go.”
“I just spent a fortune of time and money to get you here, so right now, you are going to pull yourself together and have this conversation. On shore.” He glared at Dorian to turn around and she did.
Tristan took a few more calming breaths and refocused on his steps, ignoring the waves lapping against the wooden decking. The water should be the least of his concerns. When they reached rocky shore, there was a wooden table with six chairs.
“This is as far as you go.” Oliver stood firm with his arms crossed. “Have your conversation and be gone.”
Tristan dropped into a chair and leaned heavily on the staff. Thank goodness he didn’t have to walk all the way uphill to Dorian’s shop at the village.
She sat beside him. “All right, spill. You said you were doing better and this is not better.”
“What do you want from me? This is better. I’m walking, talking, and able to carry a coherent conversation.”
“But you’re starving to death.”
“That’s one of the things I need to talk to you about.”
“You’re impossible.” Dorian slammed her hands on the table and stood.
“Dorian, please.” Tristan glanced at all the people standing guard and longed for privacy. “What’s going on? You’re not usually this angry, and when we last spoke, you seemed willing to meet with me.”
Tears welled up in her eyes as she sat back down.
“You two spoke?” Oliver threw his hands into the air and walked away. “I don’t know why I bother.”
“Remember when we were in California?” asked Dorian.
“Yes. Are the plants recovering?”
“The ones I took are. But, right after we said goodbye, the rains came. Most of the plants and trees were washed away. People too. They’re still looking for survivors.”
“What?” Ominous dread tightened around his chest. “Just because of a little rain?”
“It wasn’t just a little rain. There was a mudslide and a small town in the valley below was practically buried.”
“But.” Tristan felt the air go thin and found it hard to think. “But…it wasn’t. It shouldn’t have.…”
“Tristan,” Landon said. “Don’t tell me you had something to do with the rain?”
“I was just…the plants were dying. I just thought a little water would, you know, be helpful.”
Everyone stared, speechless, until Donovan spoke up, addressing Oliver. “If you would like to show me this location, I’ll see if there are any survivors to be found.”
“Me, too.”
“You’re staying.” Donovan pressed a hand on his shoulder, keeping him in his chair.
“I’m not lured away so easily,” Oliver said, keeping his arms crossed. “I don’t buy the ‘savior’ role one bit.”
“Either I go with you, and we save whoever is left as quickly as possible, or, you can take Victor so he can show me when we’re done here, which puts off any rescue mission for at least an hour.”
“Do you really think you’re better at finding people than we are?”
“Yes.”
“Your arrogance astounds me.”
“Does it astound you enough to risk lives?” countered Donovan.
“Fine. Fifteen seconds. You can stay or come back after I’ve shown you the location.”
“So be it.”
Oliver vanished from sight.
“If I know Oliver,” Donovan said to Landon, “he’d rather save lives than come back to babysit.” He turned his attention to Tristan. “We’ll talk about this weather control later, and don’t do anything that’ll make Oliver or myself regret trusting you.”
Tristan grimaced as Donovan disappeared. Lives had been lost. Unsuspecting people, who were probably minding their own business, never suspecting a thing in the middle of a drought. Buried alive. He glanced up at Landon, certain he’d be feeling the same load of guilt.
“You can’t change the past,” Landon said. “You can only learn from it.”
Tristan nodded and risked a glance at Dorian. “I’m sorry.” The words felt pathetic in the grand scheme of things. He waited for her to lash out, to accuse him of mass murder, but she never did. The silence was overwhelming. “Why is this okay and killing people who are trying to kill you isn’t?”
“This wasn’t deliberate. You were trying to help.”
The plants became noisier, taking sides. The fact that some were on his side made it seem a little more sane. “It wasn’t deliberate in Ireland and I was trying to save your life!” Even more of the plants were on his side now.
“Tell me why you’re here.”
“You’re trying to change the subject.”
“So, you came to argue with me?”
“No. I didn’t. But apparently this is the only way we can talk to each other.” The plants were so loud now, he could barely hear himself think. “Will you all just…shut up?”
Victor and Landon glanced around, but didn’t say anything. Eric looked uneasy. The plants hushed obediently.
“I’m sorry. Can we have some privacy?”
“I’m afraid not,” replied Eric, standing just within earshot and no closer.
“Why are you starving yourself?” Dorian asked.
Tristan rubbed his forehead. I can’t eat.
Why not? The plants would give anything to—
That’s the problem! Tristan stared into Dorian’s eyes, pleading for her, of all people, to understand. I hear them talking to me. They’re happy and playful; how can I possibly chew them up and eat them?
“We don’t have all day,” Victor said, glancing at his watch. “Better get on with it.”
Dorian smiled and sat back down. “They want—”
Tristan shook his head quickly, warning her to keep silent. I’m sure they suspect, but I haven’t told them outright.
You can’t treat plants like people. Yes, they have feelings, and they do feel a type of pain, but they want to be part of the living cycle. When you eat something, its spirit gets to live in you for a time. It’s the ultimate experience for a plant, not only to provide your body with what it needs, but to also live in your experiences. Can you imagine how different your perceptions of the world are from a plant’s point of view?
But they’ll die!
Think of it as a circulating food chain. If a plant is chosen to be sustenance for something or someone, they have an opportunity to reach their highest potential and ultimate calling. They don’t die like we do, just like they don’t live like we do. Providing the means to live is a reward most plants can only dream of.
Tristan took in the words, but couldn’t tell if she was being serious with him or not the way she smiled. “That can’t be true.”
Dorian stood from the table with a loud huff of disbelief. “How many of you would like to be eaten by the dra—”
“Dorian!” Tristan watched the human shadows shift with apprehension in the forest, as a chorus of volunteers erupted from the landscape. Don’t say it out loud!
Fine. Sorry. You’re so sensitive. It’s not like they don’t know.
Don’t you get it? I know the plants know, but you just suggested I’d eat the people guarding you.
I guess I see your point, but I wasn’t talking to them. She held out her hand. “Come on. Let me show you something.”
Tristan stared at her waiting hand.
“You still don’t trust me?”
“It’s not that.”
“You can touch me first if you want,” offered Victor.
Dorian frowned. “Forget I asked.”
“Where do you plan to go?” Eric took a few steps forward, raising his hand to signal others.
“Just to the garden beside the house. You can come with. I don’t mind.”
Eric raised an eyebrow and motioned for them to continue toward Dorian’s cabin. “No going inside.”
Dorian roller her eyes and sighed. “Can’t you walk any faster?” she finally said, about halfway to the house. “I’m surprised Donovan and Oliver aren’t back yet.”
Tristan ignored her, focused on keeping his momentum moving forward. They finally came to a rectangle of vegetables in neat rows. A chair appeared and Landon motioned for Tristan to sit.
“Seriously?” Dorian looked apologetic. “How long has it been since you’ve eaten anything?”
“I have no idea. A while.”
“Almost a month,” Victor said.
A cacophony of pleas and shouts forced Tristan to turn away. Dorian quickly selected three miniature tomatoes from a thick bush and displayed them for Tristan. “Listen carefully.”
Landon sucked in a breath. “Of course!”
“You can hear them?” Tristan asked, hoping beyond anything that it was true, even though he knew it wasn’t.
“No. But it makes perfect sense.”
“It does,” Victor added. “Is meat the same way?”
“I told you, I’m not eating meat.”
Dorian grimaced. “I don’t know about meat. I only hear the plants.”
Tristan studied the three bright tomatoes. They did seem happy to be chosen for the demonstration. “They’re anxious.”
“They don’t want to disappoint you.”
“How can you even say that? They’re living things!”
Dorian laughed. “They’re not people! They’re born to provide what they have for others. If they don’t provide something for another being, they can provide for the ground and hope for better luck next time. Get it?”
Tristan shook his head.
“Let’s say you and your friends are in line for one of those music concert things, and no matter where you are in the line, only five out of a thousand people will be chosen to get in. If you get picked, it’s the greatest glory in all of your life. If you don’t get picked, you’re sad, but you have patience and stay in line waiting for the next concert.”
“But they’re individuals, and this is their lives we’re talking about.”
“No. They are a collective energy with personality. They don’t live to be recognized for who they are, but if it helps, thank them for what they offer your body. They do appreciate being acknowledged and will respond even more favorably. I was telling Tynan the same thing the other day.”
“Tynan? As in Lazaro’s Tynan?” Tristan glanced at Landon, who turned away. “You knew?”
“You’re spying on us?” Dorian asked. Suddenly all the guilt was on Landon and Victor, and not the fact that she was clearly on friendly terms with the enemy.
“No, we’re not spying,” Victor answered. “But we do keep tabs on certain people. It’s called, ‘being on the lookout, just in case.’”
“They aren’t forcing you to meet with them, are they?” Tristan asked.
“No,” Dorian waved him off, as if Tynan was of no concern. “Forget Tynan. Remember when the plants went on strike for Lazaro? It’s like that. Plants do have a will, and they can control how beneficial they are. Some plants strive to please people, but others just want to experience life as a human. Or an animal. Or a fish. They enjoy being mobile, and when the ride is over, the energy goes back into the cycle. Make sense?”
“Yeah. Except I don’t understand why you forgave Tynan for being part of the whole kidnapping scheme and not me for trying to save you.”
“Look, Tristan. It wasn’t fair and I’m sorry we were harsh. We, I, were confused and angry, but really, you couldn’t stay here. None of us knew how to handle you.”
“I don’t need handling!”
“Oliver has seen enough violence in his days and wasn’t up for the challenge like Gram was.”
“I wouldn’t have done anything!”
“Tristan,” Landon whispered. “Arguing won’t change how it went down, and it all worked out for the best. So let’s get back to the food issue.”
“I’m sorry, Tristan.” Dorian picked bushels of carrots, beans, and some sort of berry.
“No, Landon’s right. I needed to go and you guys just made the decision that much easier.” Obviously, he’d taken the whole ordeal more personally than she did.
Dorian nodded. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you, but, about the plants....”
“There’s a catch to this whole food thing, isn’t there?”
“No. No catch.” Dorian bit her lip and wouldn’t look at him directly. “Let me just say, you can do no wrong when it comes to plants. They worship the ground you walk on.”
“What?” Tristan glanced at Landon, waiting for him to put a better spin on that subject as well, but he only shrugged and kept his mouth shut.
“It’s part of the reason why we got off on such a bad foot. I really am sorry for that.”
“They don’t worship me. That’s just—” Though if the trees outside the castle were any indication....
“Look around you!” Dorian spread her arms to include the entire forest. “Look at the path you took to get here.”
Tristan twisted to face the lake, shaken by bright green path of tiny grass blades and little white flowers. “It’s probably the staff. Or Pink. That’s it.” Tristan glanced at Eric and turned back to Dorian.
“Don’t ever discount the value of having the plants on your side.”
“I won’t. In fact, I’m very grateful for their support, and their willingness to, um, keep me alive.” Suddenly they were running out of time and he felt a rush of energy from just the thought of eating again. “So that’s why I came to see you, to find out how you could eat your friends without feeling any guilt over it. I think I understand now. The second reason I needed to see you,” he glanced at Landon, then Eric, who was standing hopefully out of earshot. “Victor and I will go back to the plane, and Landon will explain.”
“Why can’t you just explain now?”
“Because we have an audience. If I go back to the plane, all eyes will be there and you and Landon can talk.”
“Why did you come in a plane?”
“Because....” He couldn’t think of a worthy cover-up story and opted for the truth. “The Seraphim Council is after me now, and that’s when I seem to be most available to them—during transport.”
“I knew there was a good reason to hate being transported!”
“It’s just me they’re after, no one else.”
“Okay then. When will I see you again?”
“I don’t know.” Tristan thought about taking her hand, but refrained. He rarely knew if they were on more-than-friendly terms or not. “I appreciate your help, for me and for Pink.”
She scowled at the mention of Pink, but let it go. “I’ll round up some food for the flight and we’ll see about planting a garden for you.”
Tristan made a conscious effort to change his perspective when she handed him the three tomatoes who squealed with delight. They still sounded like gleeful children who had no idea what was really in store for them. “You would help me plant a garden?”
“If Oliver lets me, I’d love to.”
Tristan smiled and used the staff to pull himself up from the chair.
“The next time I see you, you’d better be well. And if you don’t eat those tomatoes, they’ll wither away without having served any greater purpose.”
Tristan nodded.
“I’ll wait for the food,” said Victor. “Besides, I have a few questions about cooking said food. Maybe we can get Eric to escort you back to the plane and more eyes would be on you.”
“Good idea.” Tristan nodded at Landon before eyeing Eric and the plane. “Tell her everything.”

Eric didn’t budge. Dorian smiled as Tristan made his way down the hill, carefully avoiding the trail of grassy sprouts that had grown in his wake on the way up. He was insulting them in a way, by being unwilling to use the path they’d created, but she knew he meant well.
He stumbled on a protruding rock and caught himself with his walking stick. When he glanced over his shoulder, she pretended not to notice.
The sprouts finally caught on, anticipating his direction and cutting him off. He stopped again, clearly trying to figure out how to get to the rocky beach without crushing anything.
They’re trying to help, you know, thought Dorian, taking pity on the poor plants.
By making me take the longest route possible? Some help, Tristan grumbled.
If you would follow them, they’ll lead you through the most stable ground, around any rocks, roots, or soft spots you might not see. They might even cushion your fall if you drop dead.
I can see the ground just fine, and thanks for the vote of confidence. Tristan rested his head against the stick. Before you told me not to step on anything, now you’re saying it’s fine?
You were rude and obnoxious back then, and we were talking about transplants. These sprouts have a well-established root system. You can’t hurt them by walking on them.
Tristan straightened slightly, and began walking on the freshly sprouted path toward the dock. Does that mean you don’t think I’m rude and obnoxious now?
You have your moments, but I’m glad to see you have some appreciation for the plants now. Maybe there’s hope for you after all?
Whatever. Tristan stopped at the wooden dock, turned around, and whispered something to the ground. Then he looked directly at her, making her breath catch in her throat. Thanks, Dorian. I really do appreciate your help. Especially if you can help Pink.
She’d forgotten about this Pink person, and glanced at Landon, who was lounging in Tristan’s chair with his hands clasped behind his head. Victor stood suspiciously close to him. Before she could ask what they were up to, she noticed a tiny girl, with beautiful butterfly wings and silvery blue hair, standing with perfect stillness.
Dorian stared at the figurine; Victor’s position blocked Eric’s view.
The plants behind her were quiet, waiting like she was, unsure if the girl was alive or some brilliantly crafted figurine.
“A faerie?” she finally whispered, unable to wait any longer. The plants began whispering in excited tones, spreading the word instantly.
“I’m a Pixie.” The girl’s wings fluttered suddenly and her feet lifted from Landon’s shoulder.
Dorian gasped and her eyes went wide. “For real?”
Landon nodded. “Obviously, we need to keep her a secret.”
“Tristan says you can be trusted,” added Pink.
“Of course,” Dorian breathed. “Of course I can keep it secret.” But the plants had already spread the word. Everyone on the island would know in the next five minutes.
“Good. Because Tristan is never wrong when it comes to who can be trusted and who cannot.”
Dorian shut her mouth. How did Tristan rank so high? Though she felt a thrill that he actually found her trustworthy after everything they’d been through. “But the plants—they’ve already told.”
“Tristan mentioned no warning about the plants finding out, so I think we are safe in that regard.” She glanced up at Landon. “Did I say that correctly?”
“Yes.” Landon beamed. “You said it just fine.”
Dorian glanced at the dock leading to the seaplane. Tristan must have already made it inside. “Why Tristan?”
“Tristan is my—”
“Dragon,” Landon finished. “Tristan found Pink and rescued her. Now she’s rather attached.”
“I see.” She glanced again at Eric. They had to get away. “Uncle Eric?”
He turned to face her with a questioning look.
“We’re going to go gather some food. Mushrooms on the ridge. We won’t be long.”
“Sorry, Dorian. We can’t confirm that’s him on the plane. So I think you better just stay where you are. There’s plenty of food right there, and you can get whatever you want from the house.”
Dorian drummed her fingers and scowled. “Can Landon and Victor come in the house to carry stuff?”
“Two minutes, Dorian. No more.”
Dorian jumped to her feet and grinned. “Come on. We’ll be quick.” She nearly ran to the house and held the door open for Landon and Victor. The pixie took off in flight, leaving a trail of glowing sparkles as she explored the darkened cabin. “Wow. I wish Gram was here to see this. I need to tell Ardon. He probably already knows. Can I keep her for a while? Is that okay? What exactly do you need from me? Here.” She started shoveling food into canvas bags. “Most of this was picked today—it’s still fresh. And here’s some bread. Soup. Not sure if he’ll like it...don’t worry about returning containers.”
“Pink needs to find a certain flower,” said Landon. “We’re hoping you’ll recognize it by her description, and that maybe you’ll know where we can find it.”
“Sounds easy enough.” She handed three bags to Victor. They both looked so serious. “About Tristan. I get why he’s not eating, and hopefully that’ll change, but poison either spreads to kill, or dies out on its own. Why isn’t he healing, and how is he surviving with no food for so long? I’m confused.”
“We don’t know if it’s the poison making him ill or the power he took on, but clearly his shoulder isn’t healing. We’re still hoping you find a cure for him.”
“I need more tissue samples to work with, but honestly, I’m at a loss. The samples I get from Madam Galina disintegrate within hours. I don’t understand how he’s surviving something so aggressive.”
Landon turned away, as did Victor.
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“When he touched the emerald, it made him, sort of, immortal.”
Immortal? It couldn’t be possible. “Sort of?”
“That’s how he survived the dragon slayers,” added Victor. “He was healing himself as they went. But now, the poison can’t override the immortality, and the immortality can’t override the poison.”
“So if you could keep trying for that cure, we’d be grateful.”
“I will.” She’d be grateful, too, if she could help him in some way. Why didn’t he tell her? “I asked Ardon about it, but maybe Tristan should go see him. He’s the oldest tree on the island, and he remembers when dragons used to come here. Tristan said he wanted information.”
Pink returned to the kitchen, bringing with her a delightful, childlike glee that made Dorian smile with genuine awe. “I’ll take Pink to meet him as soon as possible, assuming I can keep her for a bit?”
“Are you okay with staying?” Landon asked, holding his hand for the pixie to land.
“You’ll come back for me?”
“Of course. I’ll give you a few hours, but stay hidden from all the people. Don’t fly unless Dorian says it’s clear. Got it?”
“I do!” Pink blew Landon a kiss and leaped to Dorian’s shoulder.
“Thank you for telling me,” Dorian said. “I’ll do what I can, and I’ll keep Pink safe while she’s here.”
“You might want to let Tristan tell you about the immortality himself.”
“I’ll do that.” Though if he hadn’t told her by now, he probably didn’t intend to.
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LESSON LEARNED
THE RHYTHMIC CADENCE of footsteps on the wooden decking drew Tristan’s awareness outward: Landon and Victor were walking toward the plane. They both carried a bag in each hand and Tristan rushed from the cushioned bench to let them in.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Tristan took the nearest bag and dumped the contents onto the bench, stuffing a dinner roll into his mouth as he closed his eyes and thanked everything that had gone into such an amazing creation for existing in the first place. “Oh, yum,” he said with his mouth full. “Where’s Pink?”
Victor and Landon both laughed and dumped the rest of the contents on the bench in front of Tristan. “Looks like a Halloween candy fest!” said Victor.
“Pink will stay for a while,” added Landon, taking his seat across the walkway. “I’ll sneak back later tonight to see if she’s ready to come home. Dorian is thrilled.”
Tristan swallowed an over-sized bite and picked up a pear, stuffing a manageable chunk into his mouth before speaking again. “Oliver doesn’t know, does he?”
“No, they’re not even back yet. Dorian plans to take Pink to a tree named Ardon, who apparently remembers when the dragons came to the island, so you might want to talk to him next time you’re here.”
Tristan nodded, accepting an open pocketknife from Victor to cut a chunk of zucchini or cucumber—he wasn’t sure which.
“You know,” Victor said, “there really is no hurry. The food isn’t going anywhere.”
“I know, but I’m starving and this is so good.” He mentally apologized for making the simple nature of things so complicated and took another bite. “I don’t think you guys understand what a relief this is.”
They let him eat in silence until he couldn’t swallow another bite.
“I shouldn’t have eaten so much,” Tristan groaned.
“Considering your stomach was probably the size of an apple, I’d say so.”
The door swung open and Donovan boarded the plane. His jacket was gone and his white dress-shirt was splattered with mud. His shiny shoes and slacks were also filthy. He looked Tristan up and down and went to the back of the plane, where he pulled a leather bag from a shelf. “Looks like our mission here was successful enough.”
“Yep,” Victor said. “He’s willingly stuffed. What about yours?”
Tristan’s mood plummeted. Landon, ever the empath, gave him a sympathetic look of understanding.
“We found eleven survivors.” Donovan exchanged his shirt for a clean one and headed for the cockpit. “Buckle up.”
“Is there a death toll?” Tristan asked.
“I have confidence that we found everyone with a pulse.”
Tristan fought the undulating food in the pit of his stomach, threatening to come back up. It hardly seemed fair that he could sit here and gorge himself while people were struggling to survive a disaster he created. No matter what the reason was behind the rain.
“Stop treating yourself that way.” Donovan gripped Tristan’s chin and forced him to look up, startling him. “You or I might save a person who kills a thousand people next week. Or we might kill a person who could have saved millions a year from now. The fact is, unless you know the future, no one knows the true ramifications of their actions. You had your reasons at the time, correct?”
Tristan nodded, though he couldn’t say the lives of plants were worth the lives of people, and in the process, he probably killed more plants than he saved. No one benefited from his little tweak of nature.
Donovan gave him another firm shake. “We make the best decisions we can and we move on. There is no changing the past, only the gaining of experience for the next decision. Understand?”
Tristan nodded.
“Altering the course of a general weather pattern is unpredictable. I wouldn’t—”
“I won’t,” Tristan said. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even consider what might happen, or even how much water the plants needed. If I’d thought about it—”
“I told you! There is no benefit in punishing yourself for what you could not have known. If it happens again, that’s another story. Because now you know better.”
Tristan gulped another bout of shame.
“There is nothing wrong with feeling remorse or guilt, then letting it go. Consider the possibility that this is a lesson that prevents you from wiping out an entire city at a later time, just because you ‘didn’t consider what might happen.’”
The perspective struck him as true and a weight on his shoulders lifted.
Donovan straightened and returned to the cockpit. “Where’s Pink? Don’t tell me she’s afraid to fly in this rat trap.”
“No,” Landon answered. “She’s staying with Dorian for a few hours. I’ll come back for her later.”
“Very well. There’s been a change of plans. We’re keeping this plane for now and we’re heading to my house instead of Anchorage.”
“You’re taking us to your actual house?” Landon and Victor exchanged stunned expressions. “Where exactly do you live?”
“I have an island in the outskirts of Okinawa. We should be there in ten hours, longer if we run into poor flying conditions. We won’t have to refuel if we make synthetics, so we’ll fly a straight line rather than following the land masses.”
Tristan settled into his seat and did his best to stay relaxed as the engine roared to life. Everyone slipped on their earphone headsets.
“Victor can fly if I fall asleep.”
“Sure! So long as you teach me first.”
“I’m certain your mechanical intuition would be of better assistance.”
“Stop teasing me!” Tristan’s fingers dug into the seat cushion.
“What makes you think we’re teasing?” Donovan asked, twisting in his seat to face Tristan.
Tristan glared and his eyes shifted; the monster within threatening to lash out.
Donovan nodded curtly and faced forward. Victor and Landon remained silent. Tristan stared at the floor and counted backwards. The plane circled in the water, then gathered speed along the glassy surface.
Maybe it was the not-knowing that made flying so terrifying. Tristan pulled the shade away from the window to test the theory. Trees along the shoreline sped faster and he quickly put his attention back on the floor. Seeing the crash wouldn’t help him.
“Tristan,” Landon said, lacing his voice with serene peacefulness. “We’re not going to crash.”
“The lake isn’t long enough.” Tristan caught sight of the shore through the front windows as it curved inward. Just as it looked like the plane would collide, the nose lifted and they cleared the treetops.
“That wasn’t so bad,” Landon said.
Tristan’s eyes shifted back to normal as a gentle calmness filled the cabin, putting his fears to shame. “I’m sorry. I have no excuse.”
“Good job!” Victor grinned at Landon. “That was pretty good.”
Landon smiled with pride.
“What, empath in reverse?”
“So long as I can project the right emotion, it seems to work. But it’s not as easy as it sounds.”
Tristan pondered the uses of such an ability, momentarily forgetting the pull of gravity as the plane lifted higher.
“While we’re at Donovan’s we can check out the museum. What are you hoping to find?”
“It’s a good view of the island if you want to see,” said Donovan through the headset.
Victor raised the shade on his window as the plane tipped. Tristan peeked out to see Dorian’s island below, the trees and rocky shoreline, and then it vanished in a wave of distortion as they circled higher, concealed by the fang in the cave where dragons once went to take their last breaths.
The plane righted itself and headed out over the sea. Nothing but clear skies and the sun at their backs. “Why am I afraid of flying?” Tristan asked no one in particular. “I had wings, didn’t I?” He couldn’t remember actually seeing his own wings, it was more of an instinct. “It doesn’t make sense.”
“You had wings, all right,” Victor said. “And you knew how to use them.”
Landon agreed. “But you didn’t seem to have a good feel for wingspan.”
“Shut the screen, would you?”
Victor reached back and pulled the blind over the window. Tristan took another breath and picked up an apple to nibble on.
“The museum.”
“What? Right. The museum. I don’t know what I’ll find. I just wanted to see if I could learn anything.”
Landon pulled an airplane manual out of his backpack and began reading.
“I wouldn’t have put it on the list if I’d known it would be this much trouble. I figured Donovan could bring it to me, or we could just, you know, poof there.”
“It’s fine. What else would we be doing?”
“Gee, I don’t know, saving the world maybe?”
“Who says we aren’t?”
“That’s not funny.”
“Stop making such negative assumptions. We’re not here to protect the world from you, we’re here to help you do whatever you need to do.”
Tristan shut his mouth, determined not to argue. “Why didn’t you tell me Dorian was seeing Tynan?”
“We don’t tell you everything we do, and she’s not seeing him. He’s been to her shop a few times for materials and information, and it doesn’t affect you at all.”
The plane dropped for a second, putting a halt to the conversation. Tristan shut his eyes and gripped the seat.
“Come on, Tristan,” Victor said. “What’s the worst thing that could happen? You’re immortal. You’re not going to die even if we do crash.”
“Right. You would all die and I’d be stuck in a state of drowning for the rest of eternity.”
“No. You’d transport yourself and be stuck facing the council in the process.”
“Great, and how do I defend myself there?”
“No idea. But I’m sure you’ll figure something out, right? Just try to relax while you can. It’s not often we have hours of sitting around with nothing pressing to do, so take advantage!” Victor produced an acoustic guitar and started tuning it.
“You don’t seem like you need practice.” Tristan settled back in his seat and did his best to relax.
“You like it, don’t you?”
“Sure. But you don’t have to play it every time I get anxious.”
“It’s not like that at all. If it was, we could just put a recorded file on repeat and accomplish the same thing, right?”
Tristan nodded.
“Alvi and I are producing our fourth album and I need a few more songs to make it complete. So I’m experimenting with some ideas. If it bothers you, I can try working it out in my head.”
“No.” Tristan tried to smile, even if they really were trying to keep him calm. “I just don’t want to be more work for everyone. I like it. It’s a good distraction.”
“Good. Because this album is funding her degree in chemistry. She wants to be an explosives expert.”
“Really?”
“That and cosmetology.”
Tristan laughed. “So, she wants to make explosive makeup?”
Victor nodded, silencing Tristan.
“I was joking.”
“Alvi’s not.” Victor winked playfully and went back to tuning his guitar. “She makes a lot of our disguises and prefers fighting at a safe distance. People tend to be so focused on the supernatural, they forget to keep an eye out for the most basic threats.”
Tristan averted his gaze. He’d probably fall into the same category. “Have you asked her to marry you yet? What’d she say?”
Victor’s cheery demeanor faded. Landon turned a page in his book, pretending to read. “No, I haven’t asked her yet. I will, though. We just haven’t had a chance to get away lately. Don’t tell me you’re still against it.”
“I’m not against it,” Landon said. “I just think you should wait.”
Victor kept his attention locked on Tristan. “What about you?”
“It’s really not my call.” Tristan took off his shoes and tried to get comfortable.
“I suppose. But the working dynamics here are important.”
Tristan put his shoes back on and scratched at his arms. “Didn’t I already tell you how I felt about it? I don’t want her around. I mean, not to be rude or mean or anything, but what if something happens to you or her? What if she was pregnant and I—I couldn’t take it.”
“Do you think being in the Makai wasn’t risky before you came along? We both know the dangers and we’re both still involved. You think we should both just quit and walk away, so we can get safe office jobs?”
“Well, yeah. Especially if you want kids.”
“Landon was raised in the Makai and he turned out great. His parents would have been proud—”
“That’s a terrible example,” Landon said. “I think they would have been happier to live. And Tristan, why do you insist on thinking you’re going to kill us all, first chance you get?”
“How do you know I won’t?”
“Landon,” snapped Donovan. “Rein it in and change the subject.”
Tristan kicked his shoes off again. “It’s me. I’m sorry.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and stood. But there was nowhere to go and he sat back down, pulling his knees to his chest. “How much longer?”
“Eight hours.”
He covered his face with his hands and rocked back and forth, determined to keep the pressure of excess energy under control.
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HOUSE OF GLASS
LANDON AND VICTOR slept on the bench across the aisle. Victor lay sprawled with a plaid blanket draped over a shoulder and Landon had a book in his lap. Tristan’s stomach grumbled and he reached for the bag of food, a little surprised to find it gone.
His shoulders ached from the tension and his stomach growled again. The plane dipped suddenly, sending his heart galloping into his throat. Energy pulsed around him. “What was that!”
“Turbulence,” answered Donovan from the front of the plane. “Try to relax—we still have a few hours.”
Tristan shuddered at the thought and peeked out the small window. Beneath the wing that seemed to bend erratically, dark fog whisked by like smoke. At least he couldn’t see how far off the ground they were. The cabin lights flickered and the plane dropped again.
“It’s a simple shift in air currents. Nothing unusual.”
“Can’t you make it stop?”
“Turbulence is completely normal when flying; the plane is even designed for it.”
Tristan kneaded his thighs until the muscles felt more bruised than relaxed. Landon awoke with a start and stared at Tristan for an uncomfortably long moment.
“We’re not going to crash,” Landon finally said. “Here.” A plush royal-blue blanket appeared in his arms and he offered it to Tristan. “Get warm and comfortable. We’ll be there soon enough.”
Tristan reached to accept the blanket, unsure whether he’d use it, and before he could fake a thanks, a jolt of power ripped down his arms and out his fingertips, electrifying Landon, who jerked back and fell unconscious.
Victor sprang to his feet with his eyes as wide as Tristan’s.
“I didn’t mean to,” Tristan said hurriedly. “I wasn’t even thinking!”
The dim cabin lights flickered and went out.
“He’ll be fine,” Victor said. “Just a shock. Blood pressure and heart rate are fine. He just needs a minute. Relax—”
“How can I relax?”
“You can sense his pulse, right?”
Tristan stared at Landon, determined to figure out how to sense a heartbeat, and suddenly the unconscious body emanated a bright orange glow. Tristan stood from his bench and retreated to the rear of the plane, though it wouldn’t do anyone any good in such a cramped space.
“Victor, keep this thing in the air,” said Donovan, standing aside for Victor to take over in the pilot seat. He took three steps and gripped Tristan’s shoulders. “Landon will be fine.”
“How can you say that?” Tristan brought his shaking fists to his chest to keep them still, then took in a gulp of air when the green form of Donovan remained unaffected by any sort of power burst.
“Unless you want me to knock you out, pay attention and listen to his heartbeat. His is the slowest, but it is strong with a steady rhythm. He’s stunned—nothing more.”
“I can’t hear it.”
Donovan gripped Tristan’s shoulders and gave him a firm shake “You’re not listening hard enough.”
Tristan shut his eyes and wished he could be anywhere but here. How much destruction would he cause before people would understand that the power had a will of its own?
“Look at me.”
Tristan refused until his eyes shifted back to normal and the dim colors returned to the cabin, though a crazed static still buzzed in his ears.
“You are going to bring this plane down if you don’t pull yourself together.” Donovan released his grip and pulled several objects from his front pocket. “See this?”
Tristan studied an odd coin with oriental writing.
“Keep it spinning.” Donovan flipped the coin into the air and Tristan caught it with his mind, forcing it to spin in place. Three more coins followed, then balls of silver, glass, and rubber. “Victor will switch them out with other items as your mind gets bored with these.” He returned to the front of the plane and switched places with Victor. “Three hours. Keep him focused.”
Within a few minutes, Landon was awake. Within an hour, the temperature in the plane dropped and two male, middle-aged ghosts were hovering in the aisle. Victor’s random items clattered to the ground as Tristan shifted his attention. Victor side-stepped his way to the front of the plane, where Tristan vaguely heard him whisper to Donovan.
The ghosts didn’t seem to care. They each knelt on the floor and one pulled a rolled piece of paper from the inside of his loosely fitted shirt. He then motioned at Tristan to write.
“Pencil and paper,” Tristan said, hoping Landon would produce the items.
He did, and Tristan copied the symbols shown to him. After several pages of symbols, the ghost bowed deeply, then nodded to the other. They both faded and Tristan shut his eyes, suddenly too tired to stay awake.

