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Chapter One
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I felt as if the golems were calling to me. 

Maybe that wasn’t the right word. Maybe it was just that I could sense them behind me and under me as we fled through the descending darkness. I could see more than just the reflection of the full moon on their scuttling carapaces. I could have sworn I could see every pair of glowing eyes. 

What I couldn’t see or understand was where the Magikas were.

They must be somewhere close. 

And it worried me that they didn’t seem to need too many of them to control so many golems. I could almost see the future spinning out, weaving in front of me. A future of waves of these things rolling across the Dominion like a swarm of locusts, tearing everything living apart with their snapping jaws.

It chilled me to the core and made my insides roil. Why did my scar always have to flare with the truth of bad things? Why couldn’t I think about a warm fire and hot bath coming up and feel that cold pulse then?

Doesn’t it always flare cold for the truth and hot for lies? I don’t think a warm bath is in your future.

My clothes were stiff from drying out in the air after being doused with swamp water. I must stink.

I have been trying not to mention it.

Zyla shifted uncomfortably in the saddle ahead of me. As the moon rose, she stole glances behind her at my face.

“Just tell me how bad it is,” I said eventually.

“How bad what is?” she asked innocently. “We are being chased by golems, you know.”

But the flying ones had either retreated to regroup or been left too far behind to catch us. The gold dragon was nowhere to be seen. That suggested that they were regrouping. The golems were slower than dragons, but the Gold should be able to keep up if he wanted to.

“And they will kill you unless you find a skycity to hide in,” Katlana said from where she was tied over the saddle in front of me. I leaned an elbow into her back and she grunted. I might not have killed her, but that didn’t mean I wanted to live with her threats.

“The tattoos – or marks – or whatever they are. I still haven’t seen them,” I said. “How bad are they?”

She smirked and I could tell she was going to tease me. I held my breath. 

I felt more emotionally invested in this than I usually did in my appearance. Why should it matter? After all, I’d never been the best looking guy around. Having my face all but destroyed shouldn’t break me ... right?

Her smirk faded and instead she looked at me with gentle eyes – almost as if she could tell what I was thinking.

“They aren’t actually that bad. They also look like a crown wrapping around your forehead – a firm band with tendrils of smoke curling through it. They kind of shine like silver in the moonlight. There are roots branching down from the crown along the sides of your face, wrapping down your jaw toward your face and about a quarter of the way across your cheeks. If you could grow a proper beard, you could probably hide the face ones completely and just be left with the crown.”

I felt my face heating. I couldn’t grow a proper beard. I hadn’t shaved in weeks and no one could tell.

“I guess it saves me the trouble of growing one, then,” I said flippantly, but my heart squeezed just a bit thinking about it. Silly. I was being silly.

It’s okay. No one likes having their appearance altered against their will. 

I had bigger problems to worry about. I should focus on them. After all, we were still seeing golems creep across the ground as we followed the road. How far did they extend? How much of the Dominion had already been invaded?

I should ask Katlana these questions, but I wanted to wait until we landed. I wanted Nostar’s help in knowing what to do with her. Greens weren’t war dragons, but Nostar was at least ten years older than me and the veteran of a Truth War. Maybe he’d have some ideas on what to do with a prisoner. 

We flew through the night until Zyla was nodding in the saddle. It wasn’t until we’d left the last golems behind that I breathed my first sigh of relief. It wasn’t until we reached the foothills of the mountains to the southeast that I finally began to relax.

Just when I began to feel some of the tension ease in my belly, Tachril dove down to the ground, Nostar shouting on his back. I tensed again. 

What could be wrong?

The other Green dragons followed him, descending over a grassy forest clearing and flaming the grass with so much enthusiasm that I drew my knives, clenching them in my fists – as if I could do anything to fight with them from the back of a dragon.

Saboraak? Are we under attack?

I scanned the skies and the ground below, but all I could see was the burning grass. It made a strange symbol with a ring around it and in the center of the ring, Tachril stood on his hind legs, his wings spread out and his throat frill expanded as far as possible in any direction.

I clenched my jaw. Perhaps he was under a magical restraint. Perhaps we were under an attack I couldn’t see.

Saboraak?

My heart was pounding in my ears and my head whipping in every direction. Searching ... searching ... searching ...

Zyla had woken up and she was doing the same, a mirror image of my sudden panic.

Saboraak dove from the sky like a rocket from heaven and I sheathed my knives quickly, focusing all my efforts on holding on for dear life. 

Whatever was going on had to be more serious than I could possibly imagine.
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Chapter Two
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We hit the dirt, skidding over needles and tumbled debris in the pine forest. We were on top of a hill, looking down over the burning grass below.

“Are we under attack?” I asked aloud.

Saboraak was silent, her head turning back and forth as if she watched Tachril strutting back and forth on his hind legs, wings extended and frill puffing rhythmically. I could hear the Greens in the glen below us yelling at their dragons and calling back and forth to one another.

“Saboraak?”

Still no response. Maybe she was under a spell, too.

“Watch the prisoner,” I said to Zyla and at her brisk nod, I leapt off Saboraak’s back and down to the ground, rushing in front of her and grabbing her huge head in both hands so I could stare into one of her mirror-like eyes. 

Zyla had been right about the tattoos. In the brilliant moonlight, I could see them reflected in Saboraak’s eye. They were ridiculous, but not actually all that bad. It almost looked like I was wearing a crowned helm that fastened under my chin.

“Saboraak,” I said gently, “Are you okay?”

Yes. Her voice was sheepish. That frill distracted me.

“Ummm ... are we under attack? Should we maybe fly again if the danger is past?”

No. We camp here for the rest of the night.

“We can’t camp here. The golems are right behind us. We have – maybe a few hours on them. Maybe. We have to fly. Are you injured?”

I risked a glance up at Zyla. She mirrored my concern, one hand brandishing her polearm, one hand on Katlana’s back to keep her in place.

“If we could just make it a few more hours ...” she said, trailing off when Saboraak huffed.

I jumped back, but it was only a puff of smoke, no fire.

We camp here tonight. A few hours won’t hurt you. I have ... things ... to think over.

“Things? Like a golem invasion and how we need to get to the next skycity to warn them and send a message to the Dominar? Things like the prisoner we have here who needs questioning and the traitor back there who healed me? Those kind of things?”

I felt hot, like my temper could explode at any moment. I took a deep breath, my hand over my face. You couldn’t move a recalcitrant dragon. You couldn’t force her to fly. And it didn’t look like the Greens would be any help, either. The five other Greens were gathering around Tachril now, circling him as their riders leapt off, unsaddling them while they were still moving and dragging their saddles and gear off to the side. 

As soon as they were clear, the five green dragons spouted fire around Tachril as he leapt and somersaulted in the air, his own flames spouting from his mouth in a rhythm that matched theirs. It looked more like a tumbling act or a complicated dance than anything else. 

And anyone looking for us could probably see it from miles away.

I signed, rubbing my tired face with a hand again.

Whatever was happening had made all of our dragons crazy.

“We might as well build a fire and set up camp,” I said to Zyla. “It looks like the Dragon Riders are coming to join us. Until these crazed lunatics are done with this display, we’re stuck here.”

“Do you think it’s religious?” Zyla asked as she threw the saddlebags down to me.

“Are dragons religious?” 

“Don’t ask me. Skies and stars! As if it couldn’t get worse!”

“That’s why golems are better,” Katlana said wryly. “They do what they’re told. Now, more than ever, you will be forced to fly straight to a city.”

Saboraak’s neck arched around lightning fast. She plucked Katlana off her back and tossed her into the needles at my feet and then turned back to the display below.

“Come on,” I said, reaching down to drag her to her feet. I wanted to ask her if she was okay. Should I ask her that? She wanted me dead. 

Zyla had a fire lit by the time I settled Katlana on a falling log and I was already starting to pull out bedrolls and a pot for tea when the Dragon Riders arrived.

“They’re crazy,” Nostar said with a pale face. “The whole world has gone mad.”

“About that,” I said, putting the pot on the rocks by the fire. “Why don’t you boys and girls take a seat. I have a few things to say that you might want to hear.”
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Chapter Three
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“So, you’re not who you said you were,” Nostar said at last. 

The fire had died down and everyone else was asleep – even Katlana. We’d tried to question her. She wasn’t saying anything. Not about the golems or how they got there. Not about if more were coming or how many Magikas were back there operating them. Not even about if she could operate them from here. Nostar had given her a herbal remedy that she’d taken without complaint. 

“We didn’t have a choice. We didn’t know who to trust and our mission is too important,” I said, sipping my tea. 

I was tired, but like Nostar I was having trouble leaving my dragon. Despite my exhaustion, I felt on edge, as if what was going on with them was more important than a mere display of athletics. 

“I don’t blame you,” Nostar said, rubbing his scruffy face. He looked at my silvery one from time to time when he thought I couldn’t see him. “And we believe you. I mean, those marks on your face are strange. And I don’t know how else you would have got them. And the girl and the golems back your story.” He sighed. “I did not think war would come again so soon. Did you fight in the Truth War?”

“I watched my city fall from the sky and then burn.”

“Vanika?” he shot me a concerned glance.

“Yes.” The wind was picking up and the smoke flickered back and forth between puffing in my face and blowing away. The embers were bright.

“I heard a rumor that the Dominar set it on fire on her way through your city.”

“It’s truth,” I said. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

I pushed back the memories that threatened to crash in, my hand shaking slightly from the effort. As if called by my pain, the mimic flickered into existence, raising a single eyebrow at me. Angrily, I pushed him away. 

I thought I could hear him whisper, “You’ll have to do better than that, Tor.”

“She’s an impressive one,” Nostar said.

“You’ve met her?” 

“No. But I saw her from afar. Our wing fought in the Ifrit battle under Dominion City. There were fifteen of us then. We were part of a larger wing of loyal dragons.”

His words were heavy, as full of memories as my own. 

“An Ifrit killed many of my friends,” I offered. “Smashed them against buildings. Broke them.”

My whole body tensed as I fought the memories. I took a deep breath deliberately, forcing them away and sipping my tea.

I looked up to see Nostar watching me, nodding. 

“You have that look to you. You’ve seen adventures. I could tell you weren’t really a Purple.”

My eyebrows shot up and I almost dropped my tea. We’d told him about everything – except that. We didn’t dare tell that. 

“How – ?”

He nodded his head to Saboraak and I froze. She’d shifted from Purple to Green. I cursed quietly.

“Skies and stars!”

He chuckled. “I think you should tell me about that.”

“She’s female,” I said quietly. This was for his ears only. “They change colors.”

He grunted. “Well. That might explain a few things. Have you ever watched grassling birds in the spring?”

I shook my head. What a strange question

We sat silently for a few minutes before he clapped me on the shoulder.

“In that case, Tor Winespring – that is your name, yes? – I think I’ll get some sleep. This will either work itself out by dawn or we’ll be forced to find alternate transportation.”

We had no other options, but I could see what he meant. I nodded, but when he waited for me to join him, I shook my head. As he left for his blankets, I walked forward and joined Saboraak on the side of the hill. 

She didn’t look at me. Didn’t even seem to notice me. I sighed and sat down beside her.

“I think it’s time you told me what is happening here,” I said. 

They like me.

“And they can only show you that through feats of athleticism?”

Sort of. She sounded embarrassed.

“And you can’t just ask them to do it later?”

Once the dance has begun, it cannot be stopped until it is completed.

“Well, that’s very inconvenient. And they couldn’t have waited until later?”

She shifted uncomfortably. 

“What does it mean? What do they want?”

They want me.

“Well, they can’t have you. You’re my dragon.”

She snorted loudly. Was that a laugh?

Of course, you’re my rider, Tor. They want something else. They ... well, they’re courting me.

“What, all of them?” I felt shocked. If a bunch of other guys showed up and wanted to try to court Zyla while I was getting her attention, they could look elsewhere. In fact, I still owed Eventen a good fist to the jaw for proposing marriage to her right under my nose! The nerve!

It’s not like that.

Maybe I needed to go punch a few dragons while I was at it. See if I could show them some sense.

You are always forgetting that we are not human. Dragons do things differently.

“Okay. Why don’t you explain?” I tried to keep the frustration out of my voice. I probably didn’t succeed.

She huffed again.

It’s very hard work to raise dragon eggs. For starters, the eggs must be kept hot until they hatch – not just body-temperature-hot but hot-hot. That means a dragon must be flaming on the egg at all times or we risk losing them. And one dragon – even two dragons – are not enough for that.

She didn’t mean that she meant to take them all as lovers, did she? I felt my face going hot at the thought.

Seriously, Tor. You need to stop being so human! 

“Can I help it?”

It doesn’t work like that. There are a lot fewer females than males. A LOT fewer. And when a female establishes a family, it’s not like a human family. It’s like ... a human skycity. It’s a big deal. She has a lot of progeny over many decades and they are a force all on their own. Do you know about bee hives?

“I’m a city boy, remember?”

I’ll take that as a ‘no.’ She sighed again. Let me try to simplify this for you. Tachril is courting me. But his wing – Hyoogan, Nazscal, Elumans, Nelmper, and Izhoedi – they are offering to be his cohort. That means they will guard the nest and warm the eggs and basically begin a dragon city with us. They’re offering to be like an elite guard division with me as their queen.

“I’m not sure if you noticed, but we don’t have time to be building cities of dragons. Or engaging in elaborate courtships. Even if it’s flattering to be offered a role as a queen. We’re fleeing creeping hordes of golems!”

Once the ceremony begins, it must not be stopped without an answer.

“So say ‘no’ and let’s be on our way!”

The look she gave me was distinctly hostile. I stepped back.

“You do want to say ‘no’ don’t you?”

I am not certain.

“You aren’t certain?!” I could have pulled my hair out in chunks. All this because a dragon was proposing marriage!

Are you certain about Zyla? Would you like to marry her?

“I don’t know!” I was almost shouting now. I clamped down on my own words and looked around in the darkness. Hopefully, I hadn’t disturbed the camp. We hadn’t posted a guard. We all just assumed that the dragons would notice if enemies arrived.

Well, I don’t know either.

“Be reasonable,” I hissed, whispering now. I didn’t even need to talk out loud, but it was too hard to feel this strongly and not speak. “Where would you even put a city? Surely, the Lands of Haz’Drazen are crowded by now. The Dominion doesn’t have room for a Dragon City. Think of the practicalities.”

I was thinking perhaps Kav’ai. Or Ko’Torenth.

“What?” I almost broke out of a whisper.

Well, you are marked with their signs. When you’re done defeating these golem armies, I think they’ll owe you something. Like maybe a place to put your dragon city. Although we call them, “Drazenloft” not “city.”

“I’ll remember that,” I said hollowly. She was serious. She was seriously considering this. “If you say yes, can I assume that we’ll be stuck with these Green dragons indefinitely?” 

She lifted an eyebrow ridge.

I have been nothing but supportive regarding your attachment to Zyla.

“She doesn’t come with five other dragons and six humans!”

The eyebrow ridge rose further.

I sighed.

“Can you at least decide quickly, before our enemies arrive and we all die?”

The eye narrowed.

Skies and stars! 

I heard laughing and spun to see my mimic perched along the cliff. “You could go down there and kill a dragon or two. That would put a damper on things. Or you could tell her that if she agrees to this, you’ll leave her. She likes you. She’d have to take that threat seriously.”

“If you know what’s best for you,” I muttered, glaring at him. “You’ll stay behind me, mimic. You’re nothing but trouble.”

He was still laughing when I slunk back to my blanket and tried to sleep but sleep did not come easy. I couldn’t stop worrying about how I was going to find a place for Saboraak’s Drazenloft. I had no illusions that she would say no. She looked far too pleased at that ridiculous green frill.

I’ll have you know that the frill is a very attractive part of a male dragon.

I jammed my hands over my ears, but her laughter echoed in my mind anyhow.
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Chapter Four
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Zyla shook me awake the next morning and shoved a hot mug into my hands. I sipped at it, bleary-eyed. 

“Come on, Tor,” she said, “you need to see this.”

My eyes went wide. “Golems?”

“No,” she laughed. “Come see for yourself.”

I followed her through the camp – what was left of it. The Green Dragon Riders already had most of it packed away and piled at the edge of the hill. 

Saborak wasn’t sitting on her perch anymore. I felt a chill come over me and stopped. Where was she?

Zyla took my hand with a smile and pulled me to the edge of the hillside. 

“Look,” she said. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

Below us, inside the burnt symbol, Saboraak and Tachril lay in the grass, their heads on each other’s flanks like a pair of dogs in front of a fire. The other dragons slept in a ring around them. I sighed. 

“This is going to complicate things,” I said.

“You’re telling me,” Nostar said, coming up from behind us with his own tea. “Think we can get them to fly again?”

“They’d better,” I said with a dark look. “A flood of golems is coming this way. They’ll have to wait to build their dragon city later.”

“Dragon city?” Nostar and Zyla asked at once, mirror looks of shock on their faces. 

“That’s what that means,” I said, pointing to the two cuddled dragons. “That cute little display means that all those dragons down there plan to build their own dragon city together for the next few decades and the rest of us are going to just be dragged along for the ride! I hope they can at least hold off until we finish this war.”

Zyla clicked her tongue. “Don’t be so judgmental, Tor. You didn’t expect to be her whole life, did you?” She carefully folded a scarf in her hands as she spoke. “This is one of mine. Yours is a bit the worse for wear. Katlana spent the night rubbing it on a rock. Here.”

She reached up and tied the black scarf around my forehead, covering up the golden crown marks.

Nostar sighed and gave me a grim look, offering a hand. After a moment, I took it.

“Well, Tor. I guess we’re going to be getting to know each other pretty well. Ready to stop a war and then build a dragon city together?”

“They call it a Drazenloft,” I said, shaking his hand.

He chuckled. He was taking this better than I was. “How do you know all this?”

“Female dragons communicate telepathically,” I said. 

“You mean she’s in your head all the time?”

I nodded and he laughed, clapping me on the shoulder. “Better you than me.”

“Alert!” A cry came from camp as Janes ran toward us. He was breathless. “Golems spotted to the north!”

I strained my eyes, but Nostar pulled a long thin tube from his coat and looked through it. 

“Skies and stars! They’re not an hour away. We’d better hurry!”

“On land or in the sky?” I asked. 

“Sky.”

“Can you take Katlana? Three is a big load for Saboraak.”

He nodded.

Saboraak! I called in my mind. Up! Up! They’re upon us!

She went from resting peacefully to leaping up into the air in seconds, Tachril only a wing-beat behind her. The other Greens swirled into the air like a tornado, landing around our makeshift camp. They’d hardly landed before their riders rushed forward, saddles and reins in hand.

Zyla trotted up and shoved Saboraak’s saddle into my hands. “I’ll get the rest.”

She was gone in a heartbeat as I threw the saddle over my dragon’s back. She was Green today. Of course.

“Don’t look so smug,” I told her as I tightened the belly straps. 

You’re going to love the Greens, Saboraak said. They’re as adventure-loving and impulsive as you are!

One of me was bad enough. Two, if you counted the mimic.

And they aren’t nearly as cranky.

I wasn’t cranky. I was just dealing with the fact that my entourage was growing out of control. 

Technically, you’re all my entourage.

“Keep telling yourself that,” I said, grabbing the bags that Zyla handed me and strapping them in place.

My mouth twisted into a worried frown. I was still frowning as I buckled into the saddle and Zyla buckled in behind me, still clasping her polearm. I was still frowning when we launched into the air in a flurry of wings. Still frowning as the golems chased us – black dots in a golden dawn sky. And then my frown began to fade. If they caught us, an extra six dragons might not be the worst thing. In fact, they might turn out to be a distinct help.

Told you so.

I frowned again.
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Chapter Five
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It was almost nightfall and we were well over the thick forest before it occurred to me to wonder if the golems were chasing us or herding us. I had thought we’d set the course in choosing to flee to Estabis, but what if we were being herded in that direction?

Katlana had remained close-lipped and though I liked having Zyla behind me, clinging to my back with warm arms, I would have liked to have more time to question Katlana.

“We could try other means,” Nostar had suggested quietly when we stopped for a break at noon. “But we can’t try that until nightfall and even then I’m worried about lessening her dose.”

“Dose?” I’d asked. 

“Well, we can’t keep a Magika captive if she’s not dosed. You know that, right?”

I hadn’t known it. I’d been shocked when I realized that Nostar and his men had been giving her doses of a herbal concoction from the moment I’d handed her off to them last night.

“It makes it hard to concentrate,” Nostar had explained. “Too hard to do magic. It won’t hurt her long-term. If you’d actually been trained formally, you’d know all about it.”

I wanted to object, but I couldn’t see any other option. If we didn’t give her the doses, what would prevent her from escaping or even killing us even with her hands tied behind her back?

“But why didn’t she use magic against us when we were escaping?” I asked.

“That,” Nostar said, “is the question. Do you think it is possible that she wanted to be captured?”

“Why would she want that?” 

“Perhaps she wanted you to lead her to where you were planning to rally troops. Or perhaps she wants something else from you. Either way, we must keep a careful eye on her.”

I had agreed with that.

And now, in the dark of the night, clinging to Saboraak’s back with a sleeping Zyla behind me, her dark head resting on my shoulder, I was worried about it again. Why had it been so easy to capture Katlana? What did she really want with us? And how could I keep her from getting it?

We’d left the golems far behind us, our faster speed working for us again. The dragons were growing tired but Nostar insisted that we push on to Estabis through the night.

“They can rest in the cotes when we arrive. Our mission is too important,” he said. He was focused, every feature of his face, every movement of his body pointing toward his destination, like a hunting dog. I was starting to like Nostar almost as much as I was worried about Saboraak. 

She’d been distant since she accepted Tachril’s proposal. They flew level with each other, glancing often from one to the other and I felt my tension rising as the hours passed with her silent in my head.

“You’ve been replaced, boy-o,” my mimic suggested in the early evening. “Better hold on to Zyla or someone will sweep her away, too.”

“I haven’t been replaced,” I said with a scowl. “I can’t build a dragon city with her. It’s a different thing entirely. 

“But it feels like you have, doesn’t it?” the mimic asked. “And it feels awful.”

It did feel awful. Even worse, Saboraak didn’t seem to notice that I felt awful. She was too busy making starry-love-eyes at Tachril. 

“You should focus on something else,” my mimic said easily. “How about that Katlana? I knew it was a mistake for you to let her live. As soon as her next dose wears off, she’s going to grab her magic and kill you. Maybe you should arrange for her to have a little ‘accident’ first.”

I ignored him. But I didn’t shove him away as I should have. After all, most of me agreed with him. And it felt nice to have someone agree with me and understand how I felt, even if it was just a mirror of myself.

“We’re the same,” he reminded me as the lights of Estabis appeared on the horizon. “The very same.”

And I listened because I wanted to listen.

I fell asleep like that, my head bobbing on my chest until Zyla’s limp arms tightened and then she was holding me up and I was leaning back on her instead of the other way around. I relaxed into sleep, letting her strong arms hold me. It was different with me and Zyla than it was for Saboraak and Tachril. For starters, we weren’t complicating the lives of a half-dozen other people. And we also weren’t making anyone feel abandoned. And that was important.

Bitterness doesn’t suit you, Tor, Saboraak said, finally taking notice of me as I drifted off to sleep. I ignored her. After all, fair was fair.

I didn’t wake again until Zyla whispered in my ear. “Wake up, Tor. We’re almost there.”

“Estabis?” I asked sleepily, rubbing my blurry eyes.

“Yes. And we have a problem.”
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Chapter Six 
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‘A problem’ was a mild way of putting it. Cold fear washed over me as I looked at the ground before the skycity of Estabis. I had hoped we would be in time. I had hoped that we were flying fast enough even with the delays. But we were too late.