Tristan lay flat in silent stillness, comforted by the soft golden light of a hanging lamp. No engine vibration rattled his bones. No noise pounded in his ears. He wondered for an instant where he was, then felt certain he would have awakened if the plane had actually crashed.
He rolled to his side, caught hold of the staff, and attempted to stretch his protesting muscles. For once, his first thought was to find food. Victor would be proud.
Angled planks of wood paneling lined the walls. An antique leather chair sat in a corner with an ornately carved table to match. The only other piece of furniture was a chest of drawers in a similar style. There were no windows and he briefly considered whether Donovan would keep him in a polite sort of prison cell as he made his way to the door.
Relief eased his speculations when the door opened easily.
Twenty or more glass display cases filled the adjoining room. Tristan meandered through the antique collections from various eras, expecting someone to tell him the area was off limits. Museum quality paintings covered the walls from top to bottom.
One oil painting in particular caught his eye—it had to be several centuries old and looked oddly familiar. It was a portrait of a middle-aged man dressed in layers of bulky clothing, creams and greens. The man’s nose and cheekbones were sharply angled, though his face looked wrinkle-free and healthy. Some sort of circular medallion hung from his neck on a leather cord.
Tristan continued exploring the displays, perplexed by the feeling that he’d seen the man in the painting before. Recently, even.
In the corner of the room, he spotted a knot protruding like a button from the wooden paneling. Before he could stifle his curiosity, he pushed the knot until it clicked into place.
The walls began to rumble and slight screeches and squeaks echoed throughout the room.
Tristan pushed the knot several more times and tried prying his fingernails around the button to pull it back out, to reverse whatever he’d activated. Three of the four walls began to rise off the floor, disappearing into the ceiling. He gave up and ran to the nearest masterpiece, unable to reach the base of the frame. He was about to yank it off the wall with his mind when he noticed the border of molding along the ceiling and walls had pivoted away from each wall, allowing plenty of space for frames to slip through. But where were they going? The walls had to be fifteen feet tall from top to bottom.
Daylight flooded the floor as the walls inched higher. Tristan squatted to see through thick panes of glass and marveled at what was quickly becoming a spectacular view. A forest of trees extended downhill from thick undergrowth, and a deep-blue sea glistened no more than a quarter mile away.
He circled back through the gallery. The wall partitioning the room he’d awakened in was rising, along with three more exterior walls overlooking the trees. The third wall of the gallery exposed a small kitchen area and a doorway leading out.
A balcony looked over a small, sheltered inlet, where the red and white seaplane sat moored to a weathered dock.
“Hello?” Tristan called out. Though just because the plane was there, didn’t mean they couldn’t come and go at will. But then he noticed the plane only had one propeller, and smiled when he spotted Victor rummaging through a box of something on the dock.
Food could wait. He made his way along the descending stone path, distracted by the foliage trying to make themselves known. Little pink berries seemed to stand out everywhere and Tristan finally gave in to their calls.
He veered off the path and crawled along the soft moss, plucking tiny berries from the vine and popping them into his mouth, thanking each plant for the ability to make such an amazing flavor. A fruit the size of a softball fell from above, thudding to the ground in front of him. He reached for it, admiring the odd pattern of green and red on the skin, then froze when a warm, wet tongue slurped his outstretched hand.
Tristan shifted his eyes upward to see a large black dog with tendrils of drool hanging from his jaw. Something between a doberman and a pit-bull, or maybe part lab. Its tongue lulled to the side, over a row of sharp teeth. The dog quickly dropped to its belly and nudged the fruit closer with its nose.
“Okay. So, you’re a friendly dog?” One thing was certain—he’d seen this dog before, in a horrifying nightmare. Tristan wrapped his fingers around the fruit and pulled it closer.
The dog grunted a muffled bark and wagged his tailless rear end. Tristan grinned, sitting back on his heels. He faked a throw and the dog took off running before it realized what had happened, then raced back, barely able to stop in time. Tristan got to his feet and threw the fruit for real.
Everything around him seemed to brighten as he walked through the forest. Leaves became fuller, each shade of green richer than it had been before. Even the air seemed to have more value to him. Individual scents created their own paths and he followed them experimentally, taste-testing each thing calling to him. Even when the flavors were bitter or sour on his tongue, the substance nurtured something his body lacked.
Each time the dog came back, Tristan threw the fruit a bit farther.
By the time he reached the end of the island, his stomach was full and the dog seemed content to walk at his side. He stood at the edge of land and water and took a deep breath of sea air, saddened by all the years he’d lost.
Not only lost, but wasted.
Never had he imagined what the world was like beyond his preconceived ideas and personal experiences. When he lived with his mom, it was all he could do to make it through each day.
Another thought nibbled at his brain. He found a smooth area of ground in the shade and watched the clouds drift by. The dog lay beside him and rested his massive head on Tristan’s belly.
Would he willingly go back to Samara after this? The world she created was so artificial. So empty and lifeless. Every cell in his body seemed to soak up the glorious outdoors; the warm sunlight, the cool ocean breeze, the ground humming with the lapping waves.... He could never be more than content in an underground cave. But wasn’t he a cave-dweller? Maybe it was the difference between freedom and captivity.
Though the safety of everyone hinged on him being locked away.
The dog growled in her sleep, alerting Tristan to someone in the woods.
He sat up quickly, startling the dog, and spotted Donovan and Landon approaching.
“Hey,” Landon called. “Looks like the fresh air is doing you good.”
Tristan would have agreed, except Donovan looked extremely annoyed. “Is something wrong?” Tristan asked. “No one was here and Victor looked busy. And then the dog—”
“Jessie,” Donovan said sharply. “Get over here.”
The dog put her head on Tristan’s knee and stared up with big brown eyes. Tristan smiled and rubbed her neck.
“She’s not a pet,” Donovan spat. “She’s a guard dog. And she is supposed to keep trespassers to the front of the house and on the walkways.”
“Sorry,” Tristan said, getting to his feet. The dog stood along with him. “She wanted to chase a ball—”
“A ball? She’s a guard dog!”
Tristan shrugged, then smiled at his faithful friend and scratched the soft fur behind her ears.
Donovan glared. “Do you have any idea how long it takes to train a guard dog? You’ve ruined her!”
“I have not!” The dog licked his fingers, then put her head in the most ideal position for more scratching. “Were you expecting her to attack me? Would that have made you happy?”
Donovan turned abruptly and headed back into the trees, toward the house. “I expected you to stay in the house, where it’s safe. Instead, you open all the security, change my landscape, and untrain my dog!”
Donovan vanished from the nonexistent path.
“You could have left me a note!” Tristan yelled, then knelt nose-to-nose with the panting dog. “Don’t you believe a word he says. You’re a great dog. The best dog ever.”
Landon laughed. “Donovan was being serious, and you shouldn’t antagonize him like that.”
“Why not?” Tristan and the dog followed as Landon headed up the shoreline. “I finally feel good for a change and he just ruined it. Besides, it’s not my fault his dog feels neglected.”
“The dog is just an animal who guards the island when he’s gone. It probably wouldn’t bother him at all if he had to kill her for misbehaving. He’d just train a replacement.”
“He would not.”
Landon shrugged. “You might be right. He’s had this particular dog for quite a few years. Sometimes he even brings her with him to—”
“To where?” Tristan quickened his pace to walk alongside Landon. “To Darnell? I know I’ve seen this dog before, but I can’t really remember when.”
“Maybe. Let’s hurry. Victor is cooking breakfast.”
“He is?” Tristan’s stomach growled. “You would not believe how hungry I am.”
“We do have a theory, if you want to hear it.”
“Sure.”
“The more you eat, the more energy you have. That’s a good thing, unless you can’t keep that energy checked.”
“You’re not saying I should stop eating, are you?”
“No, but try to spend time every day doing things to keep your energy low. At least until you know how to lock it up.”
“I can—”
Jessie growled, then barked obsessively at nothing in particular.
“Do you see anything?” asked Landon.
“No.” As he said it, a fog that wasn’t there moments ago seemed to lift from the water and roll toward shore, where it took shape as a large crowd of people. Seven dragons towered above them all in a back row. Tristan opened his mouth and snapped it shut. Goosebumps bristled along his arms and neck at the sudden drop in temperature.
“They’re everywhere,” Tristan whispered. “Dragons, too.” He bent to one knee and opened his arms for Jessie, who promptly came to him and sat.
“I called Donovan,” Landon said. “Wait until he gets here before you say anything.”
Tristan held his breath until Donovan and Victor appeared beside him.
Everyone remained silent, watching curiously as Victor open a briefcase and pulled out various electronic items. The nearest ghost, an elderly man with a long wiry beard, held up a hand as the ghosts behind him became more restless.
“If you mean us no harm,” announced Donovan, “you are welcome to remain on the island. But you are not welcome in the house. Is that understood?”
The ghost who raised his hand made a motion for everyone to lower themselves, and they did. The dragons in the back lowered their heads, but not by much.
Tristan took a step forward and told the dog to stay. She growled, exposing her teeth. The hackles on her neck stood on end.
“Whatever it is you’re planning, I’d suggest you wait,” Donovan warned.
But Tristan couldn’t stop himself. “Will you attack me if I walk through?”
The leading ghost shook his head and turned to say something in silence to the crowd.
“Stay,” Tristan commanded the dog again. Instead, Jessie stayed an inch from his left side and growled a bit louder.
“If she doesn’t wish you to walk forward, you should trust her instincts.”
Tristan took another step and the dog moved with him, but made no attempt to prevent him from walking. “Fine. You can come with me. But don’t you dare start anything, got it?”
If the ghosts understood what he was saying, maybe they would try harder at not antagonizing the poor dog.
The ghostly crowd retreated out of his way as he walked a straight line to the back row, to where the dragons were stretched out on their bellies. He stopped and stared at one of the massive beasts. It lowered its head and shut its eyes. Even with its nose on the ground, the top of its head towered above him. A single eye had to be a full six feet wide and its nostrils were like small caves.
Scales of multiple sizes layered smoothly down its long neck and side. Tristan reached out to touch, startled as a scale rose slightly. Its edge was like a curved sword and Tristan glanced over his shoulder at the over-sized head eyeing him. “Sorry. I won’t touch. I’m just...curious.”
The beast extended a wing over Tristan’s head, creating the faintest hint of a shadow in the direct sunlight. Tristan stared up in wonder. The wing extended well past the rocky shoreline, over the water, with a thorn-like spike on each of the three major joints along the top. The bottom edge of the wing looked tattered and a bit shredded, but appeared to be smooth like leather.
He continued along a scaled foot the size of a car, with claws as large as Tristan himself. He glanced back at Landon. “I can’t believe you survived this.”
Landon smiled. “I assume you’re inspecting a dragon?”
Tristan nodded, continuing down the length of the massive creature. “Is this what I looked like?”
“We can’t see it,” Landon said.
Tristan glanced at the dragon’s large eye and it lowered its head even farther, almost resting the length of its jaw on the ground. The creature’s tail was still taller than Tristan, but grew narrower as it came to an arrow-shaped point. The grainy texture swirled slightly in the mist, and for a brief second, Tristan wished the creature was solid. He shuddered at the thought and circled to the other side.
The opposite wing unrolled itself into another ceiling above him, then contracted and expanded a few more times. Tristan breathed in awe, then felt fear rise within him as the creature got to its feet, extending both wings high in the air, taller than all of the nearest trees.
Tristan backed away, forcing the dragon behind him to get to his feet and do the same. The dog growled louder, gaining Tristan’s attention.
“Have you seen enough?” Donovan asked.
“Yes,” Tristan stumbled back when the dragon he’d been studying swiveled his head and blocked his way. “Th-thank you. I—,” he glanced at the other dragons, relieved to see them continuing to back away. “You’re all very scary—”
“Tristan,” Donavon said with a growl of his own. “Think carefully.”
Tristan straightened himself and decided to focus on the one dragon. “I don’t understand why you’re all here. You know that, right?”
The dragon lowered himself back to the ground and the others did the same. Tristan took advantage of the commotion and headed back to Donovan, Landon, and Victor, watching cautiously as the ghosts scrambled to make a new path for him.
Donovan’s posture relaxed and he gave a curt nod to the dog, who sat between him and Tristan. “How are they responding?”
Tristan glanced at the crowd. “They’re kneeling, trying not to look at me. But they seem mostly curious.”
Donovan narrowed his eyes. “Then we have no time. Let’s get back to the house.”
Victor quickly shoved his equipment back in the case, all except a hand-held device, and followed with Landon behind Tristan. Donovan paused for Tristan to catch up. “Let me speak to you privately,” whispered Donovan.
Tristan glanced over his shoulder at the crowd of ghosts and initiated a mental conversation. They’re following us.
How many?
Twenty, thirty…and seven dragons, each about the size of your house.
They aren’t trying to change your mind about anything, or convince you of something?
No. They’re just...here.
Tell me about the words you wrote on the plane.
They were written on a page and a man wanted me to copy it. What did it say?
It tells of a village in Russia. I went to investigate and found the Forest of Darkness.
That’s great! Tristan thought. One less thing to find!
I know why you want to go, but why would they? What’s in it for them?
Tristan pondered the question. They either want me to die trying, or they want me to talk to the dragon there, or....
Or what?
Maybe they want the contract broken so they can all move on. Tristan cringed at his own thoughts. Did Donovan even know there was a contract?
Donovan stopped walking and Tristan nearly ran into him. “Are they surrounding us?”
Tristan peered around Donovan to see three tall men. He recognized them instantly. “They’re part of the council.”
Donovan growled and kept moving, forcing the specters to step aside. We’re at a severe disadvantage here. This is not the right time to confront them.
They walked a few paces in silence, with Tristan falling more behind. Landon stepped in beside him. “Are you going to make it up this hill?”
Tristan glanced at the house sitting high on the slopping cliffs. Most of the walls were solid glass, which meant the paneled walls couldn’t have gone straight up. “Eventually.” He stopped to catch his breath. “You know, I was doing pretty good until these ghosts showed up. Now I feel like every ounce of energy—”
Donovan stopped and turned to face him. “Don’t tell me you’re feeding these things?”
“No.” Tristan blinked. “Not that I know of.” Half a dozen more spirits materialized behind the council. The ghosts who had been following circled around to face the newcomers. “We should get out of the way,” Tristan added.
“Why? What are they doing?”
Tristan ignored the question as the three councilmen stepped forward, blocking Donovan’s path to the house. The one in the middle pointed at Landon, and Tristan instinctively stood in front of him. The council member gestured for him to step aside and Tristan refused.
“Tristan?” ask Donovan.
“They want Landon.”
The councilman shook his head and pointed a gnarled finger again at Landon.
“No.” Donovan put a hand on Landon and Tristan’s shoulders and guided them forward. “There will be no negotiations with something I cannot see nor hear.”
As they neared the three councilmen, Pink launched herself from the safety of Landon’s hair. Within seconds, she disappeared over the roof of the house with all the ghosts on her glittery trail.
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LOCK DOWN
“GET TO THE HOUSE, lower the walls, and lock the doors,” Donovan said. “I’ll get Pink.”
“Wait!” Tristan said, a split second too late. He glanced at the two remaining ghosts, and one dragon. “What do they want with Pink?”
One of the ghost’s lips moved but there was no sound.
Landon pulled on his arm, encouraging him up the steep path. “Let’s go, Tristan. We can chat later.”
The ghosts nodded and motioned for Tristan to continue up the path. “Where’s Jacques? Is he still alive?”
The ghost nodded enthusiastically.
“Do you want me to go to the Forest of Darkness?”
Again, the ghost nodded.
“To break the contract?” Tristan glanced back at the other ghost, and the dragon. They were all in agreement. “What if I’m wrong and they all die? What if that dragon kills me before I can find the stone?”
The ghosts spread his arms and grinned, then seemed to reconsider his response when Tristan cringed.
“I want Jacques freed, or I’ll end up negotiating with the council for his freedom. Got it?”
The ghost appeared to consider this, then nodded as something caught his attention. Tristan glanced up the cliffs to the house, where a streak of mist arched over the roof and sped toward them.
The dragon leaped to intercept with such speed, Landon and Victor noticed the disturbance in the air. “What the heck was that?” Victor asked.
Tristan concentrated on his steps, quickening his pace up the hill. “You don’t want to know.” Above him, mist swirled into a cyclone of clouds, rising higher above the house. Other streaks shot into the brewing storm, making it dense enough to block the sun entirely. “I don’t have the staff.”
“Come on.” Landon grabbed Tristan’s arm and supported half his weight while Victor got under his other arm. “When did you have it last?”
“I’m not sure. I had it when I woke up. I think I had it when I went outside.”
“Well, we can’t backtrack,” said Victor. “Hopefully it’s in the house.”
The dog led the way, whining and growling between barks. By the time the path leveled out, they were nearly running. Victor threw open the door and they all squeezed through. The dog was the only one who needed coaxing to cross the threshold.
“What about Donovan and Pink?” Tristan asked, making his way to the wall of glass on the far side of the room. The tall trees outside swayed back and forth in the fierce wind and the sky had darkened to the point of being almost dusk. “This can’t be good.”
“He said to lock up. I’m guessing he knows how to get in on his own,” Landon offered. “What are you looking for?”
“I’m guessing there’s another button somewhere.” Tristan searched the remaining wall for something similar. “It looks like a knot in the wood grain.”
“Got it,” announced Victor as the walls began the slow descent. “I never pictured Donovan being so hi-tech,” he added, peering up at the walls. “I still think it’s a shame he doesn’t actually use this place. It doesn’t look like he spends any time here at all.”
“Maybe he does,” said Landon, handing Tristan the staff. “It was in the corner.”
“Thanks. What now?”
“There’s a sitting area this way.” Victor pointed through a narrow hallway. “We brought in a table and chairs this morning.”
“So what’s going on out there? I can only assume you’re not causing this storm?”
Tristan studied the floor as the walls snapped into place. It seemed to wave beneath his feet and he swayed.
“Tristan?” Landon led him through the maze of display cases toward Victor.
“I think the first group of ghosts are fighting with the second group of ghosts.”
“Which ones are after Pink?”
“The second group.” Tristan glanced up at the painting that had originally caught his attention. “Can you see a name for that guy?” He had a theory, but it seemed beyond impossible.
Landon scanned the painting briefly and shook his head. “You’ll have to ask Donovan.”
Tristan stopped again at a display with a clipper ship in a glass bottle.
“Everyone downstairs,” Donovan ordered, rushing into the room. He pulled open a trapdoor camouflaged with the floor and Pink flew into Landon’s hair with a terrified squeal.
“I’ll grab the food.” Victor took off down the hall.
By the time Victor returned with four canvas bags hanging from his hands, Tristan had made it as far as the opening in the floor. The descending staircase was well lit, and made of the same polished wood, but still steep. “With all the technology you have in this place, why not install an elevator?”
Donovan cocked an eyebrow as Victor dashed down the stairs. Landon followed. “Move it or I’ll shove you in.”
Tristan groaned and took a few steps as quickly as possible. Donovan followed, lowering the trapdoor behind him to block the exit.
“They’re ghosts. Do you really think that’ll stop them?” Tristan asked.
“It’s not just the ghosts we need to worry about. There’s a storm brewing and we seem to be in the middle of it.”
Donovan held his hand against the trapdoor and shut his eyes, until a scraping noise scratched the wood above them.
“It’s Jessie,” Tristan shouted. “She’s still up there!”
“She’s a guard dog—she is not allowed inside.”
“She’s already inside. I let her in!”
Donovan rolled his eyes, but opened the trapdoor to let Jessie scurry through. “She’s not a house pet.”
“Good girl!” Tristan scratched the dog behind both ears. “You stay with us where it’s nice and safe.”
Donovan re-latched the door and the walls began humming with a high frequency vibration. “I never said it was safe, but we’re sealed off for now.” Donovan passed Tristan and the dog on his way down the staircase. “It’s two flights. Take your time.”
It didn’t take as long as expected, but by the time he reached the main level, Victor was staging a small feast and Landon was halfway through the line of full body armor and weapon displays from probably every country and every century. The collection had to be worth a fortune.
One of the oil paintings stood out as familiar; he walked toward it to be sure. “I’ve seen this ship before.”
“T’was rather famous in her time.” Donovan motioned Tristan out of the museum area and towards Victor, where four oversized reading chairs faced a square coffee table.
Saliva pooled in his mouth as the scent of something delicious wafted under his nose. “I’m so hungry,” Tristan said. “I could eat a—” Everything he could think of to finish the sentence made his stomach churn.
“I need 10 minutes,” Victor said. “But here. Have some orange juice.”
Tristan made his way to the table. “Paper and pencil, please.”
“They aren’t in here, are they?” Landon asked, covering Pink protectively as she raced into his outstretched hand.
Tristan shook his head and dropped into the closest chair. Jessie lay at his feet and rested her jaw on his foot. Victor provided a piece of paper and pencil on the short table and Tristan started sketching the ship from the inside out. He filled in every cargo and storage space, every stairway, cabins for crew and captain, along with the galley. Even the secret room hidden in the very pit of the ship wasn’t so secret. By the time he got to the three masts, rigging, and the layout of sails, the paper had grown in size and the texture had shifted into something smoother.
Around him, voices buzzed with excitement, but he ignored them, intent on finishing the rigging before the schematics in his mind faded. Something gripped his wrist, jarring his concentration, then his arm was yanked into the air and the pencil fell from his grip. Jessie growled and Tristan blinked away the rush of annoyance and confusion. “What!”
Donovan let go of his wrist and he nearly fell backwards. He was standing now, and the room looked unfamiliar for a few long moments while everyone stared. How long had he been drawing? He rubbed at his tender wrist while Donovan paced.
“I don’t understand. What’d I miss?” He did tend to tune everything out when drawing...but clearly there wasn’t any emergency going on.
“Where did you see this?”
Donovan held up the drawing, which was essentially blueprints of the ship Tristan had built as a child with stolen toothpicks from whatever bar his mother was working at the time. “It’s mine. I—”
“You’re lying!”
“Donovan!” Landon said. “He’s not.”
“Prove it.”
“It was….” The toothpick ship had been his most valued possession. It had taken over a year to construct and survived three moves…and now he couldn’t even recall what had happened to it.
“It was what?” Donovan’s voice echoed in the small chamber and the veins in his temples pulsed with anger.
Tristan tightened his grip on the staff and turned away as his eyes shifted. “I don’t remember.”
“I don’t believe you.”
The dog growled again. Donovan grabbed the nearest sword from a renaissance knight and slashed repeatedly at the sudden appearance of a canvas dummy. Tristan took deep breaths, doing his best to ignore the intimating show of aggression. Victor shrugged and went back to food prep. Landon sat in one of the armchairs and waited.
Tristan didn’t dare move until the dog nudged his staff. He gave his newest companion half a smile, grateful his shifting eyes didn’t seem to be a threat of some kind, and sat on an armrest where he could keep an eye on Donovan without drawing attention to himself. The last thing he wanted was any of that anger directed at him.
The dog rested her head on Tristan’s thigh and closed her eyes as Tristan rubbed the soft patch of fur on her forehead. When his vision shifted back to normal, the dog settled at his feet.
Donovan returned the sword to its rightful place and rolled his shoulders. Tristan glanced at him quickly, then dropped his gaze back to the floor and scowled. He had no better answer now than what he’d had before.
“Forgive me. My home is under attack and I don’t usually hide from such things.”
Tristan nodded. At least the dog was still relaxed.
“You were travelling on a highway through farmlands with your mother. She told you to leave the ship behind, but you snuck it into the back of the pickup and covered it with a tarp. It tore and broke free, then the wind caught the ship....”
“How do you know that?” The scenario sounded…true.
“You jumped.”
“She wouldn’t stop.”
“That was the day you called for my assistance, only you denied it. I wasn’t about to fall for someone’s trap and didn’t stay long.”
Tristan couldn’t think of anything to say as the triggered memory came through in parts. “Why would you think it was a trap? How old was I?”
“I’m a predator, Tristan. I don’t go around saving little kids with twisted knees and I don’t think you were the one to call me, even though the call clearly came from you.”
Tristan stared at the man, unable to see past the storm of anger building in his thoughts, clouding his judgment. He was sealed underground with the enemy. With a man who could change the past, present, and future by altering the memories of others. How would he ever know what was true? Every decision would be based on how thorough the manipulation was.
He ignored whatever was being said and retreated to the staircase with Jessie matching his pace. Why couldn’t he throw a big temper tantrum and be done with it? The monster within would kill without thought. Without concern. Without debating right and wrong and who deserved death and who didn’t. But not him. He had to be in constant control of himself.
Worse was the contract with the faerie races. If he released them, would they have every right to wipe out the entire human race for the way they treated the planet? If he had to pick a side....
Jessie stopped waiting for an order and lowered her head to her paws. “I’ve seen her before, haven’t I?”
Donovan nodded, though he didn’t look eager to speak. “She was keeping Charley prisoner when you came along and saved him.”
“I don’t remember that.” Hitting his head against the wall would accomplish nothing.
“You were in my class.”
“No I wasn’t—” Even as he said it, he remembered the night he ran from the fire. From Donovan. There was nowhere to run in this basement. No place to be alone.
“I’m sorry. It was all I could do to keep myself from slicing you in half.”
The feeling was mutual.
“I was using past memories to instruct the class, and you wound yourself into private memories that were off limits. Even to myself.”
“So it was my fault?”
“You saw me at my worst, and I…I retaliated.”
Landon and Victor must have been in on it—since they wouldn’t look at him now.
“What other memories did you take from me?”
“They were suppressed, not taken.”
“Like that matters?” Tristan turned his back to Donovan as much as he could, leaning against the wall of the stairwell.
“He was my father,” Donovan said. “He didn’t know I’d changed, and he wouldn’t have done more than slap my hand. But I had little control over my rage and sudden strength. I’d already killed my maker, along with the woman I loved, just to stop her from marrying another. I was angry to be faced with those times again, without notice.”
Tristan glanced over at Donovan, who was looking at a plaque on the wall with a man’s picture drawn in pencil. “Is that him?” Tristan stepped closer.
Donovan nodded grimly. “I cannot undo the things I have done.”
“I’ve seen him.”
“I’ve just explained—”
“Is he the man upstairs in the oil painting?”
“He is.” Donovan’s face reddened as Tristan’s grin grew into a full smile. He wasn’t about to forgive the man for everything, but the weight from much of the stress and turmoil lifted. “Do not provoke me, Tristan.”
“Did he design that ship in the bottle?” Tristan asked, nearly laughing at the idea. “Do my drawings match his?”
Donovan’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, and they do.” Donovan stepped toward a bare wall and placed the palm of his hand against it. A door several feet away pivoted open and he entered a dark room. Landon, Victor, and Tristan stood at the entrance, stunned when a light from within came on.
The room was filled with nautical things: framed land charts, models, ship decor…one of the drawings focused on a giant serpent with wings extended along each side. “He was a dragon,” Tristan said.
“He was not. He was only obsessed with finding them.”
“You didn’t know?”
“I was twenty-two when…he died. He would have told me.”
Tristan had to think about that one. Why wouldn’t Jacques want to tell his son? “Did you have brothers and sisters?”
“None of your business.”
“His name is Jacques.”
“Was—” Donovan froze as the pieces fell into place.
Tristan smiled again, even more certain his theory was true. “He’s still alive. Well, sort of. I mean…he’s the falcon. My friend. He’s the one I’ve been trying to free from the council.”
Donovan smashed his fist through a display case and stormed out of the room.
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KEEPING HISTORY
“WHERE DO YOU SUPPOSE he went?” Tristan asked, exchanging the staff for a paper plate of food from Victor. “I would’ve thought he’d be kind of glad or relieved.... Did you guys know that stuff?”
Landon shook his head. “He’s not very open about his past.”
Tristan scoffed, refueling his anger. “You probably did know, and he made you forget.”
They both grimaced and stuffed food in their mouths.
“Don’t tell me you approve of having your brain swiped clean.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Yes, it is! Remember the slayers? Not only did Donovan take away their memories associated with dragons, but he gave them new histories. Now they hunt endangered species with cameras and—” Tristan paced back and forth, biting his lower lip. “I mean, obviously in this case it works in my favor, and maybe it’s good for some researchers and activists, but where do you draw the line? What else has he erased? How would we even know?”
“I believe suppressed was the word he used,” said Victor. “So if it makes you feel better, at any moment, the slayers might recall the happy days when they gathered to hunt the dragons.”
Tristan slouched into the chair, dropping his plate on the table. His stomach growled at the prospect of lost food, but how could he eat? “Maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be.”
“Maybe,” Landon said.
“What else is there? You must have known about the class.”
Landon nodded, keeping his attention on his food. “Donovan left so you could stay. He didn’t tell us why, except that you would be safer staying with us.”
“Safer.” Tristan ground his teeth. He couldn’t think of a single place on Earth that would be safe for him. Not even this basement.
“Let’s drop it, okay?” said Victor. “Every time we make a decision, we make it based on what we think is best at the time. The slayers would have found you anywhere, so at least now we can’t say they found you because you lacked security. Nothing is perfect.”
“I know.” Tristan hung his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know why you guys feel obligated to do anything for me.”
“Eat up,” Landon said. “We don’t know how long we’ll be here and the food shouldn’t be wasted.” He handed a slice of raw mushroom to Pink, who was sitting cross-legged on the armrest.
“Sorry.” Tristan picked up his plate. “It looks really good. Thank you.”
Victor nodded and smiled at Landon. “So where do you think Donovan went?”
“Hard to say. It’s one thing to hide from a fight and quite another to leave the scene entirely. He’s around somewhere.”
“Still, I would have thought he’d be back by now. Think he’s in trouble?”
“I don’t think he left.” Tristan mashed each last crumb of egg with his fork and slipped it into his mouth. “At least, I didn’t feel any shifts in the force-field running through the walls. I suppose he could’ve transported through it.” Suddenly he couldn’t get enough food in his mouth and he glanced at Landon’s empty plate to see if he could scrounge. “You know, it’s okay if you guys want to go back home, or if you have other things to do. I’m the only one they’re after—me and Pink. So please—”
“Ha!” Landon held out his hand for Pink. “Who’d want to pass on exploring Donovan’s house?”
Victor agreed. “Besides. Didn’t he say the slayer museum was down here? There must be other rooms.”
They searched the walls for seams and buttons, but Pink was the first to detect a draft along the base of a wall, coming from beneath an antique cabinet.
Landon’s theory about food and power was proving to be true; Tristan clasped his hands together while Landon and Victor searched the cabinet for a hidden door. The floor held the same vibration as the walls; Tristan knelt carefully and rested the staff in front of him, closing his eyes to find a pattern.
“You okay?” Victor asked. “I can help you to the chair.”
“No, I’m fine. Really. Just searching.”
“Suit yourself. Let us know if you find something.”
Cords of energy weaved together like a shielding cloth embedded in the wood and stone. Tristan wove his own energy to fill in the gaps, expanding his awareness outward.
The basement they were in extended in all directions. It had to be the size of the island itself for how far it stretched. Although some of the dimensions would have to reach beyond the shoreline, unless he was turned around and confused about which direction the dock was.
Behind the cabinet, where Landon and Victor were looking, there was a hall leading to four individual rooms and a large warehouse. The room itself was dark, but the walls of the warehouse were lined with tunnels of vertical pipe. Beyond the pipe was solid stone.
Tristan breathed deeper and felt his energy flow into the existing web. Once he established a solid pattern of his own, it was a simple matter of letting the energy flow through his hands.
“Come on.” Victor shook Tristan’s shoulder. “We found the museum.”
Tristan opened his eyes and stayed still until everything came into focus. He faced a dark hall that wasn’t there before, forcing him to reconsider the room he was in and his surroundings in general, but everything else in the room was as he remembered it.
The museum wasn’t going anywhere; sleep was becoming the highest priority. He couldn’t get his tongue to move and his lips felt cracked. His eyelids closed—Landon and Victor lifted him to his feet.
“How can you go from fine to barely conscious in ten minutes? What were you doing?”
“Donovan’s security,” Tristan mumbled.
“What about it?” Landon asked. “Is it helping or hurting? Should we go find him?”
“No. I was just adding. Let me sleep. Half an hour.”
“Fine.” Victor sighed. “But I’m exploring with or without you.”
“This isn’t good, Tristan. You need to be aware of how much energy you’re putting out so you don’t fall asleep in the middle of a battlefield.”
Tristan groaned, then opened his eyes when something cold pressed to his lips. He swallowed water from a glass mug. “Sorry to be so much trouble. You should know, I would never want to hurt you, or eat you, or kill you in general….”
“We know, Tristan. We’ll wake you if anything exciting happens.”
“Here, you may as well get comfy.” A thick blanket draped over his shoulder and he leaned into a cool pillow.

Silence filled the room.
Tristan faced the open doorway and listened to Landon and Victor talking about some sort of concert Alvi was organizing as a fundraiser. His stomach growled, waking the dog stretched out beside him. He used the staff to get to his feet, kept the blanket around his shoulders, and tossed the pillow to the empty chair.
The first doorway in the newly exposed hall opened into a dim, dry, cave-like room with Egyptian hieroglyphs carved into all the walls. Rows of clay jars filled one side of the room, while various artifacts lay in seemingly random places on a sandy floor. A dull gray desk sat in one of the corners, with piles of scrolls and old leather-bound books on top. Plastic crates of notebooks and paperwork stacked beside it. Above the desk, insects were pinned and framed with labels, along with amulets and partial slabs of writing.
A stone coffin lay in the center, thankfully closed, surrounded by baskets of beads and small sculptures.
“Do you think there’s a mummified body in there?” asked Victor, giving Jessie’s head a scratch.
“I don’t want to know. What’s he doing with this stuff?”
“Categorizing, logging information...hard to say really. But it looks like a work room, so we better not touch. We’ve been waiting for you next door.”
Tristan followed Victor to the next room where Landon sat in a circle of three extra-wide chairs, reading from a book with a fraying cloth binding. Landon placed a ribbon marker in the book and glanced up as Tristan and Victor entered the room. “You don’t look much better. Here. Have a seat.”
Instead, Tristan scanned the slayer’s museum. It was brighter than he remembered, but otherwise identical. His pulse quickened with the expectation that enemies would burst through hidden doorways and shoot him with more poison. Even the smell was the same, though he wouldn’t have claimed to remember the smell before now.
Terror flooded his thoughts and he reminded himself that it was just a room. A display. Jessie barked and he nearly jumped out of his skin, jerking the staff up like a weapon, though he’d never used it as such.
Landon stood from his chair and Tristan stopped him. “I’m fine. Promise. Just...jumpy I guess.”
Landon nodded. “There’s no rush. Sit down for a minute.”
Tristan made his way to the empty chair, willing himself to relax. The room held no power over him; he was in no danger. There was no reason to fear a collection of things. Though the dog stayed at the threshold and barked again when Tristan sat.
“Maybe she isn’t allowed in here?” suggested Victor.
Tristan patted his knee and the dog ran to him, skidding to a stop and dropping to a sit. Tristan smiled, encouraging the dog to sit in the chair with him. “How long was I asleep?”
“Not long,” Landon answered. “Certainly not longer than an hour.”
Tristan’s stomach grumbled again and he gave up searching for snack food. Had he really just eaten an hour ago? “That can’t be.”
“Why not?” Victor looked at his watch. “Guess we can’t be exact with the time, but it sounds about right.”
“I’m….” How ungrateful would it sound if he told them he was starving? Especially after Victor cut him off to conserve the food supplies. “Nothing. I was just curious.” He told the dog to stay and walked to the thin line in the mural where the hidden door was and put his hand against it. To his relief, beyond the wall was solid stone laced with Donovan’s security field. “This isn’t replicated. It’s the real thing.”
“Of course,” Landon said. “He doesn’t settle for replicas unless he’s setting up decoys.”
“But how?”
Victor rolled his eyes and chuckled. “I can’t believe you still ask questions like that.”
Tristan took in the details of the mural encircling the room. Most of it was painted in brilliant colors, all except for the Forest of Darkness. Maybe he could learn everything he needed to know here, and they could put off seeing the dragon trapped there.
He continued past the haunted forest to a Scandinavian village. Dozens of people piled on a large bluish-purple dragon. Its long neck was twisted to face the men on its back—fire erupting from its long snout. Five men were holding a shield to block the flames while people behind them hacked at the base of the dragon’s wings with axes. The hilts of swords protruding from the dragon’s belly were being used like stairs and handholds to climb the massive beast.
Tristan flinched when a hand rested on his shoulder.
“It’s not real,” Landon said, guiding him away from the painting and back to the arrangement of chairs.
“I know.” His head was spinning and he leaned on Landon for support. “I’m going to be sick.”
“Here.” Landon handed him a plastic bag and changed course for the hall instead.
“Why are you guys helping me? It doesn’t make sense. You should kill me before it’s too late.”
“Get over it, Tristan!” Victor said. “We’re not turning our backs on you, no matter what you are, so get used to it. Besides, you’re immortal.”
Tristan tried to laugh.
“The way I see it,” Victor said, “it took fifty men to bring that dragon down.”
“Exactly,” Tristan added. “And just when the artist had enough sketched out to remember the scene, the dragon stood and swallowed everyone whole.”
“Better!” Victor said. “I like that!”
“Whatever it takes, Tristan,” added Landon. “Those people aren’t giving him the spa treatment.”
Tristan nodded. “Maybe we could just cover it.”
“What did you expect to see? This is a slayers’ museum. They aren’t going to display anything that might make people wonder if they’re doing the right thing.”
“I know. I guess it hits closer to home this time. If you don’t mind, I’ll let you guys see if there’s anything useful here.”
“Anything specific you’re hoping to find?”
“No.” The case that had enclosed most of the gems caught his attention. “These are duplicates.”
“Of course. You took the originals. Do they look right?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. I’m sure they are. Maybe you guys can look for information they might have kept on what country the gems were found in—like an itemized log book or something? Actually, dates and locations on anything in here would be interesting.”
“We’re already working on that.” Landon directed Tristan’s attention to a pile of journals and books.
A serrated sword, almost as long as the room itself, hung from the ceiling. “Who would they expect to swing that thing?”
“It’s probably a saw,” Landon said.
Tristan’s gut heaved at the scene popping into his head, sending him rushing for the door with the bag pressed against his mouth. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead, but there was nothing in his stomach to get rid of. Landon took the empty bag as he settled against the wall, tightening the blanket around him.
“I’m sorry, Tristan. There’s a lot of gore in the world and no one should have to get used to it.”
Victor stood in the doorway with a glass of water. Landon handed him the empty bag. He raised an eyebrow and looked back at Tristan. “At least the food wasn’t wasted.”
At the mention of food, Tristan’s stomach changed from queasy to starving.
“So we were wrong on time,” Tristan said, trying to make a joke of the whole thing. “Obviously, I slept long enough to digest everything.”
Landon and Victor glanced at each other. “Maybe we feed him every hour?”
“Maybe it was because he put all his energy into the security?”
“Don’t look at me,” Tristan said. “I was starving when I woke up. But it’s fine. I know we’re all trapped down here until—how long do you think?”
“Don’t worry about running out of food. I’ve never known Donovan to corner himself, so I’m sure there’s a way one of us can sneak out for more if needed.”
“There are no weaknesses in my security,” Donovan said. “Jessie, get off the furniture.”
“Plus whatever Tristan did,” Victor said, shutting his mouth when Donovan narrowed his eyes. The dog walked to Tristan with her head down and sat.
“I am not going to ask what I did to deserve this.” Donovan walked away, muttering to himself in French.
“Leave it to Donovan to have a mansion full of secret halls and rooms,” Victor said. “Come on. Let’s see where it goes.”
“It goes to a warehouse,” Tristan said, getting to his feet. “I saw it when I was adding to the security.”
“And you didn’t say anything?”
“I just saw the walls made of pipes. It’s probably a room full of reassembled dragon skeletons.”
“I guess you never know.”
Tristan slowed his pace as Landon and Victor descended a flight of stairs. “Come on, Tristan. It wouldn’t be worse than seeing dinosaur bones, or mummified kings and their cats.”
“I don’t want to see a bunch of dead bodies, okay? Give me a freakin’ break.”
“Holy Pirate Ship!” Victor’s voice echoed up the stairwell. “Tristan, you have to see this!”
Tristan grumbled as he made his way down the stairs. The air was cooler than it had been on the main level, but dry and reasonably clean-smelling. When he glanced up, a full-scale clipper ship sat docked in the dry space. Pink’s flight path glowed a thin ribbon around thick beams of wooden scaffolding that held the ship in place.
“Jacques designed this ship in the late 1400s. I had it rebuilt in the mid 1700s and got into some trouble with it. It’s been here in dry storage ever since, though I run the system every twenty years or so to keep it operational.”
Tristan stared speechless. The floor was several stories down. Pink rocketed upward to rejoin Landon and Victor.
“The ceiling is retractable, along with a pathway out. Water flows in until she’s afloat. Takes eighteen hours to fill the bay, thirty-six to pump it out.”
Landon and Victor crossed a narrow bridge to the main deck.
“I wish he was here,” Tristan said. He could imagine the falcon flying from one mast to another, perching on the highest.
“So do I.”
“I was thinking...he must have been the one to call you.”
“I really don’t want to talk about it.”
“He trusted you with my life.” Tristan’s faith in the matter was still lacking, but the falcon had always guided him well in the past. “And so do I.”
“You’re a fool.”
“I’d be a fool to think there’s someone else who’s more capable of keeping me alive.”
“You’d be a fool to keep talking.”
Maybe he was. He put is attention back on the ship, awed by the overwhelming size of the real thing.
“The captain’s quarters are locked and off limits, there’s dried and canned food in the galley and the hull. The hidden room was converted to a wine cellar—no one touches it.”
Tristan nodded.
“Eat and sleep. We’ll see what the outside looks like in the morning.” Donovan took a few steps up the stairs. “One more thing. When you added to the security, did you include the entire house, or just the basement?”
“I’m not sure. I don’t think I changed any of the original dimensions...so whatever it was, it’s probably the same.”
“What about the trapdoor, can it be unblocked? There are things I need from upstairs and I don’t want my face blown off.”
Tristan frowned. “I just filled in the gaps. I didn’t change or move anything. Do you want me to try and undo it?”
“I’ll let you know.”
Tristan scratched Jessie’s head and waited until Donovan disappeared up the stairs, then crossed the bridge to explore the ancient ship of his childhood dreams.
 



15

POSSESSION
“I’M SURPRISED it’s so modern.” Victor poured more stew into each of the wooden bowls.
They’d spent the past several hours exploring the massive ship, and settled in what could only be described as a king’s ballroom.
Rich wood surrounded the room, oiled dark and shiny. Brass chandeliers hung in pairs from each beam arching across the ceiling about every twenty feet, casting a golden light over everything. Wooden carvings of flowers and birds filled every joint where the beams joined into the wall structure. Even the window frames along the top of the walls, jutting from the ceiling in grand skylight fashion, appeared to be life-sized wooden animals. The floor itself consisted of tiny red tiles and a long burgundy carpet spanning the center.
The lower storage levels weren’t as fancy, with oiled planks along the floors and basic lamps mounted on the walls. Above a storage level was a deck for more cargo and crew quarters. Four long corridors were filled with dozens of bare sleeping bunks, each with built-in drawers and curtains that closed. Half a level up from that was the first class sleeping section. Six cabins in all, each with a different color scheme, but mostly the same Victorian style and ornate mahogany. Each room contained a small sitting area, a four-poster bed with silk hangings, and either a wide pair of dressers, a clothing armoire, or a deep wooden chest at the foot of the bed.
“It’s a shame really,” Landon added. “I’ll bet no one even knows this exists.”
“Can you imagine how much fun we could have?” Victor leaped to his feet. “We could hire a crew to work the sails and run the kitchens, and musicians, and make a required dress code for all guests. People would pay a small fortune for a weekend out at sea in this thing; bet we could take sixty to seventy-five easy.”
“No,” Tristan said, startling himself. “This isn’t a cruise ship. If Donovan wanted it to be a public spectacle, he’d have moored it in a marina, or he’d have put it on display in some museum—”
“Are you serious?” Victor asked. “Maybe it wasn’t a cruise ship back in the day, but look at it now! This room screams high-class entertainment! Do you really think it should all be wasted in this pit of a dry storage unit?”
“Why do you think he’s never told you about it, or shown it to anyone?” Tristan frowned. The grand room they were eating in was all wrong. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” He focused on the bowl of lifeless canned stew and fought to keep it down.
“It’s not like we could do anything without Donovan’s permission,” said Victor.
“Maybe it’s the stress.” Tristan ran his fingers through his hair and took a deep breath. No matter how much food he ate, it left him more starving and a little more nauseous. “It’s hard to believe there’s a supernatural war going on above us. I wonder how long it will last, and who will win?”
Landon shrugged, extending his hand for Pink to land.
“Really though,” Victor continued. “It’s obvious he loves this ship. Why keep it seaworthy and not take it out once in a while? There’s not even any dust to get rid of.”
“Maybe it’s not seaworthy,” Landon said, handing Tristan a tube of crackers. “I think I’m with Tristan on this. Donovan isn’t the party-hosting type.”
Tristan stared at the silent crackers. Taste didn’t seem to matter, and his stomach felt like a bottomless pit, but the crackers weren’t food. At least, not the food he craved. “How much food is there?” Tristan asked.
“A ton.” Victor sat back in his chair at the table. “I just don’t know how much of it is edible, and nothing is fresh.” Pink sighed and her wings drooped. “We have rice and a few mystery grains that appear to be dry. Beans, too.”
Tristan stood from the table and walked to the bar, trailing his fingertips along the engraved wood.
“All right, Tristan,” Landon said. “I know you’re worried about what’s going on outside, but what’s up with the ship?”
“All this fancy stuff doesn’t fit with my...thinking.” Tristan wished he’d kept his mouth shut.
“Donovan probably had it remodeled when better working ships came along. Besides, why compare it to something else?”
Tristan turned to face Victor and Landon. “There are a few minor differences, but this is the exact ship I’ve been drawing since I could hold a pencil. That means, someone was....” Were any of his thoughts his own? How much influence did Jacques have over him as a child?
Tristan faced the stairwell to the upper deck and captain’s quarters. “It’s just creepy to think it wasn’t my imagination, but someone else’s—Donovan’s father.”
“Well, look on the bright side,” Victor said. “You weren’t abandoned like you thought you were. That’s something, right?”
Landon backhanded Victor’s chest and grimaced.
Tristan nodded, though the thought didn’t exactly cheer him up. “I’m going to turn in early. I’ll see you guys in the morning, whenever that is.”
“Sounds good,” said Victor. “I’ll see what we have for breakfast and make sure everyone’s up by 7am.”
Tristan’s stomach rumbled; Landon frowned. “We’ll meet here. I’m sure we won’t be stuck for long.”
“Thanks.” Tristan left Landon and Victor in the ballroom and made his way to the cabin he’d chosen. It felt familiar and comforting at the time, but now, having voiced his concerns a little more thoroughly, he wasn’t so sure he could relax in it. The only solace was that this ship had been built long after Jacques’ time. Besides, Jacques would have stayed in the captain’s quarters, wouldn’t he? Then again, maybe Jacques was only the designer, not the captain.
He took off his shoes and lay on the firm bed. He could almost feel the ship rocking peacefully with the waves, lulling him to sleep.

There is no time to sleep, and I would never leave my crew to handle this storm alone. Waves blast against the window and a trickle of water runs down the wall. I grab my spare compass from the chest and head back out to strengthen the masts and guide my men.
The top deck is worse than I feared. Men dangle from the rigging and the tops of the main and foremast have snapped in half. I concentrate on mending the shredded sails and attempt convincing the crew that taking them down would be our deaths.
“Lower the sails and trick the winds,” they shout.
“Keep them firm and surge ahead of this beast,” I order in return. I am certain the storm will sink my ship if I let it catch us.
It is much to ask of my crew, to have faith in me, when they know not of my ability to alter the course and strength of the great nor’easter. And before I can settle myself into a strong stance, I am overtaken by the two men who are captains of their own ships, who are here only to observe the speed and agility of my creation.
I resist their grip on my arms, but have little strength after warring the storm for so long. They take me to the chart room, where a man sits at my desk. The entire room has changed since I was last here this morn. It is now a chamber of twisted lunacy, befitting of the spoon fed who knows not how to work. By Grace, I hope he intends to keep the frivolous things he has put upon display.
“I will not fight your command.” The lives of my men are worth more than my pride. “But I implore that you do not lower the sails. For the Marielle is faster than you imagine.”
The man seems to freeze at my words. My spirit lifts, but he refrains from addressing me. I try a more practical approach. “If you take her wings and get her turned, the waves will roll her under and drag her down before you can seal the hatches.”
I am stunned into silence when the man at my desk sets eyes on me. He is different, yet all the same. He is my son. We stare at each other until I can no longer hold my tongue—this is not the time for family squabbles. “Your mother would be unwell to learn you are away at sea, leading a mutiny against me, young dragonfly.”
“Landon, Victor,” my libellule is the first to avert his gaze as he glances at the men grasping my arms, “wait outside.”
The young men release me and leave the cabin as commanded. “Since when did you learn to speak such fluent English?” I ask.
“I have missed you.” Donovan stands from his chair and closes the distance to embrace me. “Please accept my apology.”
I cannot. “What is this mutiny? What do you hope to gain by such an act of treason against your old man? I cannot count the number of times I have offered you the trade, to sail with me, and you refuse. Always.”
“I regret my actions, Papa.” Donovan grips my hand and gets down on his knees. I shake him from me, but he holds tight. “The Marielle went down over 400 years ago.”
“That is not possible. You look the same, though I cannot explain what you’ve done to my chart room.” I swear the chair at my desk must be fitted with small wheels by the sounds of it, but my anger overrides my curiosity. I yank my hand from his grasp. “If you are not part of this mutiny, I demand the release of my crew, yet we may fight the powers that be to survive this night.”
“We are dry-docked, Papa. There is no storm and this is not the Marielle. It is the Libellule.”
Absurd. The sheer audacity and preposterousness.... “You would name my ship after yourself?” Where did we go so wrong?
“I name it in memory of your love for me; a name no one but you would know.”
As he speaks, I notice the ship has indeed stopped pitching; my sea legs are thrown out of sorts accordingly. My son’s attire is certainly not of my time, and neither is my own, now that I steal a look. “Give me a moment, if you would be so willing.”
Donovan nods, settling to sit on his heels.
I wander about the cabin and take in the odd items. Some are familiar, while others are wholly baffling. Wheels on a chair is an interesting concept, but who would put such a thing on a sailing ship? I shake my head and frown as a long course of events fill in the past 400 years. “I believe I am currently being held against my will.”
“Is there anything we can do to win your freedom?”
“I will be freed eventually. Let it not concern you.”
“I would do anything….”
“I know you would.” I remove one of my most valued compasses from a glass box. “I’d hoped you would get this. ‘Twas a gift to me from your mother, long after the Marielle had gone down. We lost everything on this voyage, including the ship.”
“But you made it home.”
“I remember my last breath. Then, out of my control, pure survival instincts transported me home to your mother.” I return the compass to its resting place and move on. “A captain should never be the sole survivor of such a catastrophe. I would have preferred going down with the ship over disgracing our family like that.”
“Was there a mutiny?”
“We’d been at sea a week longer than anticipated. Food was scarce and mostly spoiled. Half the crew had fallen ill, and it was a short one at that with only twenty and nine. And to make it worse, only half had experience on this ship.
“We’d been in working order for nearly a full season, and had gained a fine reputation for quickness. I was hired to haul the belongings of five households to Vigo, Oporto, and Lisbor. It should have been a simple route, until this storm came along.
“And like I said, only half the crew had experience on this ship, the rest were taken on trial. They’d been quick learners and heavy drinkers, and with the storm, few had faith in what the ship was truly capable of.
“It was an experiment, you see. They wanted to furl the sails and hunker down to brace for the worst. But this was the fastest ship any had sailed upon, perhaps in history. We had already outrun the heart of the squall, but they didn’t believe me.
“My first mate was thrown overboard, along with four others. The visiting captains were giving new orders. I was barred in this very room. We rolled and corrected so many times, I lost track.
“I don’t believe any water had gone through the hatches of the main deck. But one thing was certain—I was not going to give up my cargo to a bunch of pirates.” I pull one of my old travel journals from a shelf and write down a set of coordinates on the back page before handing it to Donovan. “It wasn’t highly valuable back then, but if the seals have held, I imagine by now it would be of some interest. That is, if you’re ever looking for an adventure at sea.”
“Thank you.” Donovan bows his head and the unease in the air thickens. “I do not deserve such things in this life. Please—” He glances up at me with watery eyes. I know what he wishes to say and suppress the urge to tell him he’s already been forgiven. Because the words must be said aloud before he can forgive himself. “Please accept my most sincere apology for taking your life. Words cannot express the sorrow...I beg of you.”
“You are forgiven.” There is no undoing what is done. “Let go of the past and think of it no more.” I offer my hand and help my son rise from the floor. “I’m proud of you for prevailing over time.”
“It is a daily struggle.”
“I know.”
“May I ask, were you a dragon, then? Am I?”
“Your dragon heritage ceased to exist when you became this vampire of a creature. But it is not your fault.”
“It is. I chose this.”
“Perhaps. But you didn’t know there was something greater at stake—and that was my doing. I wanted you to enjoy your childhood, unburdened by a contract that could not be changed. But then you fell in love, and I hadn’t expected to die so early in your years.”
Donovan lowers his gaze, shame filling the room once again. “Tristan is in our family line, isn’t he?”
“Yes.” A proud smile gleams on my face. “The council didn’t want you to know. No one was permitted to contact you, ‘tis half the reason I landed in such hot oil.” At the thought of such things, my shoulder becomes an inferno that threatens my concentration to remain in this young body, and I find myself in need of support to stand.
“Sit down,” Donovan says. But I fear there is little time left to me in this realm. “He falls under your brother Ansel’s lineage, making you his uncle, thirteen times great. He’s currently the only one being held responsible for the contract, and there’s disagreement as to what he should do.”
“Are there other descendants?”
“A few, but none with Tristan’s potential. He is much younger than you were when I judged you too young, but I ask you to train him, keep him safe, help him through this confusing time. And for the sake of Grace and all that is Holy, do something about this shoulder. It’s practically unbearable.”
Donovan nodded. “I was beginning to suspect the coddling was more habit. Do you know how it can be repaired?”
I shake my head. No one has survived the poison long enough to figure out a cure.
“Do you want him to break this contract?”
I consider the unexpected gift of communication with my son, and find myself second-guessing the plans. “The faerie races were not meant to be kept imprisoned forever. Tristan might be their only hope of starting anew. But the humans will inevitably kill them all. So the question of right and wrong is difficult to answer in this case; it is the driving force behind the revolution we are in with the elders.”
“If the contract is broken, what happens to those who are bound to it?”
“We do not know. But it stands to reason our souls will no longer be required to stand as guardians. We should, theoretically, be free to continue a more natural path.”
“Which means what precisely? Will I see you again, as the falcon perhaps?”
“I do not know how to answer that.” The mind within my own is gathering strength—my vision blurs and for a moment I consider the ramifications of taking control like this. “We must do what is right.”
“How can I teach him to control such an ungodly amount of power? I am no match if he lets loose. In fact, I would rather face the dragon.”
“No one in our history has been permitted to take in the power of the stones, so I can only give you an inexperienced opinion. I would encourage precision over random experimentation, but perhaps the two walk side by side. He is strong-willed and stubborn, but thinks both in precise notions and creativity. He is currently fighting to regain control of this body, and be aware—he is winning.”
“I understand.”
“He will be angry with us both.” I smile with all the love in my heart, to be blessed with such a miracle. And the miracle of communication. “Serves you right to finally have a child as troublesome as you once were. I honor you for taking this responsibility to heart.”
“I fear he will die before me.”
“No one knows what the future holds.”
“One more thing. Is it safe to transport him? He was attacked during the last attempt, but time is essential to his plans. He fears hibernating before he can finish what he needs to do.”
“There are more of us on his side than against; I will tell them to stand guard as soon as I am able. Or perhaps you can? As I understand, they have already made contact.” I continue when Donovan nods confirmation to this. “Know that both sides need him alive. So even if he is captured, he will not be killed. As for hibernation, he is feeling the pull. But he will know when it is safe to slip into such a state. Warn him it’s common to be confused and lost during the first sleep, making it difficult to wake for some. Give him a minimum of five years before you try
waking him yourself.” I do not have time to give more warnings, and cannot speak from personal experience when it comes to being in a dragon form. “Be well, Libellule.”
Donovan wraps his arms around me as my hold on the boy’s mind shatters.