Below us, lit with the rising dawn, the thick forest stopped abruptly, becoming the fields and roads surrounding the towering skycity. On the edges of the forest, miles long and three-deep stood motionless golems. As if the city had built a series of statue tributes to wolves, these golems sat in long rows, faces forward. Eyes dark. 

Just like I had in the yellow rain, I felt a pull to them. I stared at one, wondering what it was that connected us. What possible kinship could there be between me and a thing of metal and magic?

As if I had called the golem’s name, his head lifted, eyes flaring to life. He looked up at me and I gasped.

That was all. The rest remained still and silent. It was just that one golem staring at me, following me with his head as we flew overhead. And I could feel, like something pulling at the edge of my cloak, every single one of them lined up there, looking at me, waiting for ... something. 

My skin crawled worse than if I’d been covered in ants. I could almost see the future spinning out – these golems marching forward and covering the city. Or ... what if it went otherwise? What if it didn’t have to be that way? What if they turned around and marched the other way? I felt a barrier when I thought that, as if the threads simply wouldn’t spin that way. But in the center of their weaving was something soft – some single point in the weaving of the future that if pressed on, could change everything. 

My hand flared cold at the thought. Truth. Interesting. If I could just find that point, that one place where a little pressure could change everything ...

Tor?

Done making moon-eyes for now, Saboraak?

Don’t be bitter. It’s not a good flavor for you.

Well, I don’t know about that. Hubric drinks something called caf and the bitterness is quite pleasant.

She sighed.

Oh, don’t mind me. I’m just strategizing to prevent a war. You go ahead and meld your heart with a group of Green dragons. Don’t mind me. I’m just the human on your back who thought he could count on you.

I’m sorry, Tor. I got ... caught up.

“This is your chance!” The mimic said, flaring to life. “Use this to get her attention back!”

Whatever he said, I should do the opposite. But it took a moment for me to collect myself enough to push him mentally away. Saboraak had been begging me to learn compassion. Shouldn’t I offer at least a little bit to her?

Your city had better be amazing, Saboraak. For the record, I’d prefer a place with a real bed. I don’t ever seem to get to sleep in one.

I could feel flickers of a smile through our connection.

And no golems. That’s a deal-breaker for me, I’m afraid.

I promise there won’t be golems.

And you name the first baby dragon after me.

Aren’t you demanding!

If I’m basically going to spend my life as a dragon babysitter, there should be some perks. Oh, and can you wait until we’re finished stopping this war? Because I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I’ve been a bit busy with armies of golems, mad Magikas, soul-stealing artifact dealers, and face-marking prophecies. 

I did notice that, yes.

And that’s not really the best environment to raise a family in.

Tor?

Yes?

Can we just make peace without all the sass?

Then I wouldn’t be me.

“I caught most of that,” Zyla said from behind me. “It’s a good thing you two have made up. You know you’re lucky to have her, right?”

“Are all the women in my life telepathic?” 

“Saboraak lets me listen in sometimes,” Zyla said a little too smugly.

I gritted my teeth. Were all women in a massive conspiracy against me or did it just feel that way sometimes? Now, even my own thoughts weren’t private!

“Maybe you should be thinking about what you’re going to say to the Castelan when we reach Estabis,” I suggested to Zyla. 

“Me?” She sounded nervous.

“Well, you’re the one with the spy-knowledge, not me. You’re the one with the famous family. And you’re the one with the intimidating polearm in her hand. I’m not sure why you thought it would be anyone else.”

“You’re the one with a permanent crown on your face.”

I smirked. “That’s just to impress the ladies.”

“We are not impressed.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the shrinking sight of the line of golems. If only my worries could be limited to teasing Zyla instead of a war with inhuman enemies. 

“Stand ready!” Nostar called from beside us and I turned my gaze forward again in time to see the Black dragons breaking off from circling the city to meet us in the air. 

These ones had better be real. I couldn’t take one more encounter with a shadow city. I felt a creeping sensation reach up my spine and tickle the back of my neck. Those golems behind us weren’t shadows and if we didn’t find a way to stop them and the other golems rushing to join them from Woelran, shadows would be the least of my worries.
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Chapter Seven 
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The Black dragon rider was impressive when he flew out to us. He was kitted out in full armor – I’d never seen a Dragon Rider in armor before.

His dragon was the largest I’d ever seen, almost double the size of Saboraak and the response of her Greens was surprising. They pulled tightly around her – so close that I could hear their riders cursing and yelling as wingtips brushed and tails whipped in the faces of other riders. Tachril’s throat frill flared again, as if challenging the bigger Black dragon and the Black pulled up short, a look of surprise on his rider’s face. The Black’s throat pulsed and then returned to normal, a jet of fire bursting from his mouth in a harmless direction.

“Steady!” I heard Nostar call.

The Black Dragon Rider cleared his throat. “All visitors are to be immediately escorted to the Castel for interrogation by Castelan Estabis. No exceptions.”

“We are pleased to comply,” Nostar said. “I am Castelan Nostar Kaardis, Dragon Rider of the Green and this is my wing.”

“Greetings, Kaardis. I am Castelan Lee Estabis, son of the reigning Castelan and Dragon Rider of the Black. I apologize for the ... peculiarity of our circumstances,” he glanced at his dragon whose head was weaving back and forth as if trying to get a good look at Saboraak through her wing of dragons. “I’m afraid our current situation necessitates all caution.” His last words were clearly for the Black dragon. “Calm, Isitdor! Calm, now!”

The dragon flipped his head like he wanted anything but calm and Estabis made a clicking sound in response.

“I don’t know what spirit has possessed him! We will escort you to the peak of the Castel. You will land there, and the humans will dismount. You may leave a single Dragon Rider with your dragons to help us bring them to the cotes. They will be cared for during your interview. Understood?”

“Yes, Castelan,” Nostar said. 

My eyes were wide. When I’d told Hubric I wanted to be a Dragon Rider this is what I’d imagined. Noble warriors on strong dragons meeting officially in front of cities, issuing orders in grand tones, sitting tall and straight in gleaming armor. Maybe someday ...

You’d never catch me flying around like a pretty show-horse. That Isitdor has far too high of an opinion of himself.

He looked like he ate other dragons for breakfast.

He’s not the quickest on the uptake. He thinks he could take out Tachril’s entire wing to win me as a consort. Fool.

Dealing with dragon romances was definitely not what I’d signed up for. I didn’t have the knitting needles to play match-maker. That was more of a grandmother’s role.

In dragon lands, it is the role of the best friend.

I wasn’t scaly enough, then.  

We flew toward the skycity of Estabis, Lee and four other Black Dragon Riders escorting us. It was late afternoon and the city was abuzz with activity, the streets teeming with people. Swarms of colorful dragons leapt in puffs from the sides of the cities, their riders directing them in every direction except north. Interesting.

I felt excitement and trepidation in an equal mix. I’d never seen a Castelan in his audience room. And I still loved the sights and smells of a city. But my memory of Woelran was too fresh. For every bakery I smelled below, I could remember a shadowy one from that city that had turned out to be nothing but a hollow shell. For every bright dragon in the sky, the memory of the empty cotes haunted me. For every bustling street, I remembered the empty streets of Woelran. 

This place had better not be as disappointing as I feared.

We followed Lee Estabis and his Black dragon to the apex of the city – the courtyard of the Castel. Someone at some point had been thinking. There was a raised platform in the courtyard made from the same skysteel as the city and big enough for five dragons to land easily. 

Lee leapt off Isitdor the thick-headed and one of the other Black Dragon Riders grabbed his reins, tugging him back up into the sky and making room as Tachril landed with Nostar and Katlana, followed quickly by each of the others until there was only Saboraak left to land. Letina on Nazscal was left to tend to the dragons.

Saboraak set down nervously.

You’ll be okay in this Castel?

She was worried about me? I was worried about her.

I have my wing. I’ll be fine.

I have my wit. 

So, you’re saying I should worry?

I snorted and leapt off her back. I reached up to help Zyla but she was already on the ground raising a single eyebrow at me. 

“Save your chivalry for when there’s only one cup of tea left.”

I chuckled and followed her toward Lee Estabis, but my chuckle died in my throat at his approving look. His eyes traveled from her polearm to her swaying walk. Seriously. Was everyone in the Dominion going crazy? They all had romance on the mind? It wasn’t even spring yet and they were all engaged in one love-dance or another. I rolled my eyes and followed.

Lee Estabis led us through the halls of the Castel. The guards we passed saluted promptly at each doorway, their boots loud on the stone floor. A maid squeaked, darting out of our path with her arms full with a laundry basket. 

So far, they all looked real. But I couldn’t shake the worry that they might fade to mist a moment’s notice.

I was so busy staring at each face as it passed that I had fallen to the back of the group by the time we reached the tall doors that led to the Castelan’s audience room. Zyla was in the front of the group, a determined expression on her face and the Green Dragon Riders swaggered between us with their usual carefree panache. 

As we reached the large doors, a figure in black leather with green scarves tied around her neck, elbows, and thighs came strutting out. Her high boots came well over the knee and her arrogant look jarred against the half-braided, half-loose jumble of her dragon rider hair. A few tiny ornaments and feathers were tied in that dark mass, but her level gaze was firm in her wide eyes.

“I’ll take it from here, brother,” she said.
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Chapter Eight
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“Tor Winespring,” she said, putting her hands on her hips, her eyes narrowing. “And where is Hubric?”

“Where’s Ephretti?” I quipped back. I knew Lenora. Those black Dragon Rider leathers must still squeak they were so new. The last time I’d seen her she’d been tagging after Ephretti as an apprentice like a puppy behind a hunting dog. While I had given Ephretti my complete loyalty, Lenora never fully trusted me.

“And what tricks are you up to today, Tor?”

“The trick of saving your skinny hide, Lenora.”

Her eyebrows shot up. If she expected sweet-talk and a submissive spirit, she’d need to adjust her expectations.

She frowned and when Zyla and Nostar turned to me, their frowns matched hers. What? She started it.

“Last I heard, you were nothing but a sneaking street rat scuttling around trying to con your way into a meal,” Lenora said.

“Last I heard, you were licking Ephretti’s boots hoping she’d raise you to a Color someday.” 

For Dragon Rider Apprentices there were stages. There were the brand-new trainees, then Initiates who could actually be trusted to ride, then Sworn – those who had sworn in person to defend the Dominar – then a Color chose you and then last of all, they would raise you to full Dragon Rider. I wasn’t any of those things. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t needle Lenora about it. She was born noble and being teased about her low rank in the Dragon Rider world always set her teeth on edge – and that was the only edge I was likely to get if she was running things. She was too smart to be manipulated into anything and far too suspicious of me to be sweet-talked.

Around me, I saw the Greens hiding smirks. 

“You’re late, Tor. Eventen told us to expect you hours ago.”

I paled at her words, all teasing gone.

“He’s here?” I asked.

But she didn’t give me an answer, she simply turned and opened the doors, leading us through them into the audience room.

Zyla led the way, head held high. I could count on her. Which was good, because my eyes were on Katlana. She walked like she was here as a guest, despite the fact that her hands were still tied and Nostar was still pushing her forward. 

“This is bad!” My mimic said, sauntering beside me. “You and I both know he is a part of all this. He was at Woelran leading those golems.”

But how could he have led them? I saw them following the Gold dragon he rode, but only Magikas could lead golems.

“You don’t know that.”

Katlana told me that. 

“You can’t trust her. Why was it so easy to capture her? Why hasn’t she used her magic since? She flew for hours on Saboraak’s back in front of you and she just lay there. She didn’t try any tricks and Nostar didn’t dose her until you gave her to him that night. Something is up.”

Katlana looked over her shoulder at me, a ghost of a smile on her cat-like face. She was venom in a tight leather suit. A copperhead walking where a woman should be. 

I shivered.

I hadn’t been in rooms like the audience room before, but it was easy to dismiss it. There were rich rugs and vases on tables and fancy statues and lots of room for people to stand around a raised chair. Typical rich-people trappings. Someone else might have seen significance in their choices of which vase or which rug, but to me, they just said money and power. I had neither. And I’d been just fine without them all my life.

“You probably could get both if you played your hand right ...” my mimic suggested.

We weren’t here for that. We were here to stop a war. And then we’d be on our way. Saboraak had a Drazenloft to build after all.

It warms my heart that you are adopting my goals, Tor.

Yeah. Well. It wasn’t like I had a better plan, and dandling baby dragons from my knee seemed like a better option than dying alone on a cold battlefield.

You can pretend all you want, but I know that you’re secretly excited about our plan.

The Castelan was younger than I thought he would be. His hair was still dark and curling and his short beard was a little wild. His eyes crinkled around the edges as his son introduced us. I would have trusted him under normal circumstances – he practically exuded trustworthiness. 

But Eventen stood at the Castelan’s side looking powerful and superior. His little smile made me want to shove him down a well.

My mimic laughed at the thought and began to hum ‘The Farmer in the Well’ a song from our childhood.

“Welcome to Estabis Castel!” the Castelan said. 

Zyla, then Nostar, greeted him. They were explaining the situation – the golems we’d seen circling the city, the golems chasing us from Woelran, what we had seen in the city.

But I wasn’t listening to them. I was watching Eventen. 

His smile hadn’t slipped at all. I was watching the tiny glances he and Katlana shared. Somehow – I didn’t know how – they were communicating. 

I could feel Lenora’s gaze on the back of my neck watching for what I would do and I could hear my mimic making snide comments about the Castelan as he circled the group. 

This was spinning out of control. Any moment now, Eventen would speak and all eyes would turn to him. Somehow, he’d wormed his way into this rich room with these rich people. The Castelan wasn’t even looking at him. He was close enough to be stabbed by Eventen and he didn’t spare him a glance. Any moment now, Eventen would offer up a plan and everyone would know it was right and they would listen and this city would fall. Just like Woelran. 

I didn’t know how I knew it, but I knew. 

And then suddenly, I could see the threads spinning again, weaving the future and I could see the soft spot coming up. That one point that needed to be pressed.

“Enough!” I said firmly.

The silence that blossomed suddenly was not a friendly silence. The Castelan’s eyebrows rose. Fury filled Lee Estabis’ face and irritation filled Eventen’s. Even Zyla and Nostar were frowning. I didn’t bother looking at Lenora. I knew she thought I was a fool. But I had no choice. I needed to stick my finger in that spot and change what was about to happen and I needed to do it now.

“We’re wasting time. And I don’t think you want to do that, Castelan.”

“I – ” he began, but I cut him off.

“You have a skycity bustling with people – lives you are sworn to defend and protect. A sky city seems impenetrable. Until you see what a golem can do. A single one can savage this city, tearing a path of death and destruction through the heart of it as fast as you can blink. It doesn’t matter that you are high above the plains. A creature like that is magic and metal and death. It can climb the stem of the city and creep over the whole of it like descending night. And that’s just one. What will happen when there are hundreds of them attacking? You know there are hundreds standing on the edge of the forest. And hundreds more following. What could they do to this place? Would it last five minutes?”

“Who are you to ask me that?” the Castelan asked, his face white.

“Who are you?” my mimic echoed. I shoved him away mentally. I didn’t need his doubt right now.

“You let this traitor stand beside you – Eventen. He was there when we fled Woelran,” I said. “He is working with our prisoner, Katlana Woelran.”

“I was not at Woelran,” Eventen said quietly, a slight smirk still on his lips. “I left the House of Healing as soon as you left me after I healed you, and I came straight here to help the Castelan. Ask him yourself. I arrived yesterday.”

That couldn’t be possible.

“He presented himself to my father yesterday morning,” Lenora said quietly behind me. 

Not possible. But my scar flared cold with truth.

My mind was racing, but I couldn’t stop. If I stopped, I knew what future would be woven here.

“He has been working with Castelan Katlana Woelran. And she leads the golem armies of Shabren the Violet.”

“Who is that?” Katlana asked coolly.

“I’m afraid I’ve never met Castelan Woelran before,” Eventen said, still smiling as if to a foolish child. “Though of course, I know her reputation as an accomplished Magika. Strange that she would allow you to capture her if she were truly an enemy.”

My scar – my gift from the World of Legends flared hot. I didn’t need it to know he was lying. But how had he arrived here so quickly? 

“I didn’t want to hurt the boy,” Katlana said, the tie falling from her hands as she moved them easily to the front of her body, extending a hand and forming a tiny glowing fireball above it with a satisfied smile. “I was certain that eventually, he would bring me to where adults could make clear-headed judgments.”

My scar was hot with her lies.

“Indeed,” Castelan Estabis said. “We seem to have ourselves an interesting situation here. While I have the utmost respect for Dragon Riders, Nostar, and your family reputation is a good one and while I respected your father very much Zyla Cloudspinner, I also must think of my neighbors. We have no quarrel with Woelran. And Eventen assured me that rumors of golems are greatly exaggerated.”

“Is the line of golems on your treeline exaggerated?” I asked quietly.

“They are here for our protection. There are rumors that the north is preparing for battle. Dear Eventen brought them to us to protect us. By what marvel they have been created, he can not say, but they obey him perfectly. They have not harmed us or our people. They certainly have not torn ‘a path of death and destruction’ through our city as you claim.”

I opened my mouth and he held up a hand. His fatherly face gentle. “We will give your claims due investigation. Until then, the Castelan Katlana Woelran, Eventen Shadereaver, and his Gold dragon Lavanoy are our guests. You others are also our guests. You will keep the peace of Estabis and stay here in my Castel. You will not spread wild rumors or trouble here, do you understand?”

“There isn’t time for this,” I said quietly. “A messenger must be sent to Dominion City with the news of imminent invasion. And your civilians must flee Estabis immediately. We must set up defenses, call in any dragons or soldiers we can from the area. Alert neighboring cities.”

“Enough.” The Castelan’s eyes met mine.

“It’s not enough,” I objected.

“Enough, or you will find yourself in a prison cell instead of as a guest of this house.”

My jaw snapped shut but the fury in my mind drowned out the sounds of Zyla and Nostar thanking the Castelan. It roared, flaring hotter with every cool smile from Eventen or Katlana. I couldn’t hear a word.

How could they be so blind? How could they ignore the obvious? And how was I going to convince them to take all of this seriously? 

I had never considered that my warning might not be heeded. Had this happened in Vanika? Had my own city been destroyed because our Castelan ignored warnings that were right before his eyes? How many people were living their lives in the city below just as I had – completely unaware that war was hours away?

I let them lead me to the cluster of rooms we’d been assigned. There was a common room between the bedrooms of Zyla, the Green riders and me. Unfortunately, the Castelan had assigned rooms to Katlana and Eventen elsewhere. If he’d left them here, I would have at least had a chance to try ...

“Try what?” My mimic mocked me. “You had the chance to kill her and you didn’t take it. You wouldn’t be able to do anything, even if they were tied up and defenseless like lambs before feast day.”

I hated that he was right. And I hated that I didn’t know what to do next. The soft spot hadn’t been soft enough and now the threads were weaving faster than I could see them move.
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Chapter Nine
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“We need three things,” I said as the door shut behind us. “We need to get the innocents out of this city. That’s priority one.”

“And what?” Zyla asked. “Send them out into the plains to be killed there? Golems might be slower than dragons, but they are faster than people, and our seven dragons will not be enough to stop an entire army.”

She threw herself down on a stuffed sofa – a luxurious seat at the center of the common room. I pulled up a more sensible wooden chair. We weren’t here to enjoy palace life. We were here to save this city – if we could. And stop a war. If we could. And rub Eventen’s nose in it. That was more of a personal goal, though.

“At the base of Vanika, there was a door into a tunnel network used by dragons to go from place to place all over the Dominion,” I said. “It was called the warrens.”

“I’ve never heard of that,” Nostar said. “Are you sure we can’t just wait this out. The Castellan will send someone to Woelran to investigate. They will see that the city isn’t right.”

“Did you see it when you first arrived?” I asked.

He sighed. “We didn’t spend the night.”

“And in daylight, it looks safe,” I agreed. “What if the scouts arrive in daylight and depart at the same time?”

How did a city of shadows even exist? There must be powerful magic at work there.

“They’ll see the golems in the forest coming here,” Nostar said. “It’s impossible to miss that.”

“But they think those golems are allies of Eventen meant for his protection. That’s goal two. We need to find out how he got here so quickly and what he and Katlana are planning together.”

Nostar cleared his throat. “We were delayed by the ... dance ... our dragons did. Remember?”

“It would be hard to forget how our friendship began,” I said dryly. “Speaking of which, why are you still on our side? It would be easier to just go with what the Castelan and Eventen are saying.”

“I saw what I saw,” Nostar said. And then he grabbed a chair and pulled it up to sit with us. “And I know Tachril. I’ve been his rider for ten years. If this is what he wants and you are the people attached to his dragon, then we’re in things together.”

There was a murmur of agreement from the other Greens as they pulled up their own chairs.

“Together,” Jordil said for the rest.

I smiled. Allies were a rare thing. Friends even rarer. 

“My father had a map to the warrens,” Zyla said, breaking our moment of comradery.

“What?” I couldn’t help my widening eyes.

Zyla always managed to surprise me. She smiled – like the sun breaking through the clouds and pulled a worn leather pouch from under her clothing. 

“You should expect brilliance from me by now, Tor Winespring.” She winked.

I certainly expected to be caught off-guard. She never failed at that.

“But in fairness, this is my father’s brilliance. He studied old maps and ciphers. He plotted out most of the entrances and the way to use the guideposts.” Her eyes narrowed. “How do you know about them?”

“I saw the Dominar go down through the doorway to them. She brought an entire army with her. I didn’t know that you needed to do anything more than walk on them. But you should know that it took hours to get her whole army into those warrens And they were ready to ride.”

She laughed, pulling a worn paper from the pouch and then secretively tucking the rest away again. She spread it gently across her lap. 

“The warrens are dangerous. Especially to anyone in a hurry, but we can take these people to any of the Dragon Lands or the skycities.”

“All of the people?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Most likely. If they had me to guide them.”

Our eyes met. It would mean splitting up. I could see she was as troubled by the idea as I was.

“And it’s dangerous?” I asked. 

“Of course,” she said with a feeble smile. “But no more dangerous than I am.”

I loved her courage. She would face down a dragon if she had to.

“We just need to convince them to go,” Nostar said.

The door to the common room crashed open, hitting the wall as the person behind us stormed into the room.

“Tor Winespring, you will be the death of me! I thought Ephretti was exaggerating about how much trouble you could be, but she didn’t tell me the half of it!”

I gave Lenora my most charming grin. When people were this mad at me, it usually worked in my favor.

“So, you believe me, then,” I said.

“The golems on the treeline have started to move,” Lenora said her face still a thunderhead. 

I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think they’re coming to throw everyone a party.”
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Chapter Ten
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It was amazing how far you could see from the peaks of the Castel. I climbed the last set of stairs to one of the flat-topped towers. Lenora had suggested it.

“Go get a look for yourself while Zyla and I plan the exodus,” she said. The women were irritated with me. But could a guy help it if he wanted to get started right away? They sat with their heads together making lists – lists of supplies, lists of pack animals, lists of what districts to empty first and in what priority, of how to move the sick and the injured. 

A single hour into the planning and they’d had four clerks brought in and more pens and ink than I’d seen in one place all scritching and scratching away until my mimic was literally climbing the walls and doing flips from the ceiling beams. 

Nostar had been sent out to find Lee Estabis and bring him to Lenora. Meanwhile, the other Dragon Riders had been sent on their own missions to liaise with the heads of the Dragon Riders in the city.

“Do it quietly,” Lenora had warned them. “I will talk to my father, but I want to present him a plan ready and achievable first. He and Eventen are close. Eventen will tear any half-cooked plan apart and then my father will disregard it. We need a plan that’s ready to go and we need it before those golems get too far.”