Tristan flung himself backwards, elated to have a brief moment of control over his own thoughts and body. Donovan seemed unconcerned by his actions throughout their long conversation, but then again, most of it had been in French.
Who knew what they were talking about?
It had to be Jacques, and Donovan would most likely prefer the man’s presence over his own. Did it mean Jacques was free? Did the man think he could have a body and live again?
Tristan fought the suffocating hold. He and Donovan stumbled against the wall, where Tristan bashed the side of his head against something encased in glass. The impact was both painful and relieving, in that he seemed to be the one in control of his actions. But the next impact was against something soft.
His bad shoulder seared through to his back, so much so that he considered whether Donovan would go so far as to pin him to the wall with a fire poker. Jessie barked hysterically behind the closed door. Tristan’s eyes shifted and the door flung open.
“I told you to leave her out!” Donovan shouted.
A bright orange, almost red, Jessie roared into the room with her claws digging into the wood and her teeth bared, leaping toward Tristan and Donovan. Who would the dog protect?
A rope appeared around her neck, yanking her back. She twisted once and got out of it, then took two leaps and smashed into an invisible barrier. Her neck snapped, or so it seemed, and she fell to the ground in a heap of keening howls.
Landon and Victor were forced to keep a safe distance as Jessie lashed out at anything moving toward her.
“Fine.” Donovan glared at Tristan. “Hurt yourself all you want. I’ve had enough.” He shoved Tristan into the corner and knelt beside the dog, who stilled almost instantly.
Tristan turned away, unwilling to watch, and made his way toward the door.
Now that he had the physical and mental freedom he’d been fighting for, the last of his strength seeped away. His legs and arms trembled with each step. Why did his body have to fail him so often, barely able to keep up with normal living, and work perfectly fine for Jacques?
Thermal versions of Landon and Victor blocked his way; recognizing them at all eased his heart rate. His vision returned to normal, and before he could remind them to stay away, they both lunged to catch him.
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LAZARO’S VINEYARD
A HEAVY BLANKET wrapped around him—so tight Tristan couldn’t move. He attempted to roll to his side and groaned at the pressure on his shoulder.
“We need you to wake up, Tristan.”
His hands were shaking and he couldn’t quite clench his fist. A wave of nausea threatened to erupt from his throat. He opened his eyes and squinted against the light of a lantern. His thoughts were a whirlwind and he wasn’t sure what was more important—asking where he was, who he was, or what time of day it was. And among the confusion, he craved a steak and didn’t care if it was cooked or not.
That was the thought that made his stomach convulse. “I want off this ship,” he said between heaves. Water blurred his vision. He was running out of time and pretending to be normal wasn’t helping. “I’m so sorry. I’m not—” Before he could finish the thought he felt himself catapulting out of the room. He panicked for an instant, a stab of pain in his shoulder and whiplash stinging his neck, but drifted off to sleep once he realized he was being carried.
“Tristan.” They were standing at the base of the trapdoor and Donovan was shaking his shoulders. “We need to get outside. You have to undo whatever you did to the security so we can get out.”
“Where’s the dog?” Tristan mumbled.
“With me. Take down this energy field.”
“How do you know it’s safe?”
“We’re running out of food and Pink is getting lethargic.”
Tristan nodded, closing his eyes. He needed fresh air as much as anyone, and why prolong the inevitable? He would have to face the ghosts eventually. “What were you guys talking about?”
“You.”
Tristan doubted that was the case and set to finding the threads he’d set into motion, but the original pattern was scrambled. “It’s messed up.”
“I was trying to take it down myself, but it was taking on a life of its own, resisting me.”
“Is Jacques free now? Is that why he came?”
“No, but he says they’re working on it, and there’s nothing we can do to help him right now. Here, drink this.”
Cool glass pressed against his lip and he took in the salty liquid, finding it difficult to swallow. He refocused on the cords of power surrounding the property. It was such a tangled mess, there wasn’t even a place to start. Donovan shook him again as he slipped back into a numb slumber. “Too tangled.”
“I don’t care if it’s tangled,” shouted Donovan. “Dissolve it. Start at the trapdoor if that’s all the strength you have.”
Tristan focused on a small section of security by the latch, slicing through the tangled mesh along a seam; it stretched to heal itself before a gap could grow. Tristan changed tactics and obliterated all the mesh covering the door, and before the cords could close the gaping hole, they snapped back into a disintegrating wave expanding outward around the entire perimeter.
He breathed in the rush of cool air as the trapdoor flew open.
“Stay here until I clear the house,” ordered Donovan.
The next time Tristan opened his eyes, they were on a different plane, flying above the clouds in a silvery moonlight. “Where are we going?”
“Vienna,” answered Donovan from the cockpit. “We have an appointment with Lazaro and his brother.”
“You can’t be serious. I don’t know how to fix his brother.”
“You can try. And you said yourself; experimenting on Stephan seems a better first step than experimenting in the Forest of Darkness with a ghost dragon breathing down your neck. Besides,” Donovan added, “Lazaro knows you might not be able to do anything and is satisfied with your willingness to try.”
“What happened to the other plane?”
“It sank in the storm, so I bought a better one.”
“Convenient.”
Victor unpacked a bowl of white rice and vegetables. Tristan stared at the steaming dish, barely able to get his mind to register it as food. “You need to eat, Tristan. It’s fresh, I promise.”
Tristan shut his eyes and clenched his teeth. Should he or shouldn’t he? “I-I think I need meat.” The battle to maintain a vegetarian diet was lost. “I’m so sorry. I can’t fight it. I don’t care how it’s cooked.”
“You can eat meat, Tristan, but eat the veggies too. I’ll be right back.”
“It really is okay,” Landon added, after Victor disappeared from the plane. He handed Tristan the steaming bowl. “It’s a fact of life—some beings need meat.”
“Animals, you mean.” Tristan cradled the bowl close to his chin and began shoveling the food into his mouth, unable to stop until every grain of rice was gone. By then, Victor was handing him barbecued chicken, ribs, and beef brisket coated in a sweet tangy sauce. After two more trips from the plane, Donovan cut him off.
“Aren’t you guys eating?” Tristan asked, finally noticing they hadn’t eaten a single bite of the food Victor provided.
“We ate while you were sleeping,” Victor said quietly. “That’s dang impressive. I think instead of artistic contests, we should get you into some eating contests.”
Landon smacked Victor before he could suggest where and why and how much fun it would be.
“Here’s the plan,” Donovan said from the cockpit, tossing a AA battery to Victor. “In thirty minutes we’ll be flying over China. Tristan, I want you to seek out every battery you can find and recharge it. Understand?”
“How on Earth would I do that?” Tristan glanced at Landon and Victor to see if they found the idea as ludicrous, and scoffed. “You’re serious?”
“You should expect an energy surge after so much food, and I want it dispersed before it builds up. If you do well, I’ll let you eat as much as you wish.”
“Here.” Victor held up the battery and tossed it at Tristan. “Let’s see what you can do. Memorize the internal structure so you can spot them on the ground.”
“But…wouldn’t they be encased in something? Flashlights, remote controls, and whatever else needs batteries? And what if they’re in people’s houses? That’s beyond creepy. I’m not doing it.”
“You’re not going anywhere,” Landon said. “You’re searching from here.”
“And it makes no difference what they’re in or where they are once you start searching. When you’re in the groove and know what you’re after, every battery will stand out like a big glaring flag.”
Tristan frowned at the battery in his hand. “You’re serious.”
By the time they were flying over land, and at an altitude below the layer of clouds, Tristan had charged half a dozen batteries of various sizes, courtesy of Victor. He watched the clusters of lights from the window of the plane, where the more populated areas would be. “Still seems creepy.”
“If it makes you feel better,” Donovan said, “go for batteries on fire alarms. You’ll be doing the people a favor.”
Tristan smiled at the thought. “At least it passes the time. How much farther?”
“Twelve hours at the most. Landon will watch your levels as we go…but don’t lose track of yourself, especially if you end up divided like you were with Dorian in Ireland. You are not to transport yourself, not even by accident, until we have real confirmation that it’s safe.”
Tristan let his mind wander, finding it easier to send his gaze far ahead of where they were, as if it would give him more time to search for the tiny signatures of manganese oxide and ammonium chloride—whatever Victor said it was. All he had to do was sense substance and push a bit of his own energy into it, reverting the compounds to their original state.
It was slow going until his awareness became more organized, gusting through the neighborhoods like a storm of current. He included car batteries and solar panel storage stations, then broadened his search for any electrical line that would accept his energy.
The plane bounced and slowed enough to startle him awake. Donovan was rambling in a foreign language.
“It’s fine,” Landon said. “We’re getting ready to land.”
“What?” Tristan rubbed his eyes, not realizing he’d fallen asleep.
“We’re in Austria. Donovan is on the radio making arrangements for a car to Vienna.”
“That was fast. How many languages does he speak?” Tristan raked his fingers through his hair, tempted to ask for a mirror. “Can we eat?”
“No,” Donovan said, switching back to English. “I prefer you rundown if we’re to face Lazaro. We should be there in an hour.”
Tristan groaned and pleaded with Victor, who was always up for more food. “Come on, Victor. What food is Austria known for? We should try everything. It’s part of traveling, isn’t it? You can’t tell me you don’t want authentic Austrian food, can you?”
“When we’re done with Lazaro, we’ll celebrate. Okay?” Victor glanced at Donovan for confirmation.
“I’m fine with that, but I don’t want to be on the ground longer than necessary.”
The plane hit the runway smoothly and slowed. They pulled off the straight stretch and turned toward the rising sun, where a line of buildings designed for the smaller planes waited. Tristan’s stomach grumbled.
“The battery operation seemed to work fine,” said Victor. “That’ll be a handy skill to have!”
“We’re going to Lazaro’s vineyard,” announced Donovan. “Tristan and I will walk in, you two will keep to the perimeters as backup. We shouldn’t be inside for more than half an hour, but if we take longer than an hour, contact Alpheus and bring support. I’m assuming we won’t have mental contact once inside, but check before you rally everyone.”
The plane came to a full stop. Donovan unbuckled himself from his seat and stood, rolling down the sleeves of his white dress-shirt.
“I know,” sang Pink, flying to Landon from the cockpit area. “I’ll stay hidden!” She gave everyone the thumbs up. “Is that the proper timing?”
Victor grinned with a double thumbs up. “Perfect timing.”
“Where’s the dog?” Tristan asked, happy to see Pink healthy and vibrant.
“She’s at home, guarding the island like she’s supposed to.”
Tristan glowered at the floor. Poor Jessie would have to face the ghosts alone.
“Get your own dog. Jessie is mine.”
Tristan kept his mouth shut and nodded. He had no grounds to object, and had no intentions of taking the dog. He could barely take care of himself at the moment.
“Victor, stay with the plane and make a show of doing the cool-down drill. You’ll have thirty minutes to kill while we drive to the vineyard. If anyone’s watching us, they’ll see Tristan and I have left alone, as per our agreement. They know I’ve hired a car. In fact, I’m expecting the driver to be one of Lazaro’s men.”
A doorway along the side of the plane opened and a panel of stairs extended from beneath the floor to the tarmac. Hot and humid air rushed in, a sharp difference from what they’d gotten used to.
“What about Landon?” Tristan asked. His body ached with exhaustion, and suddenly he didn’t want to get out of the plane.
“He knows the coordinates. Let’s get this over with.” Donovan exited the plane and waited at the base of the stairs.
Tristan paused at the open doorway. “This is crazy. I need more food.” His legs trembled and the air seemed too thick to breathe.
“Do not fear, Tristan. You’re the only one who has a shot at saving his brother and he knows it, so even if he threatens you, he won’t kill you.”
“But he could kill you.” Tristan took each step carefully. “The staff!” He turned around to backtrack, but Victor beat him to it. “Thanks.”
“I expect his estate to be heavily guarded, but for this meeting, we’ve agreed to set our differences aside.”
“Serious?” Three more steps and he’d be on the ground. “I wouldn’t trust either one of you to keep an agreement like that.”
“Despite how it looks, neither one of us enjoys killing people.”
“He calls you the executioner. Kill first, ask later.”
“It’s just a reputation. He knows I am more powerful than he is, and he has much more to risk if either of us should go against our word.”
Finally past the stairs obstacle, Tristan leaned on the staff with his eyes closed. The mental war between food and sleep was beginning to take all his concentration. “I need to sit down.”
Donovan put a hand on his back and pushed him onward. “Jet lag. Rest in the car if you must, not in the open.”
He stumbled and Donovan caught his elbow. “I’d prefer not to carry you, but I will.”
“No,” Tristan whispered. Were Lazaro’s men watching him? “I got this.”
They walked toward a long black limousine with tinted windows. It seemed to get farther away with each step.
“Do not speak in the car or to Lazaro unless I ask you something directly. Try to play along if necessary. Look at me directly if you need my attention. I will do all the negotiating and I will decide if he has met the terms of our agreement before we enter his house. Do not draw attention to yourself. He knows you’ve been ill and assumes that’s the reason you’ve not been able to come sooner.”
“I need food. Anything.” Why did Landon let his levels get so low?
“I don’t want any power surges while we’re attempting a peaceful assemblage. As much as I dislike Lazaro, I do not wish to be the one to break the agreement. You’ve gone weeks without eating, I’m sure you can manage for another hour or two.”
“That was before….”
“Before what?”
Tristan stopped again, too tired to take another step. “Before—” He couldn’t remember what he was going to say.
Donovan scooped him off his feet and carried him the rest of the way, stopping briefly to pick up the fallen staff. Tristan didn’t resist and felt nothing when a man in a black suit opened the rear door of the limousine, speaking in a different language. Donovan responded with a single syllable.
And then Donovan was gently slapping the side of his face, forcing him to open his eyes. “We’re at the vineyard. Get to your feet.”
“Food.” A hamburger. Steak. Ribs. Anything would fill the widening gap in the pit of his stomach. “Please—”
“Do not eat anything Lazaro might offer you. Is that clear?”
Tristan nodded, though he would have agreed to anything at this point.
“Stay in the car until I say so.” The door opened and Donovan stepped into the glaring sunshine. Within a moment, he motioned for Tristan.
Tristan stood, shading his eyes and struck by the beautiful landscape. Plants around him hushed, then began whispering excitedly, spreading the word.
Donovan wrapped Tristan’s fingers around the staff. “Perhaps you are correct, and we should do this another time.”
Tristan smiled, encouraged by the welcome. “It’ll be okay.”
White flowers, like snowballs, opened as he and Donovan walked along a brick path. Tristan stopped to inhale the fragrance. It had been so long since he’d been able to think of anything but food and sleep. Now it was summer and flowers and open fields.
“You are drawing attention to yourself, Tristan.”
His eyes drifted to the man standing behind them at the car, a reminder of why they were here. “Right. I can do this.” Thank you for the welcome, but I...I can’t talk right now. He’d have to learn to control his thoughts better, so as not to ramble and make a fool of himself. If Dorian were here, she’d be laughing her head off about now. He smiled at the thought and shook it off.
A sweet scent led him to a hedge of roses. “May I?” he whispered, pausing with his fingers lightly on the woody stem.
Of course, Dragon King.
I am not a king. But I would like one of your flowers with me, to keep me grounded.
It would be my honor.
Tristan severed the stem, apologizing for any pain it might have caused the shrub. Other plants along the formal trail offered their flowers as well. Tristan’s smile grew wider.
“Focus, Tristan.”
“Wait.” Tristan leaned toward a rose bush a second time. About Lazaro, the man we are meeting. Do you like him?
Murmuring whispers spread through the manicured gardens. Tristan waited.
“We’re sitting ducks in this location,” said Donovan. “We should keep moving.”
The man you call Lazaro is not as skilled as our previous gardener, but he tends to us daily and talks to us. We have no complaints, except to say there is a leak in the watering pipes, swamping the ground near the grape line, and two of the apple trees have fallen ill to an invasion of insects.
Thank you. I’ll see what I can do. Tristan walked beside Donovan, unhurried.
Lazaro waited at the top of a long staircase. Tristan groaned. “Why are there always stairs?”
Donovan sighed. “No talking.”
Tristan held the flower to his nose and inhaled the scent before continuing up the path. He does his own gardening? That alone had to count for something at least.
The man spends a few hours with us each day before the sun is high. Often he meanders on the lesser paths, which is something the previous groundskeeper rarely did. We are happy with his service.
Tristan frowned. What was Lazaro up to? Is he by himself when he does this?
Yes, though there are always men with guns in their pockets, protecting us from those who would do us harm. But they do not talk to us. They keep to paths most of the time, except for today. Today they are crouching among us and they are not at ease.
“We’re surrounded,” Tristan whispered.
“You just now noticed? Five on the roof, twenty to the left, eleven to the right.”
Tristan confirmed the numbers, sensing heartbeats and heat signals. “Wait!” His vision must have shifted and he wasn’t even aware of it happening. “I shouldn’t be out in public. We shouldn’t do this.”
“You’ll be fine. Close your eyes and stay focused on walking.”
Tristan did as instructed, willing his eyes back to normal, breathing in the peaceful smell of the flower as Donovan kept a guiding hand on his elbow. When a pounding vibration echoed through the brick path and the plants hushed, Tristan opened his eyes and watched Lazaro rush down the stairs with his tight curls bouncing at each step.
Donovan stopped, halting Tristan as well, and waited for Lazaro to close the distance.
“Thank you for coming.” Lazaro bowed nervously.
This was not the same man who’d kidnapped Dorian and killed people for looking at him funny. Tristan kept his head down and let Donovan handle the conversation.
“You have not held to the terms of our agreement,” Donovan said. “We could leave and not think of your brother again.”
“The guards. Yes.” Lazaro glared at the landscape as his cheeks turned a deeper shade of red. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “I asked them to stand down, but they think this entire idea is terrible, and to invite you of all people…well, I can’t blame them for their loyalty. BUT NO ONE IS TO FIRE UNLESS FIRED UPON!”
Tristan flinched at the yell and kept his attention on the ground.
“You really are ill.” Lazaro eyed Tristan for a long moment. The air became too thick to breathe. “My apologies for thinking otherwise.”
Lazaro reached out with a finger to lift Tristan’s chin and Donovan grabbed hold of his wrist. “Don’t touch him.”
Bushes jostled as guards stiffened, taking aim.
“For god’s sake.” Lazaro rubbed at his wrist the moment Donovan flung it away.
“Forgive me if I don’t trust you.”
“There’s a leak in the sprinklers by a grape line, and the apple trees need to be sprayed for insects,” said Tristan, before he might forget.
Lazaro scowled. “How can I know if he’s well enough to give it an honest attempt? What I mean is, if this is a one-shot deal, maybe I’m better off waiting?”
“And maybe he’s dead by morning.”
“Oh.” Lazaro frowned. “Tristan or my brother?”
“Take your pick.”
“I see.” Lazaro pulled a white cloth from a pocket and sopped up the sweat on his forehead. “I suppose I should be more grateful that you’re here at all.”
Something made of glass crashed from an upper floor of the house. Tristan’s eyes shifted in an instant as he peered through a central window, pinpointing the exact room where the sound had originated. Inside, two figures were fighting and one was knocked to the floor. It remained still. “Donovan—”
“I see it.”
“Damn.” Lazaro spun to face the front of his house. The heat signal ran down a set of curving stairs and headed for the front door. “Put your guns down!” Lazaro ordered before facing Donovan again. “I promise, she was here before this arrangement with you and Tristan. I was thinking bloodlines, you know? And then she seemed to be enjoying herself, and wouldn’t leave, and it really wasn’t my plan to have her here this long. But then I thought maybe she might come in handy if Tristan needed incentive. It was a terrible thought, I know, but please don’t—”
Lazaro was a wreck, begging for forgiveness before the person could even walk out the door.
“Whatever she says, she’s not speaking with my approval or permission. I would never endanger my brother’s life by pulling a crazy stunt like this—”
As Lazaro rambled on, Tristan locked eyes with his mother, and vaguely heard Donovan telling Lazaro to shut up.
She looked decent enough with her hair a lighter shade of red than usual, wearing a jade-green skirt and white blouse. He couldn’t recall ever seeing her in something more businesslike than nightclub-ish. He’d almost forgotten she’d existed at all.
She said something to him, but with the rush of blood pulsing in his ears, he missed it. “Shouldn’t you be in prison or something?”
“Halfway around the world and I still can’t get rid of you!” She pulled her hand back to slap him, only to have it caught by Lazaro. “What are you doing here?”
“Come along, darling.” Lazaro wrapped his other arm around her waist and pulled her toward the door. “We’re just discussing a bit of business with the wine production. This man is a connoisseur from France.”
“Stop manhandling me, you chauvinistic brute!” She yanked herself free. “I don’t believe a word you say.” She stomped back to Tristan, breaking a heel on one of her shoes. “You ruin everything! And just when things are going good. What’d you do, drop out of high school?”
He knew he should hide his eyes when they shifted, but he couldn’t tear away from the sight of his mother and her shrill accusations. Donovan stepped between them with his arms outstretched.
“Get away from me, you big buffoon.” She tried to shove Donovan aside. “What kind of drugs are you on?”
The heat signals in the surrounding gardens were getting restless, their heart rates increasing. Tristan squeezed his eyes shut, forcing away the chaos, and smelled the flower one last time.
His mother.
Donovan and Lazaro each held an arm to keep her from attacking him. How had Lazaro explained her being here? Tristan glared, unbothered by the fact that his eyes were all wrong. He let them look—let them see that something inside wasn’t human.
“Tristan,” Donovan warned. “Focus.”
Why should he apologize for her hatred? Nothing about her was his fault. He stepped forward and held out the white rose.
She glared at the innocent flower and snarled. “You’re a monster.”
“I know.”
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CALL OF NATURE
THE STAFF FELL to the ground. Tristan clutched his head, unable to stop the pain rippling through every bone and muscle. He dropped to his knees.
Donovan knelt beside him and whispered in his ear. “I can’t transport you while your DNA is fluctuating.”
“Can’t breathe.”
Guards from both sides of the walkway revealed their positions and stood, keeping their guns aimed at Tristan and Donovan. Lazaro held up a hand to stop whatever they might be planning. “What are you up to, Donovan?”
“Tell them to drop their weapons,” Donovan said calmly. “We’ll come back at a better time.” He gripped Tristan’s head and forced eye contact. “Do not shift in front of these people. Pull yourself together long enough for me to transport—”
“What are you doing to the poor kid?” asked Lazaro.
The battle within was lost.
Tristan took a deep breath and reveled in the fresh scents of the magnificent outdoors. Loud noises exploded all around, disrupting the harmonious magic, creating a slight sting against his armored scales.
Guns and gunshots.
Guns and a green man.
Sure enough, the green figure was waving his arms at the gathering of gun-wielding creatures. Humans.
Something of a laugh purred up his long throat. No walls of enchantment could keep him on the ground this time. He spread his wings and took two short strides, lifting himself above the trees as the roaring cheers of foliage escalated.
The gunfire wouldn’t stop, nor would it bring him down. He pushed his wings harder for more lift, only to feel the sting more fiercely. His wings weren’t holding the air like they should, with what seemed like hundreds of bullet holes ripping through the skin.
A faint weight on his back drew his attention—the green one. The gunfire ceased.
He banked left to where reaching tree branches could remove the odd human. But the man vanished and reappeared higher on his neck, gripping the more narrow plates of armor with a stronger hold.
He curled his wings inward and dove toward the ground, curious at the metal objects on wheels colliding against each other in their haste to clear a path.
Tiny people screamed in terror as he tried to extend his aching wings. But before he could crash to the strange surface, he was hurdling through a dense forest along a camouflaged castle, tumbling into the trees before he could shift directions. Trunks were severed and the bones in his wings cracked.
The green man lay unmoving on the ground.
He stabilized his footing and backed out the way he’d come, mindful of his wings, thanking the trees for their sacrifices, and limped to the nearest clearing. His bloodied wings were barely functional, but he had little choice when two humans appeared next to the steps of the strange castle.

The cave was barely big enough to fit in comfortably. He collapsed the entrance with stone and snow for his own safety and protection. The freezing night air prevented him from flying farther, but also had the effect of numbing his tattered wings.
He curled himself into a ball and sought out his surroundings. A pack of wolves howled in the east, surrounding a crowd of rabbits trying to huddle in a decaying stump. A few owls perched in the crook of a nearby tree. The human pursuers were following a false trail to the lower elevations, barely within range of his senses.
Food and water would have to wait until his wings were healed enough to carry his weight. He licked the torn edges, using the healing nature of his own saliva to ease the pain, and let himself sleep.
Fire.
Something in the darkness awoke him from his dreamless state—a human word whispered in the stillness. His joints were stiff and his wings felt nearly frozen, but something in his chest burned. Perhaps there were more gunfire wounds than he’d realized.
Fire, Tristan.
Troubled by the familiarity of the words, he scanned the mountain and found no trace of the two-legged creatures.
The body hungers food, the flame hungers release.
Something about the idea of fire made him uneasy, confined in such a tiny cave. He exhaled sharply, unable to define a specific reason not to. The walls sparkled in the sudden light and steam filled his nostrils.
It took a few more attempts before he could succeed with flames again, but he soon realized the heated rocks would keep him warm, and they would dry out the musty dampness seeping into the flesh beneath his scales.
He sighed, content within the warm walls, and drifted into a deeper sleep.
After two passings of the moon, footsteps resounded in the rock beneath him. He rolled his head to the side and listened; two, maybe three humans were crossing the land in the valley, five miles out. He groaned and went back to sleep, unable to muster the effort to care one way or another.
When he woke again, the humans were not within range. He stretched his neck and tested each wing joint, satisfied with the healing progress. Most of the holes had closed and the bones felt fused.
He could sense the sun rising on the horizon, and knew with absolute certainty where to go.
North. Now.
It should be an easy glide with a ten-thousand-foot drop to sea level, then he’d need every ounce of strength to cross the water. Unless he flew high, relying on updrafts to keep his lift. But doing so would require waiting a few more hours for the heat of day and there wasn’t time.
Doubt flooded his mind. He needed food before a day of flying, especially if he truly intended to cross the sea. He flexed his claws into the ground and the boulders to the entrance moved aside. His bad shoulder cramped almost instantly and the icy air and intense sunlight stung his eyes.
No time to hunt. No time to wait for darkness.
The humans with their green-man tracker would spot him if he stayed in the area for too long. He took a deep breath and fully extended his wings, retracted and expanded them again to loosen the joints, then created his own lift along the side of rocky mountaintop. The hunting party would see him easily if he rose too high, surpassing the mountain into the bright skyline.
The temperatures warmed as he glided toward the lower elevations. He didn’t have the strength to go for coasting altitude, and instead soared as close to the ground as treetops would allow.
With the white snow far behind, a white misty shadow was more visible against the darker greenery. It stayed just behind him on the edge of his vision, mirroring his movements. His only proof that it was not his own shadow was the simple fact that it did not exist in relation to the sun.
His glide leveled out at the base of the mountain; his wings became too heavy, too fatigued to do anything but hold the course steady. The misty shadow darted ahead and veered to the right, but it was too late to consider the action as a warning to change course.
On the ground, in a perfectly square field, humans were running toward the wooden boxes they called homes. Bells were ringing and a mechanical horn blasted a long warning cry. His heart pumped strength to the tips of his wings and he raised his elevation to make it over the next line of trees.
A small bay came into view, along with several islands offshore. Three boats, swarming with people, were making their way to the deeper waters, while on a wooden path built over the water, more people were pointing up at him.
A light gray blur spiraled in front of him. Where are you going, Tristan? asked the tiny creature.
North. Why do you call me that? It was the second time he’d heard that word and it bothered him greatly.
It is your human name. Do you have a different name now that you’re a dragon?
Tristan pulled back with curiosity. He hadn’t expected to have a conversation with this little female creature, and it certainly wasn’t from his own species. What did she mean by ‘now that you’re a dragon’? Hadn’t he always been a dragon?
As he thought of his past and destination, an image of a girl named Dorian came to mind. His left wing buckled at the strain of the new angle. He righted himself and got back into a more comfortable rhythm of motion. The water was approaching fast, along with another fleet of ships carrying humans and dying fish. If the fish were for him...an offering of peace and safe travels.... It couldn’t be possible. Not from humans.
He aimed for the fleet of ships in desperate need of sustenance before his journey.
Can’t you see they are arming their weapons? the little flying creature said. Are you trying to get yourself killed? There are too many for one dragon, and if you continue on your way, they will still follow and kill you.
They are already tracking me.
You’re leaving a trail. Was that not your plan?
He took a second to glance behind him, noticing the spray of blood trickling from his torn wings. Why would that be my plan, little one?
They are your friends, great one. And me, Pink.
I am not great, nor are you pink. He thought for a moment, leveling his flight path parallel with the water. He couldn’t remember befriending humans, yet the thought didn’t sound untrue. What else was he forgetting? Much, it seemed. He had no past. My mind is un-well. As is my strength. Do you have suggestions for me?
He would heed her advice and forget the ships, but he would still have to pass over them as he headed north, as the most energy-efficient route.
You are unfed, Tristan. Come back to land and prepare for this journey to the north, then all will be well.
I have not the strength to gain height, nor turn. I must continue to the nearest island.
They will help you get to the north. Landon says you cannot swim.
He lost his wing rhythm again, falling thirty feet closer to the rolling sea before he could steady his wings enough to hold air. He hadn’t considered the water. Why would it prevent him from swimming? There was a chance he could land on one of the many vessels below, but they were overcrowded with humans. Besides, the water had a soft, gentle appearance to it. This Landon, is he someone we trust?
Landon, yes. But not those humans up ahead. They cannot be trusted and already plan to do you harm. You must only trust those in the Makai—they have vowed to keep you safe.
Why have they made such a vow?
The humans on the nearest vessel were taking aim with metal pipes of various lengths. Weapons. Guns. The green man had shot him with a gun before, yet he was to be trusted now?
Before he could alter his course, a human male clung to his neck, much like the green man had done. Tristan spiraled downward, burdened by the weight near his head and annoyed by the audacity.
“Tristan, we have a plan!” The human’s grip was slipping as Tristan put more strength in his wings to regain control. But the name distressed him once again—his apparent human name. He could not be one of them. A creature moved by violence, greed, and power, no matter what damage it inflicted upon others.
They were shooting him now, from the ships below. Every encounter he had with the humans seemed to involve blasting guns. Metal balls ripped through his wings and thudded into his chest. After several hits, the balls of metal ricocheted off an unseen force inches from his body. It was a confusing concept to grasp.
“Turn back!”
Trust him! Shouted the little one, racing to the man’s outstretched hand.
A very straight branch with a metal blade sliced the air in front of him. He dipped hard to the left to avoid a collision, only to become entangled in an attached vine. The human was no longer riding as a passenger, falling to the sea below.
As he considered diving to catch the creature, a second bladed branch pierced the leathery skin, close to his body. The vine, ‘rope’ he recalled, yanked tight. The bladed end fell useless toward the ground and became twisted on the dangling rope beneath him.
He picked up speed to break free of the tether, ripping the gash in his wing wider until the rope itself was pulled tight.
Fire burned in his chest. He spotted the ship connected to the other end of the rope, clear by the way it tugged toward him with each thrust of his wings. Five small explosions came from other ships, and suddenly the human was clinging to his neck again.
Having seen the poles coming, he dropped in elevation to give himself room with the leash, and easily maneuvered around them. But as they passed, they exploded a second time, transforming into a net of ropes and barbs that covered him from above.
He would not be pulled down by a bunch of tiny humans.
His wings curled in tight, intent on rolling to put himself above the net. But the barbs were like hooks, tangling the net around him even tighter.
And then, as if by magic, the net and knives vanished.
The human clinging to his neck wasn’t alone. Another human male was with him, and the green one. He would have growled at being captured in such an undignified way, but they did seem to be responsible for freeing him of the net. Only a single rope was wrapped around his neck now, one they could all hold onto.
“Fly, Tristan! I’ll cook you a massive steak!”
Tristan laughed at the thought, then frowned, unsure why any sort of stake would be cooked, and why the concept of such an event had been amusing. A second meaning of the word nibbled at the back of his mind, holding his attention. A human meaning. He had a human side to his thoughts. Memories poured in.
The fast approaching water fueled the confusion with fear. Guns were still shooting. Small motor boats were parting from the ships, racing towards the inevitable crash site. He extended his wings to save them all, only to have them disintegrate in a cloud of red mist.
“Destroy the blood!” someone shouted.
Why? Tristan thought, smashing against the unbelievably hard sea.
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THE GREAT COVER-UP
BLOOD POOLED like a dark cloak, blocking the light beyond.
Alone. Frozen.
His seared flesh burned as he sank farther into the icy abyss.
Several motor boats circled above. Two humans were waving their arms, kicking their feet to stay at the surface, shouting. “Don’t shoot!”’
Is that all it took? A simple request?
He tried kicking his feet to join them, but nothing moved. The boats idled and the two men were pulled from the water. Where was the third man? There should be a third. But he was too far down in the deep water to see clearly.