“They’re already too far,” I’d said. “People need to move now. Messengers need to be sent now. Defenses need to be set up and supplies rationed and – ”

“Enough!” Lenora had snapped. “Don’t think you’re the only one who has seen war, Tor. Go climb to the top of the Castel and assess our enemy. We need that for the plans and you’re doing nothing here.”

Nothing! I was being brushed aside while everyone else did the important work. I already knew what kind of numbers we were facing – massive. I knew how quickly they were coming – too quickly. I already knew our chances of survival – thin. And the chance of saving anyone in this whole skycity – growing smaller by the second.

I didn’t need to look for myself to see that.

But now that I was here, I was glad I’d come. I had a tube like Nostar’s that Lenora had shoved at me. A ‘spyglass’ she called it. With a name like that, I should have had one a long time ago.

The golems were moving. But they were moving at a slow creep. My brow furrowed as I tried to think why they didn’t rush down upon us like the army of metal wolves that they were. 

“Maybe they are waiting for something,” my mimic said from beside me. His hands were clenched and his face pale. I felt the sweat on my own forehead cooling in the breeze at the top of the tower.

“But what? We’re sitting here ripe for the taking. This whole city is carrying on as if nothing is happening. Look at the Black Dragons circling for defense. How many do you think are there? Twenty?”

“About that,” the mimic agreed. 

“And say they have shifts – three or four a day, then there are what, sixty or eighty Black Dragons? Plus any others in the cotes.” 

I tried to think back to how many dragons were in the cotes at Vanika. There were always a few visiting of the various colors. Purples delivering messages. Whites on healing missions or collecting supplies for medicines. Golds settling disputes. Greens off on adventures. Reds usually traveled in larger groups, ready to fight or carrying out training exercises. So, definitely no more than the Black Dragons stationed here. Perhaps as many as forty to sixty. So in total, we might have anywhere from one hundred to one hundred and forty dragons. That would help. There might be Magikas. But that was unlikely in the current political situation.

“And even more unlikely that they would be on our side,” my mimic mused. 

“Can so few dragons defend against all those golems?” I asked aloud.

“I’d say there are maybe three or four hundred below, plus more on their way,” the mimic said and my heart sank as he said it. That was my assessment, too. 

“Unlikely,” a voice said from behind me and I spun to see Katlana join me along the battlement looking out at the sky city layered beneath us and the plains far below in every direction.

My jaw clenched and my fists balled at my sides.

“I wouldn’t,” she said with a smirk. “Oh, I wouldn’t. That will only get you in trouble with the local Castelan. And do you really want to watch all this play out from a prison cell?”

“Kill her!” my mimic demanded.

“He sure does hate me,” Katlana said. “Shabren was right about him, though. He’s the key to you somehow.”

Her head tilted as she studied the mimic. 

“You can see him, too?” That was worrying. 

“Any half-trained Magika could see a shadow like that,” she said casually. “And I am more than half-trained.”

“I should have listened to him back in Woelran,” I said. 

She barked a laugh. “You couldn’t have killed me then just like you can’t kill me now. You aren’t a killer. It’s not in your make-up. You didn’t even kill Shabren when you had the chance, not even after everything he did to you. But didn’t you notice how easy it was for you to capture me? Why do you think that was?” 

“Because you’re terrible at being a villain?” I asked.

“Nice one!” my mimic said, and my jaw clenched. If he couldn’t shut up, he’d ruin everything.

“Your quips aren’t as witty as you think they are,” Katlana said drily. “No, Tor, you were my ticket here. There was no guarantee that Eventen would be able to make that old relic work or that he’d be welcomed with such open arms when he arrived here. No, we needed a backup plan. I’m not Shabren the Violet. I don’t go chasing off after every hare until one turns out to be a pounce-cat. I plan. I make sure that ... sacrifices ... are worth it.”

There was a sadness in her eyes and I felt my mimic shuffle nervously. I took a long step back from the edge of the battlement. What was she suggesting? What sacrifice was she going to make?

“Why not let Eventen do the sacrificing?” I suggested, testing her. “After all, he’s the one with the dragon-sized chip on his shoulder.”

She snorted. “Haven’t you realized Tor that it isn’t the worst of people who make sacrifices? It’s the best of people. It’s the people with true devotion to an idea who will do anything to make it happen. After all, you were willing to go head-to-head with Apeq in the World of Legends, weren’t you? And I ... I was willing to sacrifice the city I grew up in and the family I loved ...” her eyes were glassy and her lip trembled as she spoke. “because it must be done. Because this is the only way that magic has a future. Can you imagine a world without magic, Tor? A world without skycities like this one?”

“That might suit me just fine, Katlana,” I said. “Magic has been nothing but trouble for me.”

“Really?” Her knowing grin sparked doubts. “Hasn’t magic given you a family? That dragon? That girl? Hasn’t it dragged you up from obscurity and marked you as someone special? Without it, you’d just be another dirty piece of human trash.”

I felt my face coloring. 

“She’s right,” my mimic chimed in – always helpful. “You wouldn’t even have me without magic.”

If he thought that would persuade me, he was dead wrong.

“If we lose the magic of this world,” Katlana said, her words so heavy they fell from her lips like lead. “We lose everything.”

“The best things don’t come from power,” I said. “And that’s all that magic is. Another form of power. Power can protect. Power can build. But the very best things can’t be forced. The very best things can only be given.”

“That’s too chaotic for me. I can’t trust that good will just come out of nowhere. I need to make it happen. I need to plan. I need to hammer out a future with my genius and skill and even my own soul. The problem is that we aren’t the ones who get to benefit from it. The people who reap the benefits are the ones who wouldn’t sacrifice, who wouldn’t plan, who wouldn’t stand up and fight. And somehow it’s going to be up to them to make all this worth it.”

I swallowed. Her words were making me feel ... wait. My hand had been cold this whole time. My words were true. But so were hers. True for her, perhaps? True for the future she wanted? What was truth? 

“I’m glad I met you,” she said, as if I wasn’t deep in my own thoughts questioning everything as she spoke. “I’m glad you were part of this journey. It has helped me ... solidify ... my thoughts on this. It’s helped me really believe that we need magic. After all, Tor, the man you are right now looking over a golem army and determined to fight it – that man? – he wouldn’t even exist without magic.”

Her smile was sad and certain all at once. She turned and strode away leaving me feeling like I should say something. Like I should do something. 

But what?

I looked back at the approaching creep of the dark army below us and swallowed. What would I be planning if I was Katlana?
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Chapter Eleven
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“Isn’t it enough that she’s planning to keep the Castelan from preparing for this attack?” my mimic asked, his dark hair lit at the edges by the afternoon sun.

And yet I was sure there was something more. If it were me planning this attack, I would want more than that. And she didn’t need to sneak in here to do that. She’d indicated that she didn’t know for sure that the Castelan would be on her side in this.

“What are you doing here?” a man’s voice demanded.

Really? Did everyone climb up ten stories for a look at the view? Where did a guy have to go around here to make battle plans?

I turned lazily to indicate that I didn’t jump for just anyone, only to see Lenora’s strapping brother standing there. 

“I think Nostar’s looking for you,” I said, turning back to watch the golems.

“I asked you what you’re doing here, and I want a response,” he said, striding up to stand beside me. 

Now, there was a man who looked like a hero. He was bulky with muscle and armor and he still moved lightly on his feet. You’d never see me dancing around carrying a bunch of metal around like it was a cape of feathers for feast day.

“Just watching the army of golems that’s going to destroy your entire city,” I said lazily. If he didn’t care about the fate of his people, why should he expect me to?

“My father knows what he’s doing,” Lee Estabis said.

“And when those metal monsters arrive?”

He sighed. “We aren’t so feeble as you think. If they attack – and Eventen says they will not – then we can fight. We have dragons. We have soldiers. Our men are brave and strong. And we have defenses you don’t even know about.”

“Defenses that can save that entire population? Wow. You guys must have magic like I’ve never heard of before.”

He clenched his jaw irritably. “Maybe we do, boy.”

“And what, you’ll extend it over the whole city?”

“The people would need to come to the Castel,” he said through clenched teeth.

Uh oh. The defense – whatever it was – was in the Castel? And Katlana said that she needed to get to the Castel with my help. It’s why she let me take her captive because she was sure I’d come here next and bring her to the Castelan.

I grabbed Lee’s shoulder trying to spin him to look at me, but he threw my hand off with a slight shrug.

“Lee Estabis,” I said through clenched teeth. “You have a special weapon here that can thwart the army marching on your city. And you have two traitors in the Castel.”

“I’m standing with the person we’re most worried about,” he said wryly. “Why do you think I looked for you here?”

“Lenora trusts me.”

“Lenora is blinded by her time with Ephretti Oakboon – that religious zealot. We know Eventen. He has long been our friend. He has brought us gifts over the years and help. We don’t know you. And we don’t believe you.”

“Where is that weapon?” I asked warily.

He snorted. “As if I would tell you.”

“You need to secure it. You need to do that now.”

Because if I was Katlana, that’s what I’d be here to sacrifice myself to stop. 

“Me, too,” my mimic agreed.

Lee gave me a suspicious look. “That would lead you right to it.”

I sighed, rolling my eyes and leaning on the battlement to look down as I tried to collect my thoughts. How did I get Lee to trust me? How did I change his mind about Eventen and Katlana?

There were other towers on the Castel below this one. I could see three from where I was leaning. I watched as Katlana strode through the entrance below me onto the top of one of those other towers. From here she looked small. She was only recognizable by her distinct leathers. At least she wasn’t near any secret weapon.

At the far end of that tower, leaning on a battlement just like me, another small figure looked out over the army creeping toward us. On either side of that tiny figure, two other figures stood. Katlana strode toward them. Maybe that was her thing. Meaningful conversations on the edge of the tower. Maybe she said whatever it took to shake a person up. Maybe she didn’t mean any of it.

I wished I could believe that. 

“My father keeps our weapon secure,” Lee said. “Nothing will happen to it.”

There wasn’t a weapon on the planet that could keep those golems back. Was there? But if there was, that could explain why they were moving so slowly.

“You shouldn’t be so sure,” I said. “You should be worried like I am. You should be leaning here on the battlement just like me, assessing the threat and trying to find a way out of it.”

Where were those threads of the future now when I needed to see them spin? All I saw still was that one soft spot and no way to press on it at all.

Lee chuckled. “I don’t have to, Tor Winespring. Look down at that tower.” He pointed to the figures Katalana was joining on the battlement below. “My father watches with his guard. He looks. He assesses. You think you are the only one here who cares? How like a young man! We watch. We care. Even now, my father prepares contingencies in case Eventen is wrong.”

The pattern sprung up at his words and it seemed to me as if it was brighter – thicker – more certain than before and that soft spot ... it was shrinking.

As Katlana crossed the last steps to the Castelan on the battlement, the spot grew smaller and smaller and suddenly I knew.

“Lee, your father wouldn’t happen to be the weapon, would he?”

I should have listened to my mimic. I should have killed her. But he didn’t know what I knew – that I was no murderer. 

Katlana was. And if my hunch was right, she was about to do the one thing she couldn’t have done from the outside. She was about to cripple this city and destroy its defenses in one blow. 

“As if I’d – ”

“Stop!” the word was wrenched from my throat, but I couldn’t possibly have screamed loudly enough or run fast enough to make a difference. “Stop her!”

Already, a green orb danced in Katlana’s hands, expanding and rising to cover her, and still expanding alike a green bubble in a world-sized swamp. 

The Castelan spun, his guards running forward, his own hands springing up and lightning forming in them as he prepared his defense. Katlana’s bubble was too quick. It swallowed them and the entire top of the tower in the space of a heartbeat. 

Lee was still gasping beside me – still not able to form his own words – when the bubble rippled and then a boom shook the skycity, flinging us both backward. 

I flew through the air, landing hard on the stone tower top. My ears were ringing, sound upon sound. Light flared and popped in bursts across my vision. Colors and sensations rocked me.

No time, Tor! No time to be dazed. 

I shoved myself to my feet, rocking dangerously. I didn’t know if it was the tower swaying under me or my own balance but there wasn’t time for that – not for any of that. 

I stumbled forward, my steps splaying out like a newborn animal. I caught myself on the stone battlement and leaned forward, gripping the stone hard to avoid pitching over the side.

I needed to see. I needed to know.

The top of the tower below was gone. Dust, falling masonry and a rising cloud were all that was left where once a tower had stood.
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A wavering hand clapped onto my shoulder and I looked back to see Lee Estabis yelling something at me. I couldn’t hear him. My ears rang too hard to hear anything. 

All I felt was shock just like his. What could have done that? What insane magic would tear apart a tower and the people in it in the blink of an eye? 

Around the base of where the tower had stood people scrambled like ants from a kicked anthill in the orange glow of the setting sun. Some ran from the still-tumbling masonry. Some rushed forward, helping people out of the wreckage. 

I felt a pull from far in the distance. I tore my eyes away from the chaos below to look for the pull. I gasped, a tight grip clenching around my chest, choking all air from me as I struggled with what I saw. 

The golem army was no longer creeping forward. They sped toward us dragon-fast. Whatever they had been waiting for had happened. Castelan Estabis must have been the secret weapon. Katlana had known that. And somehow these golems knew it, too.

Fear shot up my spine, clouding my mind with a surge of clawing, desperate fear. I wanted to run. I wanted to leap off the tower onto Saboraak and fly away. I wanted to fly as far and as fast as she could go and we’d worry about what to eat or drink or what to do next when we were far, far from this army of mindless, heartless magic creations. 

But where would we go? Would they not wash over city after city until there was nothing left in the Dominion but shadow cities? And then what? Would they surge south to the Lands of Haz’drazen and take the dragons next? Could even a dragon army stand up to them?

I looked back to the fallen tower. Ours swayed, still rocking from the blow to its sister tower. Katlana did that. That was her one powerful sacrifice, wasn’t it? 

What would mine have to be?

Lee shook my shoulder and his words were starting to penetrate.

“Coming ... fast!”

Yeah. I noticed that, big guy. I might not be a mighty Castelan but I could see Death rushing toward us on a thousand legs as easily as the nobly born.

“You should run,” my mimic said, picking at his nails as if this was no concern to him. “You can, you know. These other poor fools are stuck here. Don’t be like Katlana. Sacrifice is for zealots. You’re no zealot.”

But Katlana was my fault. She said she had let me capture her so that I would bring her here for this exact purpose. She needed access. She needed me. And I’d played into her hands like a fool.

I ground my teeth, nodding to Lee’s gestures to follow him. I wasn’t running anywhere. This was my fault. And it was up to me to fix it. 

I wasn’t one of those responsible people who cared for other people more than themselves, but even I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I fled right now. I had a powerful dragon while there were still kids on those streets who were just like I had been when Vanika fell – powerless and resourceless. How could I just run away and leave them here?

I gritted my teeth and chased after Lee. He was fast. Faster than you’d expect from a hulk of muscle and metal. 

He ran down the steps so fast that I was certain one of us was going to trip. As soon as we hit the floor of the corridor below, he skidded into a full sprint. It was all I could do to keep up, huffing and fighting for breath as he yelled orders to servants and guards along the way. 

“The city is under attack! Report to your commanders, men!” he yelled as we passed the guards.

“Gather in the kitchens!” he called to the servants, adding frustrated remarks as they tried to gather their things. “The broom won’t save you! Leave it! Hurry!”

Older servants frowned at first but leapt at his fierce calls.

We practically flew when we came to the next staircase. There were nobles here in the upper apartments. Lee was no gentler with them. 

“Are we under attack, Castelan Estabis?” one of the women asked grandly, her nose held high. 

“Gather in the kitchens,” he barked. 

“The kitchens?” the man beside her looked outraged. There was a knot of them there, men and women, young and old, clustered in a clutch of pride and skepticism. 

Lee grabbed the man by the coat, pulling him in close. 

“You like living, Castelan Fabinis? Then get to the kitchens and take these others with you!”

“Our things ...” the older woman began but he cut her off.

“Can be replaced! Can your daughter be replaced?” He pointed to a pretty girl with long dark hair and slanted eyes. 

Their faces firmed and they began to nod, already hurrying off to do as he’d told them.

Lee Estabis, it occurred to me, was a good leader. 

Maybe he didn’t need me after all.

We hurried down the corridor, leaving people scurrying in our wake, turning to rush down the next stairway. I’d ended up in front of Lee somehow. I barrelled through the corner and ran smack into Zyla. 

“Tor!” her face was pale with surprise and then she threw her arms around me and kissed me.

“We’re in trouble,” I said when we broke apart.

“I thought you were dead!”

“Oh, it’s worse than that.”

Lee Estabis snorted a laugh.

“Lenora is gathering the people in the kitchens and storerooms. From there we can access the city stem and start to ferry people below to where I can guide them in the warrens,” Zyla said. “The entrance to the warrens is in the base of the city stem.”

I knew that. I’d helped the Dominar find the base of Vanika so that she could take that same journey. I seemed to remember that not everyone had survived it.

“Zyla,” I said, gripping her hand – maybe a bit too tight. She flinched. “The warrens are dangerous.”

The determined look that filled her face looked like it was chiseled from rock. “They’re the only chance we have of getting anyone out at all, Tor. How long do you think we have?”

“Hours?”

“Maybe less,” Lee said grimly.

“We need you to organize the people above. Funnel as many as you can to us in the Castel storerooms and we will take them to the warrens. We didn’t finish the evacuation plan and we’re just going to have to work with what we have. Lenora will organize them above and I will lead the expedition. She already has a squad of guards assigned to help me.”

“You’ll need more than that,” I said.

“We’ll need them as badly here,” Lee said quietly.

I swallowed. I didn’t want to think about what we were all thinking. Estabis was a big city. And it was filled with innocents. Children so small they couldn’t walk on their own. Pregnant mothers. Big-eyed children no higher than my waist. There was no way we could possibly get them all out.

“You have to go right now. We’re wasting precious seconds,” I said, kissing the top of her head. It felt physically painful to send her away – like part of me was being ripped away. “Be careful in those caverns, Zyla. You aren’t invincible, you know.”  

She nodded. “Don’t die, Tor.”

I kissed her quickly, but intensely, trying to pour every bit of my desperate hope for her into one kiss.

“You, too, Zyla.”

Her last smile was glassy through tears. She squeezed my hand and then she was running past Nostar as he trotted up the stairs toward us.

“What’s the hold up here?” he asked. 

People jostled by us, trying to get below, like fish around rocks in a current.

“My wing is gathering any spare dragons to fly through the city and send civilians here,” Nostar said. “The Captain of the Guard is looking for Castelan Lee Estabis. We can’t find your father.”

“My father,” Lee’s face grew tight with emotion. “My father is dead.”

Nostar nodded briskly. “Then now more than ever you are needed in the war room. Go. We will deal with alerting the civilian population and evacuating as best as we can while you prepare the defenses.”

Lee nodded and was already rushing down the stairs before Nostar could grip my forearm. “You take the north section with Saboraak. Start close and move out.”

“Shouldn’t I start at the perimeter where people have the furthest to flee?”

He shook his head. 

“There’s going to be a bottleneck in the stem of the city already. They can only lower people down to the warrens so quickly. We need to keep the flow of people steady so they don’t arrive all at once. Besides,” he leaned in close. “Lenora only has so many guards to enforce her decisions.”

“Decisions?”

He looked around to be sure no one was listening, but there was no guarantee of that. The people pushing past us were thinning now that most on this level had already fled, but there were still some. 

“Not everyone can go, Tor. There isn’t time.”

I gritted my teeth. That was going to get ugly. I could see what he meant. If there was a choice between sending a man who could fight or a child down below, Lenora would send the child. There would be families torn apart and single men furious at being forced to stay. It would be ... heartbreaking. And violent.

I nodded, but the horror of the day was already filling me, echoing through my bones like the explosion Katlana had caused that changed everything. All of this – and all that would come. It was all my fault. 

I followed Nostar silently to the nearest balcony. Our dragons were on their way and then the grim work of this night would soon begin.
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Chapter Thirteen
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I didn’t see Nostar again until hours later. 

I clung to Saboraak’s saddle as the press of bodies rushed against me.

“Slowly!” I called through a raw throat. “Slowly and orderly or you will trample people to death! Flaming –!” 

I cut the curse off only by almost biting my own tongue. I was sweaty and exhausted and Saboraak couldn’t stop shifting with nerves at every rush of wind.

I worry that Tachril will fall before I see him again. 

I rolled my eyes. Tachril would be fine. He was thousands of pounds of dragon and able to take flight at any moment. Unlike the people who passed me clinging to the few possessions they could scoop up on the way.

None of this feels right, Tor.

Of course it wasn’t right. Even my belly felt sick and knotted. 

“It will be okay,” I said aloud, rubbing the scales of her neck.

I wiped my brow with my sleeve. I didn’t even bother to cover the bright markings on my face. The eyes of every new person I met widened the moment they saw them, but the moment I started speaking and explaining what was on the horizon, all thought about my looks vanished in the desperate dash for survival. 

Perhaps the markings even added weight to a stranger’s words. After all, if the end had come, wouldn’t strange beings come with it to announce the need to flee?

Or maybe I was just hallucinating from exhaustion. It wouldn’t be the first time. I’d thought I’d seen Eventen duck into a guardhouse three cross-streets away a few hours ago. And then I thought I’d seen him again flying his dragon in the skies high above. I was certainly hallucinating.

Guilt hammered at me every time a wailing child was carried past or a wide-eyed parent asked if there would be time to flee.

There wouldn’t be. Not for everyone. 

I already knew that, but I couldn’t accept it. Wouldn’t accept it.

“You should be gone already.” As my strength weakened, the mimic’s strength seemed to grow. He dogged my path now, speaking doubt into every minute. “It’s common sense. You’ve done your best here. And someone needs to fly out and warn the surrounding cities.”

Lee Estabis would see to that. I’d already seen two purples leave the city. Likely, he’d sent them out to warn the neighboring cities. Purples were fast. Their riders used to carrying urgent messages. They would do the job.

I rubbed my brow again.

“Make space there! There’s no point carrying all that. You’ll be exhausted before you reach the Castel. Drop it to the side and move on!” My voice wasn’t made for barking, but bark it did. 

I’d been working my way out from the center and I was nearly at the perimeter. Most of the traffic traveled against me, but every so often Saboraak had to leap aside as a line of men went past. There were men armed and armored, and then when they ran out there were groups armed more haphazardly, and then as those ran out there were men sent out armed only with work implements – crowbars, shovels, axes, blacksmith hammers, pitchforks. They pushed past me to the places they’d been stationed by Estabis’ commanders. 

They knew what they were doing – whatever that was. Hardened officers nodded to me on their way past. There was only one or two with each group of commandeered civilians. They would have to do – though what use would they be against golems?

They had buckets of tar and torches. Perhaps they planned to set them alight. 

I watched them, simply glad not to be the one to lead these men to their deaths. That was a dirty business. Leading fathers and sons to slaughter. I felt ill just thinking about it.

Instead, I was leading women and children to their deaths – or that’s how it felt. How many of those I warned would see safety?

I gritted my teeth at the thought and forced aside the almost overwhelming feeling of helplessness that came whenever I thought of it. Zyla wouldn’t be thinking like that. She was already down in caverns beneath the earth in the dark and cold, leading a dangerous escape through a terrifying underground world. And she was probably standing at the head of the procession like a conquering hero, face alight with hope and hands raised high with courage.

I held onto that thought of her. If nothing else, her bold plan had accomplished one thing that I hadn’t realized I needed until now – it had kept her from what was coming. 

Be safe, Zyla. Be bright and courageous somewhere far from here.

I could feel the golems closing in. They were at the stem of the city waiting. I didn’t know what they were waiting for, but I knew that with every delay we lost the chance for one more civilian to be safe. 

I found the last row of houses against my assigned portion of the perimeter and I stood high in the stirrups, cupping my hands around my mouth.