Cold, dark fear weighed against undeniable loneliness. He couldn’t move his arms to balance himself, in a constant state of falling. “We’re heading down to the training room,” echoed a hollow voice. “The doctor will meet us there.”
The words were unfamiliar, but the voice non-threatening. The rhythm of the fall lulled him back to the blissful unawareness.
The next time he opened his eyes, he was lying under a canopy of bright yellow birch trees. However, the trees were silent, which could only mean one thing. They were Samara’s trees.
His vision shifted and the color was replaced by monotones. He blinked away the thoughts of imprisonment, unable to feel bitter or grateful over the situation.
The blanket around him held an artificial warmth. Even his body felt unnatural, like something he would have to get used to if he expected to survive.
Human voices talked quietly nearby.
He shed the blanket and felt the cool tingle of air against his unarmored flesh. Soft fabric hung from his hips, but his feet were bare. He walked from the cot through the trees to where a large group of people sat around a circular table.
They had no guns, but all eyes were on him.
The green man was among them, but they weren’t speaking in a language he recognized.
It was all he could do to keep his eyes open, and he regretted leaving the blanket behind. He examined his frail fingers—weak and vulnerable. Too exposed.
What did these people expect from him?
The green man stood from the table and closed the distance, crunching through the leaves. He had a name…Donovan. With the thought, an onslaught of memories shoved into him, condensing the air in his lungs into something he couldn’t expel. He should have run, except Donovan had a hold of him. His vision flickered between black and white, and color. He needed the color, and focused on that.
“You can do this, Tristan,” said the green man. Donovan. No, the green man. They were the same and the words were starting to make sense. The name was his.
“Be human for now, a dragon later.”
Could he choose between the two?
His fingers wrapped around the wooden staff. Samara’s staff—her way of helping him control the unreasonable amount of power he couldn’t actually control.
Donovan gave him another firm shake at the shoulders, sending a jolt of pain down his spine. Why did everything have to be so painful? Pain and stairs; the bane of his existence.
“Stop, Tristan,” Donovan said between clenched teeth. “Stop thinking you’re a danger to us all. You aren’t.”
He’d actually forgotten the reasons keeping him locked up, the reasons the room shouldn’t be filled with perfect strangers. Fear constricted every following thought and Donovan’s grip tightened.
“The sooner you accept this,” continued Donovan, “the sooner we can all get back to business.”
He could prove he was a danger, but held back, unwilling to be reckless. He longed to go back to sleep, where nothing would matter and no lives would be at risk. Victor could get married and have children, Landon could take care of Pink and find her the flowers she needed. Donovan had Jessie.
“Fifteen minutes, Tristan. If we have to do this in small chunks of time, so be it. But we are running out of time. Understand? If you must, sit at the table.”
Tristan eyed the table and shook his head.
“Fine. Lazaro is willing to meet with us again on our turf, but I will not have him come here. Your mother will not be invited to the rendezvous, and Lazaro has agreed to these terms. He also made a public statement to the press in Vienna that we were using his property to film a documentary on the myths of dragons, a project funded solely by Alexander Christoph, yours truly, until now. Are you getting all this?”
Tristan nodded, dumbfounded by the entire twisted tale.
“A life-sized remote controlled dragon, created by Alvi and Victor, was on display for 24 hours and all injuries incurred by the filming have been covered, along with Pain and Suffering for those who were especially traumatized. We were not expecting the mechanical dragon to fly beyond the property, and therefore saw no need to warn the public in advance of the filming. In fact, we’d hoped to keep the entire production under wraps until the film’s debut in about six months, assuming Mr. Christoph continues to fund the project after such a horrifying public-relations disaster. Currently, there is 3.6 million dollars in public donations to keep the project running.
“Meanwhile, a backup dragon on hold for filming in New Zealand, designed to be flown rather than controlled from the ground, was stolen and blasted to smithereens by hardworking men who truly felt their lives were in danger. The two young pilots were lucky to be rescued from the freezing waters, and less than ten percent of the dragon parts were recovered. Charges against the two thieves were dropped, and it is unknown whether Mr. Christoph will be suing the townsfolk for loss of property and damages. Working against him, permits for the experimental flying device were not acquired in advance, however, the machine in question had not yet been tested, except by the young pilots, who were unsolicited and unsanctioned for their short-lived joyride.”
Everyone in the room was silent. The group of people sitting at the table stared at him. Some he recognized, like Alpheus, Eleonora, and Talak, with his exposed skin covered in tattoos, and Alvi, Victor’s future bride. Others seemed only slightly familiar, and a few, he was fairly certain, he’d never seen before.
A woman in long skirts, Madam Galina, the doctor, strode through the trees and stopped when she saw him. “Donovan! Does he look fit to be part of this meeting? Unless you feel like eating something, I’m ordering you back to bed, Tristan.”
Donovan ignored the woman. “Shall I repeat myself?”
Tristan looked at Landon, with Pink sitting comfortably on his shoulder. “Come on, Tristan. Say something so we know you understand what’s going on.”
Tristan blinked, finding it difficult to open his eyes afterward. “China?”
Landon smiled as Donovan spoke. “We left a noticeable trail and some suspect a fault line of some sort, though no one can prove or disprove any speculations without trace evidence.”
Madam Galina tugged on his arm, pulling him back toward the cot in the woods.
As much as he needed sleep, he needed to keep moving. He stumbled before he could take a full step and Donovan lowered him into a chair with wheels. A solid path formed in the leaves, leading to the table with the crowd of people to the left, and through the birch trees to the cot toward the right.
“Food and business or sleep. The choice is yours.”
“How much time has passed?”
“You’ve been in and out for the past week.”
“Why am I so tired?”
“You lost most of your blood when you shifted. Next time, I’d suggest keeping some of it in your system.”
Tristan pointed to the table as a direction. “How did you explain that to the press?”
“We had a large bladder fitted around the belly of the machine, filled with red fluid to make for more authentic battle scenes. It was clearly a design flaw, as the pilots were not able to fly as straight as they would have preferred, with the sloshing liquid. Nor were they able to maintain a proper altitude.”
“I’m sorry to be so much trouble.” Tristan rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “The expense must be outrageous.”
“As I told you before, the cost is not a concern. The news stories have been going viral, as Victor calls it, and funds have been pouring in to keep the project running.”
“Won’t you have to make a movie to show for it?”
“Victor isn’t opposed to the idea, though I refuse to hand over any top secret blueprints for my flying machine.”
“I appreciate that.”
“We will be meeting here from now on.” Donovan wheeled Tristan around the table to give him a clear impression of each person. “Get to know our voices, our scents, and our general appearances. Stare at us, especially if your eyes shift. Ask us questions. Learn our mannerisms and habits. Predict our verbal responses and thinking patterns.”
“I’m not comfortable with this at all—”
“You aren’t comfortable with anything, period.” Donovan pushed Tristan into a gap beside Victor and continued walking with his hands clasped behind his back. “If you shift, these are the people who can be trusted. They will help you find safety. They will transport you home if needed. If you are in hiding, they will bring you food. If you are captured, they will risk their lives to rescue you. They will be your voice if you are caught in a public situation. Do not flee from them.”
Tristan glanced up from the table to see if anyone else found this conversation as creepy as it sounded, but no one paid him much attention.
“Pink says you were able to communicate with her, yet you would not communicate with Landon or Victor. Why is this?”
“I was distracted.”
“Could you understand what they were saying?”
“I think so. I’m not sure now.” The group around the table seemed to be getting restless. “Do you guys even know what you’re getting into?”
“We know there’s a possible language barrier,” someone said.
“We understand the effect food has on your power levels in a human form,” followed Talak. “And handling that power is often a strain. Yet you don’t seem to use any power as a dragon.”
“You’ve never shown aggression toward humans as a dragon, even when they’re shooting at you.”
“Flight and escaping humans seem to be your highest priorities.”
“You aren’t as starving when you are a dragon, though you don’t appear to be starving now.”
“You’re unlikely to recognize anyone when you are a dragon.”
“You’re constantly fighting the need to hibernate,” Landon said, when it was his turn, “and if you fall asleep mid-sentence, no one will judge you for it.”
He felt a tear roll down his cheek and glanced at each person—a room full of people who knew him better than he knew himself.
“Classical music calms you.”
“The plants will assist you if needed.”
“You are very acrobatic when it comes to flying, but you don’t appreciate people on your back.”
Tristan smiled. He hadn’t thought of that. Flying at all wasn’t something he’d been taught.
“You have a sincere heart and a fine appreciation for art and what matters most,” Eleonora said.
“You’re not exactly battle ready, but you’re a quick learner when it comes to figuring something out under pressure on your own.”
“I think you would kill anyone threatening Landon or Victor, and I applaud that kind of loyalty.”
“Your mother is a gold-digging wench, and I feel sorta sorry for Lazaro for getting involved with her in the first place. I vote we put her back in prison to finish out her sentence.”
The mood lightened significantly as people came up with ideas on how to frame her for various crimes. Tristan noticed a woman materializing along a distant wall, and then five others. The temperature in the room dropped and everyone stilled.
Tristan broke the nervous silence. “Don’t forget ghosts.”
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MEANS TO AN END
A CHILL SETTLED over the table and the people tensed.
“It’s fine, actually,” Tristan said. “Now they can see who supports me in the land of the living.”
“I don’t want to be killed or anything,” said a man with curly red hair and broad shoulders, “but I’m actually not very comfortable with this. I think you’re a nice kid and it doesn’t bother me at all that you’re a dragon. Ghosts don’t bother me much either. But introducing unknown, magical species into the human population seems a little risky to me. Surely they’ll expect a territory to live in, and I doubt they’ll want to share with humans.”
The room was silent until Donovan spoke. “I require full support—”
“It’s a good question,” Tristan said, interrupting Donovan. “I don’t know what will happen.”
“But you could start a war with this. Us against Them. Thousands could die. The humans could be wiped out.”
“I know.” It was the core of the equation that made the decision so hard. “But if something was wrong a thousand years ago, does it become right over time? I can’t pretend they don’t exist, especially when I can set them free.”
The redhead kept his mouth closed, as did everyone else. “Easy to say when you’re one of them,” he finally said. “Whose side will you be on if a war breaks out?”
“I don’t know. I’d hope to remain neutral, but I’ll pick the side who’s fighting for a cause I can believe in.”
“This is uncharted territory for the Makai,” Donovan stated. “None of you are required to support this mission. We’ll still operate as we have, but this may very well soon be taking precedence over everything we’re currently involved with.”
“So, let me get this straight. You’re willing to let certain people run their evil schemes, while we sit around researching mythology all day?”
“It may appear that way for now,” said Donovan.
“Sooner or later, there could be a true World War III,” Talak said. “Us against the Fae. Or perhaps it’ll be us and the Fae against mankind. Or perhaps we’ll simply be there to help everyone get along. Because technically speaking, we don’t know if we’re releasing single infants or hundreds of trained military forces.”
Tristan stared at the gathering ghosts. Their numbers were increasing rapidly.
“We don’t even know the specifics of this so-called contract,” said someone else. “What if, when he breaks the contract, all the magic involved strikes him down because he misunderstood? Maybe he really is supposed to wait until the humans have gone extinct.”
“There’s a chance the earth itself won’t be able to support life if we wait that long,” said Tristan. “Just look at what’s happened in the last hundred years.”
“Those races are sure gonna be one stirred up hornets’ nest.”
Everyone’s lives were at risk, along with the population of the entire world. Tristan stood from his chair and leaned on the table, watching the ghosts as they piled on each other and wiggled into gaps for a better view. There was hardly any room left between the backs of the Makai and the crowd. Samara, can you make them visible?
The sunlight faded to darkness. Everyone at the table stood and froze, waiting for instructions, but clearly tempted to run for the door.
“Explain,” ordered Donovan.
Tristan regretted standing, fighting the waves of dizziness along with everyone’s fear. “Samara is going to experiment to make them visible.”
People around the table shifted nervously, with whispers of ‘who’s Samara,’ and ‘experiment on us?’ ‘Ghosts?’
A full moon brightened and dimmed, and shifted from white light to purple to red to blue. The temperature spiked and dropped and buzzing vibrations had everyone grasping their heads. Tristan turned away from the table to face the ghosts gathered behind him. His shoulder ached but he felt calm, more tired than frantic. “Can’t you just show yourselves?”
There were a few shrugs and shakes of the head.
“How many?” Donovan asked. “Will we be attacked? I need to know now.”
Swords and guns and energy fields appeared around the table in a heartbeat.
“It’s like the blind leading the blind,” someone said.
“I’m sorry.” Tristan clenched his trembling hands tighter to his chest. If only he could find that chair. Where was the staff? “A hundred, maybe more. Will you attack us if we can see you?” Tristan asked.
“He doesn’t even know?”
A man stood from his chair and before he could take a full step toward Tristan, Donovan was standing between them with the tip of his sword pointed at the man’s throat.
Tristan backed into the table and sent a jolt of power through it, zapping everyone who happened to be touching it. Everyone froze with their palms in the air. “I’m so sorry! It was an accident!”
People nodded skeptically and scooted away.
“I wasn’t going to do anything!” pleaded the man, trying to sound calm, sitting back down.
“We’re all a little jumpy. Tristan, are they going to attack or not?”
“Not,” Tristan said. “I don’t know why there are so many, or why they’re here.”
Suddenly, every single ghost was visible to the people around the table. There were a few shouts of fright and weapons raised. A gun went off and Tristan dropped to his knees and covered his ears. “Don’t shoot!”
“Stop!” Donovan shouted. “We are NOT under attack here. Tristan, stand up.”
Landon rushed from his chair to help Tristan get to his feet.
“I’m sorry,” Tristan muttered. “I seem to have an unreasonable fear of guns blowing my head off.”
“We’ll make a note of it,” Landon said, trying to make light of the whole situation and failing.
A ghostly man was rushing to get all the ghosts down on their knees, and while Tristan had not seen so many ghosts in one place, he was more curious about the Makai’s reaction. One word from Donovan and they’d be a killing force, already focused and set on going to war. But what did they really think they could do against a bunch of ghosts?
The clearing around the table and surrounding forest was so full of misty beings, there was no way to see them all or even count. Those in the back, who wouldn’t be able to see if they kneeled, were standing with empty hands in the air. Behind them were dragons. Dozens and dozens of them.
Tristan leaned against Landon, needing more support to stand. “You have no idea how glad I am that you can finally see this.”
“It’s not like we didn’t believe you,” Landon said, as Tristan caught sight of Pink hiding in his hair. “Shhh.”
Tristan nodded as Donovan addressed the crowd. “Tell us what you want and why you’re here.”
The man who’d gotten everyone to kneel moved his mouth soundlessly.
Tristan started laughing, then tried not to when everyone scowled at him. “I’m just glad. I mean, I’m glad it’s not just me, that you can’t hear them either.”
“Room, adjust for sound. You,” Donovan ordered, pointing at the man who seemed to be leading the ghosts, “pick ten who share a variety of opinions about this whole situation and send the rest outside. I want at least one dragon to be amongst the ten.”
Tristan let his forehead plop against the table as the ghosts appeared to object over the demands. Some immediately wanted to be among the chosen, some were clearly upset, probably about being asked to leave.
“If you do not wish to be a part of this,” said Donovan to the group at the table, “now is your chance to walk away. I can’t guarantee your safety, but when have I ever?”
“I’d like to leave,” Tristan said, though no one paid any attention to him. In fact, Landon draped a warm blanket over his shoulders. Alpheus nodded with half a smile. Eleonora’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. No one left. In fact, they all took their seats and pretended the surrounding commotion amongst the crowd of ghosts didn’t exist.
“But this is your chance,” Tristan said. “Why risk your lives if you don’t have to?”
No one had a great answer, and most shrugged off the question. “We’ll be a secret society within a secret society,” someone said.
“Maybe we can do more to save not just innocent people, but the Earth itself.”
“Yeah, you never know,” added someone else. “This whole global warming thing could be fixed by next year.”
“Even if it means picking up trash and cleaning radioactive water?”
“The general public might think it’s stupid and a waste of time, but I’m sure we can rally a few to help.”
“Maybe we could develop a public organization to run it,” added Victor. “Then we can focus more of our energy on supporting whatever these mystery races need.”
The plan was beginning to sound completely reasonable and possible. “Thank you,” Tristan said, hopeful that they might actually accomplish something positive. He glanced back at Landon, his mind going blank. “I don’t know what to say.”
“We’ll wake you up when things get started, if you want to rest your eyes for a minute.”
Tristan laid his head on the table and in what seemed like a blink, the table was much longer. There were ghosts at one end and people at the other. On the ghosts’ side, there were five men, two women, and three dragons sitting behind them on large rounded haunches. They were more defined than before, but sound seemed to still be an issue.
“Where’s Jacques?” Tristan asked. He glanced at Donovan, unsure if he was stepping over some sort of line he didn’t know about, then returned his attention to the ghosts. “Has he been freed? Is he still alive? Around, that is.” Would Jacques have been chosen to be in the top ten?
“They, and the room, are attempting to work on sound,” said Donovan. “Unsuccessfully, I might add.”
“Molajah didn’t have a problem with it,” Tristan mumbled. “Neither did the dragon from the Forest of Darkness. But whatever. I can handle the yes-no questions.”
“Who’s Jacques?” asked Talak.
“Jacques is Tristan’s falcon.” Donovan shot a warning glance at Victor and Landon. “He’s being held for treason by the council, for bringing Tristan to my attention.”
“Sounds awfully personal.”
“It is.”
The ghosts stilled, waiting for Donovan to continue. Tristan wondered how many knew the truth about the relationship between Donovan and Jacques.
“The council had reason to keep Tristan from me, so I don’t blame them for their caution.” Donovan paced the living side of the table with his hands clasped behind his back. “In my past, I have killed a few, make that a few too many, dragons. I was bitter, and there is not much I can do about it now,” Donovan said, addressing the ghosts, “but I do ask for your forgiveness. Tristan is my sole priority and I will surely die so that he may live.”
“You don’t have to do this,” Tristan said, breaking the awkward silence.
“I don’t care if you’re immortal.” Donovan smiled down at him. “You are young and naive and full of inexperience, but my way of righting a wrong hasn’t been very successful. I’m tired of manipulating people in an attempt to make the world a better place, of taking out the people who would abuse their powers in my eye. So maybe your way will make a better difference. Maybe these races can fix what we have destroyed, and the world as a whole will improve. But I fear the human race will never change.”
“Maybe they don’t know.”
“They know,” said Donovan. “And they still lack respect for the planet and won’t clean up after themselves. There is no accountability.”
“So we get organized. We rally those who want to make a difference and start a public agenda.”
“Don’t you get it? That’s been tried already. People still don’t understand the damage they cause, and they don’t honestly care.” Donovan returned to his chair and sat. “Whatever happens to the human race in the future...they have brought it upon themselves and I, for one, will feel no guilt.”
“Says the one who will live no matter what,” grumbled a bald man sitting next to Talak.
Donovan almost let it go. “Says the one who doesn’t care because it’ll be someone else’s problem in thirty years.”
Tristan held his breath, expecting the man to walk out or start a fight.
“Touché.” The bald man eventually nodded. “Clearly I need to meditate on the idea.”
“We should do more than meditate.” Donovan leaned back in his chair and surveyed the rest of the people sitting at the table. “Again I would like to say, if anyone wants out....”
No one moved.
“Then let us begin. First on our agenda is Lazaro’s brother. Can any of you help us with that?” he asked the ghosts, who shook their heads. “It might not be the smartest thing to bring Stephan back into existence, but Tristan can test and experiment with whatever it is he needs to do before we approach the dragon in the Forest of Darkness.” Donovan directed his next words to Tristan. “You could experiment on a few of the other statues before messing with Stephan, if it makes you more comfortable.”
Tristan frowned. “They aren’t just statues. We’re talking about lives here.…”
“It’s not like they’re contributing members of society as they are. Besides, maybe they’d rather be killed for the chance to live, rather than be stuck living like they are?”
It was the same logic he was using for freeing the magical races, which brought to mind something he hadn’t thought of. “What if I mess up when I try to free the magical races, and I kill them instead?” He searched the ghosts for an answer or encouragement. There was none.
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BREAKING STONE
A CRISP BREEZE gusted up the cliffs of Ireland, coming in off the vast ocean. Tristan stood shoulder to shoulder with Landon and Victor, watching the rolling waves glisten under a noon sun, while the rest of the Makai searched the abandoned area for traps. Pink zipped away to investigate the transplanted forest beyond the greenhouses so they could give Dorian a report.
“No troubles, I assume?” asked Landon.
Tristan shook his head, glad the ghosts could provide a measure of safety during transport. “Probably would’ve taken us a week to get here by plane.”
“I like the flying! It gives me time to work on the songwriting,” Victor said. “But I wonder if we could adjust the power and increase speed...there’s got to be a way we can power the plane with water.”
“You guys are really taking this environmental thing to heart,” said Tristan, stuffing his free hand into his jacket for warmth. The other remained gripped on the staff and for once, he wished he didn’t have to take it everywhere he went. “I can’t say that was my intention when this started, but I like it. It feels right and it sounds like it won’t be all on me, which helps the stress level.”
“Definitely not a one-man job,” said Landon.
“Did anyone ever find that animal-plant thing? Does Pink know about it?”
“I’ll go check before she gets too far,” said Landon.
Tristan took a deep breath, rolling his shoulders to relax. Lazaro had agreed to meet them here with all of the statues, seeming to like the idea that the first few tries could be in error on someone other than his brother. They were meeting in a few hours.
Food was still an ongoing experiment. Carbs didn’t sit well, meat didn’t last long, sugars put him to sleep almost instantly. The ghosts couldn’t help him, implying everyone is different.
“Seems like Dorian should be here,” Tristan said to Victor.
“We can always make arrangements, especially if the ghosts can keep the transportation safe.”
Tristan nodded. “When I wanted to go north, I think that’s where I was going. Either to the cave, or to her. But I don’t really want her seeing me like this.”
“She’s seen you in every other condition, so what’s the big deal?”
Tristan shrugged. “She’s got enough to handle. Has she gotten back to anyone about the flower for Pink?”
Victor shook his head. “We haven’t asked either. But we will when this is done.”
“Have you asked Alvi to marry you yet?”
“No. In fact, I think she’s getting pretty annoyed by that. We’re planning wedding and reception ideas, but the question hasn’t been asked.”
“Why not?”
“Not sure. Waiting for the right moment, I guess. I’d planned to ask on stage, but was informed that putting her on the spot like that was a bad idea. But when we’re just together doing nothing, it doesn’t seem romantic enough. So it has to be a planned event, and I haven’t had much time.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. I’m busy, she’s busy, her dad’s been sick—”
A sound from the castle drew their attention; they turned to face Lazaro, his stone brother, and another man, Tynan. They stood for a moment by the steps, uncertain.
Lazaro left the statue with Tynan and headed toward Tristan and Victor with his hands in the air. “I’m not packing,” he said gruffly. “As if that matters….”
Tristan glanced around for the others, finding no one to back them up.
“You’re early,” Victor said.
“So are you. But I understand. I accept you don’t trust me. Where’s Donovan? It’s not like him to leave you all unguarded.”
“We’re not unguarded,” Landon said, having just appeared behind the man. “Donovan’s here.”
“I’m sure he is. He’s probably probing all the cracks for dart guns or something. I had them installed at the new place, if you must know.” He winked at Tristan. “I say, you do look much better than the last time I saw you, and your mother is blessedly on the far side of the world, shopping.”
“Thank you.”
“No, thank you. Reviving everyone was never my intention, so I appreciate the good will. I know you have no reason….”
“I do have a reason—” Tristan cut himself off, before he might sound as ruthless as Lazaro.
“But I’m sure it’s not to even the odds.” Lazaro clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on his feet, ignoring Landon as he circled to stand on Tristan’s left. “You have nothing to gain by doing this, none that I can see anyway. Other than perhaps having a better chance at reviving Stephan, which still makes no sense to me. But I’m not complaining. How long have you been a dragon? Well, I suppose all your life, but how long have you known? And what’s with the staff?”
“Do you always talk this much when you’re nervous?” Landon asked.
“Yes, he does,” Tristan answered. “It’s soothing in a way.”
Lazaro looked furious for a moment, then barked a laugh. “I still like you. Too bad we aren’t on the same side. But I do have a favor to ask, if I may.”
“You weren’t given permission to bring anyone other than Stephan,” Donovan said, standing a foot behind Lazaro, who spun, then suddenly didn’t know who to put at his back.
“That was the favor I was going to ask.” Lazaro backed away so everyone stood in front of him. “When…if the men are revived, they may require medical attention. I assume you won’t want to stick around after, if, they come back to life, and I’d like Tynan here to help me explain the situation. Unfortunately, unlike myself who is extremely grateful for your willingness to help in this situation, I fear Stephan will simply kill you the second it crosses his mind. If that makes sense. I’ll need to explain what has happened, and he’s not going to be happy about it.”
“Granted,” Donovan said, without much hesitation. “Though I doubt that’s what has you this troubled.”
Lazaro bit his lip. “I’m not usually, you know I’m not. But with Stephan….”
“Would you prefer we didn’t revive him? So you can continue with your petty thievery?”
“No! I wouldn’t want that.” Lazaro wrung his hands and looked genuinely worried. “He’s my brother, he deserves to live. But when he comes back, he’ll take everything I’ve built, thinking I built it for him. I rather enjoy my life at the moment. I’m a different man from what I was when he touched that cursed emerald. I have a legitimate winery and a real—” he glanced at Tristan and grimaced. “Okay, maybe I don’t love her, but for once I have a social life and some drama that isn’t threatening anyone’s life. Well, mostly not threatening. The men aren’t thrilled, but they’re more adrenalin junkies than anything else. With Stephan…he’s on a mission. I don’t have the drive necessary to follow in his footsteps anymore, and I don’t really care how off track we are from his original goals. Honestly, I couldn’t care less about those gems or whatever power they possess. The only thing I want to dominate is this wine festival coming up next month.” He shook his head. “I’m rambling.”
“He won’t let you do your own thing?” Tristan asked. “Can’t you just part ways?”
“Are you kidding? For one, it’s the family biz. For another, he’s always made the decisions. I don’t think he thinks I can think for myself, or make my own living, and I’ve proven that I can. Thirdly,” Lazaro rubbed the back of his neck used his sleeve to wipe at the sweat beading on his forehead, “I may or may not have invested most, if not all, of the funds we had into the villa in Austria. I can’t bear to see him destroy everything and turn it into some dark headquarters for whatever his next course of action will be. If he doesn’t kill me first.”
“So you’re in a bit of a pickle.” Donovan frowned and tapped his foot. “Why save him at all?”
“He haunts my thoughts night and day. It’s driving me insane. I can only put it off for so long, and I can no longer justify leaving him as he is.”
A bitter stab of hatred shot through Tristan’s wall of calm. “Like you haunted me day and night, waiting for me to break?”
Lazaro’s sorry expression faltered. “It’s my own guilt haunting me, not him personally. Besides, I saved your life. You could be grateful for that much.”
“What at about Tynan?” Donovan asked, before Tristan could put words to his sudden anger.
“He wants to finish his degree in herbal medicines.”
“Is that his business with Dorian?”
Lazaro nodded.
“Stephan will see through whatever façade you put in place within a day or two, and will most likely test your loyalty by asking you to do things you won’t be able to do. Such as murder for no apparent reason. Other than to prove you’ll take a life on his order.”
“My thoughts exactly. But I will stand up to him. Perhaps we can divide the estate.” Lazaro paced back and forth. “Oh, who am I kidding?”
No one.
“So be it.” Donovan motioned Lazaro back toward Tynan and the statue. “We make our own beds.”
Tristan swallowed his own nervousness, walking behind Lazaro and Victor, while Landon walked beside him. “Maybe he won’t survive?”
“You have to do your best,” whispered Landon. “Remember, this is a trial run for freeing the magical creatures as well. And the dragon.”
“I know. Did you find Pink?”
Landon grinned and Pink waved from the folds of his hair.
Lazaro and Tynan carried the statue of Stephan, passing a line of people up the sweeping stairs of the old castle. Tristan followed behind, studying the unfamiliar faces. There were twice as many now than there were at the meeting. How was he supposed to keep track of them all?
Landon put a comforting hand on his shoulder and kept him moving forward. “I’ll explain later.”
“You better,” Tristan said, refocusing his attention on the building itself. The walls had crumbled quite a bit since the last time they were here. Inside the wide double-doors, lanterns were scattered on the floor, filling the dark recesses with a warm light. Talak, with his tattooed arms crossed over his chest, stood at the mouth of the tunnel where stairs descended to Lazaro’s meeting room.
“Little extreme, don’t you think?” muttered Lazaro, as he and Tynan entered the tunnel with the statue hovering between them.
“Always the stairs,” Tristan mumbled, though they were better lit and easier to use than Samara’s spiraled staircase. At the bottom, it still felt like a dungeon. Two men stepped aside as Lazaro and Tynan entered the meeting room.
Six statues were covered in dusty sheets, and three more of Donovan’s men stood guard.
“Wow,” Victor said. “You really did leave them here to decompose.”
“They’re stone,” said Lazaro. “How would they know? Besides, that’s what my brother would have done.” He righted the statue of his brother near the head of the table and sighed.
“If everyone would please wait outside. I don’t want mass killings if we can help it.” Donovan ushered his men out of the room, but didn’t object to Landon and Victor staying. Lazaro and Tynan took seats at the table.
“So how are you going to do this?” Lazaro asked. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. But before you do it, I just want you to know I’m sorry about everything—past, present, and future. Carry on. Do whatever you need to do.”
Victor pulled the sheet from the first statue and cringed. “Sure you want him back? He’s sorta creepy looking.”
“You’d be creepy looking too if you were terrorized into stone and had moss growing in your eyelids and eardrums.” Lazaro drummed his fingers on the table. “Just get on with it.”
The rest of the sheets were thrown into a pile on the floor. Seven statues total. Tristan swallowed hard and walked to the first man. He thought about asking what the name was, then decided against it. “He’s already dead.”
“How do you know?” Lazaro asked. “What about my brother, is he—?”
Tristan glanced at Stephan and shuddered. “Yeah, he’s still alive. I can see his aura.”
Lazaro scowled at the news, then went back to drumming his fingers.
“Since when can you see auras?” asked Victor.
“I don’t know. It’s more like an energy within the stone. A life force maybe.” Tristan transferred the staff to his bad arm and rested his hand on the chest of the next statue. “It’s my intent to free you, and I’m sorry if it doesn’t go well.”
“Can he hear you?” Lazaro stood from the table for a better look.
Tristan shrugged. “I just don’t want to kill him off without giving him a fair warning, in case he turns into a ghost.”
“Oh....” Lazaro’s mouth gaped and his eyes widened. “Is that possible? Will these people haunt me forevermore?”
“No,” Tristan said. “Not unless you’re immortal.”
Lazaro paled and sat back down.
“I’m kidding. I doubt they’ve been aware of anything in the past year.” Though he couldn’t really say for sure.
“That would be good. You know,” Lazaro added loudly, jumping to his feet again. “I asked for Tristan’s help in saving you all!” He gave Tristan a curt nod and motioned for him to carry on. Then whispered, “Just in case,” under his breath. He sat back down and Tynan bowed his head in silent prayer.
Tristan peered into the eyes of stone, placing his free hand back on the statue’s chest. The molecular pattern seemed solid and tight at first, but underneath he could sense the original cell structure.
He closed his eyes and focused. Unsure at first if he should make the solid patterns match the original, or pull the original out, leaving the shell of whatever the solid part was. But there shouldn’t be any extra material, so he unraveled the solid and reconfigured it to match the inner core.
He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, or if he could take a break without losing track of everything he’d done, when a cold body fell against him, knocking him to the ground.
Nobody was prepared.
The back of his head throbbed against the stone floor. A heavy weight was lifted from his chest and voices were calling him. He just needed a mental break and felt his shoulders lift and his head roll against something warm.
“I’m so sorry, Tristan. I should have predicted this. I wasn’t prepared. Landon, towels.”
Tristan tipped forward and something pressed to the back of his head. “I’m fine,” he said, hopefully out loud.
“Looks like I’m not the only one who’s changed,” said Lazaro. The words sounded rather threatening and Tristan opened his eyes to see the man smirking over Donovan’s shoulder.
For a moment, Tristan thought he’d be handed over to Landon, but he wasn’t. Donovan sighed. “Quite right. It would appear we both have something to hide.”
Lazaro nodded, then went back to his unconscious minion. “Should I feel bad that this man’s life means nothing to me?”
Donovan shrugged and put his attention back on Tristan. “It’s still bleeding,” he whispered. “Heal it already. Or do you want to get back home? That took longer than expected, almost an hour.”
“Give me a steak and I’ll be fine.”
Lazaro broke out in a fit of laughter and Tristan cringed, recalling the times he’d heard that laugh before. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard him say!”
Donovan glared and Lazaro shut his mouth.
“You’re an overprotective vampire and he wants a stake to make himself feel better?” Lazaro glanced at Landon and Victor. “That’s hilarious! Isn’t it? Am I missing something?”
No one laughed.
Something about the confusion with the word ‘steak’ triggered a memory from when he’d been a dragon. He tensed as the colors in the room faded to black and white. The unconscious man beside him held no body heat whatsoever, though his heart did seem to hold a pulse. Donovan gripped his chin and forced eye contact. “Tristan—”
“He’s brave, I’ll give him that. Wait. You don’t mean….” Lazaro studied Victor and Landon, then shot a look at Donovan. “They don’t know? Surely they should know what you are....”
“He meant steak,” Donovan snarled. “As in meat. Food. This whole dragon thing is taking a toll on his metabolism. That’s why he’s so tired and bone-thin.”
Lazaro frowned, then rose his eyebrows, then frowned again, apparently speechless.
“What would make you think I’m a...a vampire? Have you lost your mind?”
“Well,” Lazaro rubbed at his chin while he appeared to consider where he may have gone wrong with his thinking. “The kid was always having such vivid nightmares about being chased down and killed by you…and you pretty much look like a modern day vampire to me, with your stylish looks and cold attitude. I swear you haven’t aged a bit in the past twenty years, and you are rather ruthless when it comes to…well, you know...life in general. So…it just made perfect sense to assume—”
“Don’t assume.”
“Fine.” He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Touchy, touchy. I won’t assume. Though I’d say I hit a nerve based on your reaction, and that’s a bit suspicious by itself. Don’t you think?”
“There’s no such thing as Vampires.”
Lazaro blinked several times as the accusation in his expression faded. “Is he well enough to revive the next one, or shall we resume this tomorrow?”
“Give him a few more minutes,” Donovan said, gripping Tristan a little tighter. “Are you up for it? It’s fine to call it a day if you wish.”
“Food,” Tristan whispered, hoping not to start the whole thing all over again.
“Just like a teenager.” Lazaro busted into a fit of laughter and Tristan almost threw up. “You can’t keep ‘em fed for longer than ten minutes.”
“Yeah,” Victor said, slipping a backpack off his shoulder. “It’s those hollow legs. Here, Tristan. Liquid first, there’s a straw. I have a sandwich when you’re ready.”
Lazaro frowned. “Can’t the boy feed himself?”
“He probably has a concussion,” Landon said quickly. “We don’t want him to eat solids so soon, and we don’t need to move him immediately. So just…go check on your guy and leave him alone.”
“Well aren’t we all touchy?” Lazaro shut his mouth and walked back to Tynan, who could do nothing more than drape a heated blanket over the unconscious man.
Tristan closed his eyes.
“That’s it,” Donovan said. “We’ll do the rest tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow won’t make any difference. Let’s just get it over with.”
“An hour was too long.”
“It won’t take as long now that I know what I’m looking for.”
Donovan pinched his lips tight and Tristan smiled. “If I can’t do it, I won’t. But if I eat something, there’s really no reason why we can’t just get it done. I mean, that went well, I think. Didn’t it? Is he alive?”
“I’ll know more when we get back home,” answered Tynan. “His body temperature is low, so I’m warming him up, but other than that I’d say he appears intact, for lack of a better description. I’ll know more about his mental status when he wakes up.”
Tristan accepted Landon’s hand to help him up and sat at the table to eat the sandwich.
“So what’s it like being a dragon?” Lazaro asked, leaning into the table to watch Tristan eat.
“Get out,” growled Donovan. The meeting room door flung open on its own. “We’ll call you back in when we’re ready to continue.”
Lazaro grumbled in Italian and pulled Tynan out the door with him.
Tristan blinked at the final few bites of wheat crust and a bit of lettuce, unable to recall picking up the sandwich to begin with. He stared up at Victor and frowned.
“What’s wrong?”
“Did I eat this?”
“It’s the fourth,” Victor said cautiously. “Think it’s enough?”
Tristan swallowed the last of what was in his mouth and put the rest back on the paper plate. How could he eat so much without realizing it? “Did you guys eat?”
“Nah. We can eat any ol’ time.”
“I’m....” Tristan swallowed again, horrified to know he’d probably eaten their meals as well. “This can’t be a good thing.”
“It’s fine!” Landon grinned. “We ate before we got here.”
Never in his life had he imagined monopolizing everyone’s time. He looked back to the statue of Stephan. It was odd to think someone he’d never met personally might kill him in a heartbeat. “You know, Lazaro is right. You are acting strange,” he directed to Donovan.
“I care about everyone,” Donovan said, turning from the table.
“But you never show it. Changing the plans for an entire mission just because of a little bump on the head? I know I’m fragile and all, but I’ll bet you’ve never babied Landon or Victor like that.”
“Landon and Victor can take care of themselves.”
“The guy fell on me, I bumped my head, and you act like I can’t possibly go on.”
“Do you prefer the cold-hearted vampire version? Is that your request?”
“No.” Clearly he’d dug himself into a hole and Landon and Victor were staying out of it. “I think I’m just trying to avoid getting back to work. Reviving Stephan. I’m sorry.”
“He will not harm you, I will see to it.”
“See? There you go again.” Tristan eyed Landon and Victor. “Don’t you think it’s out of character for him?”
They shrugged, uncommitted to a yes or no answer.
Donovan sighed and sat beside Tristan. “What I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this room.”
Landon and Victor leaned in.
“On the ship, you were...dreaming. Do you remember?”
“Vaguely,” Tristan said. “It was Jacques’ ship.”
“You remember Jacques is my father, yes?”
Tristan nodded.
“I had suspicions, but no proof…and perhaps that’s why I was always hesitant to kill when, for anyone else, I might have. What I’m trying to say is, Jacques informed me that I am your uncle. You’re descended from my brother’s line.”
“I thought you investigated his heritage when we first started tracking him,” Landon said.
“I did, but I never found anything, and the last living relative of mine, that I knew of, died in the early 1600s. So forgive me if I feel a sudden need to protect you at all costs.”
“Wow.” Victor broke the long silence. “I’m kinda jealous.”
“You will both always be like sons to me, which is why I’ve kept you from the higher risk missions. So it’s not that I don’t have faith in your abilities, it’s that bonding with people and seeing them die is a very painful thing. I don’t wish to see you killed so young.”
“I think I knew that,” Landon said. “But it’s nice to hear. Thanks.”
“So long as you don’t hold us to a curfew,” Victor added, “or tag along on dates.”
Donovan smiled and put his attention back on Tristan.
Tristan blinked away the moisture from his eyes. “There was a time I thought, hoped, you could be my father. I even buried messages in glass jars before each move, in case you or someone you trusted was watching.” Anger brewed in his gut. “But it was probably just Jacques manipulating my emotions, making me wish you’d stick around for once so he could be with you.” He would never know the extent of the man’s influence, and the idea made it difficult to have his own identity. “You were nothing more than a stalker. But it all worked out for the best. I’m totally over it.” He’d never put words to his anger in regards to Jacques. “Even the drawing was Jacques’ talent, not mine. Am I just a vessel for him? Do I have any talents of my own?”
Donovan remained silent for an uncomfortable amount of time.
“What about my personality, is that his, too?”
“You are your own person, Tristan. Jacques may have raised you in his image from the day you were born, teaching you everything he knows, guiding you in times of need, but that’s what a parent strives to do. You lacked physical parents, he stepped in and raised you to be the person you are today. I wasn’t fit for the job, even if I’d known that was Jacques’ intension.”
“But you were fit enough to take in Landon and Victor—”
“They have their own lives.”
“Well, so do I. I didn’t need you then and I don’t need you now.”
“Tristan,” Donovan sighed, seemingly at a loss for words. “I could never be the father that Jacques has already been. It makes us more like brothers than distant relatives.”
Tristan had to smile at that. “Do you think he’s still alive?”
“I hope so.”
“So why don’t you want anyone to know?” Victor asked.
“It’s a weakness.”
Tristan’s heart sank. It was the last thing he wanted to hear. “Let’s get this over with.” He stood from the table and shut his eyes when Donovan grabbed his shoulders. “That actually does hurt, just so you know.”
Donovan loosened his grip and pulled Tristan against his chest in a hug. “Jacques told me how painful your shoulder is. I’m sorry. Had I known—”
“You’d what, find a cure faster? There is no cure. And it doesn’t matter if we’re related in some distant way, nothing changes. And stop hugging me—it’s too late and I’m not a kid anymore. It’s embarrassing.”
Donovan squeezed a bit tighter.
“You can’t make up for anything.” Tristan squirmed to free himself.
“I’m not trying to.”
“Then let go before Lazaro comes back.”
“You aren’t an embarrassment, Tristan. The only reason I don’t want people knowing is because you would be used against me. I don’t want to see you tortured, kidnapped, or harmed in any way. I, and everyone around me, would be at the mercy of anyone who dared.”
“That’s stupid.” Tristan stilled as possible scenarios filled his head. “You’d be stupid to negotiate, or be controlled by some ridiculous ransom—”
“You’re a fool if you think I’d let you be injured or killed if it was within my power to stop it.”
“I’m not even a real person! You can’t tell me you’d kill Landon or Victor to save me.”
“Those would be odd terms that I don’t foresee happening, but perhaps a building full of world leaders, a train of civilians, a presidential flight…. There are many targets a terrorist would pay a great deal for, and if they had you, the deed would cost them absolutely nothing.”
“You’re nuts. I would never want that.”
“It wouldn’t be up to you, would it? So let’s keep this secret and we won’t have to make such decisions. Understand?”
Tristan nodded, as did Landon and Victor.
Donovan pounded on the door twice, making everyone flinch. “Lazaro, get in here!”
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LIFE AND DEATH
“THIS ONE’S DEAD,” Tristan said, and moved on to the fourth statue.
Lazaro and Tynan pushed it against the wall and covered it with a sheet, leaving it beside the first one.
“What about this one? No sense in moving him out from the wall if he’s dead, too,” said Lazaro.
Tristan studied the statue closely until he found hints of a living aura. “Move it out.”
Lazaro and Tynan rocked the statue away from the wall, far enough to stand behind it and catch the body. Victor and Landon stood at Tristan’s right and left sides protectively, while Donovan stared at the first revived man lying on the floor.
Tristan eyed him suspiciously, both the man and Donovan. Do you think he overheard? Even though he’s unconscious?
Perhaps. It’s taken care of.
Tristan faced the statue and took a quick breath.
“Come on, Tristan. Nothing changes,” Landon said. “You can do this.”
Tristan put his hand on the statue’s arm, just above the elbow. “Forgive me if I fail, but I’m doing my best, under the assumption that you’d rather die than be trapped like this.”
Lazaro nodded. “Very brave.”
“Yeah. Considering he could kill me the second he’s aware.”
Killing a person isn’t as easy as it seems, instructed Donovan. Simply keep control of your cells so they cannot be scattered or manipulated by something else.
Tristan kept his objecting negativity to himself and took another deep breath.
“This is a trade we’ve negotiated,” Lazaro stated, addressing the three remaining statues. “The lives of these four men are never to be harmed, in trade for seeing to your resurrection. I hope it is clear—they do this in good faith.”
Tristan glanced back at Donovan, who nodded his approval, then stretched his mind toward the most inner part of the statue until he had a grasp of the original molecular structure, drawing it outward until all the solid aspects were adjusted to match. Lazaro and Tynan caught the man and Tristan moved on to number five. He said his peace and plea for understanding, then did the same thing.
When Stephan fell into Lazaro’s awaiting arms, Tristan stared at the blank wall, somehow missing something important. There was no sound or movement in the empty room and he briefly wondered what would happen if he shifted, if the room was big enough to contain him, or…. Who would take precedence, him or the stone? Did his body extend outward from the human shape or did it simply appear as a dragon in a blink?
Someone behind him called his name. He turned to see his own body lying on the floor, with Landon, Victor, and Donovan on their knees, surrounding him. He smiled at the thought of how serious they seemed, then saw Molajah standing over them. You’re alive! Where have you been?
You’re too important, Tristan. Go back.
Go back where? He’d been in this mental state before, so seeing himself on the floor wasn’t very shocking. Donovan scooped him up and he felt nothing—no tug yanking him back, no sense of uneasy seasickness or queasiness. In fact, he felt a bit free. He could barely remember the last time he could move his shoulder without pain.
Lazaro and Tynan were laying Stephan’s body in the line with the others. Donovan ran out of the room, carrying Tristan’s body up the narrow stairs.
Now, Tristan. Before you lose the way.
I’m immortal, remember? I thought they killed you!
Don’t be thinking you don’t need your body, and apparently I had this last thing to do. Now catch up before it’s too late.
Tristan scowled and left the room to follow Donovan. But, I have questions! I need to talk to you. How can we find Jacques? Are you sure I’m supposed to break this contract? When he turned the corner, Donovan was gone.
This way, Molajah said, standing at the top of the staircase. Hurry.
Tristan made it to the top of the stairs and saw Donovan, Landon, and Victor stepping through the open double doors, rushing into the brightly lit outside. He ran to join them, then felt a line snap, jerking him back into his body.
Molajah smiled with pride. He covered his heart with one hand and held up the other. Goodbye, Tristan. May you all be well.
“He’s back. He’s fine,” Landon said, as Donovan dropped to his knees to lay Tristan on the ground.
Tristan stared at the spot where Molajah stood, tears welling his eyes. Why did they always leave him? This was the second time he had to lose Molajah.
“It’ll be okay, Tristan. You’re safe. We have you.” Donovan about crushed Tristan’s arms and ribs together in a tightly wrapped, hot blanket. “Whatever happened, don’t let it happen again.”
His throat constricted as he willed Molajah to come back. Even if he could only be a faded-out ghost.
“Look at me, Tristan. How many fingers? Say something.”
It was the stupidest question he’d heard in a long time. And the constricting body that held his spirit prisoner tighten around him like a noose.
Nothing would happen if he slept, because no one could do anything without him. The thought was refreshing—he at least had some control over his life.
He let himself drift, beyond exhausted. The cold grip of the sea tugged at his legs, pulling him down deeper into darkness. Like a game of tug-of-war, with Donovan pulling him back to the surface.

“He’ll be fine, Donovan,” said a woman’s voice. “Why don’t you go get some rest?”
“He’s slept long enough. He needs to eat something.”
“He’ll wake when he’s ready.”
Tristan opened his eyes and saw Donovan and Madam Galina. She sighed, shook her head, and left the cabin. “I’ll give you five minutes, no more.”
“Tell me what happened.”
“You first,” said Tristan. “How did Lazaro’s men turn out?”
“Two are fine, three are still in comas. They aren’t my concern. The ghost committee is waiting for us. They have already approached the dragon in the Forest of Darkness.”
“I’m not getting out of bed until they free Jacques.”
“Not an option.” Donovan picked Tristan up off the bed and carried him out of the room.
“I’m not doing anything they want until Jacques is free.”
“They’re getting anxious.”
“Since when does the other side’s level of anxiousness matter? Don’t you want Jacques freed?”
Donovan averted his gaze, directing his attention to the path through the trees.
“I still need to talk to Lazaro. I forgot to ask how he knew where to find the gem on the map. The black one from the beach.”
“It’s irrelevant now. The ghosts say they know where everything is, and they will show you before we break the contract, so we can free the others as time permits.”
“Is the goal to free everything before I starve to death?”
“Of course not. Why would you think that?”
“Seems like we’re controlling the power by keeping me underfed, but my brain feels too scattered to concentrate.”
“You did fine with Lazaro’s men.”
“I would have gotten lost without Molajah.”
“You saw him?”
Tristan nodded. Donovan sat him down in a chair at the table, where three ghosts were waiting. “He apparently had unfinished business here. He helped me find my way back to you, then waved goodbye and wished us all well.” Fresh tears welled in his eyes and the listening ghosts remained fixed on him. They turned suddenly toward each other, excited by the news.
“I know when the contract is broken, and I will break it, that Jacques and you all will be freed to move on. But I want the chance to say goodbye to Jacques, and to thank him for being with me all along. I don’t care if he already knows.”
“This is Oskar,” said Donovan, directing Tristan’s attention to the lead ghost, who began writing in the air. Donovan translated. “Jacques went missing two days ago. We assume the council ended his life, due to our unwillingness to cooperate.”
“You made that decision without me?” Tristan stood from the table and clutched at the blanket around his shoulders. “How could you? I would have—” He glanced at Donovan, who was taking this far better than expected. “Did you agree to this? There had to be another way! Why couldn’t you just go in and save him? I want to talk to the council. Samara, let me out!”
“It’s too late, Tristan.”
Tristan held back the hateful, childish tantrum building inside.
“Jacques wouldn’t have wanted to be a pawn in this.”
“I just wanted to say goodbye.” Tristan tensed as Donovan smashed his aching shoulder, wrapping his arms around him. He could barely breathe and tried to push away. “It’s not fair.”
“Nothing ever is.”
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THE PROPOSITION
GHOSTS ENTERED the room five at a time to mark locations of gems they knew about on a world map, and again on a map more specific to each area. Donovan and Landon were keeping the information organized; Tristan gave up trying to keep track for himself and paced back and forth along the wall farthest from the table.
Besides, tensions were rising and Donovan had taken to yelling at the ghosts in Russian.
Problems were developing with almost every location as ghosts argued about who had the better memory. Some guardians had kept watch over a certain gem for more than fifty years, while others had only been in charge of a stone for a year or two. And then a third or fourth guardian would come along and confess to moving a gem from the original location to somewhere more secluded, due to population growth issues, or land erosion, and not be exactly sure on the precise location because they’d been killed before returning to the spot, or had failed to use any sort of significant landmark. Some spots differed by more than a hundred miles.
There were also arguments about which race was enclosed in each gem. It seemed the original guardians had a hard time remembering specifics, and the more recent guardians were never told.
It created a larger issue. Even if they knew for sure what race they were dealing with, many of the locations were in extremely populated areas. How upset would a creature be after seeing what the humans had done to the magical land they remembered? Would they be willing to walk away and start over somewhere else?
Tristan rubbed tiny circles at his temples, tired and restless and starving.
“Jessie is outside,” said Donovan, stepping into Tristan’s path. “If you’d like to check on her and take her for a quick run. Thirty minutes. No more.”
“You’re letting me out? By myself?” It would probably take him thirty minutes to get up the spiral stairs, but he didn’t care.
“I doubt the ghosts will let you wander too far unattended. Victor could go with you, if you want, but I’d prefer to keep Landon here.”
“That’s all right. I’ll be fine, and I won’t be long.” Tristan jogged toward the invisible doorway. Samara—
I heard. Please be careful; I worry about what goes on out there.
The door appeared in the trees, almost exactly where he’d expected it to be. Thanks, Samara.
“Tristan.”
Tristan slowed to a stop, dreading the idea of Donovan changing his mind. Would he be so cruel? He turned to face the man. “I just want to talk to Dorian. I won’t go anywhere.”
“When this is over, I won’t put such limitations on you.”
Tristan nodded.
“Take Landon with you.”
“I’m not even going anywhere!”
“If you want to risk it with Oliver, and the ghosts agree to guard the way, you can see her. But thirty minutes—no more.” Donovan motioned for Landon to get moving. “Get some air.”
Tristan tried not to roll his eyes for poor Landon and stepped through the door.
“No offence,” he said, hearing Landon climb the stairs behind him.
“None taken. I can use the air anyway—it’s getting stuffy in there.”
“Tell me about it. Why do you suppose he’s feeling so generous? I never would have thought he’d suggest seeing Dorian without him.”
“Maybe he’s trying to make a show of trusting the ghosts to keep you safe. Do you want to see her?”
“I don’t know.” Tristan sighed. “She’s been ignoring me. But Samara blocks communications, and I don’t always remember to try when I am out. Maybe that’s the problem.”
“You do have a lot on your mind right now.”
“Yeah.” Tristan paused the stair-climbing to catch his breath. “I would like to know how the search for the flower is going, though. Have you heard?”
“No. I think she’s been kind of busy as well.”
“With Tynan?” Tristan started climbing again. “I’d also like to see if we could release orphaned races on the island, since we know it’s not charted by anyone. We could keep them there until we know what climate they want. If it’s not okay, maybe we could find other islands to release them on? We have one extra fang to keep a small island hidden. But what if the races can’t handle living near each other?”
“I’m sure it’ll work out in the long run.”
“I hope so. I don’t see it going well if we release them near people.”
“They’ll need time to adjust,” added Landon.
Tristan nodded and kept climbing. “This much work deserves a steak, don’t you think?”
Landon laughed. “Hard to believe we couldn’t get you to look at food before.”
“Is that a yes?”
“Sorry. You’ve got three more hours.”
“You guys are driving me insane.”
“Want me to clear the way for Dorian?”
“Yes. Tell her it’s not that I haven’t wanted to talk to her. It just hasn’t been possible.”
“Sure. You’ll survive the stairs all by your lonesome?”
“Yep.”
“Don’t transport anywhere until the ghosts clear the way.” Landon skipped steps to the top, leaving Tristan behind. Three quarters of the way, Tristan debated if fresh air was worth the effort. At least the passing ghosts kept him from overheating. Finally in the hall at the top, he almost turned right, to where he knew a kitchen existed, but sighed and headed for the exit.
He ignored the crowd of lingering ghosts in the clearing and sat on the steps of the castle. Jessie tore through the lower shrubs almost instantly to greet him, with many grumbles and complaints from the shrubs themselves.
“Hey, Jess.” Tristan scratched the dog under the chin and behind the ears. “Where’s Landon? Did you see him?”
Dorian? You there?
Hi! Long time, no hear. Landon’s talking to Oliver. How are you?
Better. I have a big favor to ask, though. Can I see you?
Better as in, not quite dead yet?
Tristan laughed. Yeah, I should be good for another hour at least. If they’d let me eat.
What? You’re still not eating?
No, it’s not that I can’t. It just messes with me too much. So they have me on a crazy schedule.
Crazy like what? When’s the last time you ate?
I ate an hour ago, but it feels like a month or more. I think they’re on a four-hour plan.
Oh for goodness sake. That is not a crazy schedule.
It is when you’re starving to death. Tristan smiled when her thoughts busted into laughter. So can I come over? Donovan gave me thirty minutes, twenty minutes ago.
How generous of him.
Yeah. Gotta take advantage before he can change his mind.
Looks like Oliver might give in, but I’m not sure who he thinks is worse—you or Philip.
Is Philip there?
Yeah. He’s trying to get on Oliver’s good side and failing.
Oh. Maybe he should have thought of that? I guess I’m glad he’s failing.
Why? Want to start dating?
I would, if you didn’t say it like it would be the worst idea ever. Besides, I’m pretty busy right now. I can’t imagine going to the movies, or sitting for a pizza...but being on Oliver’s good side would certainly make life easier.
Yeah, I’m pretty busy too these days.
I would like to see you more often, though, with Oliver’s approval, and maybe work together? You’d be a great help with what I’m doing. I think. It’s part of the favor I want to ask.
So what is it?
Tristan held his breath. Was he supposed to tell anyone? How would he even explain the long task ahead of releasing unknown magical races into the world, and meeting whatever needs they might have? It’s kind of like with Pink, except more. Much more.
You want me for research?
Yes. No. I’m not explaining this very well. Let me see you in person and I’ll try to explain. Or I’m sure Landon can help if you don’t want to.
Why wouldn’t I want to? You can be so clueless sometimes, you know that?
Tristan sighed. Yes, I know. I’m an insensitive twit and I have no idea how to talk to you without getting into some major argument that can never be explained. We go through this every time we talk—.
We do not. Dorian started laughing again. Twit? I haven’t heard that since...Gram.
I’m sorry.
Me too. Let me make this simple. I want to be involved with whatever you’re doing. Come over and we’ll talk. Landon gives the thumbs up and it doesn’t look like Oliver is going to bother with supervising.
Good! But you shouldn’t say yes about this favor until you know what’s at stake. I’m on my way. Tristan glanced at the gathering of ghosts hovering nearby. “Can you guard my path while I transport?”
The oldest of the ghosts nodded enthusiastically and waved his arms to rally others.
Relieved and grateful, Tristan closed his eyes and pictured Dorian’s face. She was sitting on a log by the lakeshore, where she usually did her diving. Landon was jogging down the trail from the village. Oliver was nowhere in sight. Where was Philip?
The intense lights of the Seraphim Council was the last thing he expected—either the council had overpowered his escorting ghosts, or there were traders among them. Hadn’t Molajah warned him to trust no one? He cursed at himself more than anyone else.
Blinding orbs surrounded him. Whether they were there to defend or attack was unclear at the moment. All he could think about was Jacques. A stinging pain slashed through him. It seemed to take quite a bit of time for his mind to comprehend any words in the low vibrations. But with Jacques gone, they had nothing to bargain with.
Gone, yes. But not dead.
True enough. Molajah was killed by the council, and it only served to free him of the contract and permit him to move on. Jacques had to be in a better place.
Not a better place. He’s trapped in the barren Netherlands, in his earthly falcon form.
What? Now they had his full attention.
If you can find him, he’s yours to keep and we will hold nothing against you or your future actions.
It had to be a trick of some kind. What’s the catch?
No catch. The world belongs to others now and it is time for us to move on. We do so willingly as the fates would have it.
Tristan took in the rest of the lights, unable to tell one from another. Before, you made it so I could see you more clearly. Why is that not the case now? Surely they’d communicated with him enough times to know what did and didn’t work. This seemed a step in the wrong direction.
Our realm is not as stable as it once was, with the harmony at odds.
So you’re giving up? Just like that?
There comes a time when one must face the truth. You have put your faith not with your own kind, but with manipulating humans who seek power and control over you and your thoughts. Through them, you will doom all the races and land upon which they live. You will dishonor all dragons because you lack patience. Wisdom. We will not pretend to support you, nor stand behind you, nor claim you as one of us. And the sad truth is, when you’ve finished doing your part, none of this will matter because Earth will be a dead planet. We accept this truth. Even now, history is being recorded and you will be to blame.
Tristan tried to blink, still blinded. How do I get to Jacques? What else could he do at this point, except think about their accusations at his own pace?
A folded piece of paper hovered before him, with dim qualities that made it perfectly visible. You already know how it works.
He’s in the map?
He is. But Jacques knows better than to walk far from the starting point. He’s probably waiting for someone to show him the way back. Someone he trusts. Someone like you.
Tristan remained skeptical.
We don’t care about him either way. Leave him if you wish and return to your realm empty handed. Serves him right for thinking he could use the map to escape, when we were willing to free him.
The last time he’d interacted with the map, half a day felt like weeks of wandering before Victor broke the physical connection between himself and the paper. What if he’s not there and I lose my way?
Your mission will be aborted and you will be sent home empty-handed.
What if I’m close, and I want more time?
Then perhaps we’ll have something to negotiate.
Deal. If Jacques felt there was another way out of the map, there must be a way.
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THE BARREN NETHERLANDS
TRISTAN SUCKED IN THE BURNING air, scorching his throat in the process. As bright as the orbs had been in whatever realm the council existed, it was nothing compared to the direct sunlight in this desert. Tristan shaded his eyes with both hands. His pale skin would be fried in minutes, accustomed mostly to Samara’s artificial light.
“Jacques!” He had to be systematic in his search, or he’d be just as lost. He pivoted 90 degrees and called out again.
Velvety sagebrush stretched over flat ground in all directions, though up close, the branches were sharp and unforgiving. Maybe that’s where Jacques would be—taking refuge from the sun in the shade beneath the scraggly brush. “Jacques!”
Tristan scratched a big X in the sandy dirt, then circled the spot with small rocks. After thirty minutes of collecting larger rocks, and the fascination that his shoulder felt completely healed, the pile still didn’t peak above the sage. How else could he mark the location as a starting point?
All you have to do is ask.
Tristan grinned at the nearby shrub. “I’m searching for a friend. He’s a falcon. Have you seen him?”
No.
Other shrubs awoke, asking random questions about what was going on in lethargic voices. “I need your help,” Tristan said loudly. “I don’t know how long I can stay, but I’m looking for a friend.”
The smaller shrubs seemed to be the most engaging. Tristan touched one of the larger bushes—the velvety leaves mostly withered. “What’s wrong?” Tristan asked. “Are you all dying out here?”
No, answered a different type of plant. Tiny flowers had turned brown and the leaves on clumped stems had all but fallen to the ground. They are preparing to conserve for the long winter and spring to follow.
Tristan squatted next to the clump of dried weeds. “You don’t look much better.”
I can tolerate this inferno heat for a few more days, and then this form will provide for young seedlings and they will carry my memories when the winter has passed.
“I see. The thought of dying doesn’t bother you?”
I am not dying. I am cycling as generations before me.
Tristan gaped in awe. He couldn’t even apologize for something so selfless and...natural. Dorian was completely right. “Can you suggest a way for me to find my friend?”
I only see a small portion of the sky, but between all of us, your friend has surely left a trail.
“I would think so.” Tristan stood, shading his eyes once again. The desert expanded as far as he could see, with sweltering heat waves distorting the horizon. “Has anyone seen a falcon recently?”
Tristan’s hopes soared as the question rippled outward in all directions. Maybe this wouldn’t be such an impossible task? He could cover square miles in minutes and be home before nightfall.
And then the question came back to him. What is a falcon?
“What? What is—?” Tristan clenched his hair in his fists, already damp with sweat. “Really?”
Do not be angry, said the clump of weeds. It is a flying creature, yes?
“Yes.” Tristan took in a deep breath. This could still work. “A falcon is a bird, with wings. Dark feathers. Only my falcon is a tad bigger than most falcons. He has golden eyes and white feathers on the joints of his wings. The longest feathers on his wings and tail are striped with light and dark—”A chorus of questions had him stuttering for a better way to explain.
Why are feathers different sizes?
Different colors?
How does something stay in the air?
I saw a white bird with gray spots a while back.
I saw an owl once—it swallowed a four-legged rodent right in front of me and left a foot!
“He looks like this!” The idea of being a composer, or creator, had bothered him before, but this was different. This was a perfect opportunity to use the ability for something absolutely necessary. He created a replica falcon, careful not to invest anything personal in the process.
He made slight technical adjustments to the wingspan and color, and tried to match everything exactly to his memories as the bird circled overhead. But it had been so long since he’d seen the bird in flight. Maybe too long. He sent the bird gliding in a wider circle, slowing it down so everyone could get a good look. “Have you seen this bird before?”
There was silence for a moment, and some whispers of explanation as a few more plants awoke from various states of dormancy.
Yes! came a shout. Others followed and soon, the whole area was cheering.
“How long ago?” Tristan’s heart leaped with excitement. “What direction was he flying?”
He was just here, not long ago!
“Which way?” Joyful elation had him springing on his feet. He’d go after the falcon with the sagebrush tracking his path, and would return to this exact spot in record time. It would be impossible to get lost. Speed would be the biggest factor—how long did he have? He was already losing perspective of time.
That way! Right toward the sun!
Tristan frowned. Without fingers, how could they express direction? The sun was no help, being high noon. “Who saw him last?”
I did! Just about everyone echoed the statement.
I see him right now!
“Where?” Tristan spun to follow the voice. Gliding above sagebrush, about fifty feet out, was the replica falcon.
He’s coming around again, right above me!
“No, no, no!” It was no use. “That falcon is just the example. I’m looking for one exactly like it.” He dissolved the bird instantly, giving him only a slight stab of pain in his chest for having created it.
What was so wrong with that one?
Why do you want a falcon, anyway?
Tristan shut his eyes and debated throwing a fit. Where would the falcon go? What was his plan? “Water. Where’s the nearest source of water?”
Water arrives every morning just before the sun rises.
“No. Where is the nearest spring?”
Spring only comes after the long winter, never before.
“I need a source of water. A creek, pond, or puddle. A place where animals can drink.” Silence burned into his flesh worse than any sun. He could barely breathe. “Okay—how ‘bout this. If I wanted to walk in the direction where the sun rises, which way...?” Did a specific direction really matter? He tried again. “In the early morning, before the heat sets in, are there visible mountains on the horizon?”
No answer. Tristan threw his head back and held back a roar of defeat.
They are afraid to make you more angry, said the clump of weeds.
“I am not angry. I’m frustrated. I’m in a hurry, and I don’t know which way to go. If I walk away from this spot, will any of you remember me in an hour? A day? Would you be able to help me find my way back?”
Oh, yes! We would not forget a dragon.
“How do you know I’m a dragon?” He certainly didn’t look like one; he glanced at his hands to be sure.
Whispers circled the area, but they had no real answer, other than it felt like a truth they could not argue against.
“Have you seen a dragon other than myself, recently? As in, during this hot season?”
Nobody had.
Tristan’s optimism sank to a new level. Maybe Jacques came through at a different location. Maybe he came through at night, when the majority of the plants were at rest. Or, the very worst possibility that had been waiting in the back of his mind to be acknowledged: the council had tricked him into entering this barren wasteland willingly, so they could keep him prisoner forever without actually killing him.
“If someone happens to come looking for me, feel free to send them my way if they seem trustworthy.” His starting point made no difference; he had no intention of returning.