“Any citizens of Estabis in these dwellings are ordered to take shelter in the Castel. Attack is imminent!” It was the same thing I’d shouted on every street along the way, ringing the bell I’d found at a butcher’s shop every time to get attention. My throat was raw and painful from shouting and my voice creaked from wear and tension.

I rang the bell, but there were few people left. Even at night, news travels. People had seen the commotion. They’d heard the soldiers rushing past and the commandeered men jangling with unfamiliar equipment. There were few left.

“Please!” A woman’s voice called from beside me. She sounded close to tears. “Please, can you help me! I can’t carry them all.”

She was the only one coming out on the street, her arms full of four children. One – a baby – was tied around her in a white scarf. Another she held on her hip while two little faces peered out from her skirts.”

I opened my mouth to tell her she’d need a different way to the Castel and then I felt it – a ripple. A ripple in the golems below.

Why could I feel them so easily? I’m no kin of yours, golems!

Tachril can see them! They climb!

“Climb up!” I yelled to the woman, my arms opening to take the toddler from her hip.

She shoved him into my arms at the same moment that he started screaming, reaching for her, his face a red mess of tears and snot. I was allergic to children but I clamped him in one arm, ignoring his battering fists and reached for another child, pulling the boy into the saddle in front of me. 

Saboraak danced nervously and the children screamed in terror.

“Would you stop that?” I barked, not knowing if I meant her or them. I was nervous too. I was scared too. We all were. And I didn’t have time to be patient. None of us had time. 

The next child was shoved at me, a little girl with long dark hair. I put her in front of her brother and reached an arm to help their struggling mother up behind me. 

She was still clambering aboard when the first shadow peeked over the wall.
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A row of shadows joined the first one as I pulled at the crying woman. She was having trouble with her center of gravity low and the baby in her sling.

“Hurry!” I yelled still not knowing who I was talking to.

“Too late! Too late!” My mimic screamed, his face a rictus of fear. 

Shouts filled the air from the wall and then fire really was being thrown at the shadows. Stones and rocks were next, and shadows were falling from the wall, but one – just one – leapt forward straight for me as if I had been outlined in light. 

Or as if I had bright moon-tattoos all over my face. Yeah. So helpful, ancestors.

My arms tightened on the children. 

“Fly! Fly!” I called, hoping the mother was holding on. I didn’t have arms for her, too. I only had two. Skies and stars, if only I had more arms!

Saboraak started to launch in the air and then stopped, tugged backward.

She screamed and something inside me shattered with fear. I clung to the children, looking around to see a wolf-golem with her tail clamped in his teeth. Saboraak struggled against his hold, but every flailing move shook at us so that I barely could hold the children. Their mother clung to my back with one arm, the other wrapped around the baby, her own screams and tears added to theirs.

And then Tachril was shooting from the sky like a lightning bolt. His massive wings blocked my vision but the snarls and snapping and squealing of metal behind me was like a song of death ripped from the mouth of an angel.

Saboraak spun free, surging into the air. Was she hurt? Was it bad?

Hurts. Lots. I’m bleeding. 

How badly? What did you do to stop dragons from bleeding?

I’ll be okay. We need to hurry.

She flapped hard, dodging the peaks of buildings as she chased the city streets upward, tier upon tier to the Castel. The skylifts that usually carried traffic quickly were silent and unused, their operators pulled away by the urgency of the night. The buildings were dark or filled to the brim with men brandishing weapons. Or – and this made me shudder – mostly empty except for a few people with white aprons and steaming pots. Healers. They were preparing for the wounded.

My stomach did a flip at the gates of the Castel where people choked every entrance. After grabbing this mother and her four wailing children from the teeth of death, I couldn’t just leave her to fight her way through that crowd herself.

“Find one of the lower towers,” I called to Saboraak.

I lowered the mother to the roof as we landed on the lowest open-topped tower, shoving the screaming red-faced toddler into her free arm, wishing he’d spare my ears as a thank you – but no, no gratitude there.

I leapt down from Saboraak and opened my arms to help the other two down, putting one on each hip. There wasn’t time for little legs to keep up.

“Wait here for me, do you hear?” I said to Saboraak, harsh in my jittery anxiety. “Don’t go flying off! I’ll be back.”

Tachril-

“Can look after himself! You’ll build your dragon city but not if you fly off right now!”

That didn’t even make sense. I wasn’t making sense. That ability left me hours ago.

“Follow me,” I told the mother, running to the stairs and descending as quickly as I could with two children in my arms. They were maybe four or five. Were children this size always so heavy? 

By the time we reached the bottom of the stairs to the storerooms below I could have sworn I was carrying two dragons.

“Halt there,” the guard at the steps said.

In the storeroom, careful lines were formed, clerks running up and down them with a harried look, clutching shuffled papers and frayed quills, assessing who could carry and be given supplies and who needed carrying. The other entrances were choked with people and five or six guards held the line at each one. Here, inside the empty Castel there was only one. 

“No men,” the guard said. “No space for you. Can the woman carry all the children?”

I looked at her. Her red-rimmed eyes looked overwhelmed. 

“Pair her up with someone who can help,” I said. 

The guard nodded, looking relieved that I wasn’t fighting him. How many fathers had he torn from their families today? His eyes looked haunted.

“You could carry them,” my mimic suggested. “Lenora would let you. She owes you that much.”

No one owed me anything.

But I did catch a glimpse of Lenora as I set the children down.

“Be careful,” I warned their mother. “The journey isn’t over yet.”

“Thank you!” she gasped, tears rolling down her face. “Thank you, sir.”

“Just get them to safety,” I growled. I wasn’t good at emotion. Especially this much of it. It was like a tornado whipping me up into the air and spinning me around until I didn’t know earth from sky.

She hurried away with a clerk the guard hailed. It was hard not to keep watching them with my eyes even as they hurried to what might be safety. I hated screaming toddlers. And at the same time, I wanted to stay with them and make sure they were safe. I was as jumbled as any tornado.

“Tor!” Lenora hurried up from the crowds. She looked like a rag someone had wrung out, her big eyes haunted and aching. “The golems?”

“On the walls,” I said. “I have to go.”

She nodded biting her lip as she looked around. “How many more?”

“The lines are long. Likely more than you’ll get through here before the walls are breached,” I said quietly. 

A shadow passed over her face and she turned to go but I caught her arm. “Zyla?”

“She’s down there leading them. It’s up to her now,” Lenora said.

“And your brother?”

She shrugged. “I haven’t seen him. Skies and stars send he is safe.”

“He seems to know his business.”

She nodded wearily, pulling together a smile for me. “We’re all behind our fighting men.”

Well, that’s nice. Oh, wait. She meant me. 

What did you say to that? Was she trying to encourage me? Was it even possible to encourage someone when you were both sure the situation was hopeless?

More than likely, one of us would be dead by tomorrow.

I saluted. It was the only thing that came to me. 

And then I spun around and ran back to the steps, sped up them, letting all my emotions push my legs so that I wouldn’t have to think about what I was running from. 

Some things no one should have to live through. 

Some things no one should have to feel.
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Chapter Fifteen
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I took a good look at Saboraak’s tail when I got up the stairs. 

Leave it. 

Gouges of flesh were torn out of it leaving red gashes and ragged scales.

If I live, I can sleep it off. We need to go help Tachril.

Skies and stars! We’d only met Tachril a few days ago. She needed to cool it on the obsession thing.

How would you feel if that was Zyla out there?

Zyla was down in the warrens. She was leading desperate citizens through narrow paths in the infinite dark. I was trying not to think about that. I was trying not to be swallowed up. Skies and stars send her safe!

Sorry.

I leapt onto Saboraak’s back, tightening all the straps as she leapt into the air, flying up, up, up until the city was so far below that we could see everything – a dragon’s eye view. 

It was worse from up here. 

The black swarm edged the walls like paper dipped in tar. It clung to them as men shoved back with polearms and the dragons of this city swooped down and plucked them from the walls, flinging them back to earth. Would that be enough to kill a golem? If “kill” was even the right word ...

Seems to be working. 

Skies and stars, I hoped it would. 

They needed to buy the vulnerable more time to flee. We needed to buy them that. 

Saboraak plunged down from the air. Did she see something that I didn’t?

Oh, of course. We were headed to where Tachril swooped and fought against the golems on the wall, his Green wing fighting with him. I was surprised to see that Nostar and his wing all had spears in hand. As their dragons lunged and fought, they stabbed as they could. That wasn’t much against a golem, but sometimes pressure from the exact right point could tip the balance. 

As I watched, a well-placed spear thrust from Letina tipped a golem over the edge and it fell, woodenly from the city wall into the long plunge to the ground below. I shivered. One down. Hundreds more to go. 

I was going to need a spear. 

How about a flagpole?

Saboraak banked hard to the side as we flew past a building with a flag hanging out over the street below. The flag hung from a sharp-ended pole sitting in a metal bracket. 

I leaned out as we passed and snatched the flagpole from the bracket. It was long – at least a foot longer than I was – a garish red with a heraldic sign on it – decoration maybe? A dragon gripping an arrow. What fool flew that over his shop?

An arrow maker, perhaps?

They called those fletchers. 

I pulled at the flag, trying to rip it off, but it wouldn’t budge. I’d just have to use it with the flag still attached. At least it was heavy and sharp on the end - a spear with a flag attached to it.

I positioned the spear in my grip just as we reached the wall. 

Saboraak swooped down, her feet snatching a golem from the edge of the metal and stonework wall at the same moment that it lunged toward a knot of men. They barely scrambled away as she plucked it from the ground. 

Its weight dragged us down and Saboraak tumbled from the wall, dragged by the weight until she dropped the golem off the side.

One down, only a few hundred more to go ...

The humans fought hard, spears and polearms more use than swords, as groups of thirty or more men pressed and pushed against a single golem. 

I watched in horror as one of the metal beasts snatched a man up from the ground with his teeth, shattering him in those mighty jaws even as his fellows shoved with all their might, sending the automaton toppling over the wall and plummeting toward the ground, his victim still clutched in his jaws.

Saboraak dove into the fray again, side by side with Tachril. I could feel her burst of pride and joy at his presence. Oddly, it made me feel safer, too.

His flare of fire raged over the backs of a pair of golems, but their metal carapaces were unaffected by the flames. Tachril snatched the first one up, bobbing under the weight and dropping over the side. We were fast behind him, descending to grab our own golem and replicating the action. 

How many golems could the dragons stop one at a time?

In the chaos of the flight, my vision spinning with the flurry and fury of Saboraak’s work, it was hard to catch the rest of the battle in more than glimpses. 

I’d catch sight of a group of men shoving a golem over the side of the city with a roar, only to spin away as Saboraak set her sights on another one.

Why were they so easy to knock back when they could climb up the underside of the city?

The pressure from behind them is too great. They can’t scramble back. It’s forward or fall.

I’d catch a glimpse of another group, scattering and screaming as a golem burst through their ranks and into the city, only to lose sight of it again as Saboraak dodged the attack of another leaping golem. It was strange to fight a thing that had no expressions, no emotions, only relentless, snapping steel. 

I shoved his snapping jaws away, leaning into the point of my spear with all my might as it caught his fiery eye.

Keep it up! We’re doing great!

We were surviving. Nothing more. 

There was a flurry of black wings just above my head as a wing of Black dragons dove down to snatch the rogue golem that had broken through our ranks. The claw at the tip of one black wing scored across my sleeve, tearing it open. I flinched away.

That was close!

I was still catching my breath as Saboraak wheeled, hurtling after Tachril as his wing dove toward one of the great city gates where dragons could enter, and massive platforms were usually raised from the lands below. 

Lee Estabis stood before the arch, holding a wickedly shaped polearm high in the air and shouting encouragement to his men as the morning light spread his shadow out like the flag on the end of my spear. Where was his black dragon, Isitdor?

He flies with the other Black dragons. Estabis has chosen to stand and fight with his men on the city streets.

Noble.

His men rallied, gathering around him with a roar as together they pressed back another surge of golems. 