If Tristan could walk a straight line, he could have traveled twice the distance. As it was, he’d zigzagged for hours around the scraggly shrubs, often veering off course just to find a spot wide enough to squeeze through. He had the sense to pull his arms into his T-shirt, but the back of his neck and face were fried, and an afternoon windstorm had sandblasted him from behind.
Everything about the land looked the same as it had when he’d started, with the exception of the ground shifting from colorful, sandy pebbles to white, powdery sand with cracks an inch wide. Daylight faded and he was no closer to finding his way out. It was probably foolish to think the way out would be something he’d recognize.
Donovan would kill him. If he ever got back. Maybe no time will have passed, and he wouldn’t have to tell anyone.
Something tripped his step, probably his own foot, and he fell to his chest, unable to get his arms out in time to catch himself. What was the point? Especially at night, when it was too dark to see. He drew an arrow in the sand, so he wouldn’t have to remember what direction he’d been heading, and closed his eyes.
The temperature plummeted. A twig snapped in the distance; Tristan leaped to his feet with his eyes shifting into night vision mode before the sound had registered. Barely visible on the horizon, an orange spot crept silently through the shrubs, slow and steady. His stomach growled with hunger.
Starlight shined brightly across the desert. And though his body resisted movement, lethargic and sore, his mind was wide awake. He focused on the orange blob and took off at a run, maneuvering easily around the sagebrush, even bounding over a few to close the distance.
The creature seemed to sense the approaching danger and fled faster.
The thrill of anticipation filled Tristan with joy. The desert was suddenly a place of pure freedom. The brilliant stars, the never-ending sky, the wind blowing across his bare skin...like being set free from a lifetime of hollow gloom. He threw out his arms and vaulted over a large cluster of sage, never quite hitting the ground on the other side.
He soared higher and higher, then swooped down toward the four-legged creature with such speed, a long whoop of laughter tore from his throat. He sped past what looked like a large cat, then spiraled in the sheer joy of flying.
When he circled around, he noticed three smaller specks of heat huddling as one, about a quarter mile away. Tiny creatures scurried everywhere, darting from the shelter of one sagebrush to another. He landed on his feet next to the spot that had caught his attention earlier.
A sudden hope sparked in his thoughts. Maybe this would be a reasonable way to find the falcon, searching at night for the right heat signal.
He knelt to peer beneath a pile of twigs, where three frightened kittens began meowing loudly.
“Hello little kitty-kitties. Did your mama leave you behind?” Tristan wriggled his fingers in the sand until the first kitten couldn’t resist the temptation any longer. It pounced on his hand with its tail in the air. “Ahhh,” Tristan cooed, a little uneasy when his eyes shifted back to normal. He was practically blind in comparison. “Can I keep you?”
He sat cross-legged and let the kitten gnaw on his finger. Its body fit perfectly in his hand, and the other kittens climbed onto his lap to join in.
Behind him, something prowled.
Tristan gathered the kittens close to his chest and rose to his feet. It was then when he realized something heavy dragging him backwards. He twisted to see behind himself, almost pulled off balance in the process. Something snagged on a sharp branch and he felt a twinge in his back—the more he twisted, the sharper the pain and the more clear the situation was.
Even in the dark.
No matter how much he blinked, the concept of having a wing, two wings, attached to his back.... No wonder his shirt had gotten so uncomfortable.
The rumbling growl grew louder.
Tristan had no interest in the kittens, other than they were cute and in need of protection. So if the mother cat, probably the mountain lion he’d accidentally run off while flying.... With wings? His heart raced. Why hadn’t he realized it sooner?
A shadowy shape approached in the darkness. Tristan’s scattered attention snapped into focus and his wings were suddenly not an issue. In fact, he felt them strengthen with each steady heartbeat that had gone from frantic confusion to absolute authority without missing a beat.
A wolf stood before him, with his jaws adding an odd cadence to his growls. It was probably a coyote.
Whatever it was, it didn’t matter if it was trying to communicate or not; the kittens were not up for discussion. He could fly away, instead of staring the animal down, but then the mother lion wouldn’t find her kittens and he wasn’t about to raise them himself. He had things to do and this wasn’t one of them.
Anger flared in his shoulders and his wings lifted higher at the joints.
The coyote sensed it immediately and lowered its nose. He seemed unsure what to do, and finally walked away at an angle, prepared to take off at a run if necessary. His pack waited quietly in the distance.
Tristan lifted the kittens higher and buried his nose against their soft fur. They smelled real enough, but were they? Did someone think a litter of kittens was the best way to distract him from finding Jacques? From finding the way out of this place?
An involuntary shudder racked through his limbs in the cold air. He curled his wings around himself without thinking.
Each joint rotated quite easily, like a second set of arms, but with two elbows and a wrist. The skin felt exactly like his normal skin; full of nerve endings and blood vessels. He stretched experimentally; each wing expanded about ten feet, maybe a little more. And though they were bony, they were surprisingly light and maneuverable—though he was already feeling the strain of holding them out for so long.
He shuddered again, more in confusion than cold. There was so much to think about all of a sudden. Could he lay on his wings without cutting off the circulation? How would his heart handle the extra work to maintain such a circulation? Could he conceal them if he wore a long coat? He couldn’t see how high they protruded over his head.
They were making him cold, he realized, as his blood flowed through the thin membrane against the night air. His mind raced in a million directions as the purring kittens fell asleep, cradled in his arms.
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OASIS
TRISTAN SMILED AS the kittens tackled each other with tiny roars, tumbling over his outstretched arm. He was lying on his side, one wing tucked tightly behind him and the other covering him and the kittens like a tent.
He’d kept guard over the little fur-balls for most of the night, kept awake by all his crazy thoughts, until a single idea changed everything.
So what if he could be easily distracted by kittens? It only proved he valued life, and felt a duty to protect. It seemed silly to think he’d eat Landon or Victor if he was hungry enough, without thought. Why would he? They were his trusted friends. He’d protect them with his last breath if necessary.
A rasping hum sent a shiver down his spine.
Tristan rose to an elbow, collecting the three kittens as they tried to make a run for the outside. All the doubt was back in his head at a full rampage—why hadn’t he sensed any danger? The hairs on his neck bristled and his eyes shifted naturally.
He got to his feet and swept back his wing in one fluid motion, then froze.
Lying a few feet away was the biggest cougar he’d ever seen, with thick golden fur. A dead rabbit lay between her huge front paws.
The fact that the cat was laying down had to be a good sign, but how long had she been there? Surely he would have heard her breathing.
They stared at each other. But not as he’d done with the wolf. This was more for establishing an understanding. She’d trusted him with her kittens all night, and he was trusting her not to change her mind, now that the night was over.
He lowered the kittens to the ground, then stood again. They ran toward their mother, stumbling a little in their eagerness to see her. She rolled to her side and let them nurse at her belly.
Tristan observed with fascination for a few moments, shocked she would put herself and her kittens at such a risk in the open desert, then took a few steps back. He would keep watch over her until she was done, but then he would have to keep moving.
Jacques, then home.
He picked up a sharp stick and scratched the words into the dry skin of his arm to make sure he didn’t forget, and circled around the mother and her kittens.
An hour passed and the air was finally gathering some warmth. His first priority should be water. Then shelter from the sun and a safe place to spend the night, if he was still here by then. He glanced at the spot where he the mother cat was sleeping. Maybe this was a good time to get moving. It’s not like he had to wait to say goodbye or anything. He picked a direction, one with a possible shimmer of a mountain on the horizon, and headed that way.
Not fifteen minutes had passed before the need to get back had him forgetting the purpose of his mission. He took to the sky and stayed low, straight back the way he’d come. He flew directly over the cougar hiding her kittens and spotted a whole pack of coyotes on the far side—probably a mile out but closing in.
Were they smart enough to know he’d abandoned guard duty? The guilt hit him a bit harder than it should have. The kittens had to be several weeks old. How had she managed for so long by herself? The coyotes took off yipping in every direction. Instead of picking one to follow, he turned back for the mother and her cubs.
By the time he landed, his temper cooled. Maybe there were things he didn’t understand about the pecking order in this place. Maybe the coyotes wouldn’t have considered taking down a mother mountain lion, but they could certainly keep her occupied while others in the pack found the kittens.
She probably couldn’t carry them all at the same time, could she? Maybe she couldn’t travel across the desert because then she’d have to pick one over the others. Maybe it was all she could do to leave them for short times and hope they were still alive when she returned with food for herself. Maybe she didn’t realize he’d leave her unguarded.
“Look,” Tristan said, frustrated the cat seemed so clueless as to what could have happened. “I have to go. I’m searching for a friend, so, you and the kittens are on your own. Got it?”
One of the kittens rolled to her back and the mother started licking its full belly. Tristan tried not to laugh. Such a cute little thing with a big scary predator for a mother. Did he outrank her on the predator scale? Would he be as gentle if he was his full dragon self? He hoped so.
“I’m going that way.” He pointed in the direction he’d been heading originally. “If you want to come with me, I’ll carry the little ones. I’ll be looking for water and shelter, and my friend. My friend is a bird. He won’t hurt you or the kittens.”
Tristan rolled his shoulders and neck. Flying would definitely take some getting used to. The cougar yawned and put her head down.
“No!” How could he make her understand? “We can’t sleep. We have to find water as soon as possible. You might not fry in the sun, with all that fur, but I will. I need shade.” The coyotes yapped away in the great distance, probably trying to find each other so they could regroup and try again. “Aren’t you afraid they’ll sneak up on you while you sleep?”
The cat’s tail twitched, but she didn’t bother lifting her head off the ground.
“Fine. Good luck.” It took him a second to find the other two kittens; they were taking turns chasing some sort of beetle, who was slowly leading them farther and farther away from the mother. He gathered them up and set them next to the one dozing on her back with her feet in the air.
He swept his hand over the sleeping cub to roll it to its side and it tackled his hand in a heartbeat. The others joined in.
“You think I’m playing?” Though it took some effort to hold back a smile. Tristan lifted his hand and the kitten stayed firmly attached. He sat cross-legged next to the drowsy mother and the other kittens clawed their way up into his lap. “Don’t you know your belly will get fried in the sun if you lay like that?” He tickled the cub’s soft belly and the others leaped to the rescue. How could he leave? “Oh, no! The big mean dragon has your little sister! What are you going to do?” Tristan laughed as the two free kittens ignored the hand and went for his arm. He tipped over to be more easily conquered and let them climb higher to his shoulder.
He couldn’t tell if they were boys or girls, but they were all fierce players and their claws would be deadly in a year. Probably sooner. “All right, you little rascals, the wings are off limits.” He pried one of the cubs away from the tender flesh and used the other wing to create a bit of shade for the babies. “Nappy time.”
They tackled each other for all of thirty seconds and settled down to sleep, cradled in a pile between his arm and chest. Not that they needed to stay warm, but it was nice to have them all in one spot, so he could close his eyes and rest along with them.
The thought startled him. Nappy time?
He’d lost track of his mission as quickly as the kittens had fallen asleep. He got to his hands and knees, careful not to disturb the kittens more than necessary. But where could he leave them? The mother was practically snoring and provided absolutely no shade. They’d bake in the sun and they had no water. It made no sense. How did they survive this long?
“Hey. You.” A giant paw twitched.
The odd thing was, he felt no fear about standing next to a sleeping mountain lion, holding her cubs. Not that he wanted to wake her, but still. She could rip him to shreds, but he’d just shift and swallow her whole. Then take her babies somewhere shady with water.
He sighed. Obviously she knew what she was doing, and he had no intention of raising her cubs. If he did, they’d probably turn out like domesticated housecats, which would do them no favors in the long run. He set them down gently by the mother’s belly and noticed the words scratched in his arm: Jacques. Home.
When he looked back at the mother, she was staring at him lazily.
“I have to go. If I see you again, please remember I mean you no harm.” He was sounding more and more like Donovan; the thought made him a bit homesick. He would not let himself forget the people he knew. “Be well,” Molajah would say.
The mother put her head back down. Tristan had to laugh. She probably had no clue what he was saying, and wouldn’t be bothered in the slightest if he never came back. These were human emotions that didn’t belong in the wild. Weren’t they?
He took a few steps back and turned to walk away, studying the horizon. Where would he go? The only place to get a better view of the land was straight up.

The nearest mountains were closer than he would have guessed. He circled high above the mother and her cubs once, just to make sure there were no predators lurking nearby. What did a mountain lion have to fear out in the wild? Not much, probably. In fact, she probably felt pretty safe knowing the dragon in the area wasn’t a threat to her or her babies.
Tristan laughed at himself. Victor and Landon would think it was funny. He would not forget them.
Jacques. Home.
His wings ached, even though the hot air rising from the desert made gliding unexpectedly easy. On the mountains ahead, there were trees and more greenery, and hopefully watering holes to drink from. The thermals giving him lift suddenly vanished and he plummeted several feet before catching himself.
Had he actually been dozing off in the air?
He shook off the sleep and landed roughly in the sage to give his wings a break. The mountains were barely visible from down here. Yet they seemed so close from the air. He could have sworn they were no more than a mile or two... but zigzagging through the sage seemed so pointless.
Tristan dropped to his knees and lay down within a few steps, pushing himself into the shade as much as he could. When he opened his eyes again, it was dark and one of the kittens was batting at his eyelashes.
Tristan tried not to laugh, and failed. “What are you doing here?”
A second kitten was near his feet. “Where’s the third?” His eyes shifted immediately and he sensed the mother cat a good five miles out, though he couldn’t tell if she was coming or going. He tucked the kittens into his shirt and flew to meet her. How did she even find him?
He landed in front of the cougar and took the kitten from her mouth before realizing she might object. He put the shivering kitty in his shirt with the others. “There. Now you’re all together and safe.”
Tristan’s gaze shifted to the mother, who seemed preoccupied with something in the distance. Tristan rolled his eyes. “Fine. Go hunt or whatever and find me in the morning.”
She leaped into action and ran away.
Tristan frowned. “Seriously? You’re going to leave your babies with the dragon?” He laughed at himself again. What better place was there? “Fine. I’ll babysit. But I’m not walking.” He’d flown the entire way and she found him—he had no doubt she could find him again.

The flying was tougher, without the heat waves pushing him upward, but he made it to the base of the mountain within an hour and set up camp in the first grassy area he came to. He’d let the mother decide where to go from here, being she must know things about the land that he did not.
“Is anyone awake?” Tristan asked, hoping something from the plant kingdom was nocturnal. “I’m looking for water. Any tips?”
No one answered.
Tristan closed his eyes and smelled for dampness. There was certainly more moisture in the air than there’d been in the middle of the desert. He collected the kittens and followed his nose. In less than a mile, he came to a dried creek bed. “Well that’s helpful.”
Up the hill along the riverbed, many heat signatures scampered about the landscape. He headed up the creek, hoping to find at least a puddle somewhere in the rocks. Finally, driven by curiosity, he set the kittens down and started moving rocks from a wider part of the dry bed. They were damp on the underside, and it didn’t take long before the clinging dirt was muddy, then pooling.
He could feel rush of running water under the ground, and it didn’t seem out of reach. A chute led upward until it receded too far under the hillside. He focused his attention back on the spot where it was nearest to the ground level.
What could go wrong? He wasn’t adding water to the environment, just making it flow on the surface instead of under the rocks. In an existing riverbed. And he didn’t have to take all the water available, just divert a small portion to make a watering hole. Like a spring. Dirt would probably cave in and seal it up within a few hours...but meanwhile, they could get a drink.
He watched the kittens pounce on each other, completely oblivious to the world’s problems, and smiled. The mother really was doing a fine job keeping them healthy and happy. He sat on the bank and they ran toward him, racing into his lap
He took a calming breath and sent his awareness downward around the chute of water. It would naturally flow down, not up. But it would also take the easiest route, wouldn’t it? How much pressure was pushing the water? Should he make a hole or a crack? On the side, or on the top? Questions, questions. He could always make adjustments....
He found an existing crack in the rock, where the caking mud was the dampest, and applied pressure against walls of the chute until it caved inward.
Water shot through the mud, quickly blasting a path to the surface. “Yes!” Tristan leaped to his feet and moved rocks from the spot, making a channel for the water to rise, rather than seek a sideways path.
Ice-cold water bubbled up from the ground, then shot outward like a blasting fire hydrant. It was a little more water than expected, a lot more actually. But when the pressure evened out, it might be perfect. He scooped up the kittens and put them on the bank, then brought them handfuls of water to drink.
They were still more interested in playing.
Tristan stood proud with excitement and watched the raging water. Most of it was seeping back into the ground, but it was also beginning to pool. He knelt and drank. And drank some more.
The spraying water rinsed the top layer of dust from his arms and his sweat-drenched shirt suddenly stank. It was already mostly ruined, where his wings had torn through, so it didn’t take much to rip it the rest of the way and use it like a wash cloth.
He rinsed his hair and used the cloth on his wings, though they didn’t take to the cold as well has he did. When he was as clean as he could be, he sat with the kittens and waited.
All around the expanding pool of water, animals approached to drink. They were tentative at first, probably scared of him, but soon gathered in droves. Mostly little furry creatures—rabbits, mice, ground squirrels. A fox and her pups joined in.
“Tonight, everyone drinks in peace,” Tristan said over the gushing water. “Got it?”
Animals came and went for an hour, even the coyotes.
The mother cat dropped a kitten next to him and pushed him over with her forehead. Tristan laughed as she rubbed her wet nose on his arms and side, settling down when he sat back up. “Watch the sunburn, would you?” he said, grinning. “I told you I’d find water. But no hunting here. Everyone gets water tonight.”
The cat focused in on three deer who stood frozen in the trees.
“I’m serious. No hunting.”
She growled and twitched an ear, then began cleaning the nearest kitten. The deer saw it as a sign and approached the water cautiously.
“See? We can all get some water and no one has to die.”
The deer drank from the pool and made room for others. When the cat got to her feet and growled again, the hair on the back of Tristan’s neck bristled.
Behind him, two kittens were playing with a black bear cub.
Tristan rushed to protect the black cub. “I mean it!” he said, keeping an eye out for the mother bear while scolding the cat. “Everyone is allowed to drink tonight. Tomorrow, you can all go back to your normal routine.”
A huge bear growled from the trees, but made no move to retrieve her baby.
“My water, my rules,” he tried again. “You’re welcome to the water, but you must come in peace.” He couldn’t tell if he was making sense to the bear or not, and gave up. “You stay put,” he ordered the cat, and hiked up to the black bear with the baby clearly visible in his arms.
“Come on,” Tristan said, stopping five feet from the bear. “You’re both mothers. You both need water. Surely you can put your territory issues aside for this one night?” He wasn’t sure who was higher on the predatory scale between bears and cougars, but the only rank that mattered was his own, which was certainly higher than both. Because he felt no fear, and sensed plenty from the bear herself.
Tristan set the cub down and grinned when it called out with a funny croak. He squatted to pet it between the ears and walked away.
Jacques. Home.
He would not be here to maintain peace for more than this night. Tomorrow, he’d move on and let nature take its course. The cougar and bear would probably fight over the water, lie in wait to kill unsuspecting animals, and it would be a shame.
The cat was still sitting where he left her, with her long tail anxiously swatting at the ground. Tristan stopped, turned around, and returned to the mother bear. The cub was lying near her back feet.
“If you fought the cougar and lost, who would take care of your baby? Whatever respect you have for each other has gotten you both this far, so, I would ask that you don’t risk you or your baby over fighting for this water. You both need it, so you should both bend enough to share it.”
He hiked back down to the water and was pleased to see that it was staying within the banks of the riverbed, and had started flowing downstream. The geyser effect had also lessened, but due more to the volume of water covering the hole than a slowing water pressure. He plopped down next to the cat and scratched her neck as she stretched out beside him to feed the kittens, then gave her the same lecture about sharing the waterhole.
If they did fight, would the winner be willing to raise the orphans?
Jacques. Home.
Tristan closed his eyes and repeated the words to keep himself from forgetting.
Maybe on his way out, tomorrow, he would follow the base of the mountain and search for other underwater springs to bring to the surface, so the bear and cougar could be respecting neighbors.
The cat’s thick tail swatted the ground, getting Tristan’s attention. The bear had circled to the other side of the water, followed by two fluffy cubs, and waded in to drink.

By dawn, hundreds of animals had visited the spring, and the idea of peace seemed to saturate the area like an unspoken truth. The mother cat had left the kittens with him after the bear wandered off, but was now calling for him somewhere downstream. He gathered the kittens to his chest, along with his T-shirt, and headed toward the sound.
The cougar stopped pacing when she noticed him.
Tristan jogged past the trees and flew the rest of the way. Her facial muscles were tight with worry, and when he glanced out into the open desert, he could see why—half a dozen vultures were circling. No matter how well they could all get along for one night, the desert was still a deadly place to be.
He set the kittens down and let the cat rub against him.
“I have to go.” He had to find the falcon and get back to his own home before it was too late, and now was a good time to get moving, before the heat of the day set in. “Take care of yourself and the little ones.” He petted each kitten and stood. “You’ve gotten along just fine without me, I’m sure you can handle it from here.”
He put his forehead against hers and felt honored to rub a bit of his own scent on her. Maybe it would help if she ended up facing the bear without him. “Goodbye, my friend.”
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ALLEGIANCE
TRISTAN DRIFTED ALONG the base of the mountain to get a better feel for the land before committing to a direction. The cat’s behavior still bothered him. He glanced at the vultures circling in the distance. It seemed too far for any of the animals that had come to the watering hole, so what did it have to do with anything?
Other than prove there was a natural circle of survival. Animals fed on the weak, the young, the unsuspecting, and dying. Even if they could put aside the hierarchy and share water for one night.
Jacques. Home.
Perhaps the way home was up and over the mountain. He would find a road and follow it. Then he could determine what state or country he was in, and make his way from there. It sounded like a reasonable plan, but for some reason, the vultures were distracting him. And yet, he had no desire to see a dying animal. It was probably still alive, because the vultures were circling instead of on the ground feasting.
The desert heat rose with the sun. What was on the other side of the mountain? An entirely different climate? A different desert? Where did Jacques end up?
Maybe they lied about Jacques. But if they didn’t....
The vultures.
Tristan made a sharp turn and raced for the spot.
If it was Jacques on the ground, and he was too late to save him, he’d never forgive himself. He pulled and pushed at the wind, determined to beat all the desert scavengers who had seen the vultures’ signal before the mountain lion.
Distance was such an illusion in the desert; it seemed he would never get any closer. Sweat drenched his skin, and the muscles in his back and wings were burning with fatigue.
Visions of Jacques being ripped to pieces by vicious creatures who didn’t know better would be a scene that would haunt him forever.
Maybe this was the worst punishment the council could think of—the knowledge that a handful of kittens could distract him so greatly from his search. And when Jacques was gone, he’d go back to find the bear devouring the mother cat, and the coyotes feasting on her babies.
The wind blasted his stinging eyes, but his ears perked at the sound of a howl. A call. They’d beaten him here. Maybe that’s why the cat seemed so worried. While he was playing by the water, horrors were already underway.
A lone coyote tried to outrun Tristan as he dove to attack. Anger flared, until he realized the coyote wasn’t running from the scene—he was running toward it.
Maybe he wasn’t late? Maybe the howl was a warning to others.
Tristan rocketed past the four-legged creature and saw five more gathered around what could be a faint life form. It was hard to see heat during the day, when the ground was radiating with it.
The vultures widened their circle and drifted to a higher elevation.
He might have missed the spot if the coyotes weren’t sitting in such an odd formation. They remained sitting until he landed. “Get away from him.”
To his surprise, the coyotes made a path without complaint or hesitation.
Dark feathers stuck up from a lump in the ground. Tristan brushed away a layer of dusty dirt to confirm his fears. “Jacques?” He knelt beside the falcon and trailed his hand along the bird’s back. Shallow breaths rose and fell, but there was no blood. Nothing looked broken. He gently lifted a wing and put it back in place. The only scent on the bird was from coyote.
Tristan eyed all the curious dogs. What were they up to? He spotted a small female with the falcon’s scent on her side; she dropped to the ground in a heartbeat and would not look at him. The alpha coyote trotted a giant circle around the entire location.
They weren’t hunting or waiting for death, they were actively guarding the falcon. The female must have lain beside the bird to keep him warm at night.
Shame tightened his throat and lungs. How could he jump to such horrible conclusions without knowing the whole story?
He untucked the torn T-shirt from his waistband and wrapped it carefully around the falcon’s body. Of all the places to find shade, this was by far the best he’d seen in the open desert.
The sagebrush had thick, healthy leaves, not at all withered like the others. “How will you survive the winter?” The shrub must have used every ounce of stored energy to reverse the process of going dormant.
The thinnest branches will be plucked for nests, the larger ones will protect the smaller creatures, and come Spring, when the snow melts, the seeds of others blown beneath me will have the sun they need to sprout anew.
Tristan nodded, his throat tightening. It was so unexpected. Both brave and selfless. Completely deliberate. “Thank you for doing everything in your power to keep him alive.” He stood with the limp bird and faced the coyotes. “I owe you all an apology for the assumptions I made. I wish I could repay you somehow, for keeping my friend alive and safe for so long. I feel horrible that I didn’t know you would even consider helping me, and you did, without me even asking.”
If he had better speech-making skills, maybe everyone would understand how much their loyalty and actions had blown him away. Was he even worthy? He never would have found Jacques out here by himself. Even the vultures had taken part to show him the way.
The desert wasn’t a wild free-for-all, survival of the fittest, like he’d first thought. It was a delicate balance of give and take, with mutual understanding and respect.
“I—” Tristan glanced at the falcon. He had to get back to the water as quickly as possible. “Thank you for doing so much.” Tristan stepped toward the cowering female and rubbed his hand along her neck. “Especially you.” He smiled when she dared to flick her eyes toward him. “I know it was a group effort, but you played a major role. Thank you.”
He found the alpha coyote and nodded, offering a look like Donovan might have—a look of mutual respect and equal status. And then he sprang into the air and spread his wings to gain height, careful to keep the falcon protected.
He aimed for the waterhole and the coyotes called to the sky. Tristan smiled for a brief instant, hoping they were celebrating the success of their mission, but glanced back when the howls and yaps didn’t sound so happy.
He didn’t have time for curiosity, or did he? He hovered in place to listen carefully. Their call wasn’t for him to return, it was a message to beware.
Beware what? Maybe the waterhole wasn’t such a safe place to go, if the peaceful truce was no longer in effect? But he was a dragon. Was he becoming too comfortable in that knowledge? Maybe it would only get him so far.
The air crackled around him. Pure power. Above, a blinding swirl of blue and gold light sucked him out of the desert sky.
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ALPHA
TRISTAN STOOD ON A circular platform, surrounded by an audience of thousands. He recognized some of the nearer faces from Samara’s cave and from Donovan’s island, but most he had never seen before. Behind him on the same platform, the council sat in a small section of seats. Were they united again? Where did that leave him?
He blinked with confusion in the deathly-still silence; the falcon was gone.
Everything was gone, just like that. Anger surged through every limb, and a sense of relief that he hadn’t lost his wings.
I am Andros. A tall man with long robes stood from his chair.
I don’t care about your politics— Tristan froze midsentence when the audience started cheering. Some clapped and others stomped their feet. The facility, whatever it was made of, rumbled with a deep vibration. He frowned at the crowd. Maybe he should pull back his assumptions. I don’t understand.
You have the full support of the Seraphim Council, Andros said, almost too softly to hear.
What? He wasn’t about to be manipulated by the council after everything he’d gone through to find Jacques. Before, you said I was a disgrace to you all, and I have not changed my mind about releasing the races.
The man nodded, straightening his shoulders.
You want me to release them?
It goes against my gut intuition, but sometimes these situations cannot be foreseen.
So, you’re giving me permission...and you accept that the contract will be broken?
Andros nodded, as did everyone sitting in the council section. Perhaps we are fooling ourselves to think the magical races will have a better chance at surviving if we wait. In a hundred years, the state of the Earth stands to be a thousand times worse than it is now.
Okay. That certainly made things easier. So why put Jacques in danger? Where is he now?
Jacques suggested that if we could know the real you...we might have more faith. He made the sacrifice to have you tested.
Tested how? His anger returned and ‘sacrifice’ didn’t sound very promising.
We are all manipulated by our environments and the people around us. We, as a council, couldn’t respect you in the conditions you were in, so Jacques suggested putting you in different conditions. One in which you weren’t in agony all the time, with a poisoned shoulder. One where you weren’t afraid you might kill your closest friends. One where your decisions weren’t swayed by the opinions of those who control your survival. One where you weren’t forced to carry the burden of seven magical beings, whom fight amongst themselves for dominance. Andros waved his hand and a table materialized with seven glass containers, each glowing with shades from green to blue to purple.
Those are part of me?
In a way, yes. It’s a life essence that will sustain each race upon release. You cannot keep this power; but it does mingle with your own.
So when I release the gems, each power will go back into whatever being it belongs to?
Yes. We believe the moment the energy is reunited with its corresponding owner, it will no longer be connected with you in any way. No one anticipated the long-term effects of taking on the power from other races. But it is our hope that with this understanding, you will better cope with keeping it under control.
Food doesn’t have anything to do with it?
Andros shook his head and smiled. We think when you are sated, you are perhaps more at ease emotionally, and these wills whom are not your own begin vying for recognition. But you would be wise not to starve yourself, as you will soon discover that being a dragon, or flying like you have, takes an enormous amount of energy.
Tristan nodded. Will the wings stay with me? He almost didn’t want to know the answer—they would be both a burden and a blessing.
It was once suggested that a dragon could maintain a half form, so my guess would be that the wings are up to you to keep or destroy. This ability to create a true thing from nothing is yours—not something you gained by acquiring additional sources of energy. We must add that, even before this test of character, we were very much swayed by your little pixie friend; an ability to create something so authentic is a rare quality, and one we could not claim as an accidental fluke. That, and, as Jacques once said, ‘A great dragon does not simply poof into existence, he must do whatever is necessary to survive until such a time.’
We saw you as weak, ignorant, and submissive to the wrong people. These are not characteristics we can stand behind as a Designated Alpha, yet we had little choice at the time. Someone in the council area cleared his throat. Andros smiled. We concede we were wrong. An alpha must know when it is appropriate to step into his role, and when it is best to remain unimpressive and easily forgotten, lest he become a target too soon.
It was foolish of us to force you, and then judge your inability to sustain the position at our level of expectation. Especially when you had no knowledge or desire to fulfill this need of ours. But, what’s done is done.
I’m not an alpha. Maybe it wasn’t too late to fix things. Jacques is an alpha, Molajah, Donovan, and you, apparently. Who cared if his tone sounded a bit condescending?
I might be an alpha here, but I am dead to you. Donovan could have been an alpha, and has taken on the role for others, but he gave up too much of his real self to be your alpha. Therefore, you have no true alpha. It is what leaves you unsettled and unbalanced, without purpose or direction—the qualities we misjudged you for.
When you are a true alpha, it’s who you are. How do we know? You did not have to fight for status in the Netherlands, it was simply a fact. And before you say, ‘only because a dragon is higher in the pecking order’, know there is a difference when it comes to submission and respect, in gaining loyalty and support for your personal needs. Do you understand?
Tristan nodded, then shook his head. I’m not going up against Donovan.
You do not understand. Andros sighed. Just like the bears and cougars and coyotes all have their own alpha, you are not competing with Donovan. And the small bit of dragon that is left in him has already submitted to you.
How do you know?
Because he keeps you alive. You provide him balance, direction, and the hope that he will not always have to pretend he is alpha. He has trained himself to fill the role, but it isn’t who he is.
Oh. Tristan cast his gaze downward, suddenly exhausted. He could never hope to do the same job Donovan did.
You still do not understand. But one day soon, you will. Do you have other questions, while we have you here?
Tristan thought carefully. After the contract was broken, he would have no source for information. It’s been implied many times that I wasn’t the only dragon, just the most convenient.
Andros raised his eyebrows when the silence grew too long. Yes? The question?
I would like to know who they are and where they can be found.
Andros lifted his hands in the air and the crowd cheered. Tristan shook his head, unsure how he could ask a different way. Well, once you’re all gone, any records you have...it would be very helpful if you could just tell me. Andros turned his back on Tristan, frustrating him a bit more. A search would go much quicker....
Ladies and Gentlemen, I present our Designated Alpha for the Living Realm. May his judgment be honest and true, his punishment swift and fair, and let him not be led astray by the greed of human nature. Let there be peace and compassion in the hearts of those who desire it.” Andros herded Tristan off the platform.
I don’t understand, he whispered. Wasn’t I already designated?
You were designated by default. Now, we fully support you as such, and your question is precisely what I’d expect from an alpha. Let us hope that memory of yours will serve you well this day.
Tristan frowned. Where are we going?
The record room.
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UNDENIABLE
TRISTAN APPEARED ON Dorian’s rocky beach by the lake. Her mouth fell open at the sight of him. Landon and Donovan were standing side by side, eyes wide. And Oliver. What was Oliver doing here?
His shoulder radiated pain down his back; sharper with each breath. He’d forgotten how to tune it out, and couldn’t quite pull himself mentally away. Chills rushed his skin, burnt to a crisp.
But Donovan...he should have been down in the training room, unreachable. Oliver certainly wasn’t here when he’d scouted the area for transporting. It should have been just Landon and Dorian. Unless he wasn’t remembering things right after so much time.
“I told you he was coming here,” Dorian said, her eyes fixed on something just over his shoulders.
Tristan swayed on his feet, automatically lifting his wings to counter the shift. But they hung limp on the ground, pinning him to the spot. He’d need a few more minutes to absorb what happened.
Donovan and Landon rushed toward him, probably assuming he’d faint. He would not. “How long?” he whispered. In the brief moment of eye contact with Donovan, the man’s soul was perfectly clear—a mutation of several fierce beings, but none as strong as what was left of his dragon side. The man gambled for something more and had lost. He would never be whole.
Donovan turned away, withdrawing a sliver of shame before it was fully realized. “Ten minutes,” he replied. “Is that what I think it is?” He moved to take the feathered bundle, still bound in Tristan’s sweaty T-shirt. “Give him to me.”
Tristan tensed, careful not to squeeze the bird too tight.
“You smell like...mountain lion. And coyote. Where have you been?”
The knowledge of carrying real scents on his skin filled his chest with happiness. And relief. Even if he never saw any of them again, they existed! And he...he’d assumed the role of alpha. His soaring heart plunged. He was not ready to be an alpha in this world. In this world, he was nothing.
He tried to hand the falcon to Donovan, barely able to move his arms. Donovan seemed to notice and quickly took the bundle, passing the bird off to Landon. He would have objected, but Landon was already taking it to Dorian, and they were laying the bird on the ground, unwrapping the shirt.
They all knew how important the bird was, he didn’t have to warn them to be careful.
“...and bear.”
Tristan looked up at Donovan, baffled at why he wasn’t more interested in the falcon’s health. Was it already too late?
“Lean on me...carried...sensitive are the wings? ...not be on the ground.”
He was being lowered to a narrow cot with a soft, intensely white mattress. He resisted for an instant, fearing he’d been transported somewhere new, and that Donovan might not think about keeping the wings. But they were still tugging at his back—he tucked the right one tight to his side, but the left barely moved. Was it selfish to wonder if he could still fly with his mangled shoulder? Had Dorian given up on finding a cure like he had?
Beside him, a white awning shaded her and Landon as they used an eyedropper to drip water into the falcon’s mouth.
There had to be a difference between passing out and taking a quick nap.

Tristan woke just as the dusk faded to night, and sat facing the voices, swinging his feet to the rocky ground. His wings maneuvered out of his way easily enough, though getting the blanket untangled from the upper joints proved to be a little awkward.
Landon, Dorian, Victor, and Alvi sat in canvas folding chairs around a fire pit, silent and wary. He averted his gaze and stood, then walked down to the water’s edge. A full moon shined brightly above the trees on the far side of the lake, mirrored on glassy surface.
He rolled his shoulder and tested the strength in his back for the left wing. He could fly for a few minutes at least...hopefully far enough to get him to the lookout mountain above the cliff house. He lifted his wings, preparing a strong pull, when a voice stopped him. “We need to talk.”
His wings deflate as Donovan stepped in beside him. Tristan rubbed at his forehead and temples—he was still sandy and sticky from the desert.
“It seemed these scents were important, and I saw no need to wash them off for you.”
“Thank you.” Tristan closed his eyes and took in the entire island. Wesley, Dorian’s elk, was near the eastern end of the island, bedding down for the night in a meadow of tall grass. Two people were sitting at a table in one household, and someone slept in a tent behind Dorian’s cabin. The falcon was lying on a table with a large cage around him, but breathing steady.
“Will you tell me where you were?”
“The desert.”
“I was hoping for more than that.”
“I need to process it first.”
Donovan nodded. “We have approximately a hundred and forty-two locations to investigate, twenty-three of which—”
“He won’t like being in a cage.”
“He can transport himself out.”
“I hope so.”
“Are you implying he can’t?” Donovan’s tone grew louder with anger. “I need to know what is going on right now. What have they done?”
Tristan frowned at the upside down version of the sky reflected in the lake and tried to come up with something to tell.
“Start with the wings if you can’t remember how it started.”
“We had a deal—if I could find the falcon, they’d send us both home. And I did, but that doesn’t mean...and they said Jacques made a sacrifice, but never clarified.”
“What sort of deal?”
“I just wanted Jacques back—”
“I already told you he wouldn’t want to be used like this.”
“I know, but what was I supposed to do?”
Donovan narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms.
“They said even if I failed at finding him, I would just be sent home and could carry on with releasing the races, and they would let me.”
“Of course they will. They have no power to stop you.”
Tristan rubbed his arms and focused on the reflected moon. “Well, at least all the ghosts wouldn’t have to pick sides if the council gave up arguing about something they can’t control, right?”
“Very noble,” Donovan said sarcastically. “So they tricked you into a desert, where you were trapped for several days.”
“There wasn’t any other option, and I couldn’t just...turn my back on Jacques, could I? So I found him....”
“And?”
Tristan gulped and glanced over his shoulder to make sure the gang wasn’t listening. “And they made me the designated alpha and gave me their full blessing to carry on with what we were planning.”
Donovan’s eyes widened for an instant. “They were already doing that.”
“Only because they couldn’t stop me, like you said. But before, they wanted me to realize that I alone would be the one responsible for destroying the world, and in doing so, I would be the one to disgrace the memory of all dragons. But it wouldn’t matter too terribly much, because after the contract is broken, they won’t be around to feel the shame.”
“I see. And, because you fought mountain lions and bears and coyotes, they suddenly support your decision to destroy the world?”
“I didn’t fight them and I don’t know what made them reconsider. But now they believe the environmental conditions will be a thousand times worse in a hundred years, and that maybe we’re on the right track to release the races now, while there’s still time to make changes and survive.”
“If you didn’t fight, how did you trick them into believing you were alpha? That’s not usually how it works.”
“I didn’t! They made a mistake. I don’t even want to be alpha—” Tristan glanced over his shoulder again. Maybe humiliating himself would prove he’d somehow manipulated the situation, that he was clearly not alpha material, and Donovan would just laugh instead of sounding so insulted by the idea. “I’ll show you.”
Rather than letting Donovan in his head, Tristan played out the events on the moonlit surface of the water. Throwing colors together was easier than he thought it would be, and he started the retelling with when he first sensed an animal in the distance, running on instinct to hunt until he could fly. It seemed even more immature now, giving up survival and food for playtime.
The memories flowed easily, and it was a relief to know the animals were firmly ingrained in his mind. He almost forgot to cut off the vision when the swirling hole opened above him in the sky. The echo of coyote howls still lingered on the lake, filling him once again with dread and the need to beware.
Landon, Dorian, Victor, and Alvi were standing behind him. And behind them, Oliver, Eric, and Philip. Shame and embarrassment made the muscles in his legs and arms quiver. His wings tensed, preparing to launch.
“No, Tristan.” Donovan grabbed his shoulders.
“Don’t you think it’s embarrassing enough? I didn’t need an audience.” He glared at Victor and Landon. “Where’s Pink?”
“She’s with Ardon, one of the elder trees.” Landon pointed across the lake.
“Who is Pink?” Oliver asked.
“No one,” said Dorian. “Just a plant Tristan wanted me to nurse back to health.”
“Do you have any idea what this means?” Donovan asked.
“Yes! It means as soon as they find out I was only playing along to get more information, they’ll come after me. All of us. We should break that contract as soon as possible.”
“What information did you get that could be so bad?”
“Well, everyone was suddenly on my side. It was easy. I just asked. And why wouldn’t I? Once they’re gone, everything they know about everything will be gone with them.”
“What information, the gem locations?”
“No, we already have that.” Tristan gulped. He probably should have asked for something else, like where all the hidden stashes of loot were, so he could finance this whole ‘save the world’ campaign without relying on Donovan’s resources. Donovan gripped his shoulders and gave him a firm squeeze, pressuring him to finish. “Names, histories, where they live...please let me go.”
Donovan took a step back, releasing his hold. “You aren’t referring to the races, who and where, are you?”
“See? That would have been so much smarter. But I wasn’t thinking. I was worried about Jacques. I’m sure there were a million better questions I could have asked...but now it’s too late.”
“Tristan!” Donovan hissed. “Whatever you asked for, it felt right at the time and what’s done is done.”
Tristan nodded, rubbing his arms. But the last thing they needed were more out-of-control dragons running around. They had a hard enough time keeping one under control.
“You are alpha, Tristan. Maybe you could have fooled the council in some clever way, but you can’t fool intelligent predators in the wild. What did you ask for?”
He longed to fly alone in the moonlight, not on a desperate mission, but to find peace in his heart. How quickly he’d reverted to helpless victim, begging for help and handouts, clueless on how to precede. He clenched his burning shoulder and swallowed again, unable to face any of the people who’d already given up so much for him. “More dragons.”
“There are more of you?” asked Oliver sternly. “Did I hear that right?”
Tristan nodded. “I’m sorry.”
“How many are there?” Landon asked. “Where?”
“Thirty-four. The oldest died about a week ago in a motorcycle accident. He was in his twenties, trying to race a train through an intersection.”
“Doesn’t sound very intelligent,” Victor said, then shrugged when Landon gave him a harsh look.
“It gets worse,” Tristan added. “He was robbing a bank and had stolen the motorcycle.”
“Is that the typical behavior we’ll be seeing?”
“I don’t know, but it’s not our mission right now.”
“Really?” Alvi said. “You aren’t even curious? It wouldn’t be that hard to—”
“No,” Donovan said sharply. “We will keep all of our attention focused on the current operation. When there is time to do it properly, we will add such things.”
“It’s more of a personal quest, anyway,” Tristan said. “You don’t have to be involved at all.”
“That’s the smartest thing I’ve heard from you, Tristan,” said Oliver. “Because if that man tries to recruit someone and they say no, they’re as good as dead.”
“Last I checked, you were still breathing.” Donovan turned from Oliver and barked out orders. “We’ll meet at the castle at 7am. I’ll take Jacques with me and we’ll keep him with Samara. Tristan, you have approximately ten hours to fly, but do not run yourself down any more than you have. Tomorrow is the day.”
“For the Forest of Darkness?” They couldn’t possibly be ready. Maybe they should wait for Jacques to be fully recovered. “Tomorrow?”
“Yes. And find something to eat. Quickly.”
“Got it!” Victor vanished, followed by a grinning Alvi.
“I’ll gather some things, too,” said Dorian, heading for her cabin.
“No, wait.” Tristan glanced at Donovan. How much do Oliver, Eric, and Philip know?
About what? We all have personal business.
Releasing the gems, what they are, and what we plan to do with them.
I don’t believe they know everything, said Donovan.
Good. The fewer the better, I think, but the reason I was coming here in the first place was to ask Dorian about letting us use the island as a temporary shelter for the gems we don’t know anything about—the ones the slayers took. Just until we can figure out what continent they belong on. Tristan glanced at Oliver the same time Donovan did. It was clear to everyone that they were talking privately, but it couldn’t be helped. It’s neutral territory, it’s already hidden, and the plants come from all over the world...they might know historical—
I have no objections.
Really? But so many things could go wrong.
Things could go wrong anywhere, and there are advantages to using this particular island—the biggest being that it is not neutral territory. You’ve already claimed it as your own.
“What?” Tristan shook his head, as if to scramble his thoughts and make them land where they were supposed to. Donovan wasn’t the type to joke around about these things. “I never—”
Oliver cleared his throat and stood with his arms crossed. Eric scratched his scalp and walked away. Dorian sat and Philip stood directly behind her, mimicking Oliver.
You marked the entire perimeter when you first arrived by sea.
I did not. I didn’t even know any of this, so how could I— His jaw hung open farther as he recalled the three days it took to circle the entire island. He burst into laughter, covering his mouth as tears sprang to his eyes. And more laughter. He laughed so hard, he doubled over and squeezed his eyes shut. Dorian’s going to kill me.
“Borders on rude, don’t you think?” Dorian said casually to Landon.
“Yeah, but I kind of like seeing him laugh for a change. The concern is, Donovan isn’t a funny man. So I’m guessing it’s emotional instability with all the stress.”
Dorian nodded, making a show of evaluating his behavior—probably to be equally as rude in return.
“That’s all we need,” added Philip. “More unstable behavior.”
Tristan sobered at the thought.
I would advise you to do the same thing tonight after you’ve eaten, but with intent. Think of it not as taking possession of the island from her, but as a warning to all who step upon the land: an Alpha Dragon has laid claim.
“How long did you expect us to wait?” asked Oliver. “I, for one, do not intend to stay.”
“I—” Tristan stared at Donovan. His advice was so simple, and not. He turned and walked toward Oliver, wiping at his cheeks with a sandy arm. He tucked his wings in and cradled his bad arm to his chest. Suddenly, he felt exhausted and a bit dizzy, the strength to keep his left wing off the ground was faltering. He’d already decided he wouldn’t look Oliver in the eyes. He would present himself like the tiny female coyote: brave enough to stick around, but too inconsequential to be a threat.
“For goodness sake, Tristan,” said Dorian, offering her chair next to Landon. “Just sit down already.”
Philip stepped up from behind her and put a hand on her shoulder.
“In a minute.” His lower back ached, and though he tried to straighten a little so as not to over exaggerate his weaknesses, he couldn’t. He swallowed hard, well past anything humorous. He glanced at Oliver for a split second, then kept his gaze on the man’s shoes. “I need to speak with Dorian.”
“She’s right there. Say what you need to say and be gone.”
“Alone.” Tristan glanced over at her to make sure she would give him a moment with Oliver to explain. “I understand there is a tree on the island, an old one who might—”
Oliver tensed and glanced at Philip. It was such an odd reaction, Tristan stared up at him. He doesn’t know about Dorian and the plants?
No. And I’d prefer to keep it that way.
I just need her to translate any information the tree might have for me. “I’d like to get a feel for how old it is,” Tristan said, less sure of his plan. He’d have to figure out how much Philip knew about anything. He had to know the dragon part, and the wings were certainly visible.
“Why do you need to be alone for that?” asked Philip.
It was a good question. Tristan bit his lip and thought for a moment.
“I’ll just tag along at a polite distance,” Oliver said, narrowing his eyes at Tristan. “Just so you don’t forget your manners.”
“Actually, I’d hoped to speak with you myself,” said Donovan. “In private.”
Oliver rolled his eyes. “Fine. Landon, you go with them.”
“He’s not yours to command,” said Donovan.
“See?” Tristan said, skirting the fire to get to Dorian. “This is why I don’t want either of them around. Overpowering control freaks. I just need ten minutes.”
“Phfft,” said Philip. “It’ll take ten just to get there.”
“Fine. Ten to get there, ten to look at the tree, ten to walk back.”
Dorian held her hand out to him and he took it without thinking, pulling her along with him. He stopped when Philip blocked his path.
“You’re up to something,” Philip said, tilting his head.
“Look, Philip.” Tristan’s left wing evened out with the right and his legs didn’t feel so weak. “I don’t like you, you don’t like me. Do you honestly think Dorian would dump you for a lizard? With wings? The only reason I’m holding her hand to drag her along is because I don’t think she’d come with me at all until someone orders her to, which no one will because we all know how that goes, and this way,” Tristan held up their joined hands, “the decision is made and when you give her grief about it later, she can say she didn’t have any choice in the matter.”
“Philip,” said Oliver. “Come with me.”
“Landon.” Donovan nodded once and Landon followed Tristan.
“Oh my god, you guys are impossible,” Tristan said, determined to sound whiny and appalled by the idea of Landon coming with them. He pulled Dorian toward the trees until he realized he didn’t know where to go.
Dorian walked half a step in front and began leading. “Philip’s right. You guys are up to something.”
“I need to ask that favor.”
“All this for a favor? And Donovan’s in on it?”
“It’s a big favor.” He reluctantly let go of Dorian’s hand and walked closer to Landon. Mostly because nauseous waves were making him feel sick, and he might need Landon for support any second.
“Ardon will be disappointed when he finds out you didn’t really want to see him.” Dorian clasped her hands behind her back and studied the shrubs as the trail widened.
“Actually, I do. Because I think we need his permission before I can even think about asking for yours.”
“Really?” She put her fisted hands on her hips and glared; Tristan almost laughed. “And what will you do if he says ‘no’, and I say ‘yes’?”
“If Ardon says ‘no’, then it’s a done deal and there won’t be any point in asking you.”
“And if I say ‘no’, after he says ‘yes’?”
There had to be other options available, but using the island was by far the most ideal. And it would give them a reason to see each other a few more times, even if it had to be done conspiratorially, so no one would know what they were really doing.
On the other hand, maybe she wouldn’t want to be part of something that could likely be the beginning of the end. “Then, I’d have to find a different location, but you did say you wanted to be a part of whatever I was doing, didn’t you?”
“Just tell me already!”
“This isn’t personal, Dorian. Let me talk to Ardon first.”
Dorian stopped suddenly and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. But I’ll find out sooner or later. I just figured you’d want to be the one telling me, instead of letting me find out through rumors.”
Tristan stopped as well. glad for the excuse. “Don’t you have any respect for Ardon’s opinion in this?”
“Of course I do, but you’re not telling me everything.”
He caught the glance she threw at Landon and had to consider whether they were talking about the same subject or not. “I won’t have anything to tell until after I talk to Ardon.”
“You’re lying.”
“What? Why would I lie? Is it so terrible for me to get advice from Ardon before I make any real plans?”
“I’m not talking about Ardon.”
Tristan sighed, unintentionally rubbing sand into the sunburn on the back of his neck. “I’m tired, Dorian. This isn’t about you, or me, and I don’t have time to argue about whatever it is you think I’m not telling you. Let me talk to Ardon, then I’ll fill you in. That’s all my brain can handle right now.”
“Fine. Keep walking in the same direction, you can’t miss him.”
Tristan stared at Dorian for a moment longer, then shook his head. “I’ll tell you everything when I have something to tell.”
She shrugged and turned away, keeping her mouth shut.
Landon sighed and took Tristan’s elbow. “Come on. Shouldn’t be too much farther.”
After a few moments of silence, Tristan glanced over his shoulder to make sure she wasn’t following. “I really don’t get her. Am I wrong? If Ardon doesn’t want to get involved with all this magical race stuff, then using the island is out. No sense in bringing it up with Dorian at all if he says no. Is there?”
“No. Not really.”
Tristan took in Landon’s silence. “What am I missing?”
“She’s waiting for you to tell her your immortal. She found out when we were introducing Pink, when we were trying to explain how you were able to hold up without food.”
Tristan blinked, and open and shut his mouth a few times. “She didn’t know?”
Landon shook his head.
“But she was there when I left the cave—when Donovan.... Wasn’t she with me for part of the time when I was trying to recover? When I set her on fire?”
“I guess the actual topic never came up.”
Tristan sighed. “Great.” The surrounding brush lessened and they stopped at the edge of a meadow, where a majestic oak spanned along the far side. “Wait.” He shot a hand out to stop Landon.
“What is it?”
My name is Tristan. I’m here to seek wisdom and advice. Respectfully.
Such a formal request, hummed a deep voice in reply. You do not need permission to enter the sacred meadow.
I am in need, and I can’t think of anyone more qualified to help me.
I am honored. Please sit beneath my branches and we will speak.
Tristan nodded at Landon and motioned for him to continue into the clearing. “We’re good. This shouldn’t take long.”
Tristan walked directly to the great tree while Landon meandered along the outer circle.
Thank you for talking with me, Tristan said, unsure where to start and how to sit. He opted for leaning against the massive trunk, pressing his forehead to the rough bark. What do you know about the contract between dragons and the magical races?
The contract was from before my time, but I remember being told it would keep the magic creatures out of harm’s way, until such a time the dragons deemed it safe.
Yes, that about sums it up. Do you know if ‘safe’ referred to the course of human nature, or were they at war with each other?
Ardon didn’t respond for a long moment. I’m sure there was a measure of qualms amongst the races, but the humans were the greatest threat at the time. That would be my assumption.
Tristan nodded, glad Ardon’s thoughts on the matter mirrored his own. He took a deep breath and continued on. I am the one designated to make this decision.
Ardon remained silent.
Tristan swallowed hard and started again. It’s not that I think the world is a safer place than it was back then, or that I think humans are kinder than they used to be, but I can’t help wondering what condition the planet will be in if I wait too long. Isn’t it better to let them fight for their lives, rather than release them when there’s no hope of recovery?
What is your question?
Do you think it is wise for me to break this contract now?
Now?
Yes. Well, tomorrow, actually.
You have Council support?
Yes, though it was hard won and I’m afraid they gave in more than anything else.
Yes, it is wise.
How do you know?
If it was hard won, you must truly believe it’s the right thing to do.
What if I’m rushing, because I don’t have faith in my own immortality? There’s no one to take my place at the moment, but perhaps if I was patient, there could be in a few years. It was as close as he could get to confessing he wouldn’t live that long.
There are few dragons who could ever hope to take your place.
But there are a few?
I cannot say, but it’s a huge risk and a few years would make little difference, would it?
Tristan nodded. You’re right. Thank you. My next question is, I need a safe location to release the races. Not all of them, but for the ones who can’t be released in their native locations, due to population, pollution, or the simple fact that I don’t know where they existed originally. I was hoping to use this island, since it’s already hidden from outsiders. But doing so might put everyone in danger. I don’t know exactly who or what I’ll be releasing, nor will I know what living conditions they might require.
Yes.
The island could be a temporary sanctuary for creatures who are orphaned, just until...wait. Yes? Just like that? You’d risk Dorian and Oliver? And every living thing on the island?
The magical community never had issues with the plants. In fact, we thrive on one another. So perhaps that relationship alone will save the planet.
Tristan nodded, hope rekindling the excitement that kept him moving forward.
We are honored to witness this magical restoration, and I’ve kept the ground sacred for this very purpose.
You knew?
I was told the island would be used for such rituals, but not precisely when.
Was it a sign that he was on the right track? I still need Dorian’s permission. He heard her clear her throat and spun to face her.
“Yes.”
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POWER STRUGGLES
OLIVER AND DONOVAN both came up with excuses to skip the campfire cooking, but Eric and Philip stayed. Victor and Alvi carried most of the conversations, while Tristan endured Philip’s public displays of affection with Dorian.
Why do I have to put up with this again? Her words stung like little daggers to his heart. I would never tolerate this much hovering under normal circumstances.
It was good they could talk without anyone hearing, but she still needed practice in speaking mentally without drawing attention to the fact. Tristan nodded at whatever Eric was saying, something about making hidden drawers in cabinets, and passed his water bottle to Landon for a refill from the dispenser they’d set up.
Dorian continued glaring at him, but to anyone else it would look like she was furious for something he may or may not have done. As usual.
You’re the one who was dating him to begin with, said Tristan, so stop making it seem like you weren’t already seeing him. You just have to keep it the same.
This isn’t the same. This is ridiculous.
Look, Dorian. I would love nothing more than see you punch Philip in the face. But he just wants everyone to know that he is your boyfriend, not me.
Like anyone cares. This is so embarrassing. I can’t believe Eric won’t step in.
Tristan glanced at Eric, Dorian’s uncle. The man sat on the edge of his seat, so animated in describing his invention—some sort of retractable living space—he was completely shut off from everything else. Alvi and Victor unloaded more campfire-kabobs from a cooler, with thin slices of dark meat and big chunks of vegetables.
He gradually made his way back to Philip. The kid wasn’t bad looking, and he seemed comfortable enough with himself, but he lacked sincerity and was trying way too hard.
“What are you looking at?” asked Philip, struggling to keep his posture relaxed.
They both made a show of sizing each other up.
“Nothing,” Tristan finally said, then looked at the fire so it wouldn’t sound as sarcastic as he’d meant.
“Your shoulder looks pretty bad. Sure you shouldn’t be in the hospital or something?”
Tristan glanced down at his throbbing shoulder, normally covered by a T-shirt, and shrugged. It did look bad on the surface, like a severe burn that wouldn’t quite heal, but the firelight made it look ten times worse than it was.
Everyone surrounding the campfire took the opportunity to stare openly at the ugly wound.
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Tristan finally said. Though the wound had spread several inches over his chest since the last time he’d looked. “In fact, I’d forgotten it was there.”
“It does look worse,” said Dorian. “I’m not getting very far—”
“It’s fine,” Tristan said, cutting her off. The last thing he needed was for everyone to know he needed a cure for something, though Philip was probably the only one out of the loop. He spread his wings slightly to soak up heat from the flames, feeling the warmth in his body almost instantly. Philip couldn’t stop gawking. “What now?”
“You’re like the devil’s spawn—”
Dorian elbowed Philip in the ribs and his breath came out in a whoosh.
“Maybe I am.” Tristan held back a smile until the corners of his lips twitched. Philip paled. “Get a grip, would you? I’m not the devil’s spawn and you know it.”
Philip pulled Dorian closer. Wary, but also defiant. Possessive. Tristan frowned, puzzled. Was he starting to get a feel for emotions like Landon?
He contemplated that for a moment, glancing at each person to get an emotional read, detecting nothing. Maybe they were his feelings, and not Philip’s. He pulled his wings in tighter to his back, but the chair made it awkward.
Don’t worry— Tristan thought to Dorian. He’s not hugging you for personal reasons. Looks more like a possession thing. You belong to him and he wants me to know it.
“Knock it off, would you?” Dorian glared at Philip, who pulled away with a scolded puppy look. I don’t belong to anyone!
“Sorry,” Philip mumbled. He straightened in his chair and clasped his hands in his lap.
Part of him felt awful for pushing the right buttons, setting Dorian off like that. But he couldn’t help it. If I left, he’d leave you alone. But I don’t really want to leave. Didn’t dare was more like it, with Philip acting the way he was. Especially when Dorian had implied they were just friends.
We’ll I am not an object for your amusement.
Do I look amused to you? Tristan tried to relax. What do you see in him?
Nothing really. We’ve been friends for a very long time and a relationship was sort of expected, I suppose.
Gram didn’t like him. Neither does Oliver. Neither do you for that matter.
Dorian shrugged. I get bored out here by myself, and he’s fun to be around when he’s not trying to put on a show like this. I guess it’s kind of cruel when I say it like that.
Well, don’t break up with him right away if you can help it. He could be useful for keeping Oliver busy, especially if he was encouraged to get on Oliver’s good side.
He’s already on Oliver’s good side.
Ha! Philip’s just the lesser of two evils in Oliver’s mind. If he can keep you from seeing me, he’s worth his weight in gold.
You wish, devil spawn.
The words stung. I’m not trying to be funny, Dorian.
I know. She sighed and rubbed her bare arms. I’m sorry.
“Are you getting cold?” Philip asked, taking off his sweatshirt and wrapping it around her shoulders. He flexed his chest muscles a few times and Tristan almost laughed aloud.
Dorian giggled quietly, which seemed to make Philip feel forgiven. See? He can be thoughtful sometimes.
Tristan leaned back in his chair and pretended to rest his eyes. You can’t possibly believe he’s interested in keeping you warm, can you? What if she was right about being treated like an object? A prize? They barely got along when they did see each other, which was only on rare occasions, and neither of them seemed willing to change. Or compromise. He just couldn’t stand the thought of Philip being the one.
Yes, I can. You make it sound like I mean nothing to him, and while I might not like him the same way, I know he values me more than you seem to think. I would even say he loves me in his own way. He’s just confused about being that serious.
A flame of anger pulsed in his belly. Landon and Victor stopped talking and stared at him, Landon discreetly shook his head. Philip beamed with pride, finally getting a reaction out of him. Tristan pretended to cover a yawn. “It’s getting pretty late.”
“Late? It’s barely midnight,” said Philip. “The clubs are just getting started.”
 I’ll make a bet with you, thought Tristan. If I win, you get to punch him.
Sounds interesting. What happens if you lose?
If I lose, I’ll leave. Philip will feel like he won his stupid conquest game, and then he’ll leave you alone. Either way, you don’t have to put yourself in this position. We don’t need Philip; Donovan can handle Oliver when the time comes.
Oliver and Donovan don’t get along, if you recall.
I don’t think Oliver would support what we’re doing, and until I can get a better idea, I’d rather he didn’t know. So I don’t care if they get along or not.
I see what happened, she thought. Philip gave me his sweatshirt and you don’t have one to give. Is that what it is? Are you playing the same games he is?
Don’t you get it? Though she did hit a painful spot—he hadn’t considered what he’d be able to wear, now that he had wings. He was becoming less human all the time, even in the way he thought. And with Dorian, he’d become as protective and overbearing as Oliver, or a very loyal guard dog. But could they date? Was it even fair to ask the question? It was easier to buy more time and not ask to begin with. I’m not making moves to win you right now. And if you were seriously cold, I’d wrap my wings around you—shirts are overrated.
She busted into laughter and squirmed out of Philip’s arms. They’re going to catch on about us talking to each other if we keep it up. So what’s the bet?
I’ll bet that if I stare at your ear, he’ll kiss it.
Seriously? What if I don’t agree?
Then we’ll see if he respects you enough to listen. If he does give you some space, I won’t object if you let him live.
Tristan, I don’t want to choose—
I know, but like you said, you’re bored and he keeps you entertained. Besides, I’ve got my hands full with things I can’t even begin to comprehend, so I can’t be here for you as much as he can. And having someone around is important too. I wouldn’t ask you to give that up.
They stared at each other across the fire, until Philip became uncomfortable.
You ready?
Yeah. And I’m sorry about the shirt comment. I wasn’t thinking. How are you going to wear a shirt? Or be seen in public?
I don’t know, haven’t really gotten that far yet. I guess I just won’t.
It shouldn’t be too bad. How often do you go to the city anyway?
Exactly. Never. I mean, who needs to, right?
Dorian smiled into the firelight and pulled her long hair back behind her ear. Tristan followed the curve of her ear to her jaw. I give. You were right, I’m just trying to make him look worse than he is. It’s a stupid guy thing and I can’t even step in when you dump him. Tristan stood. “I’m going to get going. Thanks, Victor. The food was great. Nice to see you again, Eric. Good luck with—” he’d been trying to keep an ear open to other conversations but drew a blank, “your work. Cabinets, right?”
Eric nodded.
“I’ll see you guys in the morning.” He only glanced at Landon, who probably knew more than anyone in regards to the emotional scheme of things. “Philip.” He didn’t dare pretend they were friends and walked away.