The golems crashed forward, shredding bone and flesh and weapons indiscriminately.

And then we were in their ranks, the dragons snatching up golem after golem, and dropping them to their deaths like birds breaking open tortoises.

We were pushing them back, shoving them inch by inch back to the rim of the skycity. I could see hope in the glimpses of men’s faces as they fought.

We were doing it. 

We were going to save Estabis.
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Chapter Sixteen
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A terrible ripping scream tore through the air and Saboraak shuddered under me.

What was it?

What-?

She leapt to the side and in the flurry of her flapping wings I grabbed the pommel of the saddle, gripped my spear and tried to hold on as we bumped against a building, masonry, and dust raining down on us. 

The golems in the gate surged forward, leaping over a new obstacle – a fallen Black dragon dead on the street in front of the gate. 

I gasped in horror as I saw soldiers scrambling through the rubble to try to pull friends out from under their massive dead ally. The dragon’s rider scrambled up on top of him, spear held high as he jabbed toward the eyes of the first golem. He disappeared as their bodies surged over him, trampling both him and his fallen dragon.

We couldn’t let them pour through the gate like that! We couldn’t – 

A horn was sounding. Men fled down the streets. 

“Come on, Saboraak! We have to stop them!”

She didn’t seem to be listening. She shoved her body against the building. Was she hurt? I spun in the saddle, looking, looking. I couldn’t see a wound other than her tail, but wounds could be inside, invisible. She matched the color of the building exactly, as if she hoped to blend in.

“Saboraak?”

She didn’t answer. I fumbled with my straps, unbuckling them.

The golems would be here at any moment. They were pushing forward through our defenses. A few men, scattered, operating independently, fought in small groups. 

Hyoogan dropped to the ground in their midst, battling his way forward with snapping jaws and scything wings. He grabbed one golem in his strong jaws, flinging him to the side. The golem hit a nearby building and fell to the ground as men scattered below. 

But it was too much for one dragon. A pack of golems was on him now, their metal mouths tearing chunks from his wings and scales. His brothers surged down from the sky, grabbing up his attackers and flinging them over the side of the city. 

I loosened my last buckle and dropped to the ground, running so fast to Saboraak’s head that I almost tripped over my spear. She leaned against the building, quivering, her head low, her eyes wide. 

“Are you hurt?” I yelled over the chaos, taking her massive head in my hands. “Saboraak?”

A black dragon. They killed a black dragon.

Fear gripped my heart in its icy hands. She was afraid. She saw a dragon twice her size fall dead from the sky and she was frozen with fear. I’d seen this before.  

I’d been in Vanika when it fell. I’d been one of the lucky ones who survived the fall. I’d been there when the city was taken by the Dusk Covenant. I’d been there when it burnt in wide swaths as the Dominar took it back. But I’d hidden in the shadows. I’d scrambled to safety, hiding and running and hiding again. I hadn’t had to stand and fight. Other than brawls, I’d never really fought at all. My fancy throwing knives were worth nothing here.

I looked around, assessing.

All my ability to charm others and draw them in was useless here. We didn’t fight flesh and blood, but something much more powerful.

And I could feel it. I could feel the tide of the golems surging up. I could feel where they were winning and where they were losing. I could feel them falling over the edge and crumpling. I could feel it as if I were somehow attached to them. If I concentrated, I could feel each golem, point right to them even on a moonless night. 

Lee Estabis stood in the street, calling, “Rally! To me, men of Estabis!” 

I looked at my dragon quivering, and I looked at him there making a stand. Every minute we fought we bought those poor children more time to flee. I clenched my jaw and ran, darting past fallen rubble and over fallen men – I didn’t want to know if they were dead or alive – and to his call. 

Saboraak needed time to recover. That was all. She just wasn’t used to fighting for her life. It was enough to crumple anyone. Enough to freeze anyone for a few moments until they found whatever steel was inside them. And until then, I would fight with Lee.  

I joined him in the center of the street – joined the other men who shoved the golems back. 

“The eyes!” he called. “That’s their vulnerability! The eyes!”

We fought and jabbed at eyes, leaping over grasping paws and dodging snapping jaws. We fought as a howling, sweating pack of men, bound together by desperate determination. 

I could feel the golem we were fighting. I could feel his eye on me. It was almost as if we were connected somehow. He snapped at me and I dodged back as one of the men of Estabis jammed a spear through his eye. He crumpled, the light fading out.

The next one was already upon us. I could feel it before it attacked. Its eyes were already boring through my skull. 

“Close your mouth, dog!” I yelled, rushing forward with my spear to plunge it through its eye. I froze as it fell to the ground. 

The golem had shut his mouth when I ordered him to. 

What madness was this?

The next one leapt toward Lee Estabis from the right, jumping out of a gap between two buildings, growling and snapping. Lee was distracted, fighting a different golem. He didn’t see it as it plunged toward him. 

“Stop!” I barked.

The golem slid to a stop.

I froze again. The blood draining from my face.

The golem had obeyed me.

“Stop!” I yelled at the golem Lee battled. It stopped, screeching to a halt. 

A burst of hope shot through me as I stared at the still golem. If I could command one, I could command them all.

A heavy shoulder plowed into me, lifting me up from my feet and carrying me off the street with a howl of, “Clear! Clear the street!”

We fell to the side in a pile of rubble as a second Black dragon fell into the street beside us, rocking the street with its enormous impact. Dust and rock burst into the air as he landed, his head so close when it bounced against the skysteel street that I could see his glassy dead eye.

I gasped, horrified and disoriented. No wonder Saboraak was frozen in fear. No wonder she wanted to blend in. I wanted to blend in against the buildings, too. Anything that could fell such a massive dragon could kill me without even noticing.

Lee Estabis let go of me and this time I had the presence of mind to look up into the sky. 
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Chapter Seventeen
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This was why Saboraak huddled against a building shaking. This was why Black dragons were falling from the sky like Mayflies. 

The flying golems had arrived. 

My breath was snatched away as I watched a dozen of them set into a Black dragon and his rider, ripping them to pieces like a sawyer cutting wood.

I knew my mouth was hanging open. I knew I still hadn’t thanked Lee for saving my life. I knew it was up to me to do something.

I felt like I couldn’t move. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

My mind stuttered and then thought came crashing back. With it came pain. I was battered and bruised and one of my ankles wasn’t bearing my weight quite right. I shoved the pain aside. 

There wasn’t time for pain. 

There wasn’t time for fear. 

There was only action.

“Castelan Estabis!” I called. He was frozen, too, watching the battle above us – the battle we were losing.

“Lee!” I shook him until he looked at me, his eyes haunted with what I knew had been in mine only moments before – panic.

I clenched my jaw and narrowed my eyes. I would not panic.

“Lee.”

“Yes,” it was like a prayer.

“Sound the retreat. Pull your men back to the Castel. We can’t fight on two fronts out here. We need a central place to defend. By now, the citizens that can be saved have fled.”

“There hasn’t been time – ”

“We’ve had all the time we’re going to get. Do it.”

He still looked stunned. Who wouldn’t be? The dragons had been our only hope. I saw a flash of gold above and something inside me turned to steel.

My mimic stepped out from a shadow.

“Remember how I said I’d be here when you needed me? I think you could use a little help right now.”

He was right.

“I’m going up there to stop Eventen. He’s behind this,” I said. 

Even Lee couldn’t deny that now. Not when the golems he claimed to control had attacked the city.

Lee nodded, rallying now. “Sound the retreat! All men to the Castel!”

He was moving as he spoke, rallying his men as they fled.

My mimic pumped his fist. “Come on, Tor! Let’s rub that golem-lover into the ground!”

I ran to Saboraak. The golems – unchecked now – were flooding into the city. 

“Stop! Stay!” I yelled as I ran, stopping them one at a time. Even with that – how could one man stop an army?

“Saboraak!” I called as I skidded to a stop in front of her. “Look at me! Talk to me!”

Tor, I just can’t.

“Yes, you can.” If she didn’t, then we had no hope. “Come on. I know it’s scary. I’m scared, okay? I’m scared.” I turned to the golem plummeting toward us. “Stop, you metal dog! Would you cool it for a moment? We’re trying to have a conversation here!”

He stopped, screeching across the skysteel of the street.

“Now, listen to me, Saboraak. Pull yourself together! You’re a dragon. The finest jaw-snapping, fire-breathing creature on the planet!”

Those Black dragons were bigger than me, Tor. They were tougher than me. They are made for this. I’m not. If those things could shred them like that...

Her colors shifted one to another as she shook against the building beside her.

I grabbed her head in my hands. 

“There’s a moment in every person’s life when they have to climb that mountain of fear and go over it whether they like it or not. It’s that or die, sometimes. This is one of those times, Saboraak. I’ll be here with you. I will not leave your side – well, more likely your back – but we can’t just sit here and hide while this golem army slaughters every human and dragon in sight. I have a plan, but it will only work with your help. I need you, old girl. I need you to be courageous. Come on! For your dragon city. For your wing of Greens. For me.”

She shook herself, her color settling on Red. Good. She wanted to fight, too.

I gave her my most confident grin. “We can do this. I’ll be right here with you.”

I climbed up onto her back, strapping myself in as she shook herself. 

A golem lunged toward us and I threw up a hand. He stopped, the light in his eyes fading. But there were more on their way. We couldn’t wait here forever.

After all, as long as the source of power that directed them was out there, they couldn’t truly be stopped until he was.

It was time to hunt Eventen Shadereaver, or watch this city and my beloved dragon die before my eyes.

I was ready.

If he wasn’t trembling yet, he should be.
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READ MORE OF TOR AND Saboraak’s story in Dragon Chameleon: Golem Siege.
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WELL, YOU’VE COME TO the end of this book - but there’s still so much more to come! If you enjoyed the story, please leave a review - and if you didn’t, please don’t! I’m kidding, of course. All reviews are deeply appreciated and I would love to hear your thoughts on my work. 

I would like to encourage, inspire, embolden or even cajole you to sign up for my newsletter. Seriously. Please sign up.

Why? 

Because I want to get to know you! Oh, maybe you meant why would you want to do that. Well, you’ll be getting all my short stories related to the books for free. You’ll get the chance to weigh in on writing decisions. And, often, I give my subscribers full books for free! So, what are you waiting for? 

SIGN UP TODAY!
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OTHER SERIES YOU MIGHT LIKE:[image: image]

DRAGON SCHOOL

A disabled teen, an empathetic dragon, a bond that will save the world. 

Get the full details HERE.
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DRAGON CHAMELEON

A color-changing spy dragon, an unlikely hero - an adventure that will keep you breathless.

Get the full details HERE.
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DRAGON TIDE

When Seleska finds a baby dragon on the beach, she has no idea that he might be the key to saving the world.

Get the full details HERE.
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BRIDGE OF LEGENDS

Bridge of Legends is the story of hope, love, and friendship in a time when all those things seem impossible. For lovers of slow-burn romance and high-stakes fantasy – this is your perfect binge read!

Get the full details HERE.[image: image]

TANGLED FAE SERIES

Allie Hunter will stop at nothing to protect her town from the wicked fae. But she’s neer had to hunt like this - where the traps are cunning and deception is everywhere. Will Allie have what it takes to keep her people safe?

Get the full details HERE.[image: image]

EMPIRE OF WAR AND WINGS

When Aella’s family is threatened by the powerful Winged Empire, her frustration is manifested in a magical swarm of bees. Can Aella find a way to use her strange magic to bring freedom to her land?

Get full details HERE.
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Behind the Scenes:
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USA Today bestselling author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves spinning a yarn and if it paints a magical new world, twists something old into something reborn, or makes your heart pound with excitement ... all the better! Sarah hails from the rocky Canadian Shield in Northern Ontario -
learning patience and tenacity from the long months of icy cold - where she lives with her husband and two small boys. You might find her building fires in her woodstove and wishing she had a dragon handy to light them for her
Sarah would like to thank Harold Trammel and Eugenia Kollia for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same. 

www.sarahklwilson.com
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