Dawn seeped into the sky at Tristan’s back. He sat with his knees pulled into his chest, at the top of the mountain above the cliff house where he’d spent the summer. All but the brightest stars had faded from the sky. How was he supposed to know Dorian didn’t know about the immortality thing? How would the topic ever come up in normal conversation?
A shift in the air to his left caught his attention, and within a second, Donovan stood in his typical black slacks and white dress shirt.
“You’ve marked the island well. I wasn’t sure if you would.”
Tristan diverted his attention back to the dark lake. “She’ll kill me when she finds out.”
“Highly unlikely, but someday she’ll appreciate what you’ve done.”
“I doubt it. Besides, I’m just claiming the island, not her. She can do what she wants.”
“Very well, if that’s what you believe.”
Tristan raked his hands through his hair. “We don’t even like each other.”
Donovan shrugged. “The tree?”
“Yes, he’s on board. He’s been waiting for something like this to happen. All but annuals and grasses are forbidden to grow in his meadow, to keep it clear and sacred, including his own offspring.”
“Does he suggest a certain season for optimal results?”
“No. But standard magic is weakest during the new moon.”
“All right then. I suggest you get some food; our meeting is in two hours. Do you need assistance in getting back?”
“No, I’m fine.” Tristan closed his eyes, exhaustion gobbling his strength. “Do you think we’re supposed to release them when the magic is weak, or when it’s strong?”
“Perhaps somewhere between.”
“Right. Good idea.” How could the night catch up with him so fast? He’d slept most the day, as far as he knew. He’d eaten well. He’d had plenty of water.... He couldn’t be that nocturnal, could he? Maybe he’d pushed himself too hard with flying around the entire island, stopping and starting so often.
His wings hung from his back like curtains of iron, blanketing the surrounding rocks. He tried to lift them off the ground, for their own safety, and couldn’t. “Donovan, I—” Queasy waves rolled in his stomach. His shoulder burned more than usual, but he was so tried, it hardly mattered. “I do need...not as fine.” The words scrambled and he wasn’t even sure he’d said them out loud.
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INNER SQUAD
A DAMP CLOTH with the scent of spring covered his left shoulder, while he lay with his knees pulled up toward his chest on a narrow cot. Thin white fabric draped as walls around him and a chocolate-brown rug covered white tile. His wings were stiff, pulled in tight behind him.
Quiet arguments about how much longer they should let him sleep drifted through the fabric.
“I’m awake,” Tristan whispered. If Donovan was out there, he’d hear.
Welcome back, Tristan, said Samara, just before Donovan, followed by Landon and Pink, threw open a flap in one of the walls.
“Victor has a table of food prepared,” said Donovan, entering the tent. “You can eat and drink, then we must go.”
Tristan straightened his legs and tried to stretch his back. “What about the meeting?”
“We had it without you.”
“Oh. Good. I guess.” He pushed himself up to sit and waited for the dizziness to pass.
“You’re going to have to strengthen your heart if you don’t wish to give up the wings.”
“Give them up? That’d be like cutting off my ears, or my feet. You can’t expect me to cut off a limb.”
“No. But your heart will have issues keeping that much blood circulating. Whether you’re immortal or not, your organs still need oxygen to function.”
“Fine. I’ll keep it in mind.” His heart would strengthen enough if he could fly every day to build up endurance. He accepted a glass of orange juice from Landon. “How long did I sleep?”
“Almost twelve hours.”
“I didn’t have issues staying awake in the desert during the day.”
“Perhaps you just needed to crash after a long night, after a long week.”
“I guess. Where’s the staff? I can’t even remember when I had it last.”
“It’s in the corner. Your energy hasn’t been spiking like it was.”
“The council did something when I was there—a negotiation or something.”
Donovan closed his eyes and shook his head. “Why me?”
“Their theory is as good as any other,” said Tristan, “and close enough to what we thought. So the deal is, the energies I absorbed need to be patient and I’ll restore them as soon as I can. They’re apparently feeling ignored, and push to be recognized when I relax. And I relax when I’m not starving.”
“Is it something you can communicate with?” asked Landon.
Tristan shrugged. “It’s just what the council said. They wanted to observe me without all the debilitating factors, because Jacques said no one could be judged fairly in the conditions I was in. So they took away my shoulder pain, all the powers I took in, and all of you.” Tristan cringed, unable to remember how much truth he’d told them the first time around. “So I could make decisions without consequence to my wellbeing, since you guys pretty much control everything.”
“We do not.” Landon sounded so offended, Tristan regretted speaking at all. “We’ve let you choose most everything—”
“I realize that, but what would I do if you threw me out? I’d have no idea how to do any of this by myself.”
“What else did they say?” asked Donovan.
“Lots of things.” Tristan accepted the staff from Landon and waited a long moment before using it to haul himself to his feet, curling his toes into the soft rug. What he should do is learn to keep his mouth shut. “We talked for hours, but time is confusing there.”
Tristan left the tent, hoping to end the conversation, feeling less lethargic with each step. Samara’s grove of birch trees was gone, replaced by a circular, dome-topped, marble structure. Large square windows, crisscrossed with ornate iron bars, spanned between curving pillars, and at the top, stained-glass starred outward from the peak.
The falcon perched at the top of an enormous tree, bare of all leaves and small branches. “Well done, Samara!” Tristan beamed up at the bird, who was too busy preening his feathers to notice him. Tristan’s smile faltered. “It’s not him. How can that be? Where—?” He glanced at Donovan.
“I too found the lack of recognition and interest a possible indicator.”
Tristan fell into the nearest chair and rubbed at his cheeks. “I didn’t save the wrong bird. Did I?” His chest ached with losing Jacques yet again. “They promised. Didn’t they? I found the falcon, they set us both free.”
“Did you commit to saving Jacques or the falcon?” asked Donovan.
“They’re one in the same, aren’t they?” He refused to be caught in a riddle of words when it was Jacques’ life they were talking about. “Is this what they meant by ‘sacrifice’?”
“I don’t know,” said Donovan. “Maybe ‘free’ means something different for Jacques, and he was free to continue on his way, spiritually.”
“They said we’d both be sent home.”
“Your homes could be in different locations.”
Tristan clenched his jaw and felt a roar build in the pit of his soul. A baseball bat appeared in his hand and the food on the table vanished, replaced by ceramic bowls and glass decorations. “What is this for?”
“Protect his face and vitals, nothing else,” said Donovan.
Tristan gripped the bat, unsure if he really wanted to go berserk on a pile of dishes.
“Go ahead,” said Donovan. “Let off some steam.”
Tristan took careful breaths, eyeing the tallest stack of pottery. He swung the bat and shards of clay ricocheted off piles of cheap glassware. He brought the bat down harder on a stack of plates, pouring his anger in with it.
Glasses and dishes exploded with each strike, though he avoided the figurines and animal statues. Samara seemed to notice and replaced them with other things to destroy; giant cement spheres and stacks of flat glass. His wrists ached and his wings took a lot of shrapnel. Finally, the weight of the bat was too much to lift and he let it clank to ground, covered with jagged layers of rubble.
Adrenalin slowed and the dizzy won out. His stomach growled with hunger. He glanced at the small crowd on the other side of a thick glass wall—Donovan, Landon, Victor, Alvi, Pink, and half a dozen others he barely recognized. “That’s it,” he said quietly, for Samara’s sake. “I’m done.”
The dividing wall vanished, along with all the evidence. His wings were no longer impaled by anything.
“Very well, then,” announced Donovan. “Let’s eat and discuss the plan.”
Tristan frowned. No critique on how he should or shouldn’t have swung a bat? He stretched his back as he walked toward a new table, covered with the original food, and noticed his right arm must have done most of the work. In fact, now that he thought about it, he hadn’t use his left arm at all.
He glanced up at the falcon, who’d retreated to the farthest branch possible, mostly hidden.
Behind the table, a huge map of the world was dotted with color-coded pins and numbers. Tristan breathed with his mouth gaping open and sat in the chair Landon pulled out for him. “Is that how many gems there are?”
“One hundred forty-two,” said Donovan. “The green pins are actual locations. Yellows are possible locations, strung together if they refer to the same stone. Orange means they were moved at some point, some more than others, and they are strung with red to the new location.”
“Do we know what they are?”
“Some. Each location has a number, and all the information we could gather for each number is recorded in that book.” Donovan nodded toward a large leather-bound book on a small side table. “You requested all information to be in a written format, in case you wake up one day and find yourself alone, well past the computer era.”
“Thanks.” The idea brought tightness to his chest. He could never do this alone. Not in a million years. “Do you think that will happen?”
“No. But any computer format might be obsolete in twenty years, so it’s not a bad idea.”
Even if he released all the races within one year, one every two or three days, he would need to document exactly what races they were, where they were going to establish themselves, and what sort of conditions and abilities they had. And then, keep it all up-to-date as populations grew? His heart raced. “I can’t do this. I would mess everything up.”
“We’re not dead yet, you know,” said Victor, handing him a plate of sliced meat and steamed vegetables. Alvi smacked his arm and scowled. “What? I’m just sayin’ he’s not alone.”
“Right.” Tristan took a quick, deep breath. “I’m sorry. One day at a time.”
He’d been starving a moment ago, now it was all he could do to put food in his mouth and chew.
“This is your inner squad of guards,” said Donovan, motioning to the fifteen or so men and women standing around the table.
Tristan glanced at the line of people. There were only a few he couldn’t name, but he did recognize most of them. “Why aren’t you all eating?” There was enough food piled on the table to feed a small army.
“They’ve eaten. I just wanted you to see these people again before we arrive at the Forest of Darkness.”
Tristan swallowed the bite of un-chewed meat and stood from his chair to face the people. What they must think for his careless loss of control, breaking dishes to blow off steam.
“I’m sorry.” He looked at each person carefully, determined to make sure he never forgot who should never be harmed. They stiffened as he walked toward them. “Really,” he added. “Thank you. Um. This is awkward.” Embarrassing was more like it. “You know I—I’m...I would like it if you don’t mind....” He glanced at Donovan for help, but the man merely cocked an eyebrow.
“I don’t want to mess this up,” Tristan said. “Or accidentally step on you—you should know I can’t always see what’s under me if I—”
“They know,” said Donovan.
Their scents mingled together, and what he really wanted was individual smells to focus on. “Please,” he said, letting his eyes shift. “Please step forward one at a time.”
They glanced at Donovan for reassurance. Landon stepped forward, probably to ease everyone else in the room.
“You already know what I’d say,” Tristan whispered. He’d know Landon’s scent in a heartbeat, but circled him anyway, so the others could see what he intended to do to each person. “Thanks for everything.”
Landon nodded and stepped back in line.
Victor stepped up next, looking stiffer than usual with his shoulders back and eyes forward. Tristan laughed. “You always smell like food to me—barbeque sauce, onion, and garlic.”
“Is that a problem?” The creases between Victor’s brows deepened. “I—”
“No, it’s not a problem,” Tristan said, grinning. It probably wasn’t a smart time to make food and feeding jokes. He made a show of circling Victor, pausing for a moment behind him to take a deep breath, then continued around to the front. “You are an amazing musician, and your music does help me. Thank you.”
Victor nodded and stepped back, waving Alvi forward.
“You guys engaged?” Tristan whispered.
Alvi smiled and waggled her eyebrows. “Better not make him jealous.”
Tristan glanced at Victor for a split second. “What’s he going to do, glare at me?”
“Oh, I’m sure he could think of worse things,” she teased.
“So long as he doesn’t mess with the food,” Tristan joked in return, circling Alvi cautiously. Victor’s scent was all over her, and he briefly wondered if he’d paid any attention to Philip’s scent, and how much of it was on Dorian. He bristled at the thought and stood face to face again with Alvi. She did a little curtsy and moved to step back.
“Wait.” He put a hand on her arm and stepped closer than he’d been before. “I worry about you the most,” he said, as quietly as possible.
“You just haven’t seen me in action.” She sounded both flirtatious and angry.
“I don’t want to see you in action, is the thing.” He took advantage of their nearness and breathed in more of her personal scent—one less contaminated by Victor’s.
“You think I should be at home raising babies?”
“No, but—”
“But what? Stop being so sexist and get over it.”
Tristan stepped back. “I’ll try.”
She gave him a crooked smile with a wink and returned to Victor’s side.
Talak stepped forward, unreadable behind the mask of tribal tattoos. The man reminded him so much of Molajah, his chest tightened and remnants of grief pooled in his eyes. He blinked away the moisture before anyone might notice, and lifted his chin to gaze up at the giant warrior.
“You’re doing a good thing,” said Talak.
Tristan held back the ‘how do you know’ question and felt his throat wobble. “I hope so.” Tristan circled the man, breathing in.
“We have a saying in my tribe.” Talak put a hand on Tristan’s good shoulder and stepped closer. He smelled like earth and crisp water—it would be difficult to smell him at all in the wilderness. “Do not chain yourself with doubt, for it is heavy and keeps you from finding your way.”
Tristan put a hand on the man’s arm. So much like Molajah—he felt torn between apologizing and saying he’d do his best not to disappoint. “Thank you. I’ll have to remember that.”
It went much the same for each person; a little bit of fear, but mostly supportive. Madam Galina, the doctor, wished he’d wait a few days. Alpheus and Eleonora’s scents mingled as much as Victor and Alvi’s, but he didn’t say anything.
“They’re expecting us,” Donovan said. “I’d like you to eat a bit more, get cleaned up, and meet us up top.”
Tristan swallowed the lump in his throat. “The falcon should come with us.”
“If you can catch him. He’s quick and alert, and I didn’t wish to cause him any more stress or harm.”
A wire cage appeared on the table. The bird eyed them all warily.
“You should wear a sleeve,” suggested Landon.
Before he could picture what sort of sleeve would work best, a stiff leather snapped into place around his forearm. He held it out and stared up at the bird. What if he wasn’t any sort of alpha in the real world?
I know you probably don’t want to, but I need you to come with us. Please trust me—you won’t be harmed.
The bird dropped into a glide and landed on Tristan’s outstretched arm.
“There, that wasn’t so bad.”
Its golden eyes were wide with panic, definitely lacking Jacques’ intelligence. Landon opened the cage and Tristan slipped the bird in. It beat its wings against the bars and tried to sidestep up Tristan’s arm to get out.
“It will be okay. We’ll free you if it’s safe.”
Victor produced a thick, black blanket and draped it over the frame of the cage. The bird lost traction on the leather cuff and calmed when it found the sturdy perch. Tristan clasped the door shut.
“If someone else could carry him, I’d appreciate it.”
“I will,” said Victor. The others left the marble room in a quiet single-file line. “How did you do that?”
“I just asked.” He sat back down in his chair and poked at a slab of steak. There was no point in keeping the bird captive, he’d have to release it and say goodbye. Again.
A large porcelain bowl, filled to the brim with slightly steaming water, appeared on the table, along with several thick towels. “I’ll clean your wings if you want,” offered Alvi, “and then we need to find something suitable for you to wear.”
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FOREST OF DARKNESS
LANDON AND VICTOR opened the wide double doors to the outside. Tristan kept his eyes on the ground, expecting the blinding sunlight, but it was dark—too dark to see past the light of a lantern held by one of the guards.
Donovan stood at the base of the stairs and nodded approvingly at Alvi’s choice of clothing—a soft tan-colored fabric with long, loose sleeves and buttons down the front. He wasn’t sure how it crossed between his wings in the back, but the long strips of fabric wrapped around to his waist and tied at the side. At least the shirt and the pants were loose and comfortable, and Alvi assured him the fabric would rip easily if he shifted. He kept the staff with him, mostly so he could cling to something.
“It’s sunny in Russia, at the Forest of Darkness, but well past the heat of the day. Everything is ready.”
Tristan nodded solemnly, careful to keep his wings from hitting the ground as he descended the stairs. All the doubts and questions and miscellaneous garbage in his mind slipped away. Now, it was a simple matter of following the plan: release the dragon, break the contract. He stopped beside Donovan, and several ghosts and guards stepped in to surround them. “Where’s the falcon?”
“Alpheus and Eleonora have him. We’re gathering on the border of the area, then we’ll all walk in together.”
“I was thinking…maybe we should release him when the contract is broken. Just in case he’s in there somewhere.”
“It might be the most humane thing to do,” offered Donovan. “I’m sure the bird wouldn’t want to be kept as a pet either way.”
“Right,” Tristan added, a bit more sure of the idea. “You don’t think we’re giving up on him, by setting him free?”
“The bird doesn’t need assistance anymore,” said Donovan. “And if Jacques is in there, he’ll most likely be freed when the contract is broken.”
“Most likely?”
“It’s possible he’s already moved on.”
Tristan sighed. Maybe that was the sacrifice—using himself as bait to prove Tristan’s worth. “All right.”
“Ready?”
There was nothing left to do. He loosened his grip on the staff and closed his eyes with a slight nod. When he opened them again, they were all standing at the edge of a dense grove, on a rarely used animal trail. He spotted the covered cage with Alpheus and Eleonora, and stepped into line with the people who’d begun walking into the grove.
The trees grew denser as they walked farther in, and the sheer number of ghosts packed between the trunks sucked the breath from his lungs. Was this everyone? Had they all come to witness the breaking of the contract? They stopped their silent conversations as the group of living people passed by, then crowded in to follow. Tristan kept his eyes fixed on the ground, unable to feel the same excitement.
The trail became a tangle of shiny, chocolate-brown roots. Dark shards resembling clumps of grass stood erect like bouquets of needles, while shrubs looked like delicate sculptures carved from opaque glass. The majority of the trees were still standing, though most of the limbs and leaves had fallen and shattered on the ground. A thick blanket of living ivy crept over the top.
The overall effect was beautiful in a creepy way, but no light penetrated the thick canopy, and soon they needed lanterns to light the way.
The people in front stopped walking and faced the center of the petrified clearing. Tristan and everyone behind him filed in around the perimeter. The living people seemed to prefer one side, and the ghosts the other. Landon put a hand on his shoulder, reminding him to breathe.
Hundreds of misty apparitions were watching them. Him probably. Waiting for Whiromanie to show himself. How long had the dragon been trapped in this dark, empty place?
The ground began to vibrate and the leaves in the trees tinkled like glass wind chimes. “I remember you,” whispered a voice. Dark shadows from everywhere gathered into the shape of a massive dragon. “You are a pathetic specimen. It is a shame the great dragons have deteriorated so.”
Tristan resisted flinching when inky vapors snaked around him and forced his chin to rise. He’d been instructed to be strong and dominant, but it wasn’t working very well. He looked up at the creature’s face. “I can only represent myself.”
The dragon had to tilt his head to the side to see Tristan at all, with his eyes set so far back on his skull. It didn’t make him any less scary, but it was certainly a weakness.
“Are you so fragile and ill prepared, you cannot come alone to talk privately? Since when should a dragon require an entire militia?”
The ghosts were getting agitated.
“You’re right.” Tristan stepped forward. “I am not as prepared as I’d like to be, but I am here and I will do my best.” Despite what you’ve done, he added to himself. Who knew how many dragons Whiromanie had killed indirectly. The thought shot a burst of anger to his gut and he quickly tamped it down, determined not to play into the pecking-order games.
“And you’ve glamorized yourself with wings since I saw you last. Do you mock us?”
“They appeared one day and I discovered the joy of flying. To remove them now would be like severing a limb.”
“Hmmm. I suppose I had to see and hear it for myself before believing such a thing. I was told you would have questions for me.”
Tristan dropped his gaze. This would be his last chance to get information, but everyone had rallied quite well for him, and what he needed most at this point was experience. The knowledge filled him with calmness. “We’ve been able to figure things out well enough, so I think I’ll be fine.”
“Ha!” Smoke puffed from the dragon’s flaring nostrils. “I’ve been instructed to answer all of your questions, in trade for this release.”
“If I break this contract before I release you, will you be free to go with the rest, or will you be bound to the earth forever?”
“What?” The dragon’s head jerked back. “I—no one knows the answer to that until it happens.”
“Well- everything I was going to ask just isn’t an issue anymore. There are more important things.”
“This is an outrage!”
“Why? All the dragons you killed and the council have been more than helpful, and I have no need to hear how great and powerful you are, and how insignificant I am.” Tristan seethed. He’d thought he’d worked out all his anger, but it felt good to scold the dragon responsible. And what could they do, fire him? “I thought being I could actually hear you, you would be a good source of information. But the only question I have is, why would they want me to save you?” Tristan raised his voice to a shout. “Do you still? This guy orchestrated the deaths of…how many? None of us would be in this position if he hadn’t—”
“Enough, Tristan!” hissed Donovan.
Oskar, the ghost who had done most of the work with the world map, stepped forward, catching Tristan’s attention. Andros stood behind him with this hands tucked into the long sleeves of his robe.
“How can you forgive him for creating a clan of dragon slayers? He betrayed everyone! This makes no sense to me. And no one said I have to break the contract with this diamond. There are plenty of other choices we could have started with.”
Pink dashed out from Landon’s hair and did a loop to stop herself at Tristan’s ear. “You wanted to ask dragon questions,” she whispered, then dashed back to safety.
“Like how big will I get? What do I eat? How much weight can I carry? I’ll figure it out on my own.”
“Those are childish questions,” replied the dragon. “She’s dying, you know.”
“Who?”
“Your little pixie-play-toy.”
“She’s not a toy—” His throat constricted at the thought of losing such a happy, bubbly being.
“They only live for a few months, six at most.”
“You’re lying.”
“Why would I lie about such a thing?”
Tristan clenched his teeth and glared.
“Anyway, about those questions.”
“All right,” Tristan glanced back at Landon, who was already consoling Pink. He’d have to deal with it later. “Why is it that we can hear you and no one else?”
“I’ve been speaking to humans for centuries, and perhaps because I’m physically tethered to this realm. But I was thinking along the lines of…‘How does a dragon warm a human without burning the body to a crisp? Will a dragon’s children be hatched or born? Will abstract power drive a dragon insane? Can a dragon transport himself, or grasp the concept of magical manipulation? How does one protect the armpits in flight? How does one maintain the correct ratio of blood when shifting back to human? How long is the transition between shifting from a dragon brain to a human brain? How does the designated alpha release the races?’”
Tristan gulped. Now was not the time to start doubting himself. “Molajah told me fire will release the races.”
“But what kind?” The dragon’s dark body dissolved into a cascade of shadows and reassembled a few feet back. “Some fire is so hot, nothing will withstand it. And some flames will do nothing more than light a dark room. Do you even know how to call upon this fire?”
Tristan nodded, but kept his mouth shut.
“Well at least there’s that,” said the dragon, pacing back and forth. “So what will it be? Do you want answers or not?”
Tristan turned to Oskar. “Are you sure you want him freed? I really am fine with the whole trial and error thing.”
The ghost flung bits of mist in the air and formed symbols for Donovan. Tristan glanced over his shoulder with a questioning look. “Well?”
“They aren’t visible to me here. Samara was the one who made that possible.”
Tristan glared at the shadow of a dragon, who bowed dramatically. “Whiromanie, that’s me, has served for his crimes against dragons.”
Tristan narrowed his eyes and looked back to the ghost giving the message, then Andros. “Is that about right?”
They both nodded.
Tristan battled within himself. It wasn’t like the dragon had been begging for forgiveness for the last two hundred years—he’d sent the slayers after him less than a few months ago.
“Let it go, Tristan,” said Donovan. “It’s not your decision to make.”
He should break the contract and let the dragon stay tethered to the ground to suffer the consequences. “You organized a cult for the sole purpose of killing every last dragon. For centuries! Just so you could be freed. So forgive me for having a hard time rewarding you for your patience.”
The dragon said nothing.
Tristan leaned his forehead against the staff. His shoulder ached. Why was he stalling? The dragons were becoming less trustworthy, especially after what happened with the falcon, and deep in his heart, the thought sickened him.
“Is that shame?” asked the dragon, as if he’d just won a secret argument.
“Yes.” Tristan straightened himself and let his wings lift a touch. “I will keep my word and free you, but I am ashamed to consider myself a dragon. You are selfish, manipulative, cruel, and I’ll be glad to see you gone.”
The dragon stilled with a frozen scowl on his face, as did the crowd of ghosts.
“Aren’t you Mr. High and Mighty,” the dragon finally said, though the words carried no weight or power.
“Be grateful I’m here at all. Where’s your body? I’d like to get this over with as soon as possible.”
“No questions? I could be off to my homeland first chance I get.”
“I don’t respect you and couldn’t care less what you do once you’re free. I’ll find my answers somewhere else, or not.”
“But once the contract is broken, you will have no one to consult with.”
“I will consult with the humans who have earned my trust, so let’s get on with it.”
“I’m insulted.”
“I’m tired.” Tristan turned to Donovan and Landon. “Maybe we should come back another time.”
“Wait! Think of how disappointed everyone will be if you leave—we’ve been waiting for this.”
Tristan faced the dragon. “Seriously—who cares? I’m pretty sure I disappoint everyone every day anyway.”
“Release me!”
“You have no power over what I do!”
“Very mature. Is that what you’re going to tell the races when they ask what rules they should live by?”
“They’re on their own.”
“Oh, that’s brilliant!”
“What do you want me to do? Keep them locked up forever, like you?”
The dragon shuddered before settling to his belly. “My body is straight below me. Just follow the thread.”
The dragon inched backward, revealing a thin rope of mist that disappeared into the ground. Tristan followed it mentally until a shift in the molecular structure of the ground altered. He knelt down and loosened his neck and shoulders with a deep breath. Power pulsed about ten feet down, and the moment he realized it, it surged through him. He opened his eyes to warn everyone, but the entire area was filled with a dense, foggy mist.
He refocused on the crystallized body and tried to find any hint of human DNA buried in the pattern. Were you a dragon or human when you touched it?
Several long minutes passed before the dragon replied. Human.
Giving up on restoring the body, he focused on concealing the diamond in a box similar to what held the emerald, and transferred it to the ground beside him. It did help to lessen the chaos, giving him a clearer focus on the curse itself.
The process was slower than he would have expected, with such unpredictable patterns in the molecules making it hard to visualize. After what felt like hours, a dead body of organic material lay encased in the opaque glass, several feet down, where no one would ever see.
A tornado of wind lifted small slivers and shards of broken glass. Tristan wavered and felt someone’s arms wrap around him, crushing his wings, and a numbing silence followed. It didn’t matter how or who. He just needed a second to collect his thoughts and the rest of the pieces would fall where they may. “He’s nothing more than a rat with wings.”
“And no longer your problem,” replied Donovan.
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WHIROMANIE
TWO LARGE TENTS sprawled the edge of the clearing in the Forest of Darkness. Small lanterns hung from the shiny branches every ten feet or so. Shards of glass lay scattered. Landon, Victor, and a handful of others sat around a small campfire. Donovan stood by himself at the tunneling trailhead.
Tristan’s mind fogged. It didn’t feel like he’d fallen asleep, but he couldn’t recall anyone setting up camp. Donovan glanced his way.
“The dragon must have left?”
The people around the campfire quieted to pay attention. Donovan nodded.
That’s all they needed—a rogue dragon on their hands. “How far is the nearest town?”
“I don’t think he’ll cause any trouble. Are the ghosts still here?”
Tristan glanced at the surrounding trees, sitting up from a thick blanket someone had laid on the ground for him. The ghosts were still packed shoulder to shoulder, waiting. “Yes.” They grew more excited when they finally noticed him. “Was I asleep? How long?”
“Twenty minutes, nothing to worry about.”
“Seriously,” added Victor. “They’ve waited this long, right?”
“You should drink some water and eat something before we break the diamond.”
Victor leaped from his chair and rushed to a large grill. He opened the lid and sweet smoke lofted out, filling their makeshift campsite. Tristan made his way to the fire, grateful when a small table appeared before him. “I can’t thank you enough,” he said to Victor, who was stacking two plate-sized steaks on a tray. “I’m starving.”
“Eat as much as you want, in case the energy required to do whatever you’re going to do takes more out of you.”
All thoughts of the diamond vanished the instant the steak was in his mouth, until he spotted the silver box lying where he’d left it, a good distance away.
“We didn’t want to risk touching it,” said Landon, following his gaze.
“Good. It was radiating something, so I thought if I sealed it, it wouldn’t get to me. But I think it touched me anyway.” The same, restless energy that had been such a problem earlier seemed to be surging in his veins, making it difficult to focus on anything else.
“You don’t gain anything new by touching the gems,” said a voice behind him.
Donovan sprung with his sword drawn, but there was nothing to see.
The voice circled the fire and a mostly transparent man appeared, holding his hands over the flames. He shrugged and put them behind his back.
“The council told me as much. But there is an energy that consumes me, so I do gain something.”
“Each race has knacks for certain things, but in the end, it all comes down to the same raw power.”
Tristan smiled, half shocked the man returned at all, and even more so by the black jeans and white T-shirt beneath a brown leather jacket. “Whiromanie?”
“At your service.” The man bowed and the modern clothing didn’t suit him at all. “How have you been keeping this power at bay?”
“The council negotiated a truce with it. But this one wasn’t exactly in on that. I think they’re just excited. Frustrated to be free, but not free.”
“They are sentient beings then?” The man looked wary. “I wouldn’t have thought of that. Perhaps I won’t be of service to you after all.”
Tristan waited as the man walked around the fire, making a show of examining Tristan’s friends. “Is there something you need from me? I figured we were done.”
“We’re hoping to see an open doorway once this contract business is done with, so ask your questions while you can.”
Tristan tensed as the waiting ghosts gathered closer around the fire.
“You were correct about one thing…most of being a dragon will come naturally. You can’t fly with too much weight, or with not enough food, or when the oxygen in the air is too thin. You will feel hot or cold in the corresponding seasons, though the fire within will keep you from freezing solid if, by chance, you fall asleep in a great tundra.”
“Why would I ever fall asleep in the tundra?”
“Why do you fall asleep so often now? The human body is not always compatible with the metabolism of a dragon.”
It made sense. Tristan glanced at Donovan, who nodded for him to pay attention.
“That and the fact that you seem to survive on crumbs alone. You call that slab of meat a meal?”
“What else is there?” Though he had to say, he craved apples at the moment.
“Cows, elk, buffalo...bear if you like. But don’t cook all the nutrition out of it.”
“You want me to eat it raw?” Tristan’s stomach growled at the thought. He pushed the plate away. “I want apples. Is that okay?”
“Let me see if I have this right.” The man turned into a dragon and glided around the fire. “Each time you touch a stone, you take in the spirit it contains. To test this theory, we could have someone volunteer to touch the same stone after you’ve touched it.”
“Why risk it?”
Whiromanie shrugged. “Dragons are curious. But the reason I tell you this is, this extra power you’re carrying around with you belongs to them. Do you understand?”
“Yes. They’re mentally free from the stone, but not fully in accordance to the contract.”
“Exactly. If I am correct, when you release each creature back into the world, you will need to give back the spirit for those you have touched. If you have not yet touched them, then the spirit should still be intact with the body.”
Hadn’t the council said as much?
“We just want to help troubleshoot anything that might go wrong before it happens, because no one will be guiding you.”
“Alright then.” Tristan relaxed. “How am I supposed to know how to find the right spirit? You say it like I should be able to tell the powers apart, yet you said it was just power. I guess I don’t understand.”
“It’s just a theory. But keep it in mind if all you have is a body and no spirit. Are you prepared?”
“I guess. As much as I’ll ever be.”
“Then let’s get this done with. Anything else?”
“Yes,” Donovan said. “If you see Jacques wherever you’re all going, give him our thanks, and tell him we will do our best to carry on this mission until every last creature is freed.”
The crowd of ghosts appeared happy at the words, thrusting their hands in the air. Tristan smiled at their excitement, and tried not to think too much about what would happen to them. Obviously, they had faith that whatever it was, it was going to be good.
“I’ll miss him. Tell him that, too.”
The dragon nodded. “Get shifting.”
Tristan frowned, confused.
“Shift into a dragon and let us move forward.”
“Oh.” Tristan scowled at the ground. He knew it would take fire to release the gems, but his brain left out the shifting into a dragon part. “You were saying there was a difference in temperature?” He sat back down, stalling more than anything else. Could he shift at will? He’d never wanted to before, and didn’t exactly want to now.
“Control is in the thoughts. You might want to incinerate something, or you might want an item toasted to a golden hue. Your saliva heals wounds. Your scales will camouflage at will, and I suggest you hide those wings before people call you a demon child, or bat boy. Your belly will rarely be sated. You are seen as wise and powerful by the magical creatures, and they have always respected the dragons. They aren’t all friendly toward each other, so you might want to keep their territories separate and their existence to yourself until after you understand their politics. On the other hand, no one knows how much history will remain in their memories.”
“I can hide my wings?”
“Of course. I am told you have done so before—hide yourself, that is.”
Tristan glanced at Donovan, who nodded. They’d already talked about developing this talent, he’d just have to learn how to be very specific with it. “Surely all the dragons in the history of the world equal more than what’s here now…are you sure the records are accurate?”
The dragon consulted with Andros, then turned to face Tristan. “We cannot be sure. Even in the spirit world, the eldest of us can get lost in hibernation. They will have no warning of this shift, once the contract is broken, but hopefully they, we, will all be pulled through.”
“What about dragons who are still alive? Could some be hibernating for the last hundred years?”
He studied Andros again, then shook his head. “You’ve been given all the records for those we know about.”
“If I was to search, where would I look?”
The dragon looked rather sad. “I don’t know exactly. We’re found on every continent in every climate. There are ice dragons, water dragons, fire dragons….”
“What am I?”
“A fire dragon, obviously. You can handle the cold temperatures, you need more oxygen than most, you don’t do well in high altitudes, and you prefer humid climates, but not too humid. You don’t particularly care for swimming, but water is not a life threatening element.”
“Thank you so much. It means a lot that you came back.”
“I have been a dishonor to my kind, and there is nothing I can do to make up for that. But I do not wish to leave you thinking all dragons are as despicable as myself. We are an honorable species, and we hope you will carry on in good faith.”
“I’ll do what I can, and I’m so sorry it’s come down to me.” Whiromanie probably killed off the best choices years ago.
“You’ve already made them proud,” the dragon said. “We haven’t had a shifter among us in over two hundred years. And the fact that you can bring this contract business to a close is something we never thought we’d see. I speak for everyone here.”
Tristan looked at the surrounding ghosts, overwhelmed by their smiles and gestures of gratitude.
“Any more questions?”
Tristan looked at Donovan, who didn’t seem to have anything to add.
“What if I die before everyone can be freed?”
“Then only those who were freed will ever by free.”
Tristan nodded. That was obvious. “What if I don’t know where someone’s native land is? What if it’s full of people?” Tristan clenched his hair in his fist—he was running out of questions, and they already had plans for these kinds of scenarios.
“I suggest they learn to adapt and hide as well as possible.”
Tristan nodded again. Whatever happened would happen. Everyone—humans, creatures, and dragons—they would be forced to adapt no matter what. And he would keep the peace as much as possible, even if the entire dragon species died with him.
“Well,” Whiromanie clapped his hands once, “let’s get on with it. We’re anxious and more than ready.”
“Now? In front of everyone?” He’d have to do this sooner or later, but now that it was time….
“Why do you shy away from shifting? You’ve done it twice now, successfully. Do you still fear never returning to your human form?”
“Yes. That, and, I don’t seem to remember who anyone is when I’m a dragon. People are usually trying to kill me, and that’s all I can focus on. To run from everything. Even if they’re trying to help me.” Hopefully he wasn’t offending the efforts being made on his behalf. “I’m so large and clumsy. If I stepped on anyone…I would never forgive myself. I mean, Landon survived, but still.”
“Hmmm. I see. We shall take care of that when you are in your dragon form.”
“Really?” Tristan asked, skeptical. “Which part?”
“All of these humans here with you now—they are your allies?”
Tristan took in the group of twenty-plus men and women. “Yes, and they intend to help the magical creatures establish safe places to live.”
“How will they manage that?”
“As secretly as possible.”
“And whose side will they be on when it comes to an all-out war?”
“Whatever side is most reasonable.” Tristan bit his lip and glanced at Donovan. “Are these trick questions?” Maybe he should be considering his answers more carefully.
“All of you are disadvantaged by the fact that you possess stolen faerie magic. All the races will see it, and they will likely never trust any of you.”
Tristan looked at the group who’d agreed to stay with him; male, female, multiple nationalities. “They are not responsible for what their ancestors have done, and they—” If the dragon was correct, this would be an issue he’d have to have an answer for. “—they want to make up for what happened by being of service now.”
The dragon nodded nonchalantly, neither condemning nor liking the answer.
“They want to live honorably in hopes of doing the right thing,” Tristan said in a rush, using the dragon’s same words.
“Better. You might have to work on that one.” Everyone studied the dragon as he walked in a large circle, apparently thinking. “Dragons are loyal to certain causes, and some of us don’t want to give up controlling the fate of these races. However, there comes a time when one must let go. The only obligation you have as a dragon, to honor the agreement made in the contract, is to see that all the magical races are released. It is perhaps too soon to release them, considering the state of the planet and human population, but if you remain involved for as long as needed, perhaps everyone will adapt in peace.”
“Um.” Tristan rubbed the back of neck. He couldn’t disregard his own doubts. “What if I don’t truly believe peace is possible?” Not for the first time, he debated delaying the release, just to save lives.
“We must live honorably in hopes that we are doing the right thing, even though the humans are not likely to accept sharing the planet with beings they cannot compete with.”
“But they might,” Tristan said, grasping at straws. He knew in his heart it would never happen. “What if the humans set out to destroy everyone?”
“The humans will always think they are the grandest species of all, but they have failed at keeping the land hospitable. If we wait too long, and release the creatures after the humans have destroyed themselves, they won’t survive the environment, making their deaths tragic and meaningless, assuming there’s still a dragon left to do the job. In releasing them now, while there’s still a chance of healing the Earth, the creatures will have a cause worth fighting and dying for. They will perhaps put aside their differences and work together to save the planet. In releasing them now, we give them opportunity and an honorable death, for they will surely die either way.”
He’d thought along the same lines earlier, but needed the pep talk. “All true. Thank you.”
“I’ve never felt so humiliated,” Alpheus said, taking Eleonora’s hand in his. “I believed the Makai’s intentions for the world were positive, but clearly our focus was misguided. I apologize.”
People surrounding them nodded, uttering their apologies.
“Maybe we can still make a difference,” Landon said. “It’s not an all-out war zone yet.”
But in the hushed silence, changing the hearts of enough humans to make a real difference seemed like an impossible task.
“All right!” snapped the dragon, addressing all the people. “Put your weapons away.”
Tristan clung to the staff, unable to bear making direct eye contact with anyone. Once he shifted, they were on their own. And now without weapons.
“Do not worry so. Humans are bony and smell like metal. You would never look at one and think, ‘Oh! What a tasty morsel!’”
“Well then!” cheered Victor. “That certainly makes me feel better!”
Suddenly the tension was gone and the people seemed to relax. Though they stayed on the outer edges of the clearing, allowing him plenty of room to make the transformation.
“What about the blood ratios,” Donovan said quickly. “How does he transform from one size to another and keep the proper amount of blood?”
The dragon spun and shrank to his human form. “Such things are instinct and not thought of on an individual basis. Just as joints, scales, or hairs on the skin.”
Tristan and Donovan exchanged a look and Tristan shrugged. Both occasions had been particularly heavy for loss of blood.
“How quickly should he be able to transition himself from one form to the other?”
The dragon sighed. “There is a certain amount of conditioning that happens with practice, but health permitting, a few seconds. Not many of us had the ability after our forefathers maintained a human form for several generations. In fact, hardly any of us who are present now were ever exposed to the site of a dragon in life. So while it may be difficult in the beginning, we are grateful he is capable in the first place. The short answer: practice will increase speed.”
“Last thing,” said Donovan. “The dragon slayers’ poison. Is there a cure for it?”
Whiromanie dropped his gaze to the ground. “I was in on the creation of that, but I do not know of a cure.” He glanced up at Tristan. “I’m sorry.”
Tristan handed the staff to Donovan. He tried not to look at anyone, except the human form of the dragon who didn’t seem to feel the need to back away.
His eyes shifted first, as he recalled the last time he was a dragon, and before he could stop or control anything, the world shifted beneath his feet.
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FINAL FAREWELL
TRISTAN STUMBLED to the side, catching sight of the nearby humans. His wings ached and he could barely support his own weight. The trees around him weren’t trees at all, but some sort of solid stone with trunks like bars, keeping him confined to the ground. Above, the ivy tangled like netting.
Tristan, said an airy voice. The shadow of a dragon materialized before him. For a moment, he felt like an intruder in his own cage and fell against the stone trees in his haste to escape, crushing his right wing. Even on the ground, the waves of disorientation were consuming. The dragon with no substance hovered over him and there wasn’t much he could do to prevent it.
The green man stepped forward to speak to the dragon shadow, and the shadow responded with, “He’ll need some work.”
You understand what the green man is saying? he asked, lifting his head off the ground.
Of course. You must listen with your heart to understand the language of all things.
Tristan rested his head against the cold ground and tried to ponder the idea.
The dragon shifted into a human form and stood a breath away from Tristan’s elongated snout. He motioned the green man, Donovan, to come forward.
By my calculations, it took almost a full minute for you to recall this man’s name. That will improve as you shift more often.
Did he want an improvement? Humans and dragons were unlikely to form a lasting partnership. Though this was the first time he hadn’t felt threatened—it was more the captivity than the presence of humans that had first set him off.
Donovan stood still, keeping his hands behind his back suspiciously, while making odd noises with the dragon. After a few back and forth responses, words began to fall into place. They were talking about him, and the state of his physical condition.
He attempted to get his feet under him, but failed considerably, crashing on his wing again. Perhaps they were correct to be discussing his weaknesses.
Wait, Tristan, said the dragon, motioning for Donovan to return to his position.
“He was shot, crashed landed, then was lost for a few days, then was shot upon once more with gunfire and modern harpoons.”
“But these scars and breaks are older than that—”
Tristan opened his eyes to see what they were talking about, and noticed they had walked down and around his clawed hands, inspecting his limp wing lying like a discarded cloth.
The humans were inching closer.
He shuddered at the thought and tried to pull his feet in to lift his body from the ground. A stream of mist filtered out from the thick sculpted trees and settled over the side of his face like calming breeze, fresh with spring grass.
“Keep still,” Whiromanie said, encouraging the green man, Donovan, to run his hand along Tristan’s nose.
Easy for you to say. He couldn’t think of a more vulnerable position to be in.
“They are not here to slaughter you. This is when these humans will bond with you, and you with them. You must let them touch you, and you must not flinch. Do you understand?”
Tristan shut his eyes and tried to relax. It was a lot like being asked to stick his hand in a beehive and trust that nothing would sting him.
“Your wings do need some attention, and it would be a good time for everyone to examine you closely.”
Tristan groaned and ignored the people as they laid hands on his armored scales. The ghost man seemed to be giving them an anatomy lesson, which could have been extremely interesting if he wasn’t the one being examined.
They touched his claws and jumped back when he clenched and unclenched his fist, then several climbed up his tail to get a look at his wing joints. On the ground, several people were running their hands along the most tender parts of his wing—where tears and breaks hadn’t quite healed.
“It’s important to keep the vessels intact,” Whiromanie said. “If the flesh dies, it becomes stiff and brittle. Small bullet holes are unfortunate, but rips like this need to be mended as quickly as possible. And this break here…I’m not sure how it even fused back together like this.”
A warmth seeped into his wing and his mind went numb.
“Can’t he feel that?” asked someone.
“Dragons can take a great deal of pain, and he is mentally prepared to endure this.”
“Can I walk on this part?”
“You could probably drive one of those automobiles on it and he wouldn’t feel much—go ahead!”
The ghost dragon seemed to be enjoying himself.
“So obviously, healing doesn’t take place in one form, while in the other?”
“It will, once he is more in tune with his dragon self. I can see he attempted to heal these tears in the wings, but also that he did nothing to heal the breaks in bones. And you said he could fly like this?”
Tristan lifted his head to see what they were doing. A woman was running her hands along the bones of his wings, standing on some sort of wooden stair structure. A few of the people ran out of the way, others froze where they were. Tristan put his head down and went back to ignoring them.
A familiar voice called his name, haunting and full of echoes. Tristan opened his eyes and saw the green man, whose had a name he couldn’t recall. “Tristan, you’re lying on your wing and it’s cutting off the circulation.”
Tristan tried to pull his right wing in, unable to move it. He lifted his head and glanced at his side, only slightly surprised to see the crowd of people had backed up and were waiting for something. The wooden structure they had built was gone, and his left wing seemed to be in good condition. He raised it slightly and stretched it outward, then lifted it a bit higher. The crowd of people began yelling, startling him with the sudden slapping of their hands.
What are they doing, green one? Are they trying to get a response from me?
The green man glanced at the misty ghost before answering. “They are happy your wing has mended successfully.”
“Tristan,” said the misty dragon. “What is this man’s name?”
I have always called him— even as he thought it, he knew there was something more than ‘green man.’ A shudder ran through him and the crowd retreated another step. Donovan. He rested his head back to the ground. Can’t think.
“We need you to turn over so we can fix your other wing. But keep this one curled in so it doesn’t get damaged. Everyone is out of the way.”
Tristan extended his wing to counter his weight and rolled to his belly, shifting the majority of his weight to his other side. His right wing hung limp, draping over his body like a ragged sheet. Artificial lights had been set up on tall poles. The fog flowing in and out of the stone trees morphed into the shapes of humans as he stared longer.
We were supposed to be breaking the contract, he said, briefly wondering how long it had taken for him to remember.
“We’ve waited this long,” the dragon ghost said. “A few more hours is manageable.”
Tristan dropped his head to the ground as the living crowd of people circled around him. He caught whiffs of their scents and tried to remember names. His right wing twitched a bit more than the first one had, but the healing warmth seeped into the skin beneath his scales and into his back, allowing him to settle into a blissful numbness.
Until a hand touched a scale near the wound on his bad shoulder.
He jerked forward and the woman, Madam Galina, if he recalled correctly, slipped from the wooden decking. She and the others on his side vanished and reappeared on the ground.
A guttural growl reverberated from his long throat as he rose to his feet, keeping his left arm pulled in tight. It didn’t hurt as much as he’d first thought, but the shock of pain had been unexpected.
The green man stepped back with both hands raised. “Can we heal that?” he asked, shifting his attention back to the ghost dragon.
“It’s never been healed before, but there haven’t been any survivors. There might be a chance it isn’t fatal, after this much time. Not to mention the immortal factor. But perhaps keeping the swelling down would be the most beneficial short-term fix.”
Tristan knelt down and wrapped his long tail around himself. His left wing curled inward naturally and he let the right wing hang where the people could work on it. Donovan motioned for everyone to continue, though they were a bit more hesitant and jumpy with each twitch.
“And put some meat on that boy—his scales shouldn’t hang separated like that. In fact, I would say searching for embedded bullets could be a higher priority than mending the wings.”
“We did find several bullets after he shifted back to human.”
“When he is in better physical condition, he won’t be so easily harmed. Even the fleshy parts of his wings should withstand a puny bullet.”
Guess I’m not a very good dragon, Tristan said dully.
“You are a dragon! That is all that matters. Accepting yourself as one entity, Human and Dragon, is a positive step. You have already made us proud.”
Thanks for your help.
“Thank you for freeing me, when you could have chosen different.” The ghostly dragon bowed his head. “I needn’t tell you that exposing your true nature, including your wings, to humans would be a mistake, which only proves I’ve told you everything I can think of. The rest should come naturally enough. The mental links between your human and dragon thought process will align over time, but take care not to stay in this dragon form for too long, lest you lose the link with your human self.”
Tristan nodded.
“Have you all accepted the dangers in being involved with a semi-stable dragon?”
“We are no strangers to danger,” Donovan answered for all of them.
“Good then. Because if you can earn the trust and loyalty of a dragon, you are truly blessed. Though I am rather biased.” The dragon man winked and drifted toward the center of the clearing. The metal box vanished, leaving a large, uncut diamond stone in its place. “Fire, little one.”
Little one? Tristan straightened his neck and scoffed, only to realize he was probably little in the grand scheme of things. Another weight he hadn’t realized lifted, knowing he would have no one to compare himself to. He would simply be, and strive to be better.
Around him, the misty crowd huddled close, holding hands as they watched him. He sought the warmth in his belly and embraced it, drawing the heat into his lungs. A tiny gentle flame licked the exposed diamond with his breath. When nothing happened, he nudged the small gem with the tip of his nose, snorting a bit of smoke on it.
“Perhaps a bit hotter.”
Tristan inhaled more deeply and exhaled a slow consistent breath of flames upon the stone. Around him, the mist swirled and cheers were suddenly so loud, he wished he could cover his ears.
“Release the falcon!” someone shouted.
Tristan almost panicked—how could he forget about Jacques? The mist circled into a cyclone and vanished into the black canopy above.
“I think they’re actually gone,” Victor said in awe. Everyone else remained silent. Mournful.
Tristan bowed his head and closed his eyes, giving the mix of joy and sadness time to exist. So many lives, yet the time should be a happy occasion if they were truly moving on to something better, to wherever they were supposed to be before agreeing to this contract business.
He’d never know.
“May they all find the peace they so eagerly seek and deserve,” offered Donovan. “We should celebrate this day as the end of an era and the start of a new. May our efforts not be in vain.”
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A NEW REGIME
A PULSING GLOW drew everyone’s attention to the ground at Tristan’s clawed feet. When the colored sparkles dimmed and fell to a light dusting, a snow-white creature with long legs, looking very much like a full-grown horse, lay perfectly still. A single horn twisted from the center of his forehead. Beautiful long hair flowed in thick waves as a mane and tail. Everyone crept closer to search for signs of life.
Tristan nudged a hoof with his nose.
“Maybe you should step back, Tristan,” said Victor. “No offense or anything, but you’re by far the scariest thing here.”
Tristan backed up and watched the woman, Madam Galina, drop to her knees and run her hands along its neck. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “he looks perfectly healthy to me. No broken bones, plenty of muscle and fluids….”
“Maybe they were right when they talked about the spirits of each creature you touched.”
Everyone looked at Tristan, then gave him space to approach the unicorn. Tristan scooted forward, careful with each claw. He put his nose to the ground, then rested his head beside the creature. When there were still no signs of life, he curled his entire neck around the body and closed his eyes.
He had felt a rush of power while interacting with the diamond, and though it was impossible to tell the energy apart from his own, or from others that he carried with him, he tried to focus on making a mental bridge between himself and the animal.
A clear image of a healthy, glistening unicorn appeared in his mind. Tristan held back apologizing for not knowing exactly what to do, then directed it over the bridge and into its own body.
The spirit seemed to take half Tristan’s strength with it, and when the unicorn leaped to its feet, Tristan could barely lift his head to greet the magical creature.
But maybe it was the wiser thing to do, so as not to spook the horse into running for its life.
Another glimmer of relief settled in his chest as the animal did not strike him as food. A cage of fences quickly circled the clearing and the clatter of hooves on stone echoed throughout the sculpted forest. The unicorn circled four times, slipping on the smooth surface every third or fourth stride.
Alpheus stepped closer toward the horse’s path with his arms out. “Easy now….”
I will not be manipulated by a human, said a voice in Tristan’s head. Where am I? We had a deal! And now you free me in the middle of a human camp of magic-thieves?
It’s not like that, Tristan thought, on a broader mental spectrum so the Makai would know he had contact. There has been a change of plans for releasing you, yes, but we won’t keep you captive. We just need to explain things before we find you a home.
The unicorn trotted to a stop and faced Tristan, stomping a hoof angrily.
Tristan straightened his long neck, looking down on the wild horse instead of trying not to intimidate it. These people can be trusted, but no others.
They. Stole. Magic. Have you forgotten? I am hungry!
He’s hungry, Tristan translated. Donovan nodded at Victor and two others to take care of it and they vanished.
Well at least they listen to you, said the unicorn.
You are not speaking in the same mental plain, said Tristan. I’m sure this is a bit of a shock, but let me explain. Tristan looked at Donovan for help—he hadn’t exactly planned on being the one to do the talking. These are the descendants of those who ate the magic berries.
You would let them live, after they stole our magic and drove us into hiding?
Tristan pondered the thought carefully, and once again wished Donovan could do the talking. These humans don’t know anything about what their ancestors did, but they are of great service to me. Any magic they were born with is being used constructively to not only resurrect all the magical races, but also to repair the harms caused by their people.
This is not the way things are done and you are…an insult. I demand to speak to the eldest!
Anger stoked a fire in Tristan’s gut. The unicorn took a few steps back and locks of silver mane trembled. Tristan’s frustration and temper vanished almost instantly. I am the Designated Alpha. The fact that you have been released should be proof enough.
How much time has passed? asked the unicorn.
I don’t know exactly, but more than several hundred years. A thousand maybe.
Victor appeared with a table full of food—baskets with varieties of apples, several bowls of green and yellow grasses, bushels of carrots and other root-type things.
Tristan took in the excitement radiating from the fresh food and smiled. Welcome. We have a unicorn born to the world, and we hope you will nourish him.
The unicorn stepped forward, curious. Several hundred years, you say?
The dragons were forced into hiding. Information was lost.
I sense you speak the truth, but there should have been a celestial council to deal with this.
There is. Was. I have been designated to end the contract and release you all. Hopefully no one would ever discover how divided the council had been in regards to his ability to take on the role. You are the first to be released, and the council has been freed of their duties.
Several hundred years. That would mean…I am the eldest! I must find my clan and be crowned as such. The unicorn raced around the fenced area again. What has happened to the ground?
It was part of the safety in keeping you protected.
And what are these orbs of light?
The humans don’t see well in the dark. If you would eat, Tristan added, catching the hint from Donovan. We will do our best to explain what we know.
I must go to my clan at once.
We should talk first, and you might not have a clan to go to.
Though you speak the truth as you see it, you are wrong. The unicorn shook his head of flowing hair and stomped his front feet a few more times. The stone earth shifted back to soil and living foliage. In a swirl of sparkling glimmers, a small hairy dwarf with a pointed head stood where the unicorn had been.
The people sucked in a collective breath, silenced immediately when Donovan raised his hand.
“Mayhap with this tongue, they can hear me.”
“We do,” said Donovan, waving a hand toward to the table. Though by the shrugs and frowns in the group, Donovan was the only one who understood the language. “Please tell us your name and what country you—”
“I will not! I will find my people and tell them our time has come.”
The little man took three steps and stopped with his hands clenched at his hips. “You disgrace me, humans. I demand clothing!”
“As the dragon was saying, information was lost. We are ill prepared to accommodate anything without first learning who you are and what you require.”
“Clothing! I require clothing! Is that so difficult?”
Tristan eyed the creature and was unsure what he would consider clothing. His feet were semi un-furred, with three rather large toes curling against the soft ground. Coarse white fur covered the majority of his body, though his cheeks and cone-shaped forehead were exposed, along with the tips of his pointed ears. He could almost pass for a miniature Santa Claus.
Donovan handed him a red robe and bowed deeply, waiting for the creature to accept it.
“You mock me!” said the creature. “I am not here to amuse and will not stand for this.” He tore a sleeve from the robe and quickly covered his head with it, knotting the end. The rest of the fabric was twisted around his neck like a scarf and barely covered anything below his shoulders.
“My apologies.” Donovan bowed again. “We have never been in the presence of your kind and, therefore, we are unaware of your customs. We do offer you food as a goodwill gesture and we want to use this opportunity to explain how the earth has changed since you last walked upon it, and what we must do now to coexist.”
The little dwarf, a gnome perhaps, made a show of looking Donovan up and down. “You talk in riddles, human. Or whatever you are. I will find my clan and we will discuss your riddles then.”
The gnome wavered within a wall of energy.
Wait, Tristan said.
“You, I respect. Speak.”
Your clan can tell you what has happened in the world, but if you can’t find them right away, do not show yourself to the humans. Ever. Especially as a Unicorn.
“Why not? Sometimes we are in need of certain things.”
The times have changed. The humans have taken over most of the land, and we are prepared to help you find new land if it becomes necessary.
“We are earth-dwellers. What happens upon the surface is none of our concern and never has been, which is why I am certain my kin have survived quite well despite all this contract business. And another thing—I would never leave my homeland under any circumstance.” The gnome itched his beard and furry neck. “Out of curiosity, how many humans are we talking about?”
Tristan shrugged and glanced at Donovan. Billions.
“Well. That’s your problem, not ours.”
I am not finished, Tristan said. The gnome paused once again and Tristan reconsidered telling him how awful the environmental conditions were, that it wasn’t strictly a surface problem. But he would find out soon enough for himself. We plan to release all the races, and they will likely be as anxious about the state of their lands as you are—
“I am only anxious to get home. Your surface issues concern me not.”
There are things we need to do in the future, as a united group of mixed magical beings, and I would ask for you to represent your kind.
“Are you reassembling the Grand Council?”
I know nothing of past councils. I only intend to include all magical beings when it comes to saving the Earth and coexisting with the humans. I don’t know where, or when, and you don’t have to be involved if you don’t agree with what we come up with. But please do your best to at least attend.
“I owe you nothing for fulfilling your end of the bargain.”
I understand. But this isn’t about the contract. We need to come up with a plan to save the Earth, and if all the races are not properly represented, we might unknowingly neglect something important to you.
The gnome rolled his eyes and stomped a foot. “I will consult with my kin.”
When the time comes, I will send a message through the trees. Can you communicate with the trees? Tristan asked.
“Are you implying that I am unable?”
No. I just need to figure out a way to send you a message. Unless you want to tell us where you live, in which case, we could just show up.
“That is unnecessary. I will respond to a message. I am Filavizz.”
Be well, Filavizz. I sincerely hope your clan is in good health, and if you need to contact us for any reason, send me a message the same way. I am Tristan.
“Beware the company you keep, Tristan.”
Tristan nodded, keeping his irritation to himself. The little creature distorted in a rippling wave and sunk into the earth, disappearing without a trace.
The fences disappeared and the trees groaned. They can’t support the weight of the vines, Tristan said, then laid his head on the compacted ground. It’s time to go.
“Shift, Tristan. But think very carefully about the blood ratio, or the gnome will assume we slaughtered you.”
It was true, but he preferred sleeping to shifting. Donovan knelt beside Tristan’s long nose and put a hand on his scales. “I hope he has a clan to go home to, but you did well to let him discover these things for himself.”
Leave me, green man. I’m sure we will meet again.
“Pack up!” Donovan shouted. “We’ll meet at the castle. I’m taking you home in this form.”
Before Tristan could object, he found himself lying in the clearing at the base of the rickety stairs, shuddering at the thought of being ripped to shreds and reassembled in a matter of milliseconds. Would he still have his wings if he took a human form?
“Keep the blood,” echoed a voice. “A hundred percent is a hundred percent, no matter what the body size is.”
The process was too hard to analyze. Tristan shuddered again and felt himself implode. He jumped to his feet and stared at a tall, dark haired man with black slacks and a white dress shirt, carrying a polished wooden staff. The knots in the wood swirled hypnotically. The man stepped forward, extending the pole, and Tristan retreated to keep an equal, safe distance. The man had a soothing voice, but the words had no meaning.
A few more people appeared in the clearing with him, startling him back a few more paces. The man spoke again and the people hurried up the rickety steps of an old house and disappeared behind a set of double doors.
The man continued talking, inching forward.
A flood of memories and thoughts pounded into Tristan’s mind. He sucked in a breath and Donovan lunged to keep him from falling.
“I’m okay,” Tristan said, flinching at the grip on his bad shoulder. “I got it.”
“Did you hear anything I said?”
“I heard your voice, but whatever you were saying didn’t make sense.” Tristan closed his eyes and hoped the world would stop spinning. “I need to sit down.”
“You must remember two things when you shift back into a human form: Clothe yourself and hide your wings. Let’s hope your brain engages faster next time.”
Black spots pounded in his vision and his stomach rolled. But somehow he was already clothed in something similar to what Alvi had him wearing. As for the wings, he had no idea how to conceal them. He pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand and rubbed his temples with the other. “What happened?”
“What do you remember?”
“I’m not sure. Where’s Pink? The falcon?”
“Pink is with Landon, and I believe it’s best to assume the falcon has moved on with the others.”
“We can’t stop the gnomes from going to war if they wanted to, can we?”
“If Filavizz has kin to find, I would imagine they’ll continue lying low. If he can’t find anyone, I’m sure the humans will be blamed. We’ll just have to wait and see how patient he is.”
“He didn’t seem like the forgiving sort.”
“We cannot undo what’s been done, and the world needs to wake up sooner than later.”
Tristan swallowed the lump in his throat and made his way to the steps.
“No matter what happens, your only responsibility is to free these creatures—not to command or govern them.”
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BETTER LEFT UNSAID
TRISTAN WATCHED THE FULL moon rise over hills surrounding Dorian’s lake. He’d retrieved the sapphire and emerald from the cave, and now the only thing left to do was wait.
“They shouldn’t be too much longer,” said Talak, standing guard by the trailhead leading into Ardon’s meadow.
“I know.” Tristan glanced at the people on his team setting up lanterns and tables of fruit for the expected pixie.
‘Save our queen’s first born,’ the vision of Pink had said, while she and her people were being slaughtered by the leaf monster form of Whiromanie. How did he know someone in the group would summon a dragon?
Anger stirred in his chest. How could they forgive Whiromanie for orchestrating such an event, then replaying the summons again and again to identify dragons for the slayers?
“They should be back by now.”
Donovan, Landon, Pink, Victor, and Dorian were making a quick trip to the Forest of Darkness on a rumor that several bulbs, previously petrified, were of the species they’d been searching for, the flower Pink required to procreate. With luck, it would be a simple matter of Dorian nursing them back to life with enough health to produce at least one blossom.
“Be patient, Tristan.” Madam Galina offered him a bowl of bite-size fruit, which he refused. Everyone seemed to think he had an endless pit in his stomach, shoving food at him every hour. She put a hand on his shoulder and they watched the moon in silence.
“What if the first born royal doesn’t accept Pink as a real pixie?”
“Pink will stay with us, and the royal highness will be on his or her own, just like any other creature we release. Do we know if it’s a male or female?”
Tristan shook his head. “Do you think we should warn Pink ahead of time?”
“That people can be cruel? We’re not dealing with people here, so let’s not make preconceived judgments.”
“You’re right.” Maybe he shouldn’t assume what Dorian’s reaction would be to seeing him as a dragon. “Thanks.”
As if she’d heard him thinking about her, she strode into the clearing with a wooden crate containing the flower bulbs. Donovan followed, then the rest. She set the crate on one of the wooden benches and scanned the decorated staging area. He thought about concealing himself, then decided against it. I’m over here, by the lake.
“Good luck,” said Madam Galina, graciously giving them a bit of privacy.
Dorian crossed from lamplight to moonlight and stopped with a sudden look of horror. “What happened to your wings?”
Tristan smiled. “Nothing. They’re still there.” He expanded them outward and though they appeared transparent, the moon casted a solid wing-shaped shadow on the grass at his feet. “I’ve been practicing. It’s not as easy as you’d think.”
She grinned and continued walking toward him.
“Do you think the bulbs will survive?” Tristan held his breath as she continued past where he’d expected her to stop. “Wait—”
She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed. “You know,” she said, after a tense moment, “a hug in return would make this less awkward.”
He carefully wrapped his good arm around her shoulders. “You shouldn’t have touched me.”
“Oh, get over it. I don’t care if you have wings.”
“It’s not that,” Tristan said, though it partly was. As much as he wanted to be happy, he couldn’t be selfish. Or cruel. It would be better for both of them if they kept a professional relationship. Though the thought of Philip holding her hand instead of him still sparked possessive aggression. “I have the emerald and the sapphire with me. You could have been turned to stone, or who knows what with the sapphire.”
“So you do care?”
He rested his cheek against the top of her head and returned the squeeze. His left arm was mostly useless now, tied into a sling at his chest. “Yes, I care. It’s a good thing nothing happened.” He closed his eyes and breathed in the scent of her hair.
“I haven’t given up on finding a cure, in case you were wondering,” she said, leaning back enough to look up at him. “Madam Galina said you might lose it altogether.”
“It won’t be the end of the world if I do.” In fact, it would be a relief if the pain could be removed with it, but the poison wasn’t just in his arm, and he knew it. “Thanks for letting the races stay here. Hopefully it won’t be for more than a few days at most.”
“It’s okay if they stay, so long as everyone gets along. I’m shutting down the shop.”
“Seriously?”
“Most everyone has moved away with Gram gone, and Tynan is opening a store in Seattle. I’ll be his supplier.”
“Wow. And you’re okay with that?”
“Sure. He’ll reach more people in a city than I ever could on a hidden island. Besides, I don’t want people coming here anymore. What we’re doing now is more important to me.”
Tristan wrapped his wings around her. “Thank you. I didn’t expect you to give up the shop. What does Oliver think?”
Dorian shrugged. “What do you think the valkyrie will be like?”
“I don’t know.” He smoothed down her soft hair and rested his chin on her head. May as well address his biggest fear. “Please don’t be afraid when I’m a dragon. I’ll know who you are, and I promise I’ll never harm you.”
Her breathing stopped as she stiffened. “Why would you not know who I am?”
“It’s just different. Everyone looks the same for the most part, like human-shaped silhouettes of heat signals. But I’ll know your scent—”
“Okay.” Dorian pulled away and Tristan let her go, shuddering at the cool breeze wafting around him as his wings withdrew. “That’s kinda creepy.”
Fine. He knew the nice Dorian couldn’t possibly last much longer. “Then I’ll make it creepier by telling you I know Oliver, Eric, and Philip’s scent too.”
“By hugging them?”
“Of course not. Donovan stole worn articles of clothing for a few hours.”
“Mine, too?”
“Yes.” He watched the hatred dance in her eyes. “I’m a…” Beast? Creature? Monster? There was no positive way to explain how the world changed. “I have to know who I have some sort of connection with somehow. Otherwise….”
“Otherwise what? It’s a free-for-all feeding frenzy?”
“Yes.” If that’s what she needed as a warning to take this seriously, fine. But he needed to know who to trust, who to protect, and who to be extra cautious around, and this lack of understanding was the exact reason why a personal relationship between them would never work. He made his wings visible and turned his back on her. Not because she didn’t have an issue with seeing them, but because he had no intension of pretending he could lead a normal life. His wings should remind her that he had a dangerous side. “Do us both a favor and stay away from me.”
“Maybe I will.”
He waited for her to stomp away, but she didn’t.
“Why won’t you tell me about being immortal?”
“There’s nothing to tell.”
“Are you kidding? I thought we were friends. You didn’t think I’d notice if you didn’t age?” This is a big deal!”
“It’s not going to save me, Dorian.”
“I can’t believe you can be that ungrateful. People would—”
Tristan clenched his jaw.
“You could do everything you ever wanted to do with an endless amount of time. Travel the world, learn every language, every subject...everything! Nothing could stop you.”
“You’re not listening.”
“You’re not seeing the bigger picture!”
“Forget it, Dorian.”
“Fine.” She stormed back toward the circle of lights. “Thief,” she muttered.
Tristan glanced over his shoulder and spotted Donovan, half in silvery moonlight, half in a golden lamplight, acknowledging Dorian and her comment as she hurried passed.
“Surely you don’t still doubt your ability to control yourself around people?”
Tristan shifted his gaze back to the reflections on the lake. “No. I think I’m fine, so long as everything is calm and going well.”
“The immortality?”
“I can’t think about that right now.”
“Fair enough.”
“She’s being stupid. I’m not a cute little puppy to cuddle with and she doesn’t seem to realize I could bite her head off.”
Donovan clasped his hands behind his back and shook his head with a dramatic sigh.
“Besides, don’t you think I have enough on my plate without dealing with her, too?”
“Better to protect yourself, is what you’re saying?”
“I don’t see you dating anyone while all of this is going on.”
“My reasons are different,” said Donovan.
“But you have reasons all the same, so lay off.” Tristan kept his biggest reason to himself.
“Perhaps it is for the best.” Donovan headed back to the lamp-lit clearing. “Let’s get this over with.”
Tristan followed, leaving his wings exposed. He ignored the people as they stopped what they were doing and straightened to face the center, where one of Eric’s crafted bowls sat surrounded by fresh flowers and glass balls. Tristan wasn’t sure it would matter to anyone, but Alvi, Dorian, and Pink all thought festive decorations would be fun and appropriate. He pulled the sapphire from his pocket and gently placed it in the shallow bowl.
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LIBERATION
“THANK YOU ALL, once again, for being here.” He glanced across the golden-lit meadow and found Dorian, her chocolate-brown eyes wide and expectant. She was the only one in the group who’d never seen him as a dragon. Half of him wanted to keep it that way, while the other half wanted her to know everything. Not so she could make a truly informed decision about being in a relationship with him, but so she’d know there was nothing she could have done to change things.
Even if things hadn’t ended up this way, their feelings for each other could go either way depending on the direction of wind. Not a very promising foundation.
Right or wrong, there was no reason to delay the inevitable.
With a nod of approval from Donovan, Tristan stepped back a few paces to avoid harming Ardon’s lowest branches, and let his bones take their natural shape. It was a struggle to keep himself squeezed into such a small body. Relief filled his elongated muscles and his wings felt strong. Free.
The line of yellow-orange humans stared at him, radiating a respectable fear. The green one was speaking in low, monotonous tones.
Reaching trees surrounded the area, though there was a clear path to the sparkling sky above. He sharpened his attention on the approaching green man, inspecting him for guns or sources of fireballs, lulled slightly by his soothing voice, until a twig snapped in the nearby shrubs, followed by the brushing of branches.
Do not harm the elk, the great tree said. He is sacred among us.
The elk stepped into the clearing with the lamplight glistening in his eyes. A female from the group screeched and a table full of sliced red meat appeared. Something was off.
While his attention had been on the large animal, the green man crept closer. Too close. But he would not be forced from his own land. The shouting girl began throwing rocks at the poor creature.
Stand closer to me.
The elk pranced toward him, unafraid.
Tristan! Don’t you dare do this!
Tristan studied her curiously as she ran forward, dropping his neck to barricade the poor animal from her attacks. In a blink, the green man vanished from where he was and had her off the ground—her arms beating against his chest.
Anger surged through him as the green man carried her back to the line of people. A fading pixie flew past his eyes and landed on the nearest branch. You wouldn’t hurt her, would you, Tristan?
His name. But what brought him here? The people were becoming more fearful. So was he, in the confusion of it. The girl. Dorian. How could he let a man carry her away?
A bowl surrounded by fragrant flowers sat on a small table. Tiny lights hung from the tree’s branches.
The pixie, Pink, landed on his nose. Come on. Lower me to the ground. That way. She pointed to the green man. The shift of weight sent jarring pain into his chest as Tristan lowered his jaw to the ground, stretching his neck forward. He snorted against the green man. Donovan.
You better be coming to your senses, Tristan.
I am.
The elk meandered alongside his neck and rubbed his fur against Tristan’s jaw. Landon approached with his hand extended for the pixie, who jumped and nearly missed her landing.
Please speak with her, Tristan said to the elk.
The elk seemed as lost and confused as he was; Tristan mentally nudged it toward the girl. Why are we gathered? He raised his head from the ground, but remained on his belly.
We are gathered to release the being in the sapphire. But before we begin, I would like everyone to approach you, to ease their fears. Will you allow this?
No, came the automatic response. This is my land and you should not be— even as he thought the words, he knew they were wrong. He shook his head and blinked, waiting for clarity. Of course.
It will give you the opportunity to confirm we are here to support you.
Tristan lowered his head to the ground again, desperately trying to recall the man’s name. Donovan?
Yes, Tristan?
Something is wrong. I do not feel…present.
We could do this another time.
I will let you decide. Tristan closed his eyes and tried to ignore the people. They came one at a time at first, then explored him freely.
Tristan? A distant voice sang with the breeze, swaying in rhythmic time with the cloud beneath him. Wake up. Please. Dorian’s voice. The cloud evaporated into a frozen mist and he extended his wings to keep himself from plummeting to the ground. The people around him snapped to attention as he jerked awake.
“The sapphire, Tristan,” said Donovan. “Then the emerald. Then you can sleep, I promise.”
The sapphire. Tristan glanced at the bowl and scooted toward it. His left arm was as useless as it was when in a human form—the clearest thought he’d had yet. I understand, he said, widening his mental words to include everyone.
The fire came easily—like breathing on a dandelion. Gentle flames shifted the rich blue surface to a forest-green, just before the gem shattered to dust. For an instant, there was nothing but colorful wings and arms and legs entangled around each other, until he called upon the souls within himself to make the creatures whole.
Two distinct beings, one male, one a female child, both clothed in silky, white fabric.
The man took one look at the humans and withdrew an arrow from the quiver at his back, notching it in his bow and pulling it back in one swift motion. A chorus of cheers erupted from the foliage surrounding them.
They won’t harm you, said Tristan, drawing the tiny man’s attention to himself.
Above, Pink leaped from branch to branch, gliding when the distance appeared too far. The man launched himself into the air to catch her, then spiraled downward, landing gracefully in the wooden bowl with Pink in his arms.
“Tell me everything!” said the man in a high-pitched, musical tone. “I was sure I’d never see you again—”
Before Pink could open her mouth to answer, the man darted to the table of food and quickly filled two shells with seeds and fruit, topping them both with honey. The fruit glowed for an instant and he served one to the child, the second to Pink, then drew her down so they could sit in a tight circle.
Tristan watched the trio, mesmerized by their harmonious voices. The child, who looked to be about ten in human years, ate steadily while nodding at whatever Pink was telling them. The warrior man refused to eat, and instead massaged Pink’s fingers, working his way up each arm, leaving a magical glow wherever he touched her.
It seemed to bring life into her bones and flesh, rejuvenating her entire body. Pink leaned into him, so he could move to her back and wings. He raked his fingers through her hair, rubbed her ears, her cheekbones, her eyelids, then shifted her in his lap to reach her feet.
The humans circled the table, equally fascinated. Landon stood at Tristan’s left, guilt rolling off him in waves. You would have broken bones if you’d tried that, Tristan said, pleased to make Landon smile. She belongs with them.
“I know.” A devastating sadness filled Tristan’s heart as Landon’s broke. “It’s just hard to let her go, even though I know she’ll be happy.”
“She was never unhappy with us,” said Victor, holding Alvi’s hand.
The three pixies took flight and rushed to the crate of flower bulbs and dirt. Pink and the young girl landed hand in hand on the side, while the man flew in dizzying figure-eights, letting magical dust from his wings settle over the surface.
“We probably couldn’t have done that either,” added Alvi.
The three zigzagged through the gaps in the trees, their twinkling glows fading with distance.
“They’re of course welcome to explore,” announced Dorian, breaking the silence, “but if someone could remind them to stay hidden from people? And I’d like to know where they set up camp and what they might need for living arrangements—food and shelter, certain flowers or liquids.”
Consider it done, replied Ardon, as the message was relayed outward amongst the plants.
“Thank you, Ardon,” said Dorian, though no one else could hear him speak, nor could they hear the giddy excitement from the shrubs. Tristan studied her more carefully, curious that they alone shared the ability to communicate with the plants.
“That leaves the emerald. Tristan?”
Tristan blinked slowly, pulling his attention from Dorian.
“Tristan?” repeated Donovan. “Are you sure you want to do two in one night?”
Yes. The thought choked in his throat and fire caught on his coughs. There was no way to tell if the flavor of blood was real or imagined. Left pocket. He eyed the shredded pile of cloth he’d been wearing before he shifted. Don’t touch it, just in case.
Donovan shook the fabric until the emerald fell to the ground. Tristan stretched his neck toward it, pausing when the green man didn’t retreat.
You should move, Tristan said, holding back the breath of fire.
“Your nose is bleeding. Why?”
He tilted his head to the side, unable to think of an answer.
“This can wait. Shift back.”
It’s now or never. She deserves her freedom, for keeping me alive this long.
“Wait—what do you mean by that?” Dorian asked, shoving her way between Landon and Victor to stand in front of them. “Now or never? I’m sure we can keep Oliver, Eric, and Philip occupied for another night—tomorrow even….”
The group remained silent. Everyone seemed to understand what would happen except her.
“If it’s about the cure, just give me more time,” she said, with tears running down her cheeks. “I can figure it out. I’m close!”
There is no cure. No one survives this.
“Yes they do! You’ve survived this long, so how can you just pick a time and die? What about the rest of the gems waiting to be released?”
Tristan rested his head on the ground and let her rant on, even after she took to pounding his cheek with her tightly clenched fist.
“You’re just going to give up on them, too? Let all the magical races rot for the rest of eternity?”
“Listen.” Donovan finally took pity and wrapped his arms around her from behind, avoiding her head as she tried to slam his face with it. “I promised I wouldn’t mess with your mind, but if you don’t stop and listen, I’ll have no choice in the matter.”
“You can’t say anything to fix this,” she said.
“The emerald has been keeping him alive. When he releases it, he gives up his immortality.”
“Then he shouldn’t release it. He should save it for last!”
Tristan opened his eyes in time to see Donovan collect himself emotionally. “He is.”
“But he made a deal! He can’t quit!”
“There’s a difference between quitting and doing everything within your power.” Donovan jerked his head toward the emerald. Go ahead. We’ll take it from here.
Thank you. He should have said more, while he still could, but every breath took more of his concentration—inhaling without exhaling, just to have enough air to carry fire.
A weak flame rode on a cough and sigh, skidding over the blades of grass and nearly extinguishing before it could reach the emerald. He cleared a path in his mind for the valkyrie’s soul to leave him, just as the emerald shattered.
A tall, lean woman with long braided hair stood before him, in leather and metal armor, wrapped in tangles of straps and various weapons. “Now you can shift,” she said sternly, producing a loaded crossbow and pointing it at the crowd. “You can all step back.”
Donovan stepped forward, sword drawn. “Put down your weapon.”
The woman strode toward him, the tip of her arrow staying level with his heart. “You first, old man.”
“We mean you no harm.”
“Then lower your weapons.” Her challenging grin widened.
Donovan clenched his jaw and slowly lowered his sword. “All of you. Lower your weapons as a show of good faith.”
“Better,” she said, spinning to face Tristan. “Why haven’t you shifted? Is this how you wish to remain?”
“He doesn’t have to—” Donovan started.
“What sort of body would you like to deal with?”
“I will deal with whatever form he is in,” spat Donovan, stepping against the point of her arrow. “You must have a reason for wanting him to shift. What is it?”
“Now you’re thinking.” She rested the crossbow on her shoulder and patted the side of his face. “I’m surprised it took you so long.”
Landon raised his hand, then seemed to think better of it. “I’m not so quick. Would you mind explaining it to me? Shifting is very hard on him, it would probably kill him.”
“You, Landon, are a true treasure.” She closed the distance and whispered something in his ear, then kissed him on the mouth.
“Shift, Tristan! You can do it!”
The woman side-stepped to Victor next, kissing him hard before he could ask what had changed Landon’s mind. “You are just too cute for words, equally as precious.”
Donovan drew his sword and slashed it upward, but she flicked it away with a twitch of her hand and suddenly Donovan couldn’t move, frozen stiff with an enraged expression on his face.
“Well, this isn’t going like I’d hoped,” said the woman, freezing the entire group of people who were in the act of coming to Donovan’s defense. Everyone except Landon and Victor. “You!” She pointed at Dorian, who caught herself before falling and ran to Tristan, then stood defiantly to guard him. “Do you want to know what the cure is for that poison?” asked the woman, so quietly Tristan could barely hear.
“Does it matter at this point?”
“Of course it does. I didn’t think you would give up on him that fast.”
“I don’t understand.”
“The cure for the poison is death. And the boy needs to be in a human form for me to make him immortal.”
Dorian glanced at Landon and Victor. “You guys trust her?”
Tristan did. He closed his eyes and willed his bones to implode.
“What do you have to lose, should be the question,” answered the valkyrie. “I do enjoy your feisty attitude, and your loyalty.” She put a hand on Dorian’s cheek, and raised her eyebrows when Dorian leaned away.
“You don’t want the kiss of a Valkyrie?”
Dorian kept silent.
“Listen up, everyone. Everyone but you, that is.” She snapped a finger at Donovan and his face reddened with more rage. “To be kissed by a Valkyrie grants you immortality. I’ll of course be giving Tristan this gift, so he can proceed with his plans, and because you have all willingly chosen to make this journey with him, I will grant you this gift as well. If you wish. Being immortal isn’t always as glamorous as it seems, but it does have benefits.” The woman sauntered over to Victor, apparently having heard his thoughts. “You do have a point, but would you have chosen differently?”
Victor thought about it for half a second, then grinned.
“Didn’t think so. You’ve already agreed to die for him, will you live for him as well?”
“Yes,” answered Dorian. “I will.”
The woman closed the distance, gripped Dorian’s shoulders and kissed her on the lips.
Tristan watched the strange scene, paralyzed by the pain searing through his back and legs. Memories of Donovan drilling him for hours about clothing—various cultures and seasons—trickled into his mind. He couldn’t tell if he’d succeeded or not.
“Always at the last possible moment, I see.” The woman used the point of her boot to lift his shoulder and roll him to his back.
Dorian rushed to adjust his wings and rested his head in her lap. “You don’t have to be so rough.”
The woman shrugged. “Makes no difference.” She turned from Tristan to Landon and Victor. “You might consider putting the body in a trough with ice.”
“He’s not even dead yet!” said Victor.
The Valkyrie kissed the tip of a white arrow and shot it through Tristan’s heart.
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VALKYRIE RULES
“YOU HAVE ONE MINUTE to escape,” the valkyrie said, circling Donovan with a finger trailing along his chest. “Not because I can’t handle you, but because you’re so rarely faced with an actual challenge.” She winked and walked away, stopping in front of Tristan. Do not wander, or you and your memories will be scattered beyond recognition.
A lifeless body lay on the ground, with an arrow protruding from its chest. It took a moment for Tristan to realize the body was his. He reached out to close the eyelids over vacant eyes.
Do not touch until it is time.
Tristan retracted his hand without question and jumped back when Landon and Victor charged forward, arguing over what sort of trough to ice him in.
It made no difference; he followed the warrior woman in his wraith-like state, completely detached from his physical self.
The woman stopped in front of Alvi. “Design a mark and it will be placed upon each of you as a symbol of devotion to the dragon. Anyone can steal a scent to create confusion, but no one can replicate the power in a mark placed by me.” She kissed Alvi on the lips and turned to Madam Galina. “You, my dear, are a true hero with little recognition for the work you do. Immortality does not negate the need for a good healer.” She hugged the doctor, kissed her gently on the lips, then once on each cheek. “Help the boys ice the body, then be ready when the poison is gone.”
“Excuse me,” interrupted Dorian. “How long are you going to let him stay like this?”
A smirk tempted Tristan’s lips. Maybe she did have feelings for him? Or maybe she was just being impatient, as usual.
“As long as necessary.” The woman continued to Talak, following the curve of a jagged tattoo with a long fingernail. “You are completely adorable.” She kissed him for an uncomfortably long moment. “Your secrets are safe with me.”
The spell on Alpheus and Eleonora broke; Alpheus lunged to keep her from falling.
“You two are already so old,” said the valkyrie. “Are you sure you want this life? To be stuck at such an age forever?”
The elderly couple glanced at each other, carrying on an unheard conversation between themselves. “Yes,” answered Alpheus. “We want to make a difference, and the longer we’re around, the more we can help.”
“Very well. Just remember that being immortal doesn’t protect you from everything. You can still be killed.”
Eleonora nodded her understanding. The valkyrie kissed her first, then Alpheus, then made her way through the rest of the group to end with Donovan.
“You’re out of time,” she whispered, her lips an inch from his. She glided a step back and released him from her invisible hold.
“Explain what you’ve done before I rip your lovely head off.” Donovan drew his sword and she met it with an identical blade.
“Lovely, is it?”
“More so than your heart, I fear.”
“Such an honest gentleman.” She twisted her sword arm and spun it toward his knees, forcing him to leap back and lunge at a trap opening.
Tristan wandered the clearing to give them space, restless to take flight. They continued sparring, evenly matched with sweat glistening on their skin. Swords changed shapes and sizes without warning, as did the general weapon of choice.
Tristan settled at the edge of the clearing and took in the expanse of open space; the need to fly over the water consuming him.
The valkyrie’s sickle and chain disappeared and she held her arms out wide. Donovan’s sword stopped an inch from her throat and he stepped in with a dagger to her chest plate. “You concede to me?”
“Never. But the poison is now desperate for a new host.”
“Perhaps another time then.” Donovan’s weapons vanished.
“If you’re lucky.” She turned toward Tristan’s body, then changed her mind and faced Donovan.
“What is your name?” he asked, with such awe and curiosity, it drew Tristan’s attention as well.
“For me to know and you to find out, little school boy.” In two strides, the warrior woman kissed Donovan hard, wrapping her arms around his neck and gripping a fistful of hair.
By the time he moved to set a hand on her side, she was out of reach, leaving him in a rare state of flustered confusion.
Tristan almost laughed, happy to see Donovan so…out of his element.
“I do not play these games,” he said, raking his fingers through tousled hair to smooth it back down.
“Sounds like a personal problem.” She knelt beside Tristan’s body and yanked out the arrow, now black with poison.
Tristan cringed, Dorian glared. “You should work on your bedside manners.”
“Why?” The icy water vanished, leaving the stiff body dry on the ground. “Burn the arrow.”
The black arrow burst into flames and everyone gathered closer. The woman pulled the body into her lap, held him against her chest.
“What are you doing?” ask Donovan.
She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I do wish you’d trust me.”
Pink and her two friends flew in at that moment, Pink’s fury leading the way. “It’s true!” she cried. “What have you done? You were supposed to love him!” She flew in frantic circles around the valkyrie’s head, slapping the woman’s nose whenever she dared get close enough, until Ardon called her to the branches above.
“Well?” repeated Donovan.
“I’m taking what’s left of the poison.”
“Won’t that put you in the same situation Tristan was in?” asked Eleonora.
“All it wants is a living organism. By the time it realizes I’m not a dragon, it’ll be too late to retreat, not that there’s anything worth retreating to.”
“If this doesn’t work….” Donovan whispered, glaring at the woman.
“Oh, do tell. What will you do?”
“Hello!” interrupted Alvi. “People present!”
Donovan scowled and his cheeks reddened at the suggestive implication. He stuttered several times before clamping his mouth shut.
“This is going to be so much fun,” said the woman. “You should see how horrified you look!”
Victor laughed first, while others seemed unsure how Donovan would take the teasing.
“Clearly the poison is getting to your head.”
“Is it still lovely?”
“This is not the time or place.” Donovan approached the woman. “I can take the rest.”
“No!” she shouted, startling everyone into silence. “I would ask you not to be near him right now, unless you want me to repeat the process with you.”
Donovan dropped his gaze to take in Tristan’s lifeless body, then turned away. “Someone else then.”
“Considerate. But I assure you, it isn’t necessary.”
Tristan tensed as the flickering shadows beyond the lantern light coalesced into a seeping blob, swallowing the light as it moved toward him. Uh—Ma’am? Not to interrupt but—.
He’d seen this thing before, devouring a soul from one of the statues Lazaro destroyed, when he and Dorian were being held captive.
“Am I correct in assuming you know everything about what we’ve been doing?” asked Donovan.
“I would say so, since the Ireland incident. Though I cannot say I’ve ever seen you so squeamish.”
It’s getting closer. Should I do something? He could always fly away.
“I am not squeamish.” Donovan kept his back to the group as they waited. “It just happens that this is not an image I wish to keep in my memories.”
Miss Valkyrie? The woman needed a name. She finally turned her attention toward Tristan and let his body fall to Dorian, standing with her bow drawn.
Donovan drew his sword. “What is it?” he demanded, scanning the barrier of shrubs. A shimmering dome enclosed the clearing, tall enough to include Ardon’s highest branches.
“Whoever sealed the area, take it down. Someone warm the body.”
“I don’t see anything,” said Landon.
“You won’t.” Feathery wings erupted from the woman’s back and she leaped to stand between Tristan and the shadow. “Hundrodr Kolbeinson.”
“Helene Ketildottir,” replied the shadow, his hollow voice translating in Tristan’s mind. “You are greedy in age.”
“Nice to see you, too. But this one is mine.”
“How many do you really need? Besides, you released this one. He is game.”
Tristan inched closer to the woman. Donovan remained fixed on a spot between the tip of her arrow and the ground, though he didn’t adjust his aim as the shadow grew in height.
“Give me an alternative then. Besides the chimera, none of these humans seem your type. What are you up to? Why so many?”
“I leave nothing for you this day. Be gone.”
“Whiromanie made an agreement with me.”
“He is dead and gone, as are his negotiations.”
“Not true. All the dragons are mine. Every last one.”
“You have no such bargain with me.” Ten black arrows appeared notched in her bow, two rows of five.
“You can’t kill me.”
“I can set you back for an unspeakably torturous time.”
Something landed in the tree above them, drawing everyone’s attention upward.
Jacques? Tristan gazed up at the large bird.
“Him, then,” snarled the shadow. “I care not what form it takes.”
“He is also mine.”
How?
“He was with you when you touched the emerald.”
But the contract—he should have been freed.
“He couldn’t have gone with them, even if he’d wanted to,” said the valkyrie. “He was mine before the contract broke.”
“But your claim on him is weak.” The shadow converged into a pencil-thin cord and shot toward the bird.
No! Tristan sprang into the air, desperate to reach the falcon first. An icy ribbon of barbed needles snaked around his ankle. Below him, the valkyrie released the loaded arrows into the air, pulled back the line and released ten more.
Still the shadow wouldn’t let go.
Tristan willed himself higher, pumping his wings instinctively. Horror and fear pushed him harder as the valkyrie swung a glimmering sword alongside his captured leg. The blade seemed impossibly long, shifting between a metallic blood-red and midnight blue.
The tension on his leg broke and he catapulted skyward, free in the night sky. He soared higher, pulled by the light of the moon and stars. Fear vanished as the pure joy of endless freedom filled every aspect of his being.
The falcon appeared beside him, darting ahead with white wing joints glowing in the silver moonlight. Tristan raced after the bird until it dove toward the water, aiming for the exceptionally large tree covered in colored lanterns. He altered his course, unwilling to leave the twinkling span of universe beckoning his soul.
A woman materialized before him, so faint he almost flew through her. Feathered wings spread wide, blocking his path, yet somehow she remained aloft. “I forbid you to leave.”
The light of stars and planets winked out of existence, leaving him cold and empty inside. Nothing below, nothing above. Only the woman. Valkyrie. For a brief second, he remembered everything, then felt it slip away.
Your work is not complete.
Work? The daunting task of releasing races from captive gems, the pressure and urgency, trickled into his mind, then faded like a receding wave.
They can’t do this job without you. The woman’s gentle voice wrapped around him, weighing him back to the tree with lanterns. The falcon circled.
Sure they can. Whatever the job was. Memories washed in and out of his thoughts. They hardly seemed worth his time, when the entire universe was waiting for him. He fought the woman’s hold and glanced at the falcon, certain the bird should be somewhere else as well.
Pay attention, Tristan. The falcon is free to go if I release him. But he stays willingly because he believes in you and your cause. They all do.
You’ll keep us like prisoners? The map with all the colored pins flooded his mind. He shook his head, confused by the conflicting emotions of duty and freedom, and voluntary enslavement. Suddenly he was on the ground, facing his own body. Can’t I just explore for a little while?
When you are well, you may fly all you wish. But for now, you must return to your body.
The thought of such dreary confined space sent a ripple of dread through the vast existence he currently held. He didn’t dare go back. But if you released me, you have no power over me. So why am I still here?
Because you are not finished with what you need to do, and I really would prefer you to stay willingly.
Something important hovered just out reach. What if I refuse?
Then you are nothing more than a stubborn, foolish child. Anger flashed in her golden-green eyes. Do not force me into this position.
Her words stung. What position was he forcing her into? Was he not the puppet, and she the master?
If you refuse, your ultimate cause will suffer and no one left standing here will have any purpose to me. I would release them.
What’s so horrible about releasing them from a life of servitude? We aren’t yours to control.
They will be freed in the same manner in which I released you. They’ll fight me after the first one, but make no mistake—even Donovan cannot best my skills as a warrior. Make your decision.
Memories and plans flowed through him, ebbing away once again. He held on to threads desperately. Of course he would stay to finish what he’d started, and everyone knew what they were doing when they agreed to help him in the first place. They weren’t serving her, they were serving a cause. His cause.
Strangers surrounded his body, but there were no signs of the shadow creature. Tristan took a terrified step back—stepping into his skin would be the equivalent of death. Was it cowardly to resist? What kind of life would it be if the woman could kill them all at any moment, just because he refused to do as she asked? Was he committing them all to something he didn’t quite understand?
Trust me, Tristan. My only intention is to grant all of you immortality, so you might succeed. I do not intend to control or guide you in this matter. You have my word.
Tristan frowned. Succeed in what?
The woman sighed, glancing at Donovan. “He doesn’t want to come back.”
“What?” shouted the man, followed by shocked gasps and outbursts from several others. His face softened. “Does he not realize we’re all in this together?”
“I’d hoped this would work, but he’s been drifting too long—his thoughts and will are too far apart.” The woman shook her head. “I can force him to stay, but he won’t be the same and I will forever be seen as the enemy. I’m okay with that if you are.”
“How off will he be?”
The woman turned away. “The only thing you really need is the dragonfire. We’ll have to train him if he does not understand.”
Donovan tightened the grip on his sword and clenched his jaw. “This isn’t how it was supposed to be.”
There was no time to think. The instant his goals, dreams, and aspirations feathered into his thoughts, he leaped into his flesh, flinging his terror to the far reaches of his mind where they could not hold him back.
Icy flesh pinned his spirit to the ground. His heart constricted insufferably slow, forcing shards of resistance through his veins with each pulse.
And numbing darkness. Voices murmured around him as something hot covered his mouth, forcing his lungs to expand with breaths that were not his own.
As much as his body resisted, he couldn’t be selfish; this had to be done. He would endure the conflicting emotions, ignore the urge to flee, and live for the sake of others. No matter what the costs.
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VISIT FROM THE UNDERWORLD
WITHOUT WARNING, Tristan’s mind snapped to attention. He gulped his own air, shivering as a cold sweat coated his skin, blinking away the cobwebs he’d wrapped himself in.
Something about the area was terribly wrong.
His wings prevented him from bolting upright; Donovan dropped to his knees beside him, next to the woman, and gripped his shoulders before he could turn to his side. “Wait. Be still.”
Tristan tried again to get to his side, for the first time wishing his wings weren’t so cumbersome. “Let me get to my feet.” Someone wrapped arms around him from behind, pinning his wings against his arms.
The plants had stilled and a certain darkness that had nothing to do with light surrounded the group.
“It’s a good sign,” said the woman. “I’d let him up.”
The instant arms released him, he rolled to his side and sprang to his feet, stumbling several steps before getting his wings out for balance. “Something is wrong.”
“Give yourself a second,” said Victor. “Sheesh.”
The meadow seemed tilted and he couldn’t quite get his bearings. Dorian stepped under his outstretched arm; he leaned against her for stability. “He’s right,” she said. “Something is wrong. The plants—”
“No one speak,” said the woman. She glanced at Donovan, then quickly scanned the rest of the group. “They are coming. Keep your weapons put away.”
Tristan camouflaged his wings and steadied his breathing, startled when the valkyrie rushed forward and kissed him on the lips. A tingling flash of power jolted through his body; Dorian’s grip tightened.
“The breath of life is not the same as a Kiss of Immortality.” She spun toward Donovan. “Do not pose as a threat. Everyone, sit down. You.” She pointed at Victor. “Music. Quickly.” Her clothing shifted from armor and leather to a light cotton dress with a long-sleeved overcoat. She dropped to the ground and tucked her legs beneath the fabric.
A wooden bench appeared for Alpheus and Eleonora, but everyone else dropped where they stood.
The three pixies dashed behind one of the bright lanterns hanging in the tree.
Victor plucked at random strings on his guitar until Alvi hummed an upbeat tune to guide him.
“Down, Tristan.”
Before Tristan could explain the complication with his wings and sitting on the ground, a bench appeared behind him, just as a surge of power ripped through the air. Dorian helped him down, unaffected by the rush of harsh vibrations. He covered his ears and curled in on himself, barely able to breathe.
Landon slid onto the bench at Tristan’s left, exuding a calmness that softened the edges of his concerns, just as a tall beast materialized in the center of their group. The pressure in the air ceased.
His bare feet were impossibly long, calves and thighs corded with dark veins and taunt muscles. He had to be at least twelve feet tall with the chest and head of a bull. A ring pierced his leathery snout, and twisted horns protruded from his forehead. Plates of leather, covered with metal fastenings, were tied to his chest and shoulders, along with strings of sharpened fangs, while scant scraps of fur covered his midsection.
A club rested on his broad shoulder; an ornately decorated spike at the handle and metal shards clumped into a massive block at the clubbing end.
Victor quit playing while everyone stared at the beast. Silent.
He glanced from the valkyrie to Donovan, then his bloodshot eyes narrowed in on Tristan.
Tristan tried to turn away, but this was his island. It was supposed to be hidden and safe from dangers. He would not give it up without a fight.
“Give him time,” said the valkyrie, though it took several echoes before the words translated.
“I had to come see for myself if Hundrodr spreads truth or lies.” His gravelly voice came across as a low, growling hiss. “You would shoot him with your poison?”
“I would protect what is mine. He was foolish to test me.”
Tristan cringed at the thought of being owned, drawing the beast’s attention. He dropped his gaze to the ground and focused on the calmness Landon provided.
“’Tis not your usual crowd. Even the dragon seems not quite willing.”
“He does not yet understand his position in this arrangement.”
“There are rumors that he knows exactly what he’s doing. Perhaps your release is proof enough.”
“Have no worries.” The valkyrie circled the monster, smiling. “Life for a life, and now his life is mine.”
Tristan’s anger surged and he glanced at Donovan. Could they take this creature together if it attacked? Could they take the woman? Could Donovan understand the language?
“Be warned, Helene.” The monster grabbed her shoulders and yanked the woman off the ground. She produced a dagger and pressed the shiny tip of it under his chin. The beast ignored the blade and Donovan, who’d stood with his own sword drawn. “I am joyed to be seeing you alive and well, but if the dragon releases any more of the magical parasites, I cannot stop the creatures of the underworld from reacting. They will sense the draw on their reserves.”
“Are you calling me a parasite?”
“There has been peace for so long. I assure you, most of us are long past ready for war.”
“I shall take your words with careful consideration.”
The beast set the woman down roughly and faced Tristan. He couldn’t help locking eyes with the creature. The thick mane of hair was braided in parts, along with his beard. But there was something different about the beast now, a sense that they might be on the same side at some point in the future. He slowly got to his feet and held his breath.
“You were wise to release her before the others, but you have much to learn.”
The valkyrie wasn’t the first to be released, but she’d kept him alive for so long, it was the least he could do to give her the freedom she deserved, before it was too late. But in reality, there was no planned order for releasing the races. And clearly there was more to the contract than what he was led to believe.
But now, there was no stepping back to reconsider his actions. Their actions. Tristan swallowed the betrayal lodged in his throat.
“I will explain the situation,” said the woman, resting a hand on Donovan’s sword to keep it lowered.
“You do that.” The monster pulled a small dagger from a sheath at his side and handed it hilt first to Tristan. “Never use this blade, unless you mean to call upon the wrath of war.”
“Thank you.” Tristan took the knife, then changed his mind. “I will never want to go to war.”
The creature spat a vile yellow goo that sizzled at the ground near Tristan’s feet, then circled to face the woman and Donovan. “I can understand you had no choice for the dragon. This man has potential.…”
The woman remained silent as the beast sniffed at Donovan’s neck.
“But the rest of this party…no one would choose them. I hope you know what you’re doing.”
At the woman’s silence, the creature squatted to face Donovan eye to eye. “Let me predict that you, with your little toy weapons and arrogance, will be the one who gets everyone killed. And if Helene dies because of you, I will rip you limb from limb and eat every last juicy chunk.”
Donovan spat in the monster’s face.
Helene laughed quietly as the beast straightened. “Perhaps the element of surprise will have advantages for you.”
Helene nodded. “I doubt it.”
“Welcome back.” The creature withdrew a cord with a small statue attached—a white winged creature carved from bone—and handed it to Helene. “Let us hope we do not see each other again.”
The beast vanished.
The group stared blankly at the center of their gathering.
Helene clapped her hands to gain everyone’s attention. “Well, that was fun. Who’s hungry?”
No one answered.
“Fine.” She slipped the necklace into a pocket and brushed off non-existent dirt from her hands. “We’ll convene in the morning to discuss our future plans over breakfast. At the castle, I presume?”
“No,” Donovan said. “We’ll convene now and discuss what just happened.”
“What was that thing?” asked Madam Galina.
“A berserker,” answered Talak.
“Very good.”
Tristan sat back down, already deciding he would not correct her version of the story if she failed to tell the truth, but his ears perked up when she got to the parts he didn’t understand.
“…So the surface dwelling races were depleting the magical resources the underworld races relied upon. Killing them off would upset the balance, but getting them to withdraw voluntarily would not. Therefore, it was a simple matter of convincing them the humans were to blame for the lack of magic, when all along the underworld races were stockpiling.”
“Did the dragons know?” Tristan asked.
“One did. But from what I understand, he was quickly killed when he refused to play his part.”
Tristan nodded, but didn’t feel much better.
“Dragons aren’t very trusting to begin with,” she continued. “So they were tricked into believing a contract would preserve lives from the greed and destruction of humans, rather than protect the source of magic for the Underworlders.”
Tristan rubbed at the ache in his temples. “What are we supposed to do, keep everyone imprisoned so the magic won’t be affected?”
“I’d say with such low numbers, it could be a few years before the Underworlders feel truly threatened. However, I fear it’s the principle at this point. They’ll want this taken care of before it gets out of control.”
“Why have they let the humans live, if we’re using the same magic?”
“Pfft. For the few of you who have access and know how to use it, your usage is insignificant, and the magic does need to circulate, lest it grow stale.”
“Let me see if I understand,” said Victor, taking Alvi’s hand. “While the surface dwelling races focus their attention and anger on how terrible the humans are for destroying the environment, these creatures from some sort of underworld will be moving in for the kill?”
Helene nodded. “Though it is unlikely the creatures will be killed, unless they fight back. They will most likely be held prisoner until they die of natural causes. That way the magic will not be weakened.”
Tristan raked his hands through his hair, too exhausted to think about what to do next. “Seems like we should leave the races where they are, so they’ll be safe.” Exactly what the council originally wanted.
The valkyrie shook her head. “They probably know where all the gems are—if not, they will soon enough. If I were their leader, I’d send out scouts to collect the gems, then keep them locked away in the underworld where no dragons could find and release them. And then, I might seek and capture all potential possibilities.”
Dragons. Tristan cringed at the risk to others who probably, according to his sources, didn’t even know they were dragons. “I’m too tired for this.”
“We’ll meet in the morning.”
Tristan shook his head, resting his elbows on his knees. He needed more than a night. He needed weeks. Months. Maybe more. “I need a paper and a pencil.”
Landon produced the items and handed them over. He needed to write down the names and addresses of the other dragons the council had been tracking, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember a single one.
“I’d advise you all to refrain from using too much magic, unless you want to make yourself a target.”
“Even if you’ve ‘claimed’ us?” asked Alvi.
“They’ll not touch you directly, but they could track you until you lead them somewhere interesting. However, I’d say none of you overuse it, so you might be okay.”
“But you aren’t certain?” Landon asked.
“What about the berserker?” asked Dorian. “Is he going to tell everyone we’re here?”
Helene shrugged. “He might be forced to tell them something, but he’ll be on our side when we need him.”
“You aren’t suggesting we shouldn’t travel, are you?”
“Using the magic leaves a trace. If you vanish, the residue is nothing more than a dead end. I’d suggest not drawing attention to a location you wish to remain hidden. Such as the clearing in front of the castle. You can arrive, but do not vanish from there. Though they are probably already aware of that location.”
“This will be impossible,” growled Donovan.
“Not really. The advantage you have is that most of the Underworlders cannot travel to other realms.”
“So the berserker, he’s not an Underworlder?” asked Alvi, hopefully.
“He’s a half-breed. Let’s call it a night.”
Tristan gazed up at the sky, where the horizon was beginning to show signs of dawn. Donovan brushed a hand over his face, forcing him to refocus his attention. “Come on. I’ll take you home.”
“I need to talk to Dorian.” He needed to get to the cave, where he could rest in earnest without fear of being found. For who knows how long. But his words were slurring with exhaustion and he knew his chance was lost. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”
“Not a chance.”
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EPILOGUE
“CAN I SIT HERE?” asked Dorian. Tristan nodded with a slight smile, but didn’t open his eyes. “You’re doing okay?”
“Sure.”
It hadn’t taken much to convince Donovan to take his clipper ship out of storage, especially with the falcon’s approval. They sailed it to a small island in the tropics, where a brick house had been built at the turn of the century—another of Donovan’s dwellings that had survived the tests of time with little to no magic involved.
The ship itself was already designed for formal entertaining; an ideal place for Victor and Alvi’s wedding. Their families were flown in from around the world with only a few grumblings about such short notice, and a small fleet of yachts were acquired to accommodate guests for a few days, for those who weren’t comfortable with roughing it on the beach.
The ceremony had taken place on the ship, followed by a formal reception, and then most of the festivities moved to the island itself for a not-so-traditional Hawaiian style luau. Guests could lounge on the sun-bleached sand or in stilted canvas cabanas, or pass the time with jet skis and sea kayaks. The blending of two families seemed to be going well for everyone.
Dorian took his hand. The unexpected contact startled his senses for a moment and she pulled her hand away. “Sorry. I guess I thought…you’re right, it’s probably a bad idea.”
“No, it’s okay.” Tristan took her hand and held it with both of his, then settled back against the wall. “I’m just worried.”
“Your arm is better though, right? At least you don’t have that to worry about.”
“Yeah. That’s a plus.” Though it felt incredibly weak compared to his right.
He watched the falcon fly the short distance from the island to the ship. It landed briefly on the railing in front of them, waited long enough for Tristan to smile at him, then flew through an open trapdoor in the decking.
They were spending a lot of time together—the falcon and Donovan. It should have made him feel a bit jealous, to lose his friend yet again, but it didn’t.
A strange sort of distance kept him from feeling much of anything at all. Like an outsider looking in, only he had no desire to be in. Dorian gripped his hand, drawing his attention.
“Guess I’m not very good company right now.”
“That’s okay. I’m rarely good company ever.” She grinned and leaned against the wall, jerking forward when she came into contact with his invisible wings. “Oh, sorry!” She laughed. “Forgot about those.”
“It’s okay.” He put his weak arm around her and pulled her close, letting her lean against him. Even if it was for just a temporary time. He shut his eyes and let his mind go back to drifting.
“What are you thinking about?”
“Everything. Nothing.” Maybe someone on the dragon council, at least someone at the very beginning, did know about the ulterior motives behind the contract, enforcing the idea that it should never, never be broken…regardless of the human population status, to prevent a more horrible life for the magical creatures who lived on the surface. Were they even capable of fighting for themselves against whatever lived in the underworld?
Live honorably. Do the right things. Preserve the integrity of Dragons as a species….
His chest tightened. He quickly rested his chin on Dorian’s head to keep her from glancing up at his guilt-filled eyes.
Had he, personally, just condemned everyone, humans and magical creatures alike, to a war no one could win? All because he assumed he had enough information?
If only the council would have stuck with their original opinions—that he would destroy the world and everything on it if he continued with his plans. Andros even said the plans went against his gut intuition.
But he’d changed their minds and they’d all moved on with the belief that he would honor them with his actions. That he was doing the right thing. Worse, everyone he trusted and respected would live forever to witness the repercussions.
Sleep. He needed it desperately.
He’d been afraid to close his eyes in his cabin, not for fear of the ship sinking, but for the simple fact that no one would be able to wake him for, how long? Five years minimum? The world could be an entirely different place by then.
Pink would be long gone.
He glanced at the notebook beside him, filled with all the information he could remember about the living dragons the council kept records for. If the lifespan averages held true, eight of them would be dead in the next five years. Unless Donovan could keep them alive. He picked up the notebook and handed it to Dorian.
“What’s this?”
“Give it to Donovan. He’ll know what it is.”
“Why not give it to him yourself?” She sat forward and turned to stare at him. “What’s wrong?”
“Tell him not to stalk anyone, but to make friends with them. Even if he doesn’t want to give them specific information. Just...keep them alive. For me.” His eyelids fluttered shut and he felt his spine go slack.
“Donovan!” she yelled, trying to keep him from tipping forward. The notebook fell to the deck. “Don’t fall asleep, Tristan. Not yet.”
“Stay with me,” he breathed. “Don’t let me sleep forever.”
“It won’t be forever.” Her voice calmed. She slid her arm behind his back and pulled his head to rest on her shoulder. “We’ll be here when you wake.”
